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NARRATIVES OF
SOUTH ASIAN MUSLIM
WOMEN IN LEICESTER
1964-2004
1

by Joanna Herbert and Richard Rodger
ABSTRACT
KEY WORDS:
Narratives,
cross-cultural
interview,
Islamophobia,
South Asian
Muslims

This article draws on interviews with South Asian Muslim women and explores
the narratives of suffering, which were used to articulate their gendered experiences of growing up in the household and their encounters with Islamophobia following September 11th. It is argued that, in the process of analysis,
it is important to attend to other features of the narrative, such as the trajectory of the life story, to highlight moments of negotiation and agency, to contextualise the interviews with secondary sources, and to reflect on the role of the
interview relationships. This helps to avoid reproducing misunderstandings
about South Asian Muslims and ultimately challenges stereotypes that Muslim
women are helpless victims or that Muslims are self-segregating.
INTRODUCTION
Oral history has proved to be a key tool for
research on the histories of migrant groups and
there is now a significant body of literature
which draws on oral sources to explore the
complexities and nuances of migrant experiences, mentalities and identities.2 More recently,
academics have paid increasing attention to the
role of narratives in migrant oral histories and
have become interested in the stories that
migrants tell, not just in terms of the content
but in the ways in which these stories are told.3
Thus, there is an increased awareness of how
narratives are composed in terms of structure
and form, including how certain characters are
portrayed and how events are reordered into a
plot. The development of the plot over time
then results in a transformation, such as a
change in the teller’s fortunes.4 Attention has
also focused on genres which refer to a type of
narration that has particular conventions and
expectations and help signal how the listener
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should interpret the story. 5 Influenced by
Tonkin’s work on genres, there is a greater
awareness and understanding of how narratives
are constructed according to a particular,
formalised way of talking about the past, of the
need to attend to the rhetorical skills of the
interviewee and to view the act of narration as
a ‘purposeful social action.’6
Whilst the decoding of meanings and
messages within the interview may be unconscious if the narrator and interviewer are from
the same background, if the interview is crosscultural the listener will need to learn ‘how to
listen.’ The rise to success through stoic hard
work and the pioneering adventurer are familiar migrant stories yet they are also typical male
narratives.7 It is, therefore, important to attend
to the narrative genres used by women
migrants, as Portelli has observed, because
narratives are constructed in gendered ways
and women may draw on story forms that are
less well known.8
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The narratives through which the Muslim
women told their life stories was one of suffering, both as a woman in their personal lives and
as a Muslim within public spaces. Taking these
themes, allows us to reflect on both the advantages of employing a narrative approach and the
implications for the interpretation of interviews.
Yet is also allows us to gain a deeper understanding into how the women express and evaluate living in Britain and to glean an insight into
experiences that are relatively unexplored. Not
only does gender continue to be sidelined
within mainstream immigration studies but
where research on South Asians does incorporate women, it tends to categorise women as the
‘followers’ who joined their husbands in the
family reunification phase and made important
contributions to the community building
process.9 Whilst women’s experiences within
the household has received academic attention,
this has tended to focus on decision making
within the migratory process and less so on the
women’s memories of their socialisation within
the household.10 This reflects the scope of previous research on South Asians which has tended
to focus on either the first generation elders or
on the second and third generation youths,
rather than those who had migrated to Britain
as children, attended secondary school in
Britain, and constituted a ‘half-way’ generation.11 Previous research has also concentrated
on South Asian Muslim women within the
sphere of employment, education, or their religious and cultural identities, but explorations
of their spatial experiences within particular
localities, is more limited.12 However, as Sibley
has argued, exclusions within social space are
unnoticed and yet routinely experienced by
minority ethnic groups and it is imperative for
scholars to expose and make visible these social
practices, particularly to dominant groups, such
as white middle class males.13
SCOPE OF THE RESEARCH
The research was conducted by Herbert and
draws on ten in-depth life story interviews
conducted in 2004 and builds on a larger
research project on South Asian migration to
Leicester which included over fifty five interviews from original interviews and existing
archives.14 The problems of a white scholar
researching minority ethnic groups came to the
fore in the 1980s when ‘race relations’ research
was heavily criticised for reproducing stereotypes of subordinate groups, perpetuating the
view that minority groups were a problem and
were blamed for ‘prying into the black community.’15 Post-colonial critiques have also questioned the authority of western scholars to
speak on behalf of other cultures.16 Further-

more, the structural inequality that exists
between scholars and minority groups has lead
to the romanticizing of marginalised groups.
Consequently South Asian women have either
been celebrated for their successes or cultural
‘difference’ or presented as downtrodden
victims to be pitied.17 More recently, scholars
have contended that interviews with an ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ produce different types of
knowledge; neither is superior, yet it is crucial
to attend to how the social location of the interviewer may shape the interview.18 A narrative
approach alerts us to this process of construction, by reminding us that the interview is
always a performance and a process. It can,
therefore, help to avoid the pitfalls of stereotyping.

Spinney Hills,
Highfields. The
photographs in
this article are
reproduced by
permission of Ben
Ravilious.
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The participants were identified through
local contacts. This helped to overcome some of
the potential difficulties that an ‘outsider’ may
encounter, such as suspicion from the respondents. The interview process has been discussed
in-depth elsewhere but it is worth reiterating the
significant influence that the contacts have on
the research.19 In this case the contacts had
worked in the local area for over twenty years,
had formed networks with a wide range of
people, and were not Muslim themselves. There
was no implicit or explicit expectation to interview women from a particular Muslim background. Hence, male community elders who
would have a vested interest in portraying a
certain view of ‘their community’ were generally
avoided. The contacts used were vital in establishing a degree of mutual trust between the
respondents and interviewer and the women
generally talked at ease, although one woman
felt more comfortable with her colleague present
during the interview and another respondent
was interviewed alongside her husband.
All the women worked, or had been
employed outside the household; one had
attended university, and seven of the ten respondents were married with children. Only one
respondent lived with an extended family,
although the majority of the other women had
lived in an extended household at some point in
their life. Whilst Islam was one element of their
identity, there were many other aspects of differentiation such as country of origin (which
included India, Bangladesh, Malawi, Zambia
and Zimbabwe), regional and linguistic backgrounds, social class, ethnicity, age, occupation,
different familial traditions, and timing of arrival
into Britain, although the majority had migrated
to Britain in the 1970s and 1980s.20 Added to
this, were different doctrinal traditions and
styles of dress. During the interview, some
women were clothed in an ankle length gown;
others wore a headscarf, whilst several women
chose not to wear the hijab and were dressed in
western clothes. The women’s reasons for
choosing their dress style were also diverse and
were often discussed as part of constructing a
Muslim identity in Britain. Whilst pressure from
in-laws was also mentioned, this was downplayed in their narratives and the women typically emphasised their personal motivations.
Overall, the differences rather than the
commonalities were most conspicuous, defying
any presumptions that there was a single
Muslim culture, community or identity.
THE SETTING
Leicester is a medium sized Midland city of
around 280,000 people and is home to many
diverse minority ethnic communities. 21 The
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growth of the South Asian population radically
transformed Leicester’s ethnic profile, particularly between 1968 and 1978 when some
20,000 East African Asians arrived from Kenya,
Tanzania, Malawi and Uganda.22 Their migration was due to growing Africanisation
programmes whereby governments sought to
eradicate the economic dominance of Asians
that had developed under British rule. The city
council responded to this influx of South Asians
by advising Ugandan Asians to stay away from
the city through an advert in the Ugandan Argos
in 1972, and as a result the city was infamously
branded the most ‘unwelcoming’ in Britain.
However, since the 1980s the city council has
pursued multicultural policies and promoted
and celebrated ethnic diversity; following the
riots of 2001 in English northern industrial
cities, Leicester received international attention
and was hailed as a model of multi-cultural
success.
Leicester has become one of Britain’s main
‘Asian’ cities, but because it has a Hindu population of 41,250 – the second largest in England
and Wales – it is primarily regarded as a Hindu
city.23 Nevertheless, during the last twenty years
the Muslim population of Leicester has been the
fastest growing religious community. From
1983 to 2001 the rate of increase of Muslims as
a percentage of the total population (6.4 per
cent) was significantly higher than that of
Hindus (0.8 per cent) and by 2001, Leicester’s
Muslim population numbered 31,000, the tenth
largest in England and Wales.24 In contrast to
other South Asian Muslim populations in
Britain, who originate from Pakistan and
Bangladesh, most South Asian Muslims in
Leicester are from a Gujarat background. 25
More recently, the city has witnessed the arrival
of Muslim refugees particularly Kosovans and
Somalis who had fled from civil war.26
The interviews took place in an inner city
area known as Highfields. Housing in Highfields is mainly composed of large Victorian
houses and redbrick terraces, and following
post-war neglect, the area was generally deemed
as undesirable by the white population.27 The
area has been home to earlier generations of
settlers including eastern Europeans, Irish and
African Caribbeans, and although there has
been some evidence of suburbanisation by
South Asians since the 1990s, most notably
amongst Indians and East African Asians, Highfields has emerged into a distinctive and selfcontained Muslim area.28 The Muslim identity
of Highfields is striking. As one journalist
observed: ‘From the minute you walk into
Highfields, it’s impossible not to notice that
Islam is the thread which binds the community
together.’ ‘It is possible’, the journalist
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commented, ‘to walk the streets of Highfields
for hours and never see a white face. The shops,
from confectioners to drapers and butchers are
all Asian and predominantly Muslim.’29
NARRATIVES: SUFFERING AS A
WOMAN
Whilst South Asian men presented themselves
as the heroes who worked hard and struggled
against the harsh working conditions or
succeeded due to their autonomy and pioneering spirit, the women’s narratives were
distinct.30 That is, they drew on a narrative of
suffering, which involved creating a survivor
subject position and unlike the men’s stories,
was not based on the public sphere of the workplace, but centred on their private lives. This
was not unique to the Muslim respondents but
cut across religious differences and underpinned many of the South Asian women’s
stories. The women’s narratives typically
focused on very personal stories which included
struggles growing up, a pressure to marry,
conflicts with in-laws, coping with the death of
a loved one, and an unhappy marriage. For
example, the women often recounted how, as
an adolescent, they contended with their
parents gendered expectations which attempted
to define appropriate behaviour and monitor
their conduct. Munisa, for instance, conveyed
the sense of burden and frustration she felt by
stressing how her life was constrained by
gender roles, and by contrasting her obligations
within the household with the freedom permitted to her brothers. She explained:
I felt because I was the only girl I felt my
brothers were spoilt. My mum and dad
thoroughly spoilt them and she just ran
around with them you know. I mean I did
everything for them; they used to come
from school, throw their things, their
satchel and their shoes around you know
you were forever picking things up. They
used to have their tea, you know in the
kitchen they would go and make themselves, or my mum would make tea for
them and all that and literally everything
was in a mess you know and they could just
leave it and go out to play, we would you
know my mum and I would cook for them
and all that. And so I was, in spite of all
that, helping in the shop and helping my
mum who lived very strict, I remember my
mum; my dad would not let me go out
anywhere.31
From the outset, Munisa presents herself as
disadvantaged in the household solely because
of her gender. Her story continued with the

familiar episode of the pivotal moment when
she was informed by her parents that she was
expected to marry:

Spinney Hills,
Highfields (Ben
Ravilious).

My mum and dad called me in the front
room and they said that ‘You are now
getting old, you are nearly 17 and we’re
going to marry you off, and here is, you
know, we would like you to marry him’ and
he showed me the photograph and do you
know what? I just looked at the photograph
and threw it on the floor. And then my dad
said, ‘You do as you’re told, you are my…’
in those days we sort of said ‘you are my
izzat’, a girl, a daughter is supposed to be
an izzat, that means you can’t, and you
know you are my proud, pride.
I know, yes.
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Yes. You know the word izzat? You are my
pride you cannot do anything wrong
because I have to live in the community, I
have to face everybody. So just think how
much pressure I had to live with. And so
what I did, I remember the words so very,
very vividly and I remember saying ‘Do
what you want.’ And I walked out.32
The reference to izzat (honour) demonstrates the pressures she felt, specifically as a
‘girl’ and as a ‘daughter’ because her actions
were not only accountable to her family but to
the wider ‘community.’ Versions of this experience were retold by many of the South Asian
women who also typically described at great
length the difficulties involved in meeting their
proposed husband at the airport, their initial
reactions and feelings towards him, their
wedding day and their consequent new role as
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a daughter-in-law.
These extracts of both daily routines and
dramatic, life changing events, offer a glimpse
into an otherwise hidden realm of family relations and illustrate how gender, ethnicity and
age intersected within their daily lives. Yet there
is a danger of viewing the women as passive
victims whereby a series of unfortunate events
simply happened to them or reproducing particular stereotypes such as the Muslim home as an
oppressive arena or South Asian marriages as
forced marriages. Narrative analysis however
reminds us that the stories take the viewpoint
of the teller that the teller may present themselves as a victim to provoke sympathy from the
audience, and that individuals may be stereotyped as villains, or presented as extremes.
Literature on South Asians has revealed that
parents were not simply oppressive but, as
migrants, wanted to protect their children from
what was typically perceived to be a threatening English culture.33 In addition, research with
first generation South Asian elders reveals the
lengthy planning process of from two to five
years to arrange a marriage, the immense pressures experienced by the parents, and the
process of negotiation which is lost in quotes
which focus on the single day.34 For example,
whilst Munisa’s narrative dwelled on her
parents’ demands in great depth, she also
mentioned that she ultimately chose to go ahead
with the marriage and in exchange her parents
permitted her to study for a teaching qualification. She possessed some leverage to negotiate
her own requirements.
Narrative analysis encourages us to examine
the whole life story and this reveals that, whilst
the women may have used suffering as a
cultural script to frame and interpret their experiences, they also stressed moments that highlighted their own agency. For instance, several
women commented that whilst their marriage
was initially difficult for them, they had
persuaded their husband to accept their views
or modify his behaviour over time, and thereby
had gained more authority in the household.
Hasina, for example, introduced her husband
into her life story by stating ‘he came over from
Malawi. He’s a little bit more old fashioned than
I am, there’s some things that he’s not been
comfortable with.’35 She then described how he
gradually began to listen to her opinions regarding their son’s behaviour and she concluded, ‘I
started working, I found that my husband was
a lot more accepting and he started listening to
me more, I think that made a difference in our
relationship and he’s actually turned out to be
more broadminded than I thought because he
does all the housework (laughs).’ 36 These
moments revealed how they were involved in a
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process of negotiation within the household and
were successful in creating changes to their
lives to improve and fortify their position.
Overall, the trajectory of these narratives did
not follow that of a tragedy and a slide from
good to bad, but rather the women emphasised
how their lives had gradually improved, and
they presented themselves as survivors who
overcame these problems. The women often
ended their narratives by explicitly stating their
strength. Again, this is exemplified by Munisa:
Sometimes I also think how I coped with
that, I don’t know how I coped. I’m sitting
here talking about that one and I’m thinking... I’m really shivering inside you know
say, ‘How did I manage all that?’ but I don’t
know I must have had a strength from
somewhere to do that.37
This reveals the importance of examining
the temporal order of the story and reveals the
role of narratives in affirming self-identity. As
Roberts states: ‘The story is one’s identity, a
story created, told, revised and retold throughout life. We know or discover ourselves and
reveal ourselves to others, by the stories we
tell.’38 Thus, the narrative of suffering which
revealed their hardships and problems ultimately served to underline their resourcefulness
and endurance as women and secured their self
identity in the present, as strong women.
SUFFERING AS A MUSLIM
Whilst the theme of suffering within their
private lives was expressed by all South Asian
women, the Muslim women’s narratives
focused on another form of suffering that the
Sikh and Hindu women did not share: experiences of Islamophobia in the aftermath of 9/11.
Unlike their stories of suffering as women, the
problem of anti-Muslim hostility had not been
reconciled and remained a predominant
concern in their current daily lives. For some
Muslim women, encounters with Islamophobia
dominated their stories, but more typically it
was interwoven with the stories of their
personal struggles. Sameeha explained how the
city centre had become a site of white hostility
for her, following September 11th. In particular, she relayed in detail one incident and
returned to it many times in her narrative:
I don’t go to town anymore because we
went to town and because my husband has
got a beard they started saying ‘Bin Laden’
every time. One day someone said to him
‘oh are you all right Bin Laden?’ he said
‘yes’ and they said ‘f off and f this’ they
started swearing and there was just him me

and my two young ones and I was actually
frightened for them and myself. I thought
there’s nine youths and they could do something so I said ‘Let’s just go away they’re
not worth it.’ We stopped going into town
and we don’t go into town anymore. I may
go there once a year if I need anything
’cause I use the directory now, I just buy my
clothes from there, but it’s frightening for
me, I don’t go anywhere.39
In this instance her husband was the target
of abuse, but Sameeha’s narrative focuses on
the impact it had on her life; that is, her exclusion from town. Her sense of suffering and also
helplessness was often expressed directly. She
commented: ‘I feel sometimes, because of our
skin colour we’re going to get it all the time
anyway.’ Later she added, ‘I guess because it’s
visible that I’m a Muslim I will be suffering I
think. Suffering in silence to be honest.’ 40
Other women’s narratives focused on less
explicit forms of Islamophobia, although the
consequences were the same – an exclusion
from particular spaces. Nasiha explained: ‘I’ve
only been wearing the scarf now for two years
and I went to town once after the first week of
wearing the scarf and I went in a few shops and
I got treated so differently.’41 She stressed the
reaction of the shop assistants in certain department stores,
They give you that look. ‘Well hold on
you’re not meant to be in here’ and they
can’t really come up to you and say it to you
‘oh you’re not really meant to be in here,’
but they give you that look, they look you
top to bottom and think ‘you’ve got a scarf
on’, or ‘you shouldn’t be shopping in our
shop, we don’t store your type of clothes.’
And they follow you around and you get so
angry that you just walk out. Most of the
time I do, I do walk out and I think well I’ll
spend my money somewhere else but you
do get looked at differently, I think, since
September 11th. They do look at you differently.42
For Nasiha the disapproving look served as
a subtle form of exclusion. It was an unequivocal message that Muslims did not belong to that
space and her Muslim attire signified that she
was ‘out of place.’43 Nasiha recalled various
settings where she encountered suspicious
looks, including in the villages on the outskirts
of Leicester and at East Midlands Airport
where, she stressed, ‘you just got looked at.
They don’t need to say it to you but it’s the way
they look at you, the whispers, the body
language.’44 For these women, Islamophobia
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was not simply confined to overt racial abuse,
but was also evident in more subtle guises to
which they became attuned. This was reinforced by Naeema: ‘it’s the undercurrents, it’s
underneath. It’s underneath the smiles, the
politeness and all that.’45
By providing detailed descriptions of these
experiences and emphasizing this theme within
their life stories, the women portrayed the
distinct sense that these incidents were not
easily dismissed as inconsequential; rather they
provoked considerable unease and anxiety and
had a pervasive impact on their lives. The experiences of exclusionary practices such as name
calling or hostile looks, offers an insight into the
strategies that dominant groups adopt to
construct physical and symbolic boundaries
between themselves and threatening ‘others’
and so secure the ‘whiteness’ of certain spaces.
Whilst research in other cities has noted the
role of violence in limiting the social mobility
of other ethnic groups, some white people in
Leicester used more subtle strategies to maintain boundaries, strategies which go unnoticed
by the white majority but secured the Muslim
women’s exclusion from particular spaces.46 The
city of Leicester is known for its tolerance
towards minority ethnic groups yet September
11th can be seen as creating a racist panic
which heightened the desire to keep Muslims at
a distance and maintain boundaries between
‘us’ and ‘them.’ According to Sibley moral
panics express beliefs about belonging and not
belonging, and for the female respondents the
hostility they experienced in the city, albeit
subtle and often covert, made them realise that
their belonging in Britain was essentially conditional.47 In essence, their exclusion from spaces
beyond Highflields symbolised their exclusion
from the nation. 48 This was articulated by
Nasiha,
I think when you’re in your own community or out and about in Highfields, or
Evington it’s fine, but you go into certain
shops in town, it’s mostly in town […] you
go into the city centre and these people
think ‘Okay, right are they meant to be
here?’ And you think God I’ve been bought
up here, I call myself a British Bangladeshi
but I’m not at the end of the day if this is
how they treat you.49
INTERPRETING NARRATIVES
The interviews highlight the strengths of oral
history to reveal worlds otherwise hidden from
other ethnic and religious groups. However,
because the women emphasised their suffering
within their stories there is a danger in assuming that they were simply helpless victims or of
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reproducing common misunderstandings and
stereotypes about South Asian Muslims. A
narrative analysis however highlights that
whilst suffering was used as a cultural script to
frame their stories, there were other narrative
features which indicated how the stories should
be interpreted including the temporal order, the
trajectory of the life story, and the moments of
negotiation and agency. Critiques of narrative
approaches have highlighted how narrative
analysis can lead to a narrow focus of study or
can reduce lives to fiction, in which the form
becomes the focus of study rather than experiences, however, contextualising the interviews
with secondary sources helps to avoid these
limitations.50 For example, whilst the women’s
narratives inferred that their parents were
‘negative’ characters, even aggressors, who
should be blamed, the literature on South
Asians helps alert us to the concerns and priorities of first generation migrants and provides a
historical and social context for the interviews.
A narrative analysis directs attention not just
to what is told but why the story is told.
Gardner identified the theme of suffering used
by Bengali Muslim women in East London and
suggested that they may have focused on this
because it reaffirmed their role as the suffering
wife and offered a means to enhance their
respect and status.51 That is, suffering is one
way through which Muslim women can gain
honour. Arguably, this may apply to the Muslim
women in Leicester in that, as Thompson and
Chamberlain have argued, they drew on a genre
that was culturally acceptable and available to
them, but overall their stories emphasised their
strength in spite of the difficulties.52 Moreover,
whilst it is important to attend to the influence
of specific cultural genres, these alone cannot
explain the stories. As oral historians have long
recognised, the interaction between the teller
and the audience is also a vital part of narratives and the cross-cultural context of the interview, coupled with the women’s present day
concerns, cannot be ignored. Whilst it is important to recognise the fluid and multi-faceted
nature of identities, the interviewer’s social location as essentially an ‘outsider’ inevitably influenced the type of stories the respondents
decided to tell.
Arguably, the interviewer’s white ethnicity
enabled the women to criticise aspects of their
culture without fear of judgement, such as how
discourses of shame and honour constrained
their behaviour whilst they were growing up in
Britain.53 The women’s narratives of suffering
as a Muslim needs to be considered in the
context of various global events such as the
Rushdie affair, the Gulf war, September 11, the
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the bomb-
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ings in London whereby Muslims throughout
Europe have been cast as self-selecting
outsiders, stereotyped as ‘fundamentalists’ and
demonised and feared as the ‘enemy within.’54
Muslims continue to feel embattled and
besieged, and the stigmatisation of Muslims
remains a pre-eminent concern. Considering
this perhaps the women chose to emphasise
their experiences of Islamophobia to try to
convey to an English person the extent to which
anti-Muslim sentiment impinged on their lives,
in terms both of their restrictions in public
space and also in relation to their ambivalence
about their sense of belonging in Britain.
Indeed, the consequent feelings of anxiety and
fear that the women routinely endured was
shocking, particularly considering the dominant
discourse of Leicester which celebrates the
city’s multi-cultural success.55 Moreover, the
women’s stories ultimately challenged stereotypes that white people may possess. Firstly,
that Muslim women are disempowered victims,
oppressed by their religious and ethnic cultures
and, secondly, that the residential segregation

of Muslims is a sign of their self-segregation and
lack of integration which is then blamed for
undermining integration and threatening social
cohesion.56 It was clear from the interviews that
the women valued Highfields because it represented a place of safety in contrast to other
parts of the city where they felt threatened and
unwelcome.

The Clerics Cricket
Match, Grace
Road 9 November
2006 (Ben
Ravilious).

CONCLUSION
This article has revealed how narratives reflect
experiences, serve as cultural scripts and reaffirm identities. It has also been argued that a
narrative analysis helps to avoid simplistic interpretations and that if we do not attend to the
narrative structure of oral histories, there is a
danger in seeing particular types of stories as
inherent ‘truths’ rather than as genres that are
used to frame and best articulate experiences
and viewpoints. A narrative approach can be
seen as particularly useful for explorations of
the experiences of South Asian Muslim women
in that it prioritises the perspective of the teller
and helps to restore their agency since they are
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activity engaged in the process of interpreting
and evaluating their lives. This is most important considering previous research has been
criticised for reducing South Asian Muslim
women to the ‘objects’ of the research.’ 57
Finally, and more generally, attention to narratives is invaluable to cross-cultural research; it
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