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Abstract: 

 

This qualitative research, situated within the interpretivist paradigm, draws on 

educational journey narratives of 31 British women of Bangladeshi (10), Indian (11) and 

Pakistani (10) (BIP) heritage. It aims to give space to the individual voices of women 

who have been homogenised, marginalised, and often silenced, within the educational 

mainframe. All the women whose stories form this thesis had some of their compulsory 

education within the U.K.  As BIP heritage, my own story is included.  The narratives 

were explored using a combined grounded theory, and Bronfenbrenner model (1979) 

approach which allowed for multiple and layered themes to emerge.   

Through unstructured interviews the women explained the complex ways in which they 

negotiate identity and belonging within ówhiteô eurocentric educational institutions, 

whilst operating within the patriarchal confines of izzat (loosely translated as honour).  

Izzat was enforced through the watchful gaze of the baradari (community) and equally, 

alongside socio ïeconomic status, impacted on how education for girls was viewed, 

and enabled by families. Education led to the two trajectories of employment and 

marriage; all three of which, were influenced by the four pillars (agency, attitude, 

access and knowledge). Educational success enabled better marriage prospects, and I 

argue is an integral part of the dowry (ówealthô given by brideôs family to the groomôs 

family). 

Previous research has used intersectionality to understand disadvantage, such as 

institutionalised racism and sexism. However using izzat as a facet of intersectionality, 

to inform understanding of the context within which BIP heritage female students may 

be operating is new. I argue izzat should be used as a lens to enable practitioners to 

have more nuanced pastoral conversations. This thesis makes a unique contribution to 

knowledge and to the educational studies field as it offers valuable insights into how 

izzat weaves with other dimensions adding to the marginalisation of BIP women.
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1 Chapter One: Introduction 

 

a. Positioning the Thesis 

This thesis presents the educational journeys of thirty-one British Bangladeshi, Indian 

and Pakistani (BIP) (my coined term) heritage women. Through their stories there 

emerges a number of important experiences and reflections that carry significance for 

the educational attainment and expectations of BIP heritage girls and women, now and 

into the future. As such, this thesis is intended to pay closer and more nuanced 

attention to the lessons that emerge, and to consider how pedagogical practice may 

better respond to the struggles and challenges that women in these groupings face.  

I am committed to presenting the life experiences of my participants as sensitively and 

accurately as possible, not least because I am myself part of my data set. I adopt an 

autoethnolographical approach, including my personal narratives that I drew on first in 

order to shape my approach to interviewing other women. The technique used to 

gather and analyse the data was unstructured interviews, specifically narratives, which 

were decoded using grounded theory. This thesis is not intended to make a theoretical 

contribution, but it does draw on a number of key frameworks, including 

intersectionality, to support the analysis. Combining intersectionality with a grounded 

approach, I was able to identify from my data set the impact that izzat has in shaping 

the experiences, limitations, and challenges facing myself and each of the women with 

whom I spoke. My contribution then, is seen not just in the new in-depth data but in the 

presentation of izzat as a lens through which to understand the complex educational 

journeys of women from BIP backgrounds.  I posit the use of an izzat-informed lens 

that looks beyond positioning BIP heritage women with a deficit model, and that also 

allows for a more nuanced understanding of lived experiences. 

Methodologically, I begin with my identity as a learner, which was shaped within the 

parameters of my Indian heritage, which in turn was shaped by izzat. As evidenced 

throughout this research, izzat is a very complex system of unwritten rules, regulations 

and surveillance systems operated by the baradari (brotherhood/ community), and also 

embedded within cultural expectations that dictate how life should be lived. Wilson 

(1978) suggests that izzat translates roughly as family honour, or sometimes as self-

respect, and occasionally ñjust plain male egoò (p5), whilst Virdi (2013) states that izzat 

is an Urdu word that loosely refers to honour, respect and reputation. My journey was 

against a backdrop of academic and media discussions about children who were failing 

in the British education system.  As I had been one of those children who had been 

ópositionedô to fail, I have reflected on why I did not. I have systematically recalled 

memories pivotal in some way to my experiences as a learner. I wanted to know 

whether there was any similarity between my journey and those of other BIP women.  
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As a professional who works within education, I acknowledge the activist element of 

this research. In my case, this is a strong desire for educational institutions to change 

the way BIP heritage women are viewed and interacted with. McTaggart (1994) 

suggests that action research and research activism is a practice-based tool for 

change, usually at a local level. Moreover, he states that action research starts with a 

need to change something and is a ñform of self ïreflective enquiryò (p317). Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison (2018) propose that action research can be used in almost any 

setting where a problem involving people, tasks and procedures needs a solution, or 

where some change of feature results in a more desirable outcome. Furthermore, they 

suggest that amongst the uses for action research, issues involving attitudes and 

values can be tackled. 31 women including myself recounted their narratives of their 

experiences of successfully navigating through an educational system that had, on 

many levels, already set them up to fail. Success for many simply meant that they 

completed at least to the end of secondary school.  

Yuval-Davis (1994) argues that the positioning of BIP heritage women is racist because 

it implies that there is a better reality for them, one that is more óliberalô and that should, 

therefore, be welcomed as enlightenment by these women (Haw, 1998). This is a 

reductionist narrative set for, rather than by, BIP heritage women, and which I argue is 

filtered through two lenses: one that is izzat informed and one that is eurocentric. (The 

term popularised by Said (1978), who argues that western discourse attributes 

inferiority to anything not European). This filtering process impacts on the development 

of agency and social and cultural capital, and also serves only to marginalise women 

who are already operating óon the fringeô. Furthermore, it impacts on how BIP heritage 

women are viewed in educational, media, and political discourse. Moreover, these 

óprescribed narrativesô (or stories imposed) or identities are at odds with how the 

women view themselves and more importantly how they want others to view them. 

This, in conjunction with the way in which homogenous categorisation is applied 

subconsciously within the education system, is unhelpful in two ways. Firstly, it 

promotes negative and racist stereotypes that limit teachersô expectations for this group 

of women, and also, in some cases, limit what students themselves might want. 

Secondly this cultural commentary both within and outside of the groups themselves is 

visibly played out through womenôs bodies, an example here being that of the burkha. 

Externally it has been used to symbolise the repression of Muslim women (Revell, 

2012), but often the dialogue does not extend to the women who openly óchooseô to 

wear it as a symbol of identity and modesty, something further discussed in chapter 4. 

Meticulous examination of my data shows that the voices of the women highlight 

challenges that the two lenses place upon them and their journey in an educational 

system entrenched with white privilege. McIntosh (1986) suggests that white privilege 
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is ñan invisible package of unearned assetsò (p378) gained through being white. This is 

done in overt and covert ways, such as placing ceilings and boundaries, homogenizing 

heritage and experiences, and a providing insufficient or inadequate careers advice. 

These caps and ceilings are reinforced through barriers such as setting, streaming and 

selective schooling. These challenges are enacted both by the men in womenôs lives 

and by older women who reinforce izzat-defined structures in the absence of men. A 

significant number of the narrators in this thesis are silenced by, and through, lines of 

male authority that the educational system replicates or reinforces. Equally, the women 

themselves are complicit with both lenses, but in subtle, nuanced ways that are 

embedded through the way they view the world in which they operate.  

A dichotomy exists with regards to how, on the one hand, the eurocentric lens frames 

BIP heritage women, and how the izzat lens limits and defines the construction of self 

and autonomy for these women. The complexity of this is tricky to understand or make 

sense of for those who live within it, let alone for those who have no real lived 

experience and understanding of the nuanced holds of izzat. Thus BIP heritage women 

are caught between two viewpoints that want to define them, and it is exactly this kind 

of continuous, complex negotiation that Ahmad (2001) highlights when she states: 

ñyoung South Asian Muslim women are continually negotiating and renegotiating their 

cultural, religious and personal identities and é these processes operate in complex 

and sometimes contradictory waysò (p137). The ways in which access and educational 

capital are negotiated, often in different, creative ways when not available through 

parents, or when denied by gate keepers to the educational system, is evidenced in the 

narratives in chapters 4 -7. 

Whilst izzat influences the life stories, as well as being the backdrop for the educational 

journeys, additional regard has to be paid to the expected trajectories of these 

journeys: marriage and employment respectively, as the ódestinationsô of educational 

success. Educational outcomes that included getting a degree were seen as positive 

by the narrators from all three heritages, but in different ways and for differing reasons. 

Moreover, education was a tool of empowerment, which specifically gave voice to 

some of the women, enabling them to negotiate not just better jobs, but better futures 

in terms of marriage prospects. This, I argue, is about how a good education, and 

particularly a degree, has become an element of the dowry, which Tomalin (2009) 

defines as inheritance given as a gift upon marriage. As this is an original contribution, 

it is discussed more fully in chapter 6, alongside a deconstruction of the marriage, 

employment, and education triangle, specifically in terms of voice and ownership for 

the women.  

Through the creation of a conceptual framework in chapter 3, I pictorially foreground 

four central concepts that interlace educational outcomes for these women. These four 



- 4 - 
 

pillars, as I have termed them, are agency, access, attitude, and knowledge. It was 

evident that whilst existing as discrete entities, the pillars overlap and intersect across 

each other with regards to how much influence they exert on the journeys. Equally, the 

four pillars also intersect with other factors, such as izzat, gender, socioeconomic 

status and racism. Intersectionality is, as Olive (2011) explains, ña systematicò way of 

examining and ñdeconstruct[ing] the interrelations among gender, sex, race, class, 

ethnicity and sexualityò (p19). Thus an intersectional approach will allow for the eliciting 

of complexities, nuances and contradictions in terms of the agency of the women 

themselves, specifically in terms of how they negotiate the systems and barriers they 

often face. Chapter 3 has a wider discussion on intersectionality.  

Belonging, experiences of exclusion and marginalisation operate on a number of fronts:  

within the three communities themselves, between the heritages, and also in relation to 

other heritages; these fronts frequently surface in the narratives. This is particularly in 

the way these factors are negotiated in different settings and contexts. A further 

complexity here is that whilst different, the three groupings do share a cultural history, 

as they are all, pre-partition, from the landmass known as India. Thus the cultural 

confines within which the women function, do have similarities. Moreover, within these 

groups (Bengali, Indian, and Pakistani) differences of religion, caste and class apply. 

Furthermore, izzat intersects through and across comprehensions of identity which is 

ensconced in how the women are seen to behave, and so the idea of óbeing goodô 

surfaces numerous times and across all three heritages. Status is gained through being 

ógoodô and especially if this is witnessed by the baradari. This is about conforming to 

the gendered expectations of the izzat lens, and specifically about policing and 

enforcing the purity, and so marriageability, of the women. Notions of being good is 

closely examined within chapter 4. 

The influence of the izzat lens can be seen very clearly within how in their narratives 

the women frame their relationships with parents and different members of their 

families. According to Knipe (2016), ñmulti-family households still only represented a 

very small proportion (1.2%) of all households in 2016ò, but the majority of narrators in 

this research did live in an extended family. Family and family networks were seen by 

many of the narrators as pivotal to their lives. Thus the interconnectivity between the 

generations and also between the baradari impacts not only on how education is 

viewed but also on how far and in which circumstances.  Family influence is explored 

more fully within chapter 5. 

In this introduction, I now move to offer more details on my intentions for this research, 

and specifically three key questions I sought to answer. Consideration is then given to 

the originality of this research. Next, I present an overview of the relevance of 

education as a vehicle for change. I undertake a closer examination of the concept of 
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izzat. Thereafter, I reflect upon my journey, both as a participant and as an educational 

professional, to isolate factors that enabled me to flourish academically. These 

reflections supported the development of my research approach. I will offer a summary 

of the themes emerging from the narratives I collected, as well as outlining the 

structure for the rest of the thesis. 

b. Research Focus and Questions 

Sikes (2012, p123) suggests the three most important things for a researcher to do 

explicitly are to make clear firstly, what the intentions of the research are, secondly, 

why they intend to do the research, and thirdly, how they intend to proceed with the 

research. Thus having explained how and why this thesis came into being, the 

discussion moves broadly to consider the intentions, originality and research aims, and 

the key questions.  

Books that give guidance about writing a thesis often refer to an epiphany moment, a 

point at which the writer realises what the data is actually telling them. I had made an 

assumption on first engagement with the narratives that this thesis was about cultural 

mediation and the role education played in the construction of identity for a particular 

group of women. This was actually a rather simplistic understanding of the stories 

being told. Frequent re-engagement with the narratives began to highlight that one 

particular concept was framing everything else, irrespective of what was being said, or 

even not said, by the women. Izzat consistently sets the parameters both of, and for, 

the educational narratives of the women in this thesis, which on the surface appeared 

to be solely about employment and marriage trajectories, but in fact went much deeper 

into personhood and a collective cultural identity.  Yet, despite framing the lives of 

women of all three heritages in different ways, izzat is a concept about which very little 

has been written, and especially with regards to the complex and covert ways in which 

it impacts on the educational journeys of British BIP heritage women. Thus this concept 

and its impact is central to this thesis, especially as it is a lens through which the 

journeys are examined and so will be fully explored throughout the different chapters, 

particularly with regards to how it weaves through other elements which impact on the 

womenôs lives. It should also be acknowledged that whilst the notion of 'culture' is 

problematic because it can be reductive and thus produce static ideas about a 

homogenised norm, it is frequently presented within the narratives of the women in this 

research. Thus it is closely examined throughout the thesis. 

Hence the intention of this qualitative thesis is twofold. Firstly, it examines the impact of 

óizzatô on the educational journey of this group of 31 British BIP heritage women, 

inclusive of myself. Secondly, it unpicks the complex ways in which these BIP heritage 
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women negotiate identity and belonging within educational institutions but still within 

the realms of izzat.  Three questions which guided my research were: 

¶ What do these particular women remember as defining moments in their 

educational journeys? 

¶ In what ways does izzat intersect with other structural factors and identity 

categories to impact BIP heritage womenôs educational journeys? 

¶ What, if anything, can educational institutions learn from these voices about 

how to improve outcomes for all BIP heritage women?  

 

c. Originality of the Research  

Judgments about the impact of marginalisation of different communities have been 

made (Wilson, 1978; Basit, 1997a; Dwyer, 1999; Bagguley & Hussain, 2007; Bhopal & 

Preston, 2012), and specifically with regards to how this feeds into experiences of 

schooling/education and wider societal labelling (Brah & Minhas, 1985; Abbas, 2002b; 

Crozier & Davies, 2008; Hamilton & Riordan, 2016). What has limited exploration in the 

literature, however, is how BIP heritage women face multi-level, and multi layered, 

intersecting oppression and suppression in both overt and covert ways and on several 

fronts. Educators often assign to BIP heritage women an image and rhetoric that 

focusses on negativity and victimisation, which in turn impact on the ceilings placed 

upon these women.  This is unhelpful in the following two ways. Firstly, it prevents 

better platforms from being created for these women to achieve their ambitions. 

Secondly, discussion rarely surfaces around BIP heritage women who adopt ótoo muchô 

autonomous agency, and so can be rendered outsiders and even excluded from their 

own cultural heritage. This is because they dare to transgress the boundaries set by a 

multi-layered and nebulous structure that creates a framework within which whole 

communities operate. Anyone who chooses not to operate within this structure is either 

deemed as being immoral or labelled ótoo westernô, having lost their values. My data 

shows that these people, particularly women, are seen by the community that polices 

the system as having uncertain identity or being unknown.  

Furthermore, izzat is not discussed because it feeds into the image that is already 

readily attributed to these women, one of subservience and victimhood (Watson, 2000).  

However, its role as a contributing factor cannot be denied. Hence BIP heritage women 

are caught between a rock and a hard place, where if they do successfully navigate the 

quagmire that is the educational system, they still have to contend with the izzat lens 

which suggests women can become ótooô educated and so must, therefore, be 

excluded in case they ótaintô other women (Ahmad, 2001). This is particularly true in 

terms of marriage opportunities, where BIP heritage women on completion of a degree 

are seen by many within the baradari to be denying traditional roots (Bhopal, 1997: 
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Ahmad, 2001) if they do not comply with the patriarchal norms that exist within their 

cultural óboxô. The box in this instance pertains to a set of pre-given boundaries drawn 

to curtail a womenôs agency and autonomy. A women can only have as much freedom 

as is directed by, or structured within, the realms of izzat. This then raises questions 

around the concept of óliberationô. The term liberation is often used to denote a negative 

image of feminism, such as the burning of bras. However, I suggest liberation is about 

voice.  

This research contributes to existing knowledge firstly by hearing the voices of women 

who have to try and negotiate an identity that enables autonomy and agency, against 

substantive marginalisation from both their own communities, educational 

establishments and wider society, and which seeks to homogenise them.  Agency is 

defined by Etelªpelto, Vªhªsantanen, Hºkkª, and Paloniemi (2013) as ñhaving an 

influence on oneôs own life situationò (p46), and is further explored in chapter 3. The 

complexity of this negotiation includes having to navigate through life within the realms 

of izzat.  Thus, secondly, this thesis intends to contribute to scholarly knowledge by 

forging an understanding of izzat and its nuanced impact on the educational journey of 

British BIP heritage women. Finally, in order to bridge the gap between a theoretical 

understanding of izzat and actual practice, an argument is made for the inclusion of 

izzat as a lens to an intersectional tool through which educators both understand and 

build their pedagogical relationships with BIP heritage female students. Research has 

previously looked at institutionalised racism (Penketh, 2000; Tate & Page, 2018) and 

sexism (Taylor, Smith, Welch, & Hardin, 2018), but not through an izzat-informed lens; 

hence, my approach is new.  It is hoped this new approach will develop wider 

sensitivity to the context within which BIP heritage female students may be operating. 

This tool could be used by educational settings and professionals to enhance practice, 

shape conversations and map out potential hurdles when working with girls/women of 

BIP heritage, particularly within a pastoral system that is both inclusive and sensitive to 

the barriers faced by this group of women.  
  

d. Why Educational Journeys 

The transformational power of education is often voiced by educationalists as being 

pivotal to improving life outcomes (Lymperopoulou & Parameshwaran, 2014), and 

education can be a vehicle for change on so many levels, from personal growth to a 

countryôs gross domestic product. Equity of access and opportunities for this 

transformation to occur has been continually debated by scholars and politicians, with 

blame for ófailureô frequently located with those who have ófailedô (Gillborn and Mirza, 

2000). Walters (2012) argues that ethnic grouping impacts on an individualôs 

educational outcomes, and Woodfield (2014) develops this argument by suggesting 
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that students with particular characteristics, such as being from a Black and Minority 

Ethnic (BME) or particular socioïeconomic backgrounds, and studying either at their 

local Higher Education Institute (HEI) or studying part time made them more at risk of 

lower attainment or non-completion. Woodfield (2014) further suggests that ñmost 

groups of BME students are more likely than white students to withdraw for academic 

failure reasonsò (p7), the exception to this being Indian heritage students. Whilst 

Woodfield raises this point, she gives no rationale for why.  

Lymperopoulou and Parameshwaran (2014) state that younger BIP heritage individuals 

are better educationally qualified than their older counterparts. The greatest 

educational attainment was seen within the Indian heritage group, where only 5% of 16 

-24 had no qualifications compared to nearly a third within the 50 -64 age bracket. 

Khambhaita (2014) argues that the term ñpioneersò (p1019) can be given to a 

significant number of BIP heritage women, since they are often not only the first women 

in their family, but also in their local communities, to go into Higher Education (HE). In 

contrast, Singh Raud (1999) looking at the experiences specifically of young Indian 

heritage women found that 79% of his respondents had members of the family who 

had either been to University or were at present at University. These figures highlight 

the necessity to look more closely at the figures for different heritage groups. 

Bagguley and Hussain (2007a) convey that BIP heritage womenôs participation in HE 

varies depending on where the parents originate, and the social class and also the 

educational background of the parents. They do however, go onto say ñwomen in all 

three [BIP] groups have increased their participation in HE more rapidly than white 

women since the early 1990sò (p2). They give no explanation as to why this may be. 

Moreover, Khambhaita (2014) suggests that ñAsian students often articulated familial, 

cultural and social rules in relation to their educational decisionsò (p1019) and that 

choices are frequently made through extensive discussions and negotiations with 

extended family. Additionally 53.9% of Indian women under 30 have degrees in 

comparison to 29.7% of white women, 25.6% of Pakistani women and 15.5% of 

Bangladeshi women, all in the same age group (Bagguley and Hussain, 2007). Whilst 

this figure does include Indian migrant students, it does highlight a large discrepancy 

between the different BIP heritages. These figures are expanded by Lymperopoulou 

and Parameshwaran (2014), who stress that in the UK between 1991 and 2011, whilst 

there was a generic gain in educational attainment, the best improvements were seen 

within ethnic minority groups who were more likely to have degree level qualifications 

than white British people. Moreover, the census figures (for male and female 

combined) from both 2001 and 2011 indicate that Indians have higher attainment than 

their white, Pakistani or Bangladeshi counterparts. Interestingly, the number of Asians 

generally without qualifications has nearly halved (8% as opposed to 15%) within a 
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generation (thus the 16-24 versus the 25 to 49 age group). Or to put it another way, 

between 1991 and 2011, the number of Indians and Pakistanis with degree level 

qualifications saw an increase of 27%, and 18% respectively. Whilst both Bangladeshis 

(19%) and Pakistanis (16%) saw a decrease in the number of those without 

qualifications, the figures are still problematic. The Bangladeshi figures can be 

somewhat explained through later migration, but why are the Pakistani figures so low? 

Clearly external factors are impacting here and as educators it would be useful to 

understand what those might be.  

The literature and official statistics often lump these very different BIP heritage women 

together under the broad category of óAsianô, yet the educational outcomes are very 

different for each heritage. This theme of heritage impacting on attainment is echoed 

throughout the literature (Tomlinson, 1983; Singh Raud, 1997a; Haque, 2000; Mirza, 

2006; Richardson, 2008; Singh, 2011), and in some instances heritage in combination 

with class (Gillborn & Mirza, 2000). Whilst this area of study has a growing bank of 

research, there is a significant lack of empirical exploration into individual BIP heritage 

womenôs experiences and perspectives. Instead of pinning the responsibility on diverse 

heritages themselves, and locating blame with the young person, the curriculum, and 

itsô designers and deliversô need to be examined. This will be further discussed in 

chapter 7. 

40 years ago, Wilson (1978) suggested that there was evidence that strongly indicated 

that the attitudes of South Asian parents to the education and subsequent careers of 

their daughters varies greatly depending upon their religious and socio-economic 

backgrounds. There is not enough rigorous research that has examined this. However, 

it is useful to separate out the religious from the socio-economic because both of these 

factors in relation to families do impact on the educational outcomes of young BIP 

heritage women, as either separate, or intersecting entities. All of the women in this 

thesis acknowledged the value of education, regardless of class, religion and heritage. 

However, although they could see the value of it, one interesting component was the 

difference in terms of how they viewed the journey itself, how they viewed how far that 

journey should go, and the limitations that part of their gender identity that is culturally 

constructed, in particular, put on their expected outcomes. Therefore, whilst there were 

differing factors in terms of their experiences and achievements, all of the journeys 

were impacted by gendered expectations in relation to izzat. This impact was seen in a 

number of ways including through geographical location so for example Londoners 

having the opportunity to attend a range of universities whilst those living with family in 

smaller towns may not.  
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e. Unpacking Izzat 

 Within this thesis, I demonstrate how izzat impacts on the lives of the women in this 

research in complex and nuanced ways and particularly through the surveillance of the 

community ógazeô. Furthermore, I argue that whilst there is a difference in how izzat 

imprints on the women from each heritage, it influences not just the educational journey 

itself but also the outcome of that journey. Feldman (2010) notes that both shame and 

honour evoke rules and moral codes that create normative boundaries particularly for 

women. Furthermore, this is then sanctioned through ñreligious or moral codesò (p306). 

Siddiqi (2005) explains that the word ólojja ïsharamô is often interpreted as shame but 

is actually more than that. It is the embodiment of ñgood conductò, and ñmodestyò 

(p291) that indicates the essence of a good woman. Gangoli, Chantler, Hester, and 

Singleton (2011) claim that all societies have honour systems in order to enable them 

to function cohesively. Moreover, they argue that ñwhere the concept of honour is 

accepted by ethnic white British communities, it is seen as a positive trait, and where it 

is associated with minoritised communities, it has negative connotationsò (p33).  Whilst 

a racialized interpretation of the term honour is useful to raise, I suggest a challenge to 

the translation of izzat as óhonourô, because it detracts from the gendered, insidious 

and nebulous aspects of it. Equally, the interpretation perpetuates an essentialistic 

application of the eurocentric filter to BIP heritage women.  

Izzat is about policing and surveillance and detracts from the positive elements of the 

collectivist nature of BIP communities. It is useful to acknowledge that all cultures have 

elements of individualism and collectivism, and to recognise that cultures are not 

completely discreet entities but that they are intermeshed and influenced by each 

other, especially in the context of a very multi-cultural Britain. Mesquita (2001) posits 

that, broadly speaking, there is a difference between individualistic and collective 

elements concerning the impact of emotions such as honour, pride and shame. In 

individualistic it is about the self, but the collective is about the impact on others.  

Mesquita (2001) further suggests that this is partly because there is a greater sense of 

interconnectivity within the collectivist elements of cultures.  

However, this is only part of the story. This accountability to or interconnectivity with 

others also means that there are gendered norms, expectations and limitations placed 

on relationships, particularly with regards to the intersections of power. Izzat not only 

restricts the autonomy of women; as the carrier, a woman can ñsingularly jeopardize 

the standing and fortunesò (Bhardwaj, 2001, p56) of her family and so must act 

accordingly to ensure close family members are seen to be óhonourableô. Chakravarti 

(2005) suggests that ñindividual families can gain or lose ñhonourò through money and 

powerò (p310). Moreover, Virdi (2013) argues that notions of ñhonour and shame are 

culturally constructed, defined and demonstrated in all societies to varying degreesò 
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and that they form the ñmoral fabric of societiesò which in turn regulates behaviour, and 

which ultimately ñaccompan[ies] migrants as cultural and legal baggageò (p111). Whist 

Virdi makes a good point about these moral codes migrating with the BIP diaspora, 

what has not been emphasised is the very clear distinction between the difference in 

repercussions for men and women. Bastia (2013) acknowledges that migration does 

not alleviate inequality but that it actually ñreproduces unequal structures of caste, 

gender and classò (p4).  This is particularly pertinent to how both caste and class 

impact on how women experience izzat. Feldman (2010) draws attention to the fact 

that honour (and shame) perpetuate differences particularly through reinforcing 

privilege and class hierarchies. 

Ultimately, whatever the definition, whilst izzat appears to be a very simple concept 

about boundaries that decree how both men and women should live, it is far more 

complex and nuanced.  It not only oppresses women but defines them in relation to the 

men in their lives, and ensures they carry the greatest impact of it. Wilson (1978) 

suggests that BIP women have been oppressed because they retain order and are the 

ñlink between economic survival and the meaning of life, between economic security 

and emotional securityò (p4). Equally Pettigrew (1981) notes that within BIP societies, 

the standing of the family within the community is dependent ñon the behaviour and 

conduct of its womenò (p64). Virdi (2013) points out that izzat is embedded in the 

personal law systems of the Indian subcontinent, which predate the British Raj, Toor 

(2009) suggests notions and conventions of  óhonourô and óshameô are profoundly 

entrenched within BIP societies. They have multiple purposes ñas mechanisms of 

social controlò, ñto govern morality and to ensure the continuance of cultural and social 

conformityò (p242). However, what Toor fails to acknowledge is that it is morality 

intersecting with gender. It is about a binary set of values based on gendered 

expectations that are played out through possession of womenôs bodies and womenôs 

rights. Furthermore, the baradari has become the ócommunity gazeô which in turn 

polices and reinforces this polarised value system, one which, as Bhardwaj (2001) 

notes, has the ñpower to include and ostracizeò (p56).  

Lindisfarne (1998) argues that notions such as honour and shame are socially defined 

and must be researched ethnographically in order to fully appreciate not only who 

controls them but ñfor what purposeò (p246). This, she posits, is about power and 

ñgendered differences between peopleò (p247), and it is only through controlling the 

ópurityô and sexuality of the women in his network that a man can retain his óhonourô in 

the eyes of the society in which he functions. Whilst there is slight variation in what 

these ñhonour codesò are, they are, ultimately, ñalways based upon the regulation of 

the womanôs independence and freedom of movementò (Dyer, 2015, p10). Gilbert et al. 

(2007) highlight that controlling the movements of BIP women ensures that no shame 
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(dishonour) is brought upon her family.  Thus ñthe family honour must be preserved at 

all costs: family interests take precedence over individual interestsò (Gill, 2008, p247).  

This ófamilyô honour never really óbelongsô to the woman, but is simply a system that 

dictates the rules about how she should behave in order to protect the honour of the 

patriarchs, and is something that her body is prisoner to.  She is merely the custodian 

of it for the patriarchs in her life, whether it is her father, her brothers, her husband, or 

her sons. Haq (2013) posits that from an early age, girls are taught to follow and obey 

ñpita, pati, putraò (p173), which means father, husband, and sons. A woman is most 

affected by this notion, but it belongs to the male, and he is given the right culturally, by 

other males, to take her life if that code is violated.  Therefore, usage of words such as 

honour and killing together give further value to two beliefs: that a woman is a 

possession like any other material thing and that a male is perfectly entitled to pursue 

violence to safeguard that possession. Moreover, women are ñsilence[d] if they seek 

support or challenge such oppressionsò because that in turn brings ñfurther shame and 

dishonour to the family and communityò (Bhardwaj, 2001, p56). Feldman (2010) 

stresses that women are often ñdriven to suicide by constant beating and harassmentò 

(p311).       

What is very evident is that this harmful practice of (dis)honourable violence, and 

killings, is increasing both in the United Kingdom (UK) soil and in Bangladesh, India 

and Pakistan. The Human Rightôs Commission of Pakistanôs Annual report (2015) 

states a rise of nearly 40% in honour based murders in Pakistan in five years, and the 

Honour based Violence Awareness network (2016) suggesting approximate figures of 

1000 murders per year in both India and Pakistan. Whilst numbers for Bangladesh are 

difficult to ascertain, Feldman (2010) stresses that cases of violence against women, 

including public humiliation such as stoning or flogging, is on the rise.  

 An overall figure of 29 honour based murders between the years 2010 and 2014 within 

the UK has been reported. However, it has been acknowledged that the figure is likely 

to be significantly higher (Dyer, 2015). Khan, Saleem, and Lowe (2018) suggest a 

figure of 2,823 cases of honour-based violence reported to 39 police forces in the UK. 

Dyer (2015) also makes the point that males can be victims of óhonourô killings in that 

men have also been killed, usually by the family of their partners. I posit these incidents 

are still about ómaleô honour, because if the members of a family feel they have been 

wronged either through the abuse or a marriage breakdown of a sister or daughter, 

possibly related to dowry, then the males in that womanôs family often resort to violence 

because their ónameô has been dishonoured. 
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f. The Beginning of the Story 

During my compulsory education, I was a member of several groups thought to be at 

risk of poor academic achievement: first generation British immigrant, Indian heritage, 

English as an additional language, working class, female, brought up in an inner city 

ósinkô school location, in poverty, and in extremely overcrowded accommodation. My 

mother had never been to school, having been brought up in an environment that 

refused to let a girl be educated if it meant she had to travel to the next village, and my 

father had to leave education very early in order to provide for his sistersô dowries.  

Thus, statistically, I should never have gone to university, or have succeeded in an 

educational system in which many others with whom I shared the above mentioned 

commonalities, did not.  

Whilst I had a very culturally traditional upbringing, in many ways my parents were very 

forward thinking with regards to education for girls for that era, the mid 60s, and that 

particular cultural and socio-economic background. Throughout my childhood, both my 

parents continually voiced the idea that education was the key to a more economically 

secure life than they had had. From an early age, it was apparent to me that there was 

an expectation regarding education for all the children, including the girls, in my family. 

It was expected that we would go to college and, hopefully, if we worked hard enough, 

to university. Even though I was óonlyô a girl, they voiced the importance of óapne pare 

the kharaynaô (standing on my own two feet and not being reliant on anyone else). A 

good education would allow that. This was remarkable against the backdrop of my 

female cousins and female peers in my neighbourhood, being married off once they 

reached the age of 15. The rationale being, as was known by all within the community, 

to preserve family izzat. Girls had to be kept pure until marriage and the older the girls 

got, the more likely the risk of ócorruptionô.  

My father arrived in Britain late 1963 and my mother followed early 1965, with my three 

older brothers, and me as a babe in arms. As poor immigrants, all six of us lived in one 

rented room, within a three bedroom house that was home to four different families.  

When I was five we moved to our own house. By then, my sister had been born. We let 

out two of the three bedrooms in our terraced house and my father worked three jobs. 

Neither of my parents demonstrated a love of reading, nor modelled good learning 

habits, highlighted by educational specialists, including my future self, for the creation 

of an environment conducive for learning readiness. The point of all this óhistoryô is that 

my parents did not have either the capacity or time to do what educationalists suggest 

are necessary to enable children to ósucceedô in formal education. Nonetheless my 

siblings and I did succeed if one measures success through degree attainment and 

employment. 
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Recalling a memory, which I subsequently called óstudy periodsô, highlighted my 

fatherôs stance on education. The memory is as follows: 

  

Study Periods: 

ñAs a teenager, I was very messy. I shared a bedroom with my sister and we 

had different ends of the room. However, in the middle of the room we had a table. This 

table had been bought because I had asked my father for somewhere quiet to study. I 

had learnt very early on that if it involved studying, I could ask and I would get it (if it 

fitted within the remit of what my father considered to be educational; so not ónovelsô 

but text books). This particular day, whilst writing a science project, I threw books onto 

the floor as I finished with them. My side of the floor already had other articles such as 

clothes. My sister complained to my parents about the mess and my father had come 

upstairs to see. As he was telling me off, I got up and walked across the room. I 

stepped on a book, and then kicked it out of the way. My father walked up to me and 

slapped me. He started shouting that I had no respect because I had kicked the book. 

He said how dare I be so disrespectful to knowledge. I remember feeling very shocked 

because he did not get cross very often at that point and not really conceiving what I 

had done that was so wrongò. 

 

I have all sorts of feelings, thoughts and emotions when I review this memory. I feel no 

anger towards my father about the violence, merely an acceptance; he did it out of 

misguided love and belief. Yet that episode of physical abuse collides both with my 

values about violence against children, and equally with my professional, behaviour 

specialist óhatô. There are many pivotal moments within my educational journey, but I 

made the decision to use the first few memories that came. I initially thought of 

incidents, then filled in the detail from memory. I then gave each one a title that 

captured the essence of the content. I critically deconstructed the memories with two 

key questions in mind. Firstly, what does the recollection pattern tell me about the 

memories and about myself, and secondly, how have these memories shaped my 

understanding of izzat, my expectations and my relationships with others who played a 

role in my educational journey and development? I then used the discussion to 

foreground the content of chapters 2 -8, showing how izzat permeates facets of the 

lives of the women featured in this study, both overtly and covertly.  

 

I. Key Moments 

i. Interview with a Careers Officer. 

 
ñI was 15, and attended a mandatory careers interview at school in the careers room. I 

can still see the scenario very clearly in my mindôs eye; To my 15 year old self the 
careers officer seemed quite old (but was probably only about 30) and a ótypical white 
womanô in my, then, eyes. She was wearing a skirt, makeup, and had blue eyes and 
blonde hair. She sat behind the desk and did not smile, or look at me, as she said hello. 
She asked my name and ticked me off her list. She then asked for my plans after leaving 
school. I told her I wanted to go to university to read English. She then looked up and 
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said to me ówhy?ô  I replied that I loved reading and I wanted to be a journalist. She 
paused and then told me that Indian girls do not study English literature at University; it 
would be a waste of time and money as I would only end up getting an arranged 
marriage. She continued that not only would I struggle to cope at university, but that I 
would not be allowed to do anything with the degree by my family. I was dumbfounded; 
those words shattered my whole world in an instance. I remember feeling physically sick 
and not being able to focus on anything for the rest of the day. I was devastated. If this 
óofficialô had said so then maybe it was true. Perhaps I was not capable of studying at 
that level. 

When I got home my mum asked me what was wrong, and I told her. She was furious 
and told me that I had to do it and when I got my degree, to go back to school and fling it 
in the womanôs face. She reiterated that a person can do anything that they put their 
mind to; all they needed was óhimatô-strength and belief.ò 

 

 

ii. Saturday Library Visits.     

ñI idolised my brother who is two years older than me, and I remember from a 
very early age (I could not have been more than 4 or 5) being taken by him to the local 
library (which was about two miles away). It was always my brother, his friend, and me. 
We would get to the library when it opened at 9.30am. The librarian would read to me, 
and my brother and his friend would also read to me.  I was lucky enough for this to be 
my routine every Saturday morning (unless we went to visit relatives) and although I do 
not remember learning to read, I do remember working my way around the library, 
reading everything I could lay my hands on.  We would stay there for what felt like hours, 
but was probably just one or two. I loved it and the stories and being lost in a different 
world. Those books gave me a world that was both alien and beautiful, but so very far 
removed from my reality. I went to that library until I was about 13 and then my brother 
no longer wanted to go and so I was not allowed to go.ò 

 
iii. Honest Miss...I Do Have 34 Brothers and 15 Sisters. 

ñWhilst in infant school we were asked about how many brothers and sisters we 
had. I put my hand up and said I had 34 brothers and 15 sisters. I can remember the 
teacher telling me not to be so silly. Of course I did not have that many. I remember 
feeling very upset that she thought I was lying and also very confused because she did 
not believe me. My cousin and I discussed it on the way home. We were still none the 
wiser and it was not until I came across the word ócousinô much later, that I understood 
what the problem was. As Panjabi Sikhs we did not have access to the word cousin 
because we only use the word brother or sister.ò  

  

 
iv. All Indians Are Good At Maths. 

ñAt Junior School I really enjoyed maths and found it rather easy. This was partly 
due to the mathematical ôdrillingô we had to óendureô at home on a daily basis, first at the 
hands of my eldest brother, and then my father. We would have to line up- the four of us: 
my brother, me, my sister, and my younger brother, and recite whichever multiplication 
table we were working on. We would have to do division and long division at the 
weekend. Hence at school, maths was a doddle. My friend Kuldip and I used to try to be 
the first ones to finish the problems from the board, so that we could be órewardedô by 
tidying up Mr Frankôs stock cupboard. When I got to secondary school, it was a whole 
different maths system. One I had no prior access to; my dadôs knowledge was no longer 
of value to me and no-one was able to support my learning at home. This meant that I 
was experiencing failure in this subject for the first time; I had real struggles with some 
aspects of the mathematics curriculum. When I said to the teacher that I did not 
understand, he shouted at me across the room and in front of the whole class: óyou're 
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Indian; you should be good at maths.ô I felt completely humiliated. That was one of the 
first times I felt that not only had I let myself down but also my fellow Indians. Maybe I 
wasnôt a real Indian. I no longer asked for help but struggled and believed that I was a 
failure and letting my whole family (and heritage) down. To this day, I am apologetic 
about my fluency in maths.ò  

 

 
v. Sue's the Name, Fitting Inôs the Game.    

ñI used to walk to Junior School with my cousin every day. It was not a long walk, 
and often on the road that the school was on, we would see a little old lady in her front 
garden. We would say hello to her and after a while we started stopping and talking to 
her. She was lovely and asked our names. She couldn't say my name or my cousin 
name. So she said óI know, I will call you Sue and May.ô So she did, and after a while it 
became second nature to respond to the name Sue. She introduced me to her family as 
Sue and very soon after that when I met any new white people, I also called myself Sue. 
This pattern continued into secondary school where teachers would often say 
Sukhbinder...I canôt possibly remember/say that, what's the shortened version? It was 
much easier to say Sue than the pet name Ghuddi that my family used, because then I 
would have to explain why I had two very different names. I wanted to fit in; I wanted to 
be the same as the majority of the people I was in contact with at that secondary school. 
At first it was out of a desire to please, but then it came to be out of frustration at people 
making fun of my full name. Sue became Su, as I convinced myself that Sue without the 
E was closer to my given name of Sukhbinder. This name which was óaccessibleô for 
some white people continued until I was 22.  The younger me had hated feeling different, 
but the 22 year old with a broken (traditional) marriage behind her, and living in halls with 
a mixture of cultural backgrounds didn't care.ò  
 

vi. Self-Worth: 

ñDuring our childhood my brother (who is two years older) was always seen as 
the bright one out of us both. Either our parents or our oldest brother always verbalised 
that he was the clever one and I was a follower. He was, and is, quite a character, very 
articulate and able to weave the most incredible tales. I adored him and simply accepted 
him as my intellectual superior. I followed him to secondary school and he told me about 
how the classes were banded by ability: óDô (top), óNô (middle), óMô (bottom) and finally óJô 
for the SEN. He told me I would be in one of the óMô classes because he was in the óNô 
and he was cleverer than me. He met me at break and was obviously pleased to have 
me at the school. He asked which class I had been put into and I said 1N1. He said that 
after the 6 week exams I would be moved to the óMô classes. I accepted this as fact. I 
was moved after 6 weeks but to the óDô band which was a shock for everyone in my 
family, including me. I spent my entire secondary school career feeling like a fraud and 
thinking that they would move me down. My brother was brighter than me, we all knew 
that, so why was I in a higher banding?ò 

 
 

vii. Lifelong Learning, Learning for Life.     

ñDoing A-levels was the first time I realised I enjoyed learning. While my peers 
complained about the books we had to read for English, I loved that I could legitimately 
read novels. At that point I still believed education was text books and novels were 
leisure. To be able to combine both was a really useful learning experience for me. It was 
an awakening that highlighted that I enjoyed being taught and, more importantly, that I 
enjoyed learning. Going to university further emphasised that. I began to read things that 
interested me, that were by people who had a heritage similar to mine. I no longer was 
operating simply in a white domain. I started reading black authors, and feminist literature 
and for the first time I felt a sense of identity and liking for who I was and not who others 
wanted me to be.ò 
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g. Summary of Narratives and Signposting to the Chapters 

Reflecting on the memories and then critically dismantling them has been a useful 

process because it has allowed me to see themes emerge from the strands of different 

memories. Each of these themes, alongside those from the womenôs narratives, was 

used to develop focus for the chapters; however, they are briefly considered here, in 

relation to my memories. The themes apart from izzat include identity, belonging, power 

politics, role models, racism, memory, subjectivity, the transformation process, and 

resilience. A number of the memories are contradictory and sometimes conflicting. What 

I mean is that recounting these memories has made me concede that my value system is 

flexible. The four memories that keenly demonstrate this are: óinterview with a careers 

officeô, ólibrary visitsô, óall Indians are good at mathsô, and óstudy periodsô. At the time, I 

was very angry about not being allowed to go to the library on my own. Yet I had 

forgotten that until I started pondering on why I stopped going. Thus the flexibility in my 

value system is that I was able to let go of my anger in that situation, but was not able to 

remove the negativity about the careers interview. The more I dismantled, the clearer it 

became: two different lenses were clashing. Firstly, the izzat lens through which my 

family world was governed, and secondly, the eurocentric lens which was shaping the 

outer world of which education is a part. Family izzat, how I conducted myself, and my 

actions reflecting on my family: these were all messages that I was constantly fed, and 

they became second nature; I accepted that which I could not change. Therefore, since it 

was my father who prevented me from going to the Library, I just blended it out as 

another rule. However, the careers officer was an outsider, and so, subconsciously, I 

knew that the same izzat rules did not apply.  

Stoetzler and Yuval-Davis (2002) argue that óone of the cornerstones of feminist theory, 

in all its varieties, has been its challenge to positivist notions of objectivity and truthô 

(p315) .They further argue that social positioning is key when recounting events and 

opinions. We are the sum total of everything we see, hear, feel, experience, and witness: 

ñthe culmination of a lifeò (Abrams, 2010, p33). Therefore, it only stands to reason that 

this óstandpointô or viewing platform would constantly change.  However, as McCall 

(2005) stresses, ñthe intersection of identities takes place through the articulation of a 

single dimension of each categoryò (p1781),  hence my taxonomy as a British Indian, 

middle class, middle aged, cross-cultural, heterosexual academic  may place me at the 

intersection of all of these categories, but in reality would only reflect a single dimension 

of each. Ultimately, how I view myself is not necessarily how others view me, and 

therefore, the óothersô in my recounts will have their own internalising of the events I 

narrate. Borland (2006) emphasizes that ña personal narrative [is] a meaning ï 

constructing activity on two levels simultaneouslyò (p310). Firstly, the interaction between 

the subject and the event being narrated, and secondly, about the reflection on the 
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experience and a mindfulness of the audience. This resonates with the way I chose to 

present the memories in chronological order rather than in the order in which they came 

to me. The need for order is interesting to consider, as it will most certainly have 

influenced the way in which I recount the whole memory, and the scene I am presenting 

to the audience.   

Hoffman and Hoffman (2008) cite experiments from the 1950s that revealed that 

respondents often recall their own version of events as an accurate record, rather than 

recount the ócorrectô version even if that is shared time and time again. They also cite 

Neisser (1982) as suggesting that memory is employed to define, confirm and ultimately 

retain our version of what we have experienced. These experiences filter through, and 

sometimes constitute, the lens through which we see the world. The process of 

recollection clarified to me that as a British Indian heritage woman, the lens through 

which I view the world is likely to have aspects which are interchangeable and 

interwoven with the other women in this thesis. To put it another way, as someone who 

sits within the group being studied, there is an inevitable shared paradigm with a number 

of the narrators. Positioning is further dismantled in chapter 3. 

Names are important to our sense of self. As a woman, I have no ownership over my 

surname, as it is a patriarchal, loaded entity, with ownership coming from either my 

father or husband. However, my first name, despite being given to me, is the only 

identifier I have that belongs to me solely. Hence, viewing the memory about my name 

through a non-ethnocentric lens, it is apparent that there is a form of cultural racism 

that assigns value based on a ñdominant white discourseò (Wemyss, 2009, p13) that 

still beats in the heart of our establishments. This was true when I was going through 

the education system and is still true today. Garner (2010) highlights that racism is no 

longer a single-tiered event, but that sophisticated nuances have evolved. Basit, 

McNamara, Roberts, Carrington, Maguire, and Woodrow (2007) argue that there are 

many facets to racism and the way in which it presents, and these can range from 

blatant to masked, indirect to direct, unintentional to intentional, and personalised to 

institutional. Moreover, they note an array of ways in which it is carried out, from verbal 

to physical abuse, to preventing, to deliberately sabotaging progression, and by not 

intervening but simply overlooking when input was needed.  Chapter 2 contextualises 

core concepts around key dimensions of intersectionality that frame izzat, namely 

socio-economic factors such as class and also race (racism).  Observations are noted 

that are central to understanding the lived experiences of the women, and equally 

pertinent for the rationale of choosing education as the vehicle for change.   

As a young, Indian-heritage woman, I knew, and was frustrated by, the gendered 

differences in expectations with regards to what I could and could not do. What the 

memory óself-worthô highlights is just how integrally these differences fed into my identity 
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as a learner and the ceilings I placed upon myself, as a result of internalising these 

confines. Contradictorily, my motherôs belief that I could do anything I chose to do, as 

long as I had óhimatô, demonstrates the power of self-esteem, and, moreover, the role 

adults play in shaping outcomes for young people, and the importance of resilience. 

Doherty and Hughes (2009) state that the term óself-esteemô is about evaluating a 

comparison of ourselves in relation to others. Siraj-Blatchford (1994) notes that for a child 

to develop positive self-esteem, they need to feel accepted, and seen as being worthy of 

investment. Self-esteem is needed if resilience, or the ability to cope with change without 

breaking (Webb, 2013), is going to be developed. This is crucial because resilience plays 

a pivotal role in an individualôs ability to be an effective learner, and also in terms of 

coping with change and adversity.  

Thus, within chapter 4, I return to the intersecting layers of identity, equality and 

belonging, contextualising not only how these are constructed, but also how they are 

navigated by the women in the study. Moreover, issues of control and the power to 

encourage conformity, explicitly in relation to izzat and gender disparity, are examined, 

as are the physical markers of religious and óculturalô dress adherence. Central to the 

construct of identity is also the concept of belonging. This has been at the forefront of 

current debate around academic achievement (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015; Neave, 

2015).  I changed my name in order to become part of the dominant discourse. I did not 

truly have a sense of belonging within education until I went to university and was given 

permission to view material that did not overtly óethniciseô me. Mirza (2009, p5) uses 

this term óethnicisedô as a signifier of power, and argues that women of colour are 

made the óotherô through language constructed to marginalise them. Furthermore, 

Watson (2000) draws attention to the fact that British schools tend to have a strong 

ethnocentric bias which is culturally white and has white ñintellectual supremacy as 

reflected both consciously and unconsciously in styles of teaching, teaching 

materialsé and labelling children on basis of ethnic backgroundò (p53).  

Kegan (1994) states that change can only take place once new knowledge and skills 

are accepted. In addition to this, there must be a desire on the part of the individual to 

change ñthe whole way they understand themselves, their world, and the relationship 

between the twoò (p275). However, Keganôs theory presupposes some sense of 

intentionality, and my argument would be that transformations occur both intentionally 

and unintentionally. My first catalyst was the library. If I had not accessed those books, 

I am not sure my desire to learn would have been kindled. This experience started my 

change process. However, as well as being positive, it was also negative, because it 

widened the gulf between me and my extended family. Ultimately, it also changed my 

social class. The role of class in this discussion is worthy of note, as it is a shifting 
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paradigm; I started my educational journey as working class but am now firmly middle 

class.  

Whilst my father had high regard for education, there were always parameters, as the 

library visits memory demonstrates. This is in keeping with a number of the other 

narratorsô parents, and fathers in particular. Education was seen as a positive because 

it was seen as building izzat because the families were seen as being óliberalô by the 

baradari, but also through the eurocentric lens, because they have allowed their 

daughters to have an education. However, the journey had to be undertaken within 

differing boundaries, all of which had izzat laced through them. Within chapter 5, I 

deconstruct the layers of influence that izzat exudes at the intersection with 

intergenerational family and education, and particularly how parental knowledge 

impacts on accessing education. As an educator within the primary system, I learnt the 

language of mathematics, but could see how different it was to the way my father 

taught. Thus: was my fatherôs mathematical knowledge really no longer useful? Or did I 

reject it because I was in a predominantly white school and the way in which I was 

being taught was different to how my father presented numerical knowledge?  I was 

operating in a different sphere to my parents, and the system devalued what they had 

to offer.  Robinson and Jones Diaz (2006) state that what is reflected in the classroom, 

and thus what is taught in the curriculum and is regarded as óofficial knowledge,' is 

ñbound up with struggles and history of class, race, ethnicity, gender ,sexuality and 

religious relationsò ( p50). Ultimately, the power relations are stacked in favour of the 

dominant and privileged sections of society, which when I was going through the 

school system certainly was not people from my class or cultural heritage.  

Abrams (2010, p35) proposes that the idea of the self is óoften seen as a modern 

Western conceptô.  However, as a young person from a non- western heritage, I must 

have had a concept of self, or the careerôs interview and the maths teacher episode 

would not have impacted or been the important, self-defining moments for me that they 

were. The recollection pattern of my memories suggests these were the most pivotal 

moments in understanding how I was seen by those in positions of power, and how my 

abilities were benchmarked, because of my heritage. This essentialistic ideal, of 

reducing a person to a set of believed characteristics or truths, is neither helpful nor 

conducive to creating whole notions of self. The careers officer did not see the 

Sukhbinder who was well liked, who had plenty of friends, and lived quite a distance 

away from the school, but a Sukhbinder who was first and foremost an óIndianô girl who 

supposedly already had a future mapped out.  She was viewing me through a 

eurocentric lens and giving me a narrative. This prescribed narrative is not unique to 

me and my experience of the educational system; it has been highlighted in numerous 

studies which have documented how teachers may hold lower expectations for South 
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Asian girls, who are seen as óoppressed victimsô of their ócultureô (Basit, 1997b; Shain, 

2003). Chapter 7 unpacks how the izzat and eurocentric lenses shape educational 

experiences.  

Finally chapter 8 concludes with a discussion of issues raised, and a summary of the 

main findings of this research. Recommendations for both the educational 

establishment and education professionals are made. I finish this thesis with 

suggestions for further research that would enable a wider evidence base to be built, in 

order to change ineffective practice regarding outcomes for this group of women who 

so often are denied an individual voice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



- 22 - 
 

2 Chapter Two: Contextualising and Core Concepts 
 

This chapter is not a traditional literature review, but rather aims to provide important 

socio-historical context for my research, as well as introduce the four key concepts 

which, alongside izzat and intersectionality, I have used to interpret my data. I give a 

rationale for my coined term óBIPô. Next, I present a brief historical synopsis to frame 

the complexity of the diasporic relationship between BIP heritages and Britain. 

Additionally, there is a theorising of socio-economic contexts and racism as two key 

elements that intersect with the izzat lens. Finally, I critically scrutinize the role of four 

key concepts that emerged as significant for interpreting my data, and which frame 

experiences and shape the educational outcomes for these particular women, 

specifically agency, access, attitudes, and knowledge.  

 

a. My Term óBIPô   

Mirza (2009) draws attention to the way in which generically blanket terms such as 

óblackô or óAsianô are often used to describe the experiences of a large section of the 

population who are different in multiple ways, such as age, socio-economic 

background, class/caste status, sexuality, disability, religion or culture.  Equally, as Kim 

(2014) emphasises, ñthe notion of a cohesive, British Asian ócommunityô in itself ignores 

the deep national, regional, religious and class divisions that must be acknowledged 

within Asian diasporic culturesò (p637). Not only are the communities different, they are 

also divided and often at odds with each other. This common labelling and 

homogenising of experience is particularly pertinent to educational institutions, 

especially when educational statistics and data are being scrutinized.  Young people 

who may be born and bred in Britain are given a label that not only groups their 

experiences as a collective but also denotes them as outsiders within Britain. Although 

I had issue with this labelling of widely differing experiences under one banner, that of 

a generic homogenised group called óAsiansô, I too, had done so. Hence, in order to be 

true to the voices and experiences of the women in this study, the original title of ñAsian 

women: aspiration and achievementò was rethought. I decided that the term Asian 

would not be used unless it was a direct quote or a paraphrasing of someone elseôs 

opinions. My term óBIPô (for Bangladeshi, Indian and Pakistani) heritage will be used to 

refer to the women when discussing collective issues or experiences.  However, when 

addressing specific individual heritage issues (for example Bangladeshi, Indian or 

Pakistani), the particular term will be used. I acknowledge that the term BIP could also 

be deemed to be homogenising and eurocentric rather than being reflective of the 

discrete identities of the communities. Equally I am mindful of Wemyssô (2009) point 

that there are differences within the heritages themselves. However, this term is simply 

being used to fill a void for a collective label for collective issues. Equally voices will be 
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presented as individual if there are no commonalities with anyone else. If one of the 

narrators within this thesis uses a collective indicator such as Asian, or if another 

source uses a specific term, then to be true to the voice that is how it will be presented. 

 

b. History: BIPs and Britain 

An awareness of the diasporic history of BIP heritage women is central to this thesis, 

because despite moving halfway across the globe, there is still some sense of a 

cultural identity. This shared cultural identity is partially why the term BIP is useful to 

use when discussing collective issues. Equally this impacts on the stories they impart 

about themselves, the stories told about them, and the stories within which they 

operate. Equally, within these stories, izzat continues to play a part and, post-migration, 

enables a system of maintained cultural boundaries. For a number of the women, the 

journey from the country of origin is not one they have made themselves, because they 

are not first generation immigrants. Nevertheless, izzat still impacts on their lives 

because of the complex ways in which BIP extended family units function, something 

further explored in chapter 5. Hence it is useful to know where the journeys may have 

started for some of these women, or their families, and also the sorts of reasons for the 

movement.   

Diasporic communities tend to occur for an assortment of reasons and this also applies 

to BIP migration to Britain, which is not a recent phenomenon. Visram (1986) states 

that the Indian subcontinent was a wealth of spices, textiles and luxury goods that 

Europeans coveted and traded in for over 10,000 years. She further clarifies that 

although small in number, there were established Asian communities in Britain long 

before the Second World War. These communities were made up of either the upper 

classes, or sailors (lascars), or indeed those who were brought to Britain as slaves or 

servants, Ayahs (the Asian nanny) being a prime example. Hoque (2015) highlights 

that even as far back as Tudor and Stuart times, there is proof of Muslims in Britain. 

The colonial relationship between the Indian subcontinent and the UK, starting with the 

East India Company in the 1600s and ending with partition in 1947, meant that ñtwo 

million Indians served in the Indian Army during World War II and 24,000 died in the 

warò (Peach, 2006,  p135).  It was, however, only through the mass male migration of 

the 1950, and 1960s because of the (post)colonial relationship between these 

countries, and as a direct response to the labour shortage in Britain after the Second 

World War, that vast waves of movement happened.  As Brah (1996) stresses, ñif once 

the colonies had been a source of cheap raw materials, now they became a source of 

cheap labourò (p21). The shortages in the labour force were primarily in the roles that 

were unskilled and involved unsociable hours and poor wages, primarily jobs that white 

workers refused to do (Brah 1996). 
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The 1948 Nationality Act gave all British Empire subjects (both former and current) the 

right to live and work in Britain, but 14 years later, under the 1962 Commonwealth 

Immigrants Act, the numbers of migrants began to be capped. The 1971 Immigration 

Act effectively revoked previous immigration legislation and established a rhetoric that 

was stronger in control mechanisms. This directly impacted on BIP women, because as 

the men became more settled, they had begun to send for their families, with Indian 

and Pakistani families reuniting in the 1960s and early 1970s, and then later in the 

1970s and 1980s for Bangladeshi families. Thus, larger communities started being 

formed, with families from óback homeô settling in close proximity to each other. Peach 

(2006, p136) highlights that much of the South Asian migration to Britain was from a 

small number of locations and furthermore, that these settlement patterns were 

recreated with multiple family groups, or baradaris, living together.  Equally of note, 

Brah (1999) argues that a sense of identity and community was forged through 

observing traditions, festivals and practices from their homelands. Whilst the gaze of 

the baradari and the hold of izzat was a predominantly restrictive element within the 

lives of many of the women, there was equally, certainly historically for some of the 

older women, an element of learning from each other. As everyone in the community 

was new to the British system and ways of doing things, there was an element of 

comradery in sharing knowledge, because they were all outsiders together. 

With stricter immigration controls came more stringent enforcement, where women 

waiting to join husbands were óinterviewedô in order to prove legitimate right of abode. 

Parmar (1982) argues that this policy, alongside that of examinations of women 

wanting to join their fianc®esô in Britain, to see if they were virgins, amounted to racist 

violence.  Furthermore, she stresses that the tests were ñracist and sexist assumptionsò 

based on a stereotype that claimed that ñAsian women from the subcontinent are 

always virginsò (p245). This was detrimental to the women in more than one way. If 

found not to be a virgin, it would impact on her izzat and that of the family, perhaps 

even lead to her marriage breaking down. Arguably, however, the largest impact of this 

legislation was that of othering these women: BIP heritage women being viewed 

through a particular lens whether or not they wanted to be. This idea of a 

predetermined story, or óprescribed narrativeô, is discussed in more depth in chapter 7.  

To many first generation BIPs their óvisitô or journey to Britain was envisioned to be only 

a short-term action.  They would earn money and subsequently return óhomeô. Thus, 

many of these immigrants put up with discrimination and suffering because they saw 

them as temporary (Bhachu, 1991). As Stock (2010, p24) posits, at the very heart of 

this journey there is the image of óhomeô remembered. Thus óhomeô has become a 

romanticised ideal because these women only remember things in terms of what 
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Rushdie (1983) refers to as a ñfragmentary broken mirrorò (p43).  This mirror is built up 

from a mosaic of memories that have more than a hint of nostalgia.  These pieces of 

the mosaic come together in a system of signs, and a system that has no real 

significance to second and subsequent generations in Britain.  The home that the first 

generation nostalgically recall is not the place it was when they left; however, it is 

enshrined in a time vacuum and is forever an imaginary ideal that all have to live up to. 

The first generation remember the India, Pakistan, or Bangladesh of their youth, and 

some refuse to accept that things óback homeô have changed.  Intergenerational 

tensions are played out because young peopleôs lives in these countries of origin, like 

the rest of the world, have been impacted by globalisation and technology. However, 

first generational nostalgia and value systems are constantly fed by Bollywood (Indianôs 

primary film industry), which perpetuates ideals of womanhood and social hierarchical 

order. Meera Syal, an India heritage British actress, recalling how she spent a large 

proportion of her life trying to be óa good Indian womanô, one who refrained from óbadô 

western habits involving drinking, smoking or having affairs, highlights the fiction of this 

nostalgic vision:  

 ñThen you visit India (Delhi or Bombay) and everybodyôs dating and drinking.  And 
still they consider themselves 100 per cent Indian because they live there.  They know 
who they areò. (Mackenzie, 1996, p71) 

This difference between first and subsequent generations is not just about memories of 

home, but also the very notion of what, or where, home actually is. óBelongingô is 

further explored in chapter 5.  

Stock (2010, p24) discusses diasporic experiences in terms of first generational 

memories of migrating to a ónew homeô and the comparison with subsequent 

generations for whom there never has been any other home. The Swann report (1985) 

began the dialogue of the appropriateness of referring to minority ethnic people as 

immigrants, since significant numbers were born and brought up within Britain. The 

report stressed that ñthey belong here; they are here to stay and to play their part in the 

life of their countryò (p8). Yet 33 years since the report, subsequent generations within 

communities that are visibly different are still viewed, by some, through a racist lens 

and allocated an identity of being foreign, based on skin colour rather than place of 

birth; a brown-skinned person cannot be English. Holding a British passport does not 

give them the right to óbelongô to Britain. This highlights the eurocentric lens with which 

people of BIP heritage are often viewed and othered. Wade (2014) suggests that this 

ideology was constructed by dominant European nations at the time of colonialism. 

Furthermore, that order was 
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ñconceptually organized in accordance with European notions of who was 
civilized (and Christian) and who was savage (and pagan or infidel), notions that later 
developed into theories about human evolution, in which European societies figured as 
superior.ò (p591) 
 
This theme, of othering and lack of belonging based on colour, emerged not only from 

the voices of the BIP heritage women in this thesis; it is also something that has been 

discussed widely in the literature (Weiner, 1985; Wemyss, 2009; Modood, 2010; Race, 

2015). However, more limited within the literature is the notion that worth based on 

colour evolved not only because of a system created and given credence by both 

people and institutions, such as those involving education, but also, and just as 

importantly, by belief sets held, in a subconscious way, by BIP heritage communities 

themselves. Whilst migration has enabled the emergence of amalgamated cultures, 

there is a great social and political division which has bred mistrust, lack of equity of 

opportunity, and socio-cultural panic, particularly centred on religion and gender 

(Keddie, 2011). This polarisation of communities has steadily divided individuals, and 

alongside this, there is the emergence of perceived ógoodô and óbadô ethnic minorities, 

which is drawn primarily on religious and integratory lines.  

c. Socio-Economic Intersections 

There are multiple facets to the way in which class intersects with other factors to 

impact on the educational journeys of this group of women. This is particularly 

evidenced through socio-economic impact, specifically, poverty. Poverty is discussed 

theoretically here, and its impact is demonstrated throughout the thesis. The 

knowledge acquired as part of being/or gaining middle class status which then informs 

the izzat lens towards education, is discussed fully within chapter 7. Arguably, in the 

21st century in a multicultural UK, cultural mediation, or understanding their own place 

within different communities, will play a part in the lives of many minority ethnic people. 

These people have roots in other countries, but have only called Britain óhomeô. This 

cultural mediation is not within a silo but is itself impacted by a number of economic 

and social issues such as housing, employment and poverty. Harrison and Phillips 

(2010) suggest that historically, ñminority ethnic households often ended up in inferior 

dwellings or areasò (p20) because of little choice in the housing stock. Recent migrants 

would generally move into areas with others of a similar heritage and also areas that 

had been ñabandoned by white households moving to the suburbsò (p20).  Whilst this 

picture of deprivation continues for a large number of Bangladeshi and Pakistani 

heritage families, there is a pronounced difference for Indian heritage households, in 

that some are moving into high status neighbourhoods and traditionally non-Asian 

ñwhite areasò (p28). 
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Hence data such as that from the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) 

(2016), which highlights disparity in outcomes for families primarily dependent on their 

heritage, needs to be critically examined, in order to shed light on the extent to which 

there is a causal relationship between women with a BIP heritage and the level of 

success of their educational journey. This is particularly pertinent to those from a 

Pakistani or Bangladeshi heritage who are working class.  The same data is particularly 

stark in relation to comparisons between BIP heritage people and those who are white. 

When examining those who were more likely to be living in poverty, the EHRC (2016) 

suggest figures of 35.7% of minority ethnic people, compared to 17.2% of white people. 

The figures are further broken down into 24.6% for Indian heritage and 43.9% for 

Pakistani/Bangladeshi heritage. However, when looking specifically at children living in 

poverty, Bangladeshi and Pakistani heritage households had particularly high rates 

(41.9%) compared with white households (24.5%). The data is also extremely 

troublesome when considering families living in overcrowded accommodation in 

England (for example 30.9% of Pakistani/ Bangladeshi heritage and 21.1% of Indian 

heritage, compared to 8.3% of white). Poverty and living in overcrowded conditions 

were not the only discrepancies highlighted by EHRC (2016) data. Between 2011 and 

2014, the percentage of BIP heritage workers in low-paid jobs increased by 12.7%, in 

comparison to only an increase of 1.8% for white workers. Furthermore, unemployment 

rates for Pakistani/Bangladeshi heritage were 17.3%, and for Indian heritage were 

9.2%, in comparison to 6.3% for white people. Moreover analysis of this data indicates 

that working class Muslim women had the worst employment outcomes. 

However, this data requires closer critique. Firstly, an examination centred on why the 

Bangladeshi and Pakistani heritages are clumped together. Secondly, when 

considering employment outcomes, individuals themselves need to be taken into 

account. Whilst the data posits that Muslim women have poorer employment 

outcomes, to truly understand the complexity of this situation, credence must be paid to 

izzat and the role this plays concerning what BIP heritage women, particularly within 

the realms of employment, are óallowedô to do within patriarchal confines. This deeper 

and more informed consideration will be undertaken within chapter 6. 

Whitebread and Bingham (2012) confirm that poverty affects a significant number of all 

children in the UK, and the Child Poverty Action Group (2017) places the figure at four 

million. This in turn impacts on what is referred to as childrenôs learning óreadinessô 

(Mashburn & Pianta, 2010). Education has been seen by many governments as a vital 

tool to reduce disadvantage and to tackle unequal social access. Furthermore, as 

Leach (2011) informs, the best way to help parents into paid work, and also to tackle 

poverty and disadvantage, is to provide good early childcare. However, Moss (2013) 

firmly claims that education is not a magic key, and that change can only take place if 



- 28 - 
 

governments firstly tackle entrenched disparities within society that cause problems of 

access. To this end, interventions such as the introduction of Sure Start Childrenôs 

Centres in 1997 ñserving the 30% most deprived communitiesò (House of Commons, 

2010) were put in place. However, it should be noted that they were cut by subsequent 

governments. Despite this, the reality is that those most in need, such as families 

experiencing worklessness, and some BIP heritage communities, are not fully 

accessing the support; this is true even after the tightening of the remit to target 

support by the then coalition government in 2011 (Lord, Southcott, & Sharp, 2011). 

This lack of access to this type of intervention comes as a result of many factors, which 

include lack of knowledge regarding what is available and, equally, how to access it, 

but my data suggests there is also some reticence about putting children into school 

too early. 

 Abbas (2007) stresses that ethnic minorities from poorer inner-city areas are 

ñpotentially less likely to be seen as desirable ócommoditiesô by teachersò (p87) and, of 

equal note, the geographical area itself is at increased risk of ñsegregation as white 

parents choose to remove their childrenò (p87) from schools that have a larger cohort 

of ethnic minorities. This, he argues, results in the marginalisation and disadvantage of 

many Bangladeshi and Pakistani heritage parents, culminating in lower levels of 

cultural capital. Ultimately, this impacts on not only the development of agency, but 

also the expression of it. Caul (2015) states that the highest infant mortality rates in the 

UK are amongst those who are of Pakistani heritage. This is followed closely by 

Bangladeshi heritage babies. She suggests a link with multiple disadvantage, including 

living in an area of high deprivation. This cycle of deprivation, which is reinforced by 

figures from the Cabinet Office (2017) that show that about 3 in every 10 Pakistani or 

Bangladeshi heritage people live in the 10% most deprived neighbourhoods, means 

that it is very hard for families to escape the impact of poverty on their ability to access 

and indeed breach the class divide.  

Analysis by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2016) suggests that children from 

poorer families living in poorer areas start to fall academically behind their peers before 

the age of five. This is reinforced by data from Cabinet Office (2017) that highlights that 

children of Pakistani heritage in particular lag behind other children when they come to 

school. The Early Years Foundation Stage Profile, an assessment completed by the 

end of the first year of school, suggests that in percentage terms, 59% of Pakistani 

heritage, 62% of Bangladeshi heritage, and 73% of Indian heritage children, compared 

to 70% of White British children, meet the expected standards in development.  

Furthermore, data, again from the Department for Education (DFE) (2016), highlights 

the difference in achievement of A* -C in GCSE results for Maths and English. The 

figures again indicate that Pakistani heritage children are falling behind with only 58% 
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achieving this. The data is more positive for Bangladeshi heritage children who have 

67%, which is above the figures for White British children at 63%. The figures for Indian 

heritage for this same metric are significantly better, at 77%. Berry and Loke (2011) 

highlight that Bangladeshi and Pakistani applicants to HE, in comparison to both other 

minority ethnic groups and white entrants, tend to come from low-participation areas.  A 

link between low participation and poorer neighbourhoods maybe pertinent when 

accounting for the fact that approximately 25% of Bangladeshi, and 18% of Pakistani 

household income came from benefits and tax credits (Cabinet Office, 2017). Basit 

(2012) stresses that university fees alongside other costs mean that any aspiration for 

gaining social mobility is decreased for working class, minority ethnic youths.  Whilst 

some of this discrepancy in achievement can be explained by issues of poverty, an 

intersectional approach regarding multiple disadvantages that then cumulate in lack of 

access needs to be adopted to fully comprehend the true picture.   

d. Racism 

1985 saw the Swann committee publish its report Education for All, which highlighted 

that major changes needed to be made within the education system. The report 

stressed that the issue was not about how to educate ethnic minority children, but how 

to educate every child about living in a society that was both multiracial and 

multicultural. It further stressed that racism, in all of its guises, should be challenged.  

That was over thirty years ago, and yet the debate, and issue, continues. Thus I 

explore racism, as a construct that both directly and indirectly impacts the lives of the 

women in this study, from the way they are presented, to their experiences in an 

educational system that is built on the premise of white privilege and executed by a 

predominantly white workforce. There are different expressions of racism, and this 

feeds into a wider discussion, undertaken within chapter 4, about ideals of nationalism 

and identity. The notion that racism can create difference and hierarchies, and thus 

impact on life chances, constitutes this subsection of this chapter.  

Wade (2014, p589) states that the meaning of the word óraceô has changed, and what 

is meant by it now is not what it denoted 50, 100, or 500 years ago. He further stresses 

that the notion of race ñstarts to emerge at the historical moment when Europeans 

encounter and colonize other geographical areas of the worldò (p591). Berman and 

Paradies (2010) stress that racism is a ñcombination of prejudice and powerò (p216). 

Basit et al. (2007) argue that ñit can be a consequence of malice, jealousy, frustration, 

ignorance and lack of knowledge, or merely apathyò (p280). Bonilla-Silva (1997) 

depicts racism as: ña social systemò which places people in ñracial categories, which 

involves some form of hierarchyò (p469) that also creates inequality in life chances. 

Dovidio, Gaertner, and Kawakami (2010) note three core components to racism: a 

social acceptance that people can be compartmentalised through perceived racial 



- 30 - 
 

features; that those features enable placement on human race hierarchies; and that 

racism beyond simple prejudices translates into social power structures that create 

advantage, but at the expense of another group through culturally accepted ñsocial 

norms, policies, and laws.ò (p312). Berman and Paradies (2010) argue that oppression 

has always been ñintrinsically linked to the phenomenon of privilegeò (p216).  They 

further explain that as well as hindering minority ethnic groups, racism equally enables 

groups such as whites to amass privilege and advantages that have not been earned.  

I. Impact of Racism on the Lives of the Women 

Poteat & Spanierman (2012 p759) postulate that modern racism has evolved from 

strong and blatant expressions into a more subtle form of prejudice.  They go onto 

argue that ñmodern racism attitudes assert that racial discrimination no longer occurs in 

contemporary societyò. This is a very common sentiment and the argument that society 

has evolved from the ódarkô days of racism is a ódouble-edged swordô. Modood (2010) 

develops this point, suggesting that racism is a concept that has evolved. He posits 

that racism has passed through phases and gives the example of the ñcolour-racism of 

the 1950sò morphing into the ñcultural-racism in the 1990sò (p37). This form of racism is 

a more emblematic one, whereby a whole faction of society is given a set of traits and 

characteristics that are deemed to be undesirable, and so those fitting the traits are 

othered.  

Racism was frequently cited by many of the women whilst narrating their stories. They 

voiced that racism had affected their lives in some way or another. It was 

disproportionately more the Pakistani heritage and Bangladeshi heritage women who 

cited racism when talking about white people. Their experiences were varied, as were 

their perceptions of those experiences. Sadia, for example, did not even use the word 

racism, but referred to it as ósnide commentsô. This link was made in her subsequent 

comments. Leonardo and Grubb (2014) argue that the school curriculum does not 

simply reflect race creation, but is a concrete part of creating race. They suggest that 

this is because race-making is about ñlearned social relationsò, which in turn means 

that ñas a ñsocial constructionò, race is ultimately not about peopleôs biological or 

genetic make-up, but how physical markers, for example the colour of a personôs skin, 

are used to decide ñsomething about human worth, intelligence, and respect.ò (p17).  

Jones (1999) cites interviews with trainee teachers within the UK in which they suggest 

a lack of racism because they did not notice colour. This ócolour blindô approach, Jones 

argues, is in itself a form of racism, because there is a lack of acknowledgement of the 

childôs cultural heritage. Jonesô point is valid because in a multicultural and multifaith 

society, it is simplistic to assume that there is any uniformity in the beliefs and practices 

of different cultures simply because they share a skin tone. However, it is also 



- 31 - 
 

problematic because colour blind racism also presumes this uniformity for people with 

different skin tones. Furthermore, Knowles and Ridley (2005, p1) highlight that racism 

is seen in mainly white communities as something that means people are treated 

differently because of the colour of their skin. They argue that other forms of racism 

such as ñsimplistic or patronising attitudesò are equally ñdamagingò.   They further 

highlight that a ñone size fits allò approach are equally damaging, as they prevent 

children from acknowledging and expressing all aspects of their heritage. Thus there is 

a fine line to trend between homogenising groups and understanding the nuanced 

experiences and impact of racism on peopleôs lives. This homogenisation is one of the 

key issues in the lives of the women in this thesis.   

Within the educational system, there is often more preoccupation with the labelling of 

an incident than with its intent and fallout. Yet a racist incident can lead an individual to 

feel marginalised or excluded, and these feelings are compounded when it is 

experienced in childhood.  Pearce (2014, p388) cites the BBC (2012) as stating that 

numbers of logged racist incidents in schools increased between 2007 and 2010, some 

areas reporting an increase of 40%. Pearce (2014, p389) further highlights that some 

popular media perpetuates an ill-informed discourse which tends to lack understanding 

about the purpose of logging incidents, and they only label extreme and violent acts as  

racism, ñrather than [understanding it as] a subtle and pervasive feature of our social 

structuresò. Troyna and Hatcher (1992) suggest that racist name-calling amongst 

children can be broken down into two elements. These elements are ñhot and 

nonstrategicò whereby racist name calling is done in the ñheatò of the moment and 

ñregrettedò almost immediately, and ñstrategic and coldò whereby it is used ñas a routine 

part of their repertoire of interactional strategiesò (p116). An example of how insidious 

this type of racism can be is demonstrated by Jeevan:   

I used to get called like Paki and you know just like, like little comments 
that would make me feel really bad. It was just like students in the same year as 
me. But like, our school as teachers didn't really do much about it. I think they 
used, they used to like sit you down and talk to you, but I think it just caused it to 
go a little bit more as well. They used to keep doing it constantly so... 

For Jeevan there was a sense that the teachers made the situation worse rather than 

better, because rather than addressing the situation holistically, with everyone involved, 

they singled out Jeevan to be spoken to.  Equally for Rodela, racism became a part of 

her daily life: 

There were only about five Asians in my school.  It was just the thing to be 
racist and after a while you just cope with it. It doesnôt bother you after a while. 

Rodela blames the racism on the fact that there were only a handful of óAsiansô in her 

school. She accepted the racism as a part of life because of the lack of numbers of 
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others who looked like her. Thus, by ójustô coping with it, she almost accepts 

responsibility for it happening. Taani states a similar sentiment:  

Obviously you tend to get the odd few racist comments but I tend to 
ignore them. I wouldnôt take it to heart.  

Taaniôs words are nonchalant on the surface, that is, the idea of something said in a 

probably hurtful manner not actually being hurtful. However, perhaps what she means 

is that she has become fairly desensitized to it, so she is able to distance herself from 

the words themselves. This distancing of self from the full intent of the words is not 

uncommon. This can apply equally to perpetrators; for example, I have had students 

admit to using the term ópaki shopô without understanding fully, or perhaps not 

acknowledging the loaded intention. This is a point that Jaanki discusses: 

Just little kids, yeah they donôt even know their alphabet or nothing about 
life and for them to turn around and say these things like ñoie you pakiò it really 
offends me yeah cos. first of all Iôm not one, and even if I was one, they shouldnôt 
say it like that. It just makes you want turn around and slap them and Iôm not even 
a violent personééTwo old ladies walking along in front of me and one turns to 
the other one and says donôt go in there, thatôs a paki shop.  Thatôs where kids get 
it.  Theyôre supposed to learn [good things] from the old people. 

For Jaanki, the words are problematic, and she has not become desensitized to them. 

She is upset on a number of levels. Firstly, that she is denoted as being a ópakiô when 

she has a non-Pakistani heritage. Secondly, for her, the shock factor is that 

intergenerational angle; older people should be both wiser themselves and sources of 

wisdom, something particularly pertinent to the structure of izzat which suggests 

respect for elders, but also that, in turn, elders teach wisdom.  

Noor suggests that level of education also makes a difference to whether people are 

prone to racism. She voices: 

I'm very lucky that they've never had that [racism] problem. But again I 
think because of the people that they've mixed with, educated people, who are 
not ignorant who... so they've never been put in that position where they've had 
to experience abuse or racism or... So um, so I've been quite lucky in that way 
but it's all down to education again. 

Noor associates racism with a lack of education, and specifically in this case a classist 

lens. This is highlighted through her suggestion that one of the reasons for putting both 

of her children through private school was to prevent contact with those who are 

óignorantô.  Furthermore, Noor says: 

ñThankfully, she doesn't look Asian, my daughter doesn't look Asian 
because she's so fair, and she has very light coloured hair, so she doesn't look 
Asian, so I've never really had that problem for her.ò 

Noorôs comments raise a number of points. Firstly, that she herself has experienced 

racism. Secondly, in an effort to ensure that her children do not experience what she 
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did, she utilises the knowledge she has. In her eyes, it is ñignorantò or non-educated 

people who perpetuate racism, and they are usually of lower classes. So by putting her 

children into establishments that are deemed to be for the children of either wealthy or 

better-educated individuals, she is minimizing risk.  Finally, Noor evokes óunwitting 

racismô (Archer & Francis, 2005) herself, by suggesting that because her daughter is 

fair and does not look óAsianô, there is something to be óthankfulô for, the assumption 

being that being fair, and thus closer to white, is better because you can then ófit inô and 

so avoid any issues. The importance of the shade of oneôs skin and its impact on self- 

and othersô perceptions is also mentioned by Asha, who says: 

ñThe other thing that we (sisters) used to, sort of, say to ourselves or 
amongst ourselves was, like, óOh, OK, weôre really lucky, actually (surprise), 
because God made us just the right colour.ô Like, so, the black people are, sort 
of, overdone, in a wayéand white people are underdoneéò 

Whilst this is on some level a more positive representation because instead of 

presenting herself, and others like her, as deficient she is arguing that everyone else is, 

it is still a hierarchy based on skin tone. As an inverse of this, racism for some of the 

Indian heritage women centred on the idea of being seen to be a different colour on the 

óinsideô by your own óbaradariô. This concept of ócoconutismô is discussed in chapter 4. 

 

e. The Four Pillars  

This section of the chapter considers four pillars that intersect and influence the 

educational trajectories of marriage and employment for the women within this thesis. 

These four pillars are themselves culturally and socially constructed.  Each pillar is in 

itself a mixture of non-isolatable factors which influence and inform others so that there 

is an intricate interwoven intersecting tapestry, which in turn adds another layer of 

complexity when trying to decipher the exact extent of influence of individual pillars.  

Therefore, I consider each of the pillars in turn, exploring what they represent, whilst 

being mindful of the Bronfenbrenner modelôs (1979) suggested layers of influence. By 

applying an izzat lens to the process, I unravel the multiple strands that the women in 

this study have to navigate. Equally, there is a consideration of how each of the pillars 

relates to the educational trajectories of marriage and employment. The four pillar are 

theorised here, and also applied to the discussions in chapters 4 to 7. 
 

I. Agency      

Biesta and Tedder (2006) state that, within sociology, there is a great deal of 

discussion and angst associated with the actual meaning of the terms óagencyô and 

ósocial structureô , and a lack of shared understanding of exactly what they represent. 

However, as an educationalist, I take agency to mean an individualôs possession of the 

ability to act independently and make choices. Social structure, for the purpose of this 
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thesis, comprises those elements that impinge on the individualôs ability to make those 

choices and decisions, such as izzat and the correlating, intersecting factors of family, 

gender, class, ethnicity, religion, colour and culture. It is acknowledged that everyoneôs 

agency has restrictions, and all choices and actions (even when seemingly 

independent and free) take place within a social and cultural context. However, 

pertinent to this group of women is that izzat directly correlates with how agency is 

permitted and shaped in relation to the men in their lives. Moreover, this is distilled 

through a eurocentric lens by western educationists to propagate the image of the 

óethnicisedô passive woman. This in turn impacts on the ideal of education as a vehicle 

to enable agency development (Biesta & Tedder 2006). The narrators in this research 

discussed their levels of autonomy and how much control they felt they had to 

determine their educational journey and its outcomes with regards to either marriage or 

employment. I suggest that agency was restricted by izzat both overtly and covertly: 

overtly through the patriarchal gaze of the baradari, but covertly through the 

essentialistic actions of the educational establishment. 

Agency is often conceptualised as three strands: individual, proxy, and collective 

(Hewson, 2010).  Individual agency tends to be seen as located within the person, 

proxy agency tends to be on behalf of the individual, and collective agency can be 

about people acting together. Interestingly, Hogan (2005) makes the point that agency 

for a child is often positioned externally rather than internally, because children are 

deemed to be dependent and ñpassiveò (p27).  This positioning of agency could be 

extended from children to BIP heritage women too. This is because of the structure of 

izzat, which could be seen as male agency determining female agency, and which can 

result in women being infantilized in society, particularly inside those parts of it where 

izzat operates. This is especially pertinent in terms of self-determination, as women are 

expected to behave in a certain way by not just the baradari but also by some in the 

educational community. Thus the lenses (of izzat and eurocentricism) constructs them 

in particular ways and means that they have to navigate representations and 

assumptions that are different to how they see themselves. However, agency can be 

seen through their ability to act as agents to enable either siblings or their own children 

to be able to have more agency earlier than they themselves had. This is in line with 

what Anitha and Gill (2011) argue are the heterogeneous ways in which minority ethnic 

women challenge confining circumstances.  

Jahan (2011) states that despite being tied, both religiously and culturally, to the label 

and influence of gender, and to an immigrant identity, BIP heritage, and particularly 

Bangladeshi heritage women, should be seen as agents who have endeavoured to 

transform oppressive social norms, whilst at the same time conforming to them. She 

explains further that:   
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ñAgency in their narratives is not a simple matter of resistance or choice. It is 
rather about the strategies that women all over the world use to lead their lives in their 
own ways. In their view, these women are not victims of Bangladeshi patriarchal 
ideology and of Muslim religion, but agents who transform the social norms oppressive 
to themò. (p380). 

 

This, Jahan argues, is about women having agency to live tactically within set 

parameters, rather than simply contravening them. She draws on the work of Bhabha 

(1994) who discusses something called ñmigrant óagencyôò, a space between 

marginalised migrant cultures and colonisers. This is a space where the marginalised 

can speak up to the oppressor. However, this is an incomplete explanation that is 

misguided because it is based on binaries; it is not simply about one type of 

oppression. Thus I argue that whilst this notion of óspeaking backô could be applicable 

to some of the BIP heritage women narrating their stories in this thesis, it is not the 

case for all, particularly those who have fewer educational qualifications, or those who 

have limited interaction with any community other than the community that their 

heritage ascribes them to. Furthermore, a reductionist approach which argues that a 

binary exists between migrant and ócoloniserô is counterproductive. Using an 

intersectional approach, I show that the reality is that it is more than simply about being 

marginalised by a single dominant structure but by being disadvantaged on multiple 

platforms. For some of the women in this thesis, particularly those with limited 

educational qualifications, there are very few spaces in contemporary British society 

that they are allowed legitimately to occupy. Equally, their voices are not heard by 

educationalists and policy makers, and the opportunities for them to create a sense of 

autonomy, one that is independent of the family unit, are limited. Brah (1996) suggests 

that óstructure, culture and agencyô are linked and are ómutually inscribing formationsô 

(p443). By this, Brah is suggesting that culture is not a fixed notion but actually a 

process, and it is through this process that both meaning and understanding is drawn. 

This explains how BIP women continuously occupy numerous positions from which 

they then navigate and ultimately articulate their identity.  

What Brah and Jahan have not affirmed is that izzat is not just about male dominance, 

but is a whole system of oppression of which male hierarchy is only one element. Izzat 

is not only a socio- cultural system but also the lens through which the world and 

everything in it is constructed. This system of oppression is built into the gaze of the 

community and thus curtails the ability to be able to have a voice on issues that are 

meaningful with regards to the development and enhancement of agency. Women are 

óallowedô to make choices but within parameters, or as I have coined it, liberation but 

within a box.  

Lack of voice, in combination with other factors of oppression may account for official 

data which shows that the proportion of adults in England at risk of poor mental health 
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was higher amongst Pakistani/Bangladeshi heritage respondents than either Indian 

heritage or white respondents. More alarming was that the higher rate for 

Pakistani/Bangladeshi heritage people was primarily amongst women, 28.2% of whom 

were at risk of poor mental health, compared with 17.4% of white women. The figures 

indicated a percentage rise between 2008 and 2012 for Pakistani/Bangladeshi women 

by 6.5%, whereas there was a decrease in the figure for Indian heritage women by -

1.7% (EHRC, 2016.) Whilst there are many factors that influence the onset of mental 

health issues, arguably lack of agency in combination with other factors such as the 

environment within which people live, levels of disposable income, educational levels 

and positive relationships within families and communities do impact; however, a lack 

of research makes it difficult to draw conclusive evidence either way.  

II. Access 

Access for the purpose of this thesis is much richer than simply ógetting intoô, it is more 

about the multifaceted elements that prevent individuals from gaining the full benefit of 

education and educational opportunities.  Access to and achievement within education 

can be seen on many different levels; however, issues of access are not restricted to 

just compulsory schooling, but also to post-16 and higher education. It could be argued 

that compulsory education (such as primary and secondary) at the very least should 

create automatic access to achievement; however, this is not necessarily the case, 

despite research suggesting that starting school at an early age, as in the UK system, 

can dramatically decrease the impact of poverty (Sharp, 2002). However, in order for 

the effect of education to make a difference to outcomes, education has to be 

accessible to all. There is an issue of inclusion and exclusion both in overt and covert 

ways and from a number of sources that include the family, the baradari and 

educational establishments. Although it has to be acknowledged that class does play a 

role within access issues, it is also about perceptions of different heritages, and 

particularly those with strong religious affiliations. Ultimately, if there is a sense of being 

prevented from achieving, or if indeed the structures within education prevent people 

from achieving, then clearly access is an issue.  

Platt (2007) argues that a lack of access feeds into the cycle of poor educational 

achievement, which in turn means poorer paid jobs, or worklessness and poverty.  

Indeed, this lack of access, or to put it another way, exclusion from the mainstream, 

results in some being insiders and some being outsiders. Moreover, lack of access is 

directly related to a lack of knowledge of how institutions function, and equally it 

manifests in a multitude of ways both overt and covert. These range from limited 

access to services, through a lack of knowledge of the system, to a lack of access to 

additional support. The impact of this includes: racism; limited life opportunities and 
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expectations; engagement with the content of the curriculum; degree classifications; 

and lack of or limited employment possibilities.  Lack of access is experienced by all 

three BIP heritages. However, there are differences between the heritages with regards 

to the severity of the impact, and this is a direct result of the intersections with class 

and religion. This intersection particularly for the Pakistani and Bangladeshi heritage 

women who wear a hijab, means that they experience the most overt forms of 

exclusion because they are visibly seen as different. However, for the Indian heritage 

women, the emphasis is on the sophisticated nuances, or to put it another way, the 

covert elements, such as not having access to quality careers or educational 

progression routes advice.   

 

Discrepancy of access is also seen in a comparison of numbers of BIP heritage 

students in Russell group universities with post-92 ones. Significantly more BME 

students óchoseô to attend a post-92 university, which is usually in their locality, than an 

óeliteô one (Sims, 2007; Bhopal, 2015). The Elevations Network (2012) suggests that 

40% of BME university students go to Russell Group universities, and 60% go to post-

92s. (They do not clarify whether international students were used in the data set.) 

Equally notable is the fact that the bulk of the 40% Russell group universities attended 

by BME students are based in London based (Miller, 2016). The Russell Group (2015) 

lays the blame at the feet of the communities themselves, arguing that the numbers are 

small because they have a smaller ópoolô to draw from, as the number of BME students 

with higher results at óAô level are limited. They argue that in order to improve access to 

ñleadingò (p2) universities, the attainment gap created before university should be 

addressed. However, because of the number of intersecting barriers as demonstrated 

throughout this thesis, the reality of access for many Bangladeshi or Pakistani heritage 

young women is that they will, most likely, only be able to attend their local higher 

education establishment. The purpose of higher education is ultimately viewed by 

many in the BIP communities as a means to getting a particular job or better marriage 

prospects, and so where you go is less important. However, with gaining educational 

capital or knowledge, particularly for the Indian heritage women, there is an evolvement 

with regards to status linked to which university you attend.  

III. Attitude 

Parental attitude towards education, and belief in the transformative power of it can be 

significant for academic success (Fuligni, 1997; Spera, Wentzel, & Matto, 2009). 

Carter-Wall and Whitfield (2012) found that parents who lacked the practical knowledge 

to support their children, or who had ñnegative attitudesò (p6) impacted on the 

childrenôs attitude towards education. Thus this pillar is a composite of a number of 
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elements. It is not just about how the women expressed ideas about themselves in 

relation to agency, autonomy, or aspiration, but also about what they deem their 

identity to be, and how that is constructed within the limitations of izzat. Furthermore, it 

is about their own attitudes towards education, and the attitudes that have framed their 

educational journeys: those attitudes of the key influencers at a micro-level, such as 

parents, friends and teachers, and the macro-level influencers, such as the baradari. 

This is particularly pertinent when examining the role of attitude towards education 

for/of girls, and whether there should be a ceiling placed on that. This feeds into the 

attitude towards not only how far girls should be educated, but also in which locality, 

and which subjects should be studied if moving to further and higher education. Clearly 

then, attitude as a pillar cuts across the others, because an influencer can make or 

break the success of an educational journey.  Furthermore, when the attitude of a 

parent, gatekeeper, or baradari does not coincide with the attitude of the BIP heritage 

woman concerned, there is greater scope for conflict or a sense of loss of autonomy, or 

agency. Ultimately, this attitude impacted on not only how far they, the women, were 

allowed to be educated but also how much they actually got out of their education. 

Severiens and Wolff (2008) postulate that feeling some sense of cohesion within the 

learning environment and with peers and teachers, means that individuals are more 

likely to complete their studies with positive outcomes. In other words, óthose who feel 

at homeô (Severiens and Wolff, 2008, p254) will reap positive outcomes. However this 

feeling of belonging only occurs if an individual feels that they have enough knowledge 

to be able to fully fit in and utilise opportunities. 

IV. Knowledge  

My data suggests that whilst achievement is partly explained by feeling comfortable 

and able to fit in, it is also about how education, the educational system and roles and 

responsibilities, are viewed, shared, understood and utilised by the women, parents, 

the baradari and the educational settings themselves. Accordingly, knowledge is a key 

concept because its impact is manifold. A lack of knowledge can mean that there is 

isolation from the different elements of the system (in this case the wider educational 

system including policies and procedures), and equally the system itself does not 

provide enough overt access, (and so knowledge of) for groups that are operating on 

the fringe.  Educational attainment data is in the public domain, but as Francis, Skelton, 

and Read (2012) suggest, unless parents have ñsufficient cultural and financial capitalò 

(p2) to understand the plethora of statistics, and equally have knowledge of how to 

decode them, having the data does not make a difference. Research by Carter-Wall 

and Whitfield (2012) found that parents from lower socio- economic backgrounds 

especially, had limited knowledge because of poor access to appropriate support, 

advice and information.  Since knowledge is often acquired through action, as in 
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experiencing something and learning from it, or through a scaffolded approach which 

involves elements of guidance from and collaboration with a more knowledgeable other 

(Vygotsky, 1978), the cycle of deprivation is not broken. 

A knowledge of systems and how they operate allows for the development of cultural 

capital, which is gaining understanding about information, which in turn allows for 

access and ultimately allows the development of insider knowledge.  Ultimately, this 

insider knowledge in turn enables social mobility, and the ability to extend the barriers 

for the inclusion of siblings, wider family and even their own children.  This pillar, 

similarly to the others, is about whether the women and /or influencers have sufficient 

knowledge about and understanding of the educational system. Equally, it is about 

whether the parents have knowledge regarding their expected role, by the educational 

establishment, in terms of educational support. Clearly, knowledge about the system 

and how it works gives an advantage to those that can utilise that. It is very apparent 

how the complexity of the intersections of class, ethnicity, racism and culture fit within 

this discussion. Whilst other factors make the experience difficult and may possibly 

demotivate the women, it is knowledge that gives the women access to at least begin 

the journey. 

  

f. Summary  

I have provided a socio-historical overview which demonstrates the importance to my 

research of understanding the context of migratory journeys. I gave a rationale for my 

coined term óBIPô whilst acknowledging that it too could be used in a reductionist way. I 

theorised both the socio-economic parameters and racism as two key elements that 

intersect with izzat to impact on the quality of the educational journey for this group of 

women.  I introduced agency, access, attitude and knowledge as four key concepts 

which, alongside izzat and intersectionality, I use to interpret my data. These four core 

concepts work both separately and together to intersect and inform the two trajectories 

of educational achievement which are marriage and employment. Moreover, the pillars 

are also intersected with other key elements, such as socio-economic status and 

racism, both of which have been critically dismantled in relation to the social group in 

question. The next chapter contextualises the research methodology.  
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3 Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

 

In this chapter, I explain how this research was conceived, and the complexities of 

designing and conducting it. I state my epistemological stance, and then explain my 

philosophical and theoretical perspective. This explanation includes a substantial 

discussion of the role played by voice. I give a rationale for the suitability of my 

methodological approach. A discussion of my research methods follows, inclusive of 

the development of the conceptual framework that is my main analytical tool, in line 

with Ravitch and Riggan (2017).  A pictorial representation of my conceptual 

framework, a tool to make sense of the context within which the womenôs journeys 

were undertaken, went through several iterations, and the process is explained in detail 

because it was the mechanism I used to fully understand not only how themes were 

emerging from the data but also how my understanding of those themes was 

developing. The chapter concludes with a discussion on ethics, confidentiality and the 

notion of integrity. Denscombe (2014) argues that the fundamental principle of any 

research should be that the participants are not harmed in any way by taking part. 

Since the BIP heritage women have to negotiate a space in a life where izzat is 

omnipresent, all three of these notions are overarching, and so require due attention. 

 

a. Epistemological Stance, Ontological Positioning and Truth  

As noted, this thesis focuses on the experiences of members of three particular groups 

that are not always visible, not only within British society, but also to the communities 

or baradari within which they sit.  Moreover, it is about untangling the layers of 

assumptions that have shaped the various lenses, particularly izzat, through which they 

are seen both internally (within their communities) and externally (by the general public 

and particularly educational establishments). My view of reality, or my ontological 

stance, is that there is not a single, universal truth. Therefore, there is no notion here of 

a single, universal ótruthô being uncovered. I am giving voice to experiences, not 

seeking truth, since the truths are multiple and personalised. This stance informs my 

constructivist epistemological positioning. As Crotty (1998) suggests ñconstructionism 

claims that meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage with the world 

they are interpretingò (p43).  Whilst there is the ótruthô of the impact of izzat on their 

educational journeys, it is subtle and different for each of the women and at different 

stages of their lives and journeys. Giorgio (2009) stressed that ñoneôs retelling of the 

narrative offers a certain assertion of authority over the experienceò (p157) and thus 

there will be several versions of the ótruthô: the narratorôs truth, the researcherôs truth, 

and also the truth of the reader of the thesis. Ultimately this thesis is about óvoiceô: how 
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I can respectfully hear their voices whilst ensuring that I do not speak on behalf of 

these women.  

As this research is ñabout individuals and how those individuals see the (and operate 

within that) worldò (Newby, 2010, p509), a phenomenographical stance needed to be 

considered. Trigwell (2006) explains that phenomenography is a ñsecond order 

approachò (p370), meaning that the researcher creates a description of a phenomenon 

after it has been described by the person who experienced it. Bamwesiga, Fejes and 

Dahlgren (2013) stress that ñindividuals vary with regard to how they experience, 

conceptualise, understand, perceive and apprehend various phenomena in the 

surrounding worldò (p340). Thus, if phenomenography is the way different individuals 

view their world, and also how they conceptualise and make sense of different 

phenomena around them (rather than studying the phenomena itself), then it stands to 

reason, from an ontological perspective, that the phenomena and those experiencing 

the phenomena are not separate entities. However, a limitation of this approach for the 

purpose of this research is that it ultimately seeks not to present the ñrichness of 

individual experienceò but instead desires to collate experiences under a limited 

number of categories. 

My experience of my educational journey is unique and cannot be used to describe 

anyone elseôs journey, and likewise, the way the narrators experienced the 

phenomenon of their educational journey is unique to each of them. But there will be 

some similarities because the journeys have common elements. This is discussed by 

Gray (2014, p20), who examines the constructivist stance that suggests ñsubjects 

construct their own meaning in different waysò and that this can even be in relation to 

ñthe same phenomenonò, so that, essentially, ñmultiple contradictory but equally valid 

accounts of the world can existò. Furthermore, as Trigwell (2006) acknowledges, ñthe 

researcher may not agree (or even feel comfortable) with the described experience of 

the phenomenon, but they are recorded and included as a valid experienceò (p370). 

 

b. Theoretical Perspective 

A positivist approach suggests facts and statistical knowledge (Vargai-Dobai, 2012) 

and patterns, regularities, causes and consequences that can be observed and 

predicted (Patton, 2002; Denscombe, 2014). However, this research is situated within 

the interpretivist paradigm, and is a small scale qualitative study based on how the 

narrators construct their reality. Moreover, it is about the richness of language and 

dialogue.  Davies and Hughes (2014) postulate the interpretivist approach stems from 

an ontological assumption that there are many ways of understanding the world. This 

then translates into the idea that reality is very much a subjective concept: the 

uniqueness of each human experience but also that reality and the recollection of past 
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realities is very subjective, but as Bold (2012) stresses it is also a process by which 

individuals can enable sensemaking processes to take place. 

Postmodernism challenges the possibility of an absolute truth and rejects singular 

explanations (Newby, 2014). In addition, as Newby highlights that the world is multi-

layered and people ñcan play several, sometimes conflicting, roles, and that all 

understanding of action is affected by the context in which the action occursò (p44). 

Interestingly, because the post-modernist lens suggests that there are no absolute 

truths, using this lens to examine educational settings sheds light on homogenising 

assumptions that can then reinforce barriers that BIP heritage women already 

experience because of izzat. Therefore, I am using a postmodern lens firstly to 

highlight the essentialising within the educational system, and secondly, to investigate 

how that in turn allows for a reductive approach towards what the system refers to as 

óAsianô women.   

I. Positioning, Insiders and Outsiders, and Power 

Letherby (2003) argues that understanding how research is conceived and positioned 

is just as critical as the research itself; nor should it be hidden for fear of it threatening 

the ñstatus of the knowledge presentedò (p3). This resonates because I as researcher 

am central to this exploration. Thus, whilst Punch (2014) may highlight that people 

ñseldom step back and focusò (p4) explicitly on the actual importance of research, this 

does not hold true in this instance. I would argue that a key component of this research 

is an examination of the positioning of the study, and of the researcher. Therefore, a 

reflexive approach is taken. White (2009) states that research does not, and indeed 

should not, take place in a vacuum. Clearly, this implies awareness by the researcher 

of where the research fits into the broader picture and indeed whether it is simply a 

repetition of something done elsewhere. This is critical for the authenticity of this 

research, particularly if it is to inform practice and influence the way women of BIP 

heritages are viewed within educational establishments.  

There is a shared space between myself and a number of the narrators and this has to 

be acknowledged. Ackerley and True (2010, p137) argue that ethical research requires 

the researcher to consider their ñown situatednessò, or, in other words, their own 

positioning. My professional life, and political motivation to widen participation, has to 

be acknowledged, because they too impact on how I position myself and how I am 

seen by others. I realised through significant deliberation that not only should my 

personal recollections be a part of this thesis, but that it was important to explore the 

notion of my positioning as a researcher who was also present within the work. Berger 

(2001, p506) postulates openness by the researcher about their own story, enabling 

others to be comfortable sharing their narratives.  I made the decision to separate my 

stories from those of the other women within this thesis. I did not see myself as another 



- 43 - 
 

participant but as the catalyst who set the research in motion. It was not until I was 

listening to the women that I began to hear the similarities between our journeys, 

despite timeline and geographical differences. Although I had made the decision not to 

óbuild a conversationô about shared experiences, I found it very difficult to stay out and 

not óoverô share my experiences. However, having made the decision that I was 

creating a space for their voices, I felt it was imperative that I kept my presence to a 

minimum. Equally, I have reflected on my own responses to what the narrators voiced 

in terms of similarity or difference to my personal experiences.  

Corbin, Dwyer and Buckle (2009) advocate, irrespective of research methodology, 

addressing the affiliation of the group being studied, because ñthe researcher plays 

such a direct and intimate role in both data collection and analysisò (p55). The literature 

(Mirza, 1995; OôReilly, 2009; Arthur, Waring, Coe & Hedges, 2012; Denscombe 2014) 

has an extensive discussion on a particular aspect of positioning that is of key 

significance to this thesis, the notion of being either an óinsiderô or an óoutsiderô. Rubin 

(2012, p304) states that, traditionally, there has been a dichotomous view of the 

relationship between the researcher and researched. In essence, an insider is a 

member of the group being studied and an outsider is not. Ganga & Scott (2006) argue 

that insider status is conferred if there is some shared cultural, ethnic, religious, or 

language heritage between the participant(s) and researcher.  

Initially, I had thought that my insider positioning would carry some benefit, with 

regards not only to accessing women to narrate their stories, but also in how freely 

those stories would be told. Moreover, I thought my first-hand knowledge and 

experience of izzat would enable the women to consider me a BIP heritage woman like 

them. However, this proved not necessarily to be the case; the experiences were not 

always positive, and rather than being viewed as an insider, it was on occasion quite 

the opposite. I was viewed as being an outsider because of my surname. I had married 

out of the community and one narrator told me I was ñluckyò because I did not have to 

deal with the issues that ñtheyò had to deal with. She reinforced this by saying that 

because I lived in a ñwhiteò area, did not go to the temple, and had ña big jobò, I did 

not have to worry about what people said.  Ganga and Scott (2006) suggest that 

ñinterviewing within oneôs own cultural community as an insiderò creates ña degree of 

social proximity that, paradoxically, increases awareness amongst both researcher and 

participant of the social divisions that structure the interaction between themò (p2). This 

situating of me outside of the experiences that she and others had confronted felt 

disenfranchising for myself. Interestingly, inside the discipline of international and 

comparative education, possibly as a result of shifting diasporas and the increasingly 

global nature of human identities, there is an emerging desire to question the rigidity of 

the polarised concept of óinsidersô and óoutsidersô. Milligan (2014, p240) argues for such 
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questioning, saying that the position of a researcher can easily change between the 

two identities as a response to the situation or context in which they may find 

themselves. McNess, Arthur and Crossley (2015) stress that the entrenched, dualist 

positioning of insider or outsider negates the complexity of what is occurring. Moreover, 

they argue that there has to be acknowledgement that ñneither the researcher nor the 

subjects of analysis are fixed, stable and coherent, but constantly shifting, incomplete, 

fragmented and contradictory in relation to both collective and personal existenceò 

(p298).  Similarly, Mirza (1995) found, whilst researching within a community with 

which she identified, that she was the subject of close scrutiny within the communities 

to which she had thought she belonged. As an educated professional, living on her own 

and without a man, her taxonomy propelled her from óinsiderô to óoutsiderô, and most 

importantly it happened without her knowledge or desire. This suggests that not only 

does izzat affect the lives of the women narrating their stories, it also affects the 

research process itself through impact on how BIP-óinsiderô researchersô are seen by 

the baradari, including other women. As well as being located as an outsider by the BIP 

heritage women she interviewed, Mirza also found this viewpoint shared by the 

gatekeepers, one of whom suggested that she was more like them because she was 

so ówesternô.  

This rhetoric is not unusual. Personal experience has taught me that appearing 

ówesternô in sound, dress and óbehaviourô enables acceptance as an insider by some 

white people. This is thought-provoking in the context of this thesis because many of 

the subjects who do gain agency through education additionally find that their status as 

insiders (in BIP-heritage groups) is compromised. Whilst on a simplistic level it could be 

said that higher education causes this movement out of the insider mode in this 

community, the reality is that by gaining agency, they are inadvertently challenging the 

balance of power and patriarchal order and are transgressing the boundaries of izzat. 

Such women are seen as ñdeculturalised, inauthentic, westernised and alienated from 

an appreciation of their own cultureò (Loomba, 1993, p215). Exclusion from being an 

authentic insiderô does not finish there. I have been called a ócoconutô, a ópakiô, and 

óexoticô. All of these are commentaries about difference, insider ï outsider status, and 

are imposed signifiers of belonging. 

Yuval Davis (2010) highlights positioning in relation to belonging and, specifically, the 

politics of belonging. This is based on not only stories we tell about ourselves but is 

also used to locate power.  Jones (2006) explains that ñpositions of power and control 

are constructed and reconstructed through the interactions of the people involvedò 

(p170). This was evident in my case. I was óallowedô insider status in some aspects and 

by some women, through the usage of inclusive terms and language such as 

ñapneò(meaning ours or belonging to the same group) (Asha), ñyou know how our lot 
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areò (Jaanki) and ñyou know what itôs likeò (Sarah).  Close analysis as an insider 

allowed me to frame my understanding of what was being said by the narrators, and 

what was being left out. This was evident in relation to the usage of terms such as 

óeducatedô which as an insider, I knew meant having an undergrad degree as a 

minimum. Listening carefully I experienced a flexible identityô (moving to and fro 

between óinô and óoutô).  The language that was used indicated that I was only an insider 

when either a point was being made indirectly about izzat, or when the positioning 

dynamic changed, and white people were positioned as outsiders, for example ñthey 

donôt understand what we go throughò (Radwa). These two óconditionsô that gifted 

insider status to me and which governed the use or not of óincludingô language, seemed 

to be points of easy óconnectionô or óbridgingô with me for the women who used the 

terms. 

The impact of power on the research process cannot be overstated. As OôLeary (2014) 

notes, a personôs taxonomy impacts on both how she or he is seen by others and that 

personôs your vision of the world.  OôReilly (2009, p112) contends that the outsider is 

uninvolved and so can be more free of bias and able to question what the insider would 

regard as ónormalô practice, however Denscombe (2014) stresses that being an insider 

brings with it insider knowledge. Rather than being useful, this could create a ñblind 

spotò (p91) whereby the researcher is unable to see clearly as they are too close to the 

issue. Equally, it should also be noted that one could be completely blinded by a 

singular goal, which might get in the way of listening to what the narrators are actually 

saying. Ultimately, in this research, the power dynamic, or to be more specific my 

perception of it, which may or may not resemble that of the particular narrator, seemed 

to shift between myself and the narrator, based on what the narrator chose to share, 

and how they chose to share it. 

II. Voice 

Lather (2009) suggests that in order to move away from objectivist thought, we need to 

be centred on empathy, voice and authenticity. McGee Calvert and Jean (1992) argue 

that 

ñuntil women are fully empowered on a personal level, until they have a voice, 
until they know how they are different, until they know what cultural and social 
expectations they carry and how they carry them in a personal way, they cannot be 
equal partners in any dialogue about the future shape of society or the organisations 
within itò. (p86). 

They stress that having a privileged standpoint or being part of a group whose voice is 

heard, then it is easy to reject the idea that others do not have the same platform. As 

Mazzei and Jackson (2009) claim, there is no single voice, just as for interpretivists 

there is no single truth. They also show that there is a body of research that challenges 

the notion of giving voice to participants being authentic research. A key consideration 
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for me as a researcher looking at an area that is personal to me is to ensure that I do 

not claim that my experiences are also those of the other narrators. As Mazzei (2009) 

points out 

ñwe seek the familiar voice that does not cause trouble and that is easily 
translatable. We seek a voice that maps onto our ways of knowing, understanding, and 
interpretingò (p48).  
 

This is extended by St. Pierre (2009) who maintains there is a conflation of speech with 

voice. Hence it is imperative that a distinction is made between what is said, what has 

been voiced, and what has been heard. As the person transcribing the narrative, and 

using extracts within the thesis, I decided what to keep in and what to discard thereby 

making further judgements about the validity of the voices. 

A further consideration is that of silences and pauses. Reay (1996) discusses how 

sometimes women, in particular, chose to stay silent rather than make the mistake of 

saying the ñwrong thingò (p448). Mazzei (2009) argues that it is very difficult to hear 

voices that in the past were silent and ignored. This is because it is a different way of 

listening and one we are not used to. In order to do so effectively, she advocates a 

different approach to listening and interviewing, which involves listening for the pauses, 

and then asking questions that are prompted by those pauses. Through theorising 

voice my intention changed from the women having to narrate their stories within the 

confines of my framework, to giving them the platform to be able to narrate their stories 

as they viewed them, in that moment in time. This then drew out differences between 

them, and also enabled their voices to have greater clarity and bring to the foreground 

their own unique perspectives.  

Whilst the women may have chosen what they shared with me because, even though I 

had promised anonymity, the narration given would have been mindful of the audience 

reading the thesis, the reality is that they were not in the ultimate position of power.  

Nevertheless, it could be argued that they chose what they shared and thus also 

inadvertently shaped the research outcomes. This is a point expanded by Tsalach 

(2013, p75 citing Bourdieu, 1984) who argues that the space between speech and 

silence can be seen as a power field, and ñthose who enter the field are located within 

the existing power structure that determines whether they will receive the right to 

speakò,  and indeed what can or cannot be said. Thus as Abbas (2006, p323) 

highlights, issues of power, control, and legitimate voices being heard came to the 

foreground. 

III. Bias and Reflexivity  

Vargai-Dobai (2012) argues that neutrality suggests that the person conducting the 

research is ñable to distance herself from the subjectsò that she has scrutinized during 

the process itself. Patton (2002) observes that a researcher who demonstrates 
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neutrality is one who has ñno axe to grind, no theory to prove, and no predetermined 

results to supportò (p51). Instead, he suggests the researcher should commit to 

understanding ñthe world as it unfoldsò whilst being honest ñto complexities and multiple 

perspectives as they emergeò (p51), in this case from listening to the narratorsô stories. 

Oral history is, as Abrams (2010, p6) suggests, ña subjective methodology, celebrating 

its orality, recognising that memory stories are contingent and often fluidò. Sangster 

(2013, p64 citing Hamilton, 1994) discusses the subjective nature of recall, arguing that 

some memories are ñan organised structure of forgettingò which Sangster then asserts 

as ñindividuals coping with a subsequent history that was painful or discomfortingò. It 

could be suggested that the recounts that the women in this study narrated had 

already, prior to the research, been sanitised or altered in other ways. Furthermore, 

whilst my own experiences to date have shaped not only my identity but also the lens 

through which I view my world, the same is true for the other narrators in this thesis. As 

a research activist, I feel my bias does not need to be hidden. Rather, by 

acknowledging it, it becomes transparent. However, an example of where my own bias 

did have to be carefully handled was when views were expressed by narrators that I 

found challenging. In those instances, I chose not to verbally acknowledge what was 

being said, but simply nodded to confirm that I was listening. An example of this was 

when a participant expressed what I considered stereotyping. I chose not to unpack 

that with her at that moment in time because she was making a point that was not 

connected with the remark, and so I did not want to disrupt the flow of her speech. 

Abbas (2006) suggests that 
 

ñwhere the ethnicity between researcher and researched is similar, being 
conscious of the factors of reflexivity in the researcher, but also the researched, is 
fundamental to success, especially in terms that are assessed by the wider social 
science communityò (p329).  
 
By this, Abbas is inferring that without understanding or indeed acknowledging the 

relationship (and space) between the researcher and the participant, and vice versa, 

meaningful communication cannot take place. Hesse-Biber (2014, p3) writes that 

reflexivity is a useful tool for researchers to be able to account for their own biases and 

also to be able to account for the impact that bias might have on the data. Thus, by 

including my own story, I am attempting to not only be reflexive, but also, as Hesseï

Biber suggests, to recognise, examine and understand how my own social background, 

location and assumptions may possibly impact on the research process itself. The 

previous paragraph gives an example of that. OôLeary (2014, p307) made the very 

valid observation that as humans it is impossible not to make judgements or to analyse 

whilst listening to peopleôs stories. She further states that a management tool for this 

may be to list all assumptions and preconceived notions before starting the analysis, in 
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order for the biases to come to the surface. I found this notion very difficult because 

although I was able to think through assumptions, I was not really aware of how they 

would impact or surface once the women started talking. Equally whilst this is 

interesting, how should one account for the bias that the BIP heritage women may or 

may not have? More importantly, should that matter, since they are sharing their 

version of the story as it was at moment in time? I would argue it is the latter. Thus I am 

presenting words used by individuals in a particular moment and recorded and 

analysed by another particular person in a particular moment, with no attempt to find 

what is somehow objectively ótrueô, and so that same notion of óbiasô is in fact 

conceptually irrelevant here. 

 

c. Research Design  

Having presented my epistemological stance, I present a rationale for the choices of 

methods. I do this by considering case studies and then discussing three areas:  

feminism; biography, autobiography and autoethnography; intersectionality. Within this 

discussion, I explain the influence of these three core ideas on the development of my 

research. My original intention was to use a case study, and, specifically, an individual 

life histories approach as a methodology, as it requires an in-depth approach and 

would allow me to óshine a lightô on the unique experiences of each woman, who, as 

Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2018, p376) suggest, are of course ñreal people in real 

situationsò. Thomas (2011) proposes that the case study is an approach rather than a 

methodology, and claims that, generally, case studies provide an opportunity to obtain 

a ñrich picture with many kinds of insights coming from different anglesò (p21).  For this 

projectôs design, I had thought to use a focused, semi-structured interview approach, 

which would have given me the flexibility to probe further.  Silverman (2001, citing 

Punch 1998), highlights that the general objective is to develop as full an 

understanding of the case as possible. He stresses that through shrewd usage of 

sampling, some generalisation can be gained. This can then develop an understanding 

of whether a wider phenomenon is at work. However, I decided against this, because I 

did not want to look for generalisations, as it was important for me to present each 

story as it was given. Having said that, the data itself did ultimately reveal apparent 

similarities in the experiences of the women. 

I. Feminism 

Hesse- Biber (2014) highlights that ñfeminist researchers use gender as a lens through 

which to focus on social issuesò (p3). However, it is important to stress that not all 

research by women, or on women, is feminist research. Furthermore, Archer (2002) 

makes clear that men can conduct feminist research if they so wish. Equally, it must be 
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noted that there is not simply one form of feminism, but a number of feminist 

perspectives, and that therefore, any knowledge incurred from one standpoint alone 

cannot be seen to be complete picture.  Sangster (1994) states that feminist research 

questions ask ñwhy and how women explain, rationalise and make sense of their pastò, 

and that it ñoffers insight into the social and material framework within which they 

operatedò and ultimately about the ñperceived choices and cultural patternsò faced, and 

the ñcomplex relationship between individual consciousness and cultureò (p6). 

Effectively, feminist research is mindful of gendered power in some way.  Hesse-Biber 

(2014, p3) further stresses that, often, feminist research is that which focuses on issues 

faced by women, their voices and their ñlived experiencesò.  Consequently, my 

understanding of the subsuming nature and presence of izzat made me realise that this 

research was not simply about educational journeys in isolation, but about the way 

these journeys were óallowedô to be, but always within the patriarchal confines of izzat, 

as well as the, sometimes, racist lens of  a predominately white educational system. 

Equally, there is an activist element to my work; it is about hearing voice in order to 

change perceptions at the levels of both the baradari and education professionals. 

Thus, as individual women, the complexities of their lives ñallows for a more 

complicated and nuanced understandingò of ideas of ñfemale subjectivityò (in this case 

meaning an individual selfôs perspective) as a whole, rather than simply focussing on a 

ñsingle axis of oppressionò (Yu, 2011, p880). .  

This research is from a feminist perspective because as McCann and Kim (2013) 

suggest, feminism is resistance to systems that seek to undermine the position of 

women within society. As a mother of a daughter, and an advocate for equal 

opportunities, I feel there is no other desirable choice but to take this position.  

However, I do not view myself as a post-colonial feminist. Post- colonialism, for me, 

simply denotes passage of time rather than any real attitudinal shift. McClintock (1994) 

argues that post-colonialism, like colonialism is based on binaries and the addition of 

the word ópostô simply allows for colonialism to be ñthe determining marker of historyò 

(p255). British society is still entrenched in covert indicators of colonialism, especially 

as a system of oppression and domination, whereby social and ethnic hierarchies are 

still present. In terms of positioning, the British, the Indian, and the woman elements all 

force me to be an outsider at some point and so an intersectional approach enables a 

more nuanced stance. I am partially eurocentric because I too, as a British 

educationalist, have to operate within that sphere.   

As an educationalist and as a feminist, my focus is on how and why BIP heritage 

women are marginalised in Britain specifically. Narayan (1989) discusses the 

complexities of being a feminist and an Indian national living in the United States, and 

how she found herself ñtorn between the desire to communicate with honesty the 
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miseries and oppressionò that her own ñculture confers on its women, and the fear that 

this communication is going to reinforce, however unconsciously, western prejudices 

about the ñsuperiorityò of western cultureò (p372 ï 373). This is even more so when 

looking at the experiences of women who are British born and bred and who hold 

another heritage, rather than simply living within a country for a short time period, like 

Narayan. As an Indian living abroad, Narayan still has the opportunity to distance 

herself from ówestern prejudicesô, as she calls them. However, for the British women in 

this research, that is not possible. This belief set saturates the British education system 

and the ideology of the establishment where these women live, learn and work. In this 

research I did not want to engage with a negative stereotyped eurocentric version of 

órealityô for women who were not white British, and did want to to flag up how this lens 

has impacted on the lives of the narrators. It was very critical to my approach to tread a 

very delicate line between highlighting how izzat restricts BIP heritage women, whilst 

also evidencing the inadequacies of the educational system in failing to understand the 

challenges that many BIP heritage women face. 

 

II. Biography, Autobiography and Autoethnography   

Whilst this research draws on a wide range of interdisciplinary theories, a biographical 

approach was adopted because, as previously noted, the research was motivated by 

my own journey. Humphreys (2005) suggests that personal presence in the work 

enhances rather than diminish its authenticity.  Merrill and West (2009) state that 

biographical research highlights the distinctiveness of peopleôs lives, but allows for 

patterns to be drawn. Therefore, this approach enables me to ensure the uniqueness of 

the women is retained. Furthermore, Tedder (2012) advocates that this stance sits 

astride many academic disciplines, however the most distinct attribute of this type of 

research is that it explores the way people ñmake sense of their lives through the 

collection, analysis, and representation of data about individual experiences of lifeò 

(p322).   

Bochner (2000) makes the important point that ñtoo often, personal narratives are 

demeaned as some sort of victim art or confessionalò. Furthermore, he argues by 

reacting too quickly in a negative way to the use of such narratives, we miss how they 

can be ña source of empowermentò (p. 271). As a researcher, it was interesting to see 

my lived experience of izzat and education replicated in the data, moreover presenting 

other women with similar challenges and restraints. Letherby (2003) argues that the 

óAuto/Biographyô approach is about sociological sense-making of the self ï ñoneôs own 

history, development and biography ï and in locating oneself in social structures, to 

understand those structures and extrapolate from this to try and understand and 

respect othersô experiences, feelings and social locations.ò (p1). This sense-making is 
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absolutely key to my challenge to essentialistic interpretations, both in scholarship and 

in educational settings, of the women who are narrating their stories.  

Pace (2012) highlights that autoethnography is a qualitative method that involves 

blending the elements of both ethnography and autobiography, and states that 

ñautoethnographers reflexively explore their personal experiences and their interactions 

with others as a way of achieving wider cultural, political or social understandingò (p2). 

Ellis and Bochner (2000) definite autoethnography as a genre of autobiographical 

writing that intertwines the cultural and the personal on numerous platforms. Tedlock 

(2005) explains that autoethnography is research that attempts to bring together ñpublic 

and private realmsò by linking the inward gaze ñautobiographical impulseò with the 

outward gaze ñethnographic impulseò (p467). Pratt (1996) stresses that an 

autoethnographic text enables people to ñdescribe themselves in ways that engage 

with representations others have made of themò (p28). Furthermore, Giorgio (2009, 

p153) ascertains that a writer adopting an autoenthnographical stance is looking to 

ñreveal other truths as well as oneôs ownò. She further maintains that we actually regain 

control over our own lives by acknowledging and sharing those truths. Spry (2001, 

p713) suggested that dialogue is key within the autoenthnographical approach because 

it allows for the ñselfò and ñotherò to have increased mutual understanding and insights. 

Roth (2009) clarifies that through the process of self-analysis, an autoenthnographical 

approach also enables the researcher to make social commentary about the time that 

is being recounted. Thus, the story is not simply an autobiography, but is also writing 

about a group which also includes the researcher. In other words, the researcher is 

able to make observations that have relevance beyond just their own life story. This 

process of projecting beyond also prevents this approach from becoming too much of a 

ónavel-gazingô exercise for the benefit of the author and not anyone else. By including 

my own narrative in the thesis, I am declaring my positioning and adding a layer of 

transparency.  Equally, in an attempt to separate myself as a narrator, from a 

researcher with previous research  in a related area, I have not acknowledge the 

source quoted as being mine but simply that of another researcher.  

III. Intersectionality  

The women in this thesis have to navigate within and through a complex system of 

power and identities. Consequently, the need to adopt an intersectional approach when 

examining the narratives is great, and is the key analytical approach I used to draw out 

similarities and differences between the narrators. The term intersectionality was first 

coined by Crenshaw in 1989. Intersectionality is a term that allows a single phrase to 

encapsulate and ñmake visible the multiple positioning that constitutes everyday life 

and the power relations that are central to itò (Phoenix, 2006, p187).  Khambhaita 

(2014) argues that intersectionality has been gaining momentum as a useful tool to 
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both consider and scrutinise ñmultiple positioningò (p1023).  Equally of note, structures 

of power and oppression are interlaced through multiple areas, including race, class 

and gender, and an intersectional approach allows for sophisticated nuances of 

advantage and disadvantage to be more closely examined. It is a lens that suggests all 

aspects of identities need to be considered in order to accurately contemplate how ñthe 

social world is constructedò (p1245) for individuals (Crenshaw, 1991). This approach 

also signals that it is the multiple facets of these identities that matter, rather than one 

element being more dominant within the power hierarchy.  In other words, systems of 

oppression tend be interrelated and symbiotic. Moreover, it is very difficult to separate 

each strand and try to apportion a measurement of hindrance.  Accordingly, the layers 

of intersection between a particular heritage, a particular class, a particular gender, and 

izzat all interweave to create disadvantage.  Brah (1993) does not deny gender power 

politics, but suggests that it is located within an extensive social structure. Brahôs 

argument is further developed by Ahmad (2003a), who suggests that discovering and 

understanding how ñgender, óraceô, ethnicity, class and religionò both ñintersect and 

interact with internal dimensions of the óselfô at any given moment are crucial 

challengesò (p138). Furthermore, Phoenix and Pattynama (2006) state that an 

intersectional approach ñforegrounds a richer and more complex ontology than 

approaches that attempt to reduce people to one category at a time. It also points to 

the need for multiplex epistemologiesò (p.187). 

Yuval Davis (2006) stresses the way in which different people encounter in their 

everyday lives inclusion/exclusion, advantage/disadvantage, aspirations, and identities, 

is not comparable, but instead is based on ñsocial divisionsò (p195) on three levels.  

Firstly, there is the way they view themselves and the communities in which they operate 

secondly, there is the way in which they view others, either attitudinally or through 

prejudices, and finally, there is the way they are projected in different media, such as 

images, language, ideologies and legislation. This is particularly pertinent to the women 

within in thesis because, as previously stated, being of BIP heritage ódredges upô imagery 

that is peddled as the reality of all women in this category. Corus and Saatcioglu (2015) 

highlight that an intersectional approach can allow for overt attention on not just groups 

themselves, but also the cross sections of ñdiversity within groups and differences across 

groupsò (p415). Moreover, they stress that it allows for focus on ñvarious interacting 

identity axes as well as social and structural dynamics that affect well-beingò (p415). This 

assumption ties in with how the multiple identities of the women in this thesis are defined 

and redefined within the framework of izzat, and eurocentrism, as well as trying to 

navigate towards ósuccessfulô educational outcomes. Education, and in particular 

educational chances, attainment and success, should be viewed through an 

intersectional approach, because of the complexity involved (Bhopal and Preston, 2012).  
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Furthermore, Bhopal and Preston (2012) stress that intersectionality must be seen as an 

active process rather than one which is fixed, because the arena is forever changing. 

This can be evidenced through issues such as religion, and particularly the portrayal of 

Islamic communities in some populist media. This taints the skewed lens through which 

these communities are viewed, and are thus disadvantaged. Equally applicable within 

this are the institutional processes that work collaboratively, albeit unwittingly, to exclude 

rather than include BIP heritage women. For example, data from The Crown Prosecution 

Service (2008) representing victims of domestic violence or rape suggested that BIP 

heritage women were amongst the lowest numbers to experience this, with 87% of all 

reported cases being white British (as opposed to 4.6% Asian). Whilst acknowledging the 

age of the data set, it does demonstrate that the shame (and thus impacting on family 

izzat) of admitting to such an awful occurrence is often deemed to be worse than just 

pretending it didnôt happen. Thus these women are rendered voiceless on two accounts, 

both as victims of the crime itself, but also as women unable to seek justice because that 

would imply an acknowledgement of occurrence. Thus the perpetuators are further 

enabled because if the women will not speak out then they cannot involve external 

agencies. This is also a bone of contention as the system often will not intervene for fear 

of being labelled racist and medalling in ócultural issuesô (Gilligan & Akhtar, 2006).   

Key intersections most relevant to my data set were: gender, class, religion, and 

ethnicity/heritage (race). However, all of these were primarily informed by the izzat 

lens, within not just the family but also the baradari and educational establishments. 

This is further discussed within chapters 4 -7. 

 

d. Methods 

Crotty (1998) explains that methods are the specifics of gathering and examining the 

information related to the core questions of the research. Thus, in this subsection, the 

discussion focusses on óhowô the data was gathered and analysed.  There is an 

exploration of the sample procedure and collection, followed by an explanation of the 

use of the term ónarratorsô for the women in the study. Finally, there is a discussion of 

grounded theory, interviews and narratives.   

 

I. Sample Procedure and Collection 

Sample respondents should meet the requirement of the research (Newby, 2010); thus, 

the only parameter needed was that the women came from a BIP heritage and had 

experienced some compulsory education within this country. This would automatically 

rule out international students since they would only have higher education as 

education experience within this country. The intention was not to have an exactly 
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representative sample of every socio-economic category within the broader remit of 

being a BIP heritage woman. The only other factor (apart from being from a BIP 

heritage) that was informed my sample selection criteria was age. It seemed important 

to me to have a sample with as wide an age grouping as possible, in order to get some 

breadth of cross generational experience. The initial sample size was three women in 

each BIP heritage category plus my own story. As Denscombe (2014) stresses, in 

research which intends to delve deeply and adopts a ñcumulative approachò (p40), the 

sample size is added to until enough data has been gathered.  I decided to let the data 

guide the issue of whether there was enough rich material to draw on. However, it was 

evident early on that this number did not give the cross generational flavour that had 

been hoped for. So, this was achieved by both being selective (by rejecting new 

potential sample members if their heritage type and age bracket was already fully 

represented at the time of their potential recruitment) and by increasing the sample size 

to ten in each heritage, plus my own narrative. Interestingly, whilst I was gathering 

potential BIP heritage narrators, there were a number of responses from gatekeepers  

to make a request or a referral to the óinternational officeô , the assumption being made 

that BIP heritage was synonymous with international student status. This error of 

assuming that BIP heritage people automatically fell within the international category is 

not an uncommon one, and Hamilton, Hudson, and Sims- Schouten (2012) suggest 

that this is particularly an issue for British higher education, where many academics 

conflate the two categories of international and British BIP heritage students. Moreover, 

Hamilton and Riordan (2016) stress that ñthis failure to distinguish between these two 

categories means that students who may identify themselves as British are often put 

into the same taxonomy as those who do not regard Britain as homeò (p186). 

In order to have as broad a socio-economic, and educational level, cross section as 

possible, I decided to not limit the search to one arena, or from one method of 

recruitment. To this end, the ways in which the women were found were varied. I 

approached Student Unions in different universities to access students. I emailed other 

lecturers both in the home university and in other institutions in the south of England 

either as potential participants or to act as introductory agents to BIP heritage women 

that they might know. Community groups, charities, and council outreach services were 

emailed. Friends, family and colleagues were asked if they personally knew any BIP 

heritage women, and asked if they could act as brokers. As some of these women 

were previously known to me, it should be noted that issues around objectivity and bias 

were relevant (as discussed previously).  I also approached students in the library and 

women in gudwaras [Sikh temples], a method that Sarantakos (2013, p177) defines as 

ñaccidental samplingò. The snowballing technique (Gomm, 2008) was also used, 

whereby the women who responded positively were asked if they knew of any other 
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women who might be prepared to be involved. Khambhaita (2014) states that this was 

a useful method when trying to recruit participants who are difficult to find, as social 

networks can be positively exploited. Snowballing was not particularly fruitful with 

regards to Pakistani heritage women, but was useful to access Bangladeshi and Indian 

heritage women. Interestingly both Bangladeshi and Indian heritage women were 

making their own suggestions about others that I should talk to, but the majority of the 

Pakistani heritage women were very keen to know that there would not be any 

identifying markers in the thesis that could be linked back to them. 

The difficulty in finding Pakistani heritage women was a surprise, as I had originally 

assumed that Bangladeshi heritage women would be the most difficult to source. This 

assumption had been based on the length of time the communities had been living in 

Britain; since women in the Bangladeshi community were the most recent immigrants 

in the three categories, I thought that they would be hardest to access. However, this 

was not the case. I had thought that the levels of scrutiny that Islamic communities 

face, and the levels of institutional surveillance of Muslim communities (Hoque, 2015), 

could be a potential factor in not gaining access, but discounted this, since this 

argument could equally apply to Bangladeshi heritage women.   

Much consideration was given to which ólabelô or identifying terminology to use for the 

women who shared their stories. My initial thought was to use the terms órespondentô 

and óparticipantô interchangeably; however, upon closer scrutiny, and wider reading, I 

decided that the word óparticipantô was not suitable, because that term suggests that 

the women were active members of the entire research process. Clearly, this was not 

the case, since I had constructed the research and óselectedô the women. Ultimately, I 

had set the rules, and the BIP heritage women were simply narrating their journeys. 

Similarly, the term órespondentô felt too one-dimensional, in that the dialogue between 

the researcher and óresearcheeô was not a question and answer session; the women 

did not simply órespondô to questions, and arguably I disrupt this notion by including 

myself in the data set. The term ósubjectô was avoided as it implies that the women 

themselves are in some way being closely scrutinised, and that is not the purpose of 

this research. The term óinformantô was not used because it suggests that there is a 

single truth that will be uncovered, and as has been said from the outset, there is not a 

single truth, but multiple versions of ótruthô.  Ultimately the term that was settled on is 

ónarratorsô, as the women are narrating key moments or experiences that were pivotal 

in their educational journeys. 

II. Grounded Theory 

Corbin and Strauss (2015) argue that research is undertaken in order to ñmake a 

difference through insights and understandingsò (p4) arrived at through the research.  

Grounded theory allows for sensemaking to take place as new connections are 
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unveiled, and for understanding to be revised and developed. In addition, there is in 

grounded theory a cyclical approach between the collection of the data and analysis 

(Corbin and Strauss, 2015). Moreover, they suggest that theory emerges from the data.  

Charmaz (2014) argues that ñwe are part of the world we study, the data we collect, 

and the analysis we produceò is constructed ñthrough our past and present involvement 

and interactions with people, perspectives, and research practicesò (p17). This was key 

for this research.  

Grounded theory sits very firmly within methodologies that are inductive, in that the 

researcher has an open mind and allows themselves to see what theory emerges from 

the data. However, Denscombe (2014, p108) emphasises that ñan open mind is not a 

blank mindò. By this, he is clarifying that whilst there is knowledge of the area, that 

knowledge does not dictate the approach taken in analysing the data. More specifically, 

he states that the researcher ñavoids using previous theories and concepts to make 

sense of the data and thus is open to discovering new factors of relevance to an 

explanation of that areaò. Thus within this research the importance of moving away 

from previous explanations of educational success and indeed the prescribed 

narratives attributed to BIP heritage women meant that it was clear there was an 

alignment between this research and grounded theory.  

III.  Interviews 

Aurini, Heath and Howells (2016) note there is a range of interview methods, from a 

model that is ñfriendly conversationò to ñclosed, fixedïresponseò interviewing (p81). 

They advocate a guiding interview method as particularly useful for narratives. So I 

decided that a conventional question and answer interview was not really suitable for 

this research, because as Nunkoosing (2005, p699) suggests, there are issues to do 

with power and the positioning of that power between the researcher and the 

researched with which I was not comfortable. Face to face interviews were chosen over 

other forms because I felt that I would be able to read body language. Equally, I wanted 

to key an eye on the time as I felt the women would be more willing to participate if 

there was a time limit. Lastly, I thought that I would be able to both clarify and rephrase 

prompts.   

Charmaz (2014) cautions that learning when to speak, how to encourage and how to 

listen well are all useful in the creation of rich data. She suggests the use of ñintensive 

interviewingò, which she defines as ña gently guided, one-sided conversation that 

explores research participantsô perspectives on their personal experienceò (p56).  This 

in turn creates an unobstructed space that allows the narrator to ñdescribe and reflect 

upon his or her experiences in ways that seldom occur in everyday lifeò (p58). I knew 

that body language and facial expressions would be useful tools enabling me to know 

when to probe and when to rephrase. I was also mindful of the fact that the version of 
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the story given at that moment in time is only a snapshot of reality and this did raise 

questions for me around the relationship of reality with memory and recollection.  With 

all this in mind, an unstructured, intensive interview process was used. This was the 

most suitable for drawing out a narrative from the data and to identify areas to broadly 

focus on (Wengraf, 2001). 

As stated previously, the research began with me recalling key memories related to 

education, giving them a title, and then going back over the memory and filling in the 

detail. This strategy worked really well for me and so I decided that it might be a 

suitable way of asking the women to also recall their memories. The women were 

asked in advance of the interviews to use the triggers of thinking of five to ten pivotal 

memories in their educational experiences. However, this proved extremely difficult to 

follow through. Once the women starting talking, there was a natural progression within 

the narrative, and after trying unsuccessfully with the first three women to keep the 

framework, it was abandoned for the rest of the narratives. Instead, as stated earlier in 

this chapter, I simply allowed for the women to take control of the way in which their 

story developed, and did not impose the triggers on them, essentially giving them the 

space to use their own voice and own triggers. It also meant that the narrators were 

able to frame their own óhandlesô on which to óhangô their memories. Being able to 

narrate their stories as they viewed them in that moment in time drew out differences 

between them, and also enabled their voices to have greater clarity and bring to the 

foreground their unique perspectives.  

I acknowledge that just because my method of recollection was more structured did not 

mean that it was of any more value. Perhaps the instructions I gave were not clear 

enough, or perhaps the desired recollection system said more about my need for 

control and order than about the richness of what was being said.  Ultimately it was far 

more important to hear the stories being told, and to give the women voice than to 

over-focus on the ways in which the women chose to do so.  

 

IV. Narrative 

Abrams (2010) postulates that 

ñAlmost all oral histories, or at least those testimonies elicited in informal, semi- 
or unstructured interviews as opposed to a formal question- and-answer format will 
demonstrate narrative features. The story told will be arranged and dramatised in a 
narrative form with a variety of elements such as reported speech, diversions, 
commentary, reflection, and so on.ò (p21) 
 
Adams (2008) presents narratives as a sense-making tool, that is, something that 

allows us to make sense of our lives. This is a point expanded by Abrams (2010), who 

additionally argues that narrative allows for understanding the world and then sharing 

that sense-making with others.  White (1980) stresses that narrative is used to 
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ñtranslate knowing into tellingò (p5), something that resonated very soundly with me. 

Ultimately, as Yu (2011) advocates, ñthe personal modeò offers the opportunity to 

ñreconceptualise the personal that engages with and subverts the dominant ideology of 

our timeò, and moreover in this new space 

 

ñpersonal narratives, even if not directly connected to calls for action, can be 
used in ways to foster, rather than contain, complexity. Personal narratives allow for 
more complicated understandings of feminist identity, community, and historyò (p887).   
 

Initially, in the hope of making the women feel more comfortable sharing their stories, 

the intention was to share my own educational journey narrative with them, before they 

were asked to share theirs, because as Bruley (2006) maintains, the building of a 

relationship of trust and rapport is crucial. However, after reading Birks and Mills 

(2011), who make the very valid point that when undertaking research from an 

interpretivist stance, the researcherôs own history can subconsciously influence the 

research, this idea was reconsidered. As MacFarlane (2009) states, when a researcher 

listens to personal recounts it can be very difficult not to be drawn into a relationship, 

and to remain either neutral or detached. The minimization of influence or prejudice 

seemed important at that time because of the notions of bias that were evoked by the 

reading that I had undertaken. However, as the stories emerged, it became apparent 

that the women were quite happy sharing their truths once they had started talking. 

Talking and sharing seemed almost cathartic and thus resonated with what Richardson 

(1994) highlights: ñit is through telling our stories that we create ourselves, validate our 

identity, and give meaning to our painò (p77). So it was with the narrations of the 

women. Moreover, as previously stated, the culturally inclusive language used by some 

of the women actually invited me into their narrative. Ultimately, as Bruner (1993 cited 

by Sikes 2012) states, how a life is told or depicted is not necessarily how the life was 

lived. Thus, the ways in which these 31 individual women experienced the impact of 

izzat on their educational journeys will be varied, pertinent to them and not necessarily 

universal in lived experiences or indeed in outcomes. 

 

V. Emergence of My Conceptual Framework: Analysis of My Data 

Originally, I had not intended to use grounded theory, thinking that my approach did not 

sit comfortably within the grounded theory method of decoding, and that it was not my 

intention to ñdiscover a new theoryò (Sarantakos 2013, p371). However, the deductive 

changed very strongly to being inductive where the theory that emerged was not one 

that was anticipated in any shape or form. Hence a grounded approach was adopted 

so themes emerged as I read and reread and went through the research process. 

Once the transcripts had been prepared, the intention was to look for key themes 
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identified from the literature, similarly to what Newby (2014, p489) referred to as a 

content analysis approach. Kumar (2014, p297) states that the term ócodingô is seen as 

more suitable for purposes of adding statistical value systems to data, as in quantitative 

research methods. He argues that for the purposes of ñdescriptive informationò, the 

process is known as ñcontent analysisò.  However, Punch (2014, p173) argues that it is 

very difficult to pin down exactly what the process of analysing qualitative data is. He 

further states that coding is used to simply get the analysis going, and that coding 

works alongside the process of ómemoingô, which he describes as recording ideas that 

have emerged from the coding stage.  Davies and Hughes (2014, p210) stress that the 

researcher needs to be aware of which method of coding is best to use for their own 

research, and whether it is simple words or repeated phrases that are then used to 

create a framework. 

Kumar (2014, p318) suggests that content analysis within a qualitative framework 

involves four key steps. Firstly, it is necessary to identify the main themes, then to 

assign codes to the main themes, thirdly to assemble the responses under those 

themes, and then finally to integrate the responses and themes into the body of the 

writing.  Hence, for this research, key words (or groups of words) as (core) codes were 

used to pull together and structure the discussion in the original chapters of my first 

draft. This broadly deductive stance was adopted whereby I had some sense of what 

the data might say after having done wider reading. The original themes that emerged 

from my reading, and an initial cross-correlatory examination of the data, plus my own 

reflections, indicated that key themes were those of family, identity, and educational 

experiences within the establishments themselves. Indeed, on the surface, the 31 

women, and I include myself within this, seemed to be voicing views predominately 

about these three themes.  However, closer interrogation of the data, staying with the 

notion of allowing the data to speak for itself (Strauss and Corbin, 2008), changed this 

completely. I realised what I had been writing about in first draft analysis was not what 

the data was actually saying.  Further critical engagement with my data painted a 

different picture. I realised I focused only on the descriptions of everyday life, rather 

than digging deeper and really hearing/listening to óthe why and the howô. In other 

words, I did not read and critically reflect simultaneously on why my narrators had the 

experiences they did. Thus, I pictorially worked through, trying to create an image that 

would represent what the data was actually saying and that would also demonstrate 

the relationship between different concepts and how they influenced each other.  

There were key words that were being used multiply by the women when they were 

narrating their stories. These words were occurring in relation to the women 

themselves, and that could be collated under one generic term, which I did. For 

example, I collated the words girls, women, female, sisters, and mothers under the 
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blanket term ógenderô, though acknowledge that gender is wider than these words 

alone. Using the same process, I created the following summary words: family, 

ethnicity, class, religion, culture, colour, community, identity. Realising that these words 

all related to notions of identity and how identity is constructed, I began creating a map 

of how they related to each other: 

(Figure 1) 

The problem with this first attempt was that it was too linear and did not show how the 

different elements intersected or how they influenced each other. This initial attempt led 

me to consider using concentric circles to make that clearer: 

 

                                 (Figure 2) 

 

This still felt incomplete as it did not fully demonstrate the interconnectivity between the 

different elements and so I decided to use Bronfenbrennerôs model (1979) to explore 

how these words might interconnect, intersect and relate to each other in light of the 
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womenôs narratives. Bronfenbrennerôs model is made up of five concentric circles, and 

is particularly popular with educationalists for understanding how childrenôs social and 

emotional development is affected through multi-level impact and influence from their 

environment. Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner (1979) suggests this can happen without 

the individual even being present at the occurrence, for example a parent losing their 

job. Bronfenbrenner originally labelled these circles or levels as: microsystem, 

mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. The central circle is the individual.  The 

microsystem is the closest level of influence, the level with which the individual has 

regular direct contact, and this system is two way, in that the levels of influence work 

both ways, from the individual to the connections within that system and vice versa.   

The mesosystem is where and how the elements of influence within the individualôs 

microsystem impact and relate to each other which in turn have an effect on the 

individual. For example whether the individualôs parents, in line with the rest of their 

extended family, chose to send their daughter to a faith based school. This layer is 

interesting because it can be a negative or a positive, or even both at the same time 

but in different ways, dependent on whether the elements are working together or 

against each other with regards to the individual at the heart of the system. Examples 

of this could be firstly, around the choice element, in who makes a choice on the childôs 

behalf, and to what end. Secondly, the attendance could either be positive in that it 

reinforces a religious belief set or it could be negative in that it inadvertently alienates 

the individual from others who do not hold that same belief set. Finally it could be both 

in that it is a positive for the parent who makes the choice but maybe a negative for the 

child. With regards to some of the womenôs narratives, it highlights lack of autonomous 

choice by the women when they were children, and could be seen as the impact of a 

conservative education system, which is significant in terms of gender roles and izzat. 

Within the exosystem, the individual is not a contributory member, but decisions are 

made, or events occur, that do impact on them, such as the example given earlier of a 

parent losing their job, or their being born a woman. The last layer of influence or 

impact is the macrosystem, which refers to the wider system within which the individual 

has to function. This layer can also be both negative and positive, in that educational 

policies designed by the government around achievement should allow for better 

outcomes for all children but if they simply serve to label those children then they have 

only compounded the issues faced by those children. 

To begin with, I mapped out how I perceived the circles of influence: 
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         (Figure 3) 

 

I then went back to the data and looked to see the context in which those key words 

appeared, so for example whether it was in relation to the women themselves, their 

family, the community or an educational establishment. This then led to me mapping 

the information within a Bronfenbrenner inspired model, which I felt better 

encompassed the levels of influence in the educational journeys of the women. Whilst I 

was mindful of Bronfenbrennerôs ecological system, I needed the model to reflect what 

my own data was saying, and the way it was saying it, in a way that was more 

intersectional, and so I added arrows to denote that difference, as seen below: 

(Figure 4) 

Further scrutiny of the narratives of the women suggested two, or possibly three 

eventual outcomes from educational journeys: they lead to a suitable marriage, or 

suitable employment, or both. It became increasingly obvious that whilst the outcome 

of educational diligence would be one of these three outcomes, the outcomes 

themselves were encased within discrete parameters, or concepts, which intersected 

with other themes, but also across each other. To put it simply, both marriage and 
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employment were operating within four broad areas, or pillars, which were also 

culturally and socially constructed. Thus, whilst marriage might mean different things to 

the different women in this research, it still existed within the parameters of these four 

pillars. A Bronfenbrenner inspired model allowed me to sift through different layers to 

create a sense of cohesion. This presented in the following ways. Firstly, how the 

women felt about themselves and what they were allowed and not allowed to do. 

Secondly about what knowledge they, or their parents had, and how that made a 

difference to their outcomes. Thirdly about the attitudes of not just their parents, but 

also the womenôs attitudes towards subjects and other people, the attitudes of the 

establishment towards and about them. Finally about the expected outcomes for them 

from the different levels of influence. I originally settled on four terms: óagencyô, 

óknowledgeô, óattitudesô, and óexpectationsô, which I felt encapsulated these beliefs.  

However, additional data examination meant these terms were further honed, in order 

to make sure they reflected accurately what they were encompassing.  Thus, the four 

pillars, as I termed them because conceptually they felt solid and encapsulated the 

essence of the term, became óagencyô, óknowledgeô, óattitudesô, and óaccessô. óAccessô 

was a clearer representation than óexpectationô because this pillar was about whether 

the individuals were allowed access, rather than what access they were expecting. 

  (Figure 5) 

The four pillars, without exception, cut across each other and every layer of influence 

or impact in the lives of the women in this thesis.  By that I mean, within themselves, 

within their families, within the communities in which they have to operate, and within 

education sphere.  This influence not only shaped their educational journeys but also 

the experiences they had as a result of that journey.  This influence will be examined 

more critically in chapters 4 to 7. 

In addition to the four pillars, it emerged that everything, including the multiple 

intersections of identity, was always prefaced by izzat. Izzat, either intentionally or 

unconsciously, framed the lives of all of the BIP heritage women to a greater or lesser 

extent. Izzat was the thread that clearly bound this group of women within the realms of 

a patriarchal system, and this one core concept framed everything else, and 

particularly so with regards to their educational journeys. To borrow what Harris (2011) 

states about the past being ever-present with us and ñstill operating in the present, 

either as a legacy or as a set of practices that are followedò (p726): this is certainly true 
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for the concept of izzat.  Therefore, the conceptual framework presented below was 

created with izzat as a backdrop to everything else.   

 

 

e. Ethics, Confidentiality and Integrity 

Membership of the Humanities Faculty Ethics Committee enabled me to have insights 

into what needed to be considered, and after a long discussion with the Chair of the 

Committee, rigorous paperwork was formulated and submitted for consideration. 

During this period, I refrained from being an active member of the committee, and I was 

not, obviously, involved in the reviewing of my own work, and it received a favourable 

outcome. The ethical approval is included in the appendices. However, as MacFarlane 

(2009) indicates, this approval is never the end of ethical considerations. He stresses 

that ethics committees simply sanction or give permission to proceed and have the sole 

role of gatekeepers to the process of research, rather than being what he termed 

ñethical mentors or guidesò (p3). He claims that this process is not conducive to holistic, 

ethical conduct on the part of the gatekeepers, because once the actual research is 
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being conducted in the field, there are likely to be instances whereby ethical dilemmas 

have to be faced, and there is a lack of tangible support at that moment in time.  

Denscombe (2014) maintains that the researcher must at all times ensure that they act 

professionally and with integrity. This is also the opinion of MacFarlane (2009), who 

postulates that, often, ethical approaches are about avoiding unethical stances or 

about staying within regulations. He stresses that we need to look beyond rules and 

regulations to notions of integrity. He unpicks this by advocating notions of researcher 

óvirtuesô, some of which he states are ñcourage, respectfulness, resoluteness, sincerity, 

humility, and reflexivityò (p5). Bell (2014, p74) also discusses the wider remit of ethics: 

integrity and the relationship between ethics and morality, specifically, the relationship 

between right and wrong and understanding what one óoughtô to do. Furthermore, Bell 

(2014, p80 citing Iphofen 2009) argues that within social research, ethical practice 

should concern not just being a ñgood researcherò but also being a ñgood human 

beingò. 

Newby (2010) states that ñconsideration of ethical issues has to be embedded in the 

whole process of researchò (p49), which in Denscombeôs (2014) opinion means that 

ethical considerations are a code of conduct to which  the researcher should adhere, 

and most importantly that the participant should be no worse off after the research than 

they were before it. Flick (2014) highlights that researchers need to respect participants 

but also demonstrate that they are avoiding potentially harmful practices, by taking into 

account the needs and interests of the participants. Gray (2014 p91) further stresses 

the need initially to conduct a risk assessment to ascertain whether the participant 

would be put under any ópsychological stressô, ólegal liabilitiesô, or be at risk of being 

ostracised by peers or others. He argues that it is the researcherôs responsibility to 

ensure that they have considered what action they would take to prevent this from 

occurring or to minimise the risks of such events happening. I had considered this and 

had thought I would stop the interview process and refer to appropriate support 

services.  

Ethical research in the broadest sense, for me, was about trying to ensure that the 

women were not harmed (including by me), and that their dignity, rights, safety and 

wellbeing was ensured as much as humanly possible; however, in the telling of life 

stories there is the possibility of unintentional harm. This possibility, in the instance of 

this research, might be that a memory previously suppressed may come to the 

foreground and cause the narrator some degree of discomfort or even anxiety. This did 

in fact happen during one of the interviews, when one of the BIP heritage woman 

became very distressed when recalling her motherôs treatment of her. I suggested 

stopping the narration, and signposted her to various forums that would be able to 

provide her with counselling. However, she did not want to stop, and emphatically 
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stated that recalling the obstacles actually gave her more determination to succeed in 

life. So whilst it could be argued that the ethical stance would have been to have stop 

altogether, in that particular situation, it seemed and seems more ethical to let her 

continue. The narratorôs insistence meant that the ethical consideration was taken out 

of my hands, and the power to continue was owned by the narrator because she was 

aware of what the remaining conversation would entail. She knew that there would be a 

further possibility of being upset, but clearly wanted to have the conversation anyway. I 

told the women that they did not have to answer anything that made them feel 

uncomfortable or uneasy because it would have been unethical to have pushed or 

delved any deeper than they were willingly to disclose.    

Sarantakos (2013) argues that an ethical stance involves the avoidance of deliberate 

deception, and clarity on behalf of the respondent regarding the process and purpose 

of the research, and about their role within it. Furthermore, she argues, it is about trust, 

and the participant feeling able to contribute to the research without fear, prejudice or 

repercussion. Gray (2014) states that the researcher should ensure that informed 

consent is obtained. I did this through sharing an information sheet about the research, 

which informed the women about the purpose of the thesis, their rights regarding the 

thesis, their right to withdraw up until the point of writing, and that the data would be 

recorded and stored securely up to the point of transcribing. They also had the contact 

details of my first supervisor, who they could contacted in the event of any complaints 

or conflicts. Additionally, they were asked to read the information and, formally, for their 

consent. Whilst some were happy signing the form, others (mainly those from a 

Pakistani heritage) were not, and so, in that instance, I asked for verbal consent, before 

proceeding with the interview on the digital recording.  

Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2011) suggest that qualitative data ñoften contains 

personal or sensitive mattersò (p542), and so there may be a possibility of identification, 

as well issues concerning with confidentiality and privacy. For a number of the women, 

particularly within the younger age group across all three heritage groups, this was an 

issue. Two question that regularly surfaced were ñwill you use my name in the writing?ò 

and ñwill people be able to work out who I am from the information in your writing?ò  I 

strongly believe that confidentiality and anonymity are essential components of an 

ethical code of conduct, and in this instance, the narratorsô need to feel protected from 

open scrutiny. It cannot be overstated how important it is to ensure that there was no 

way of tracking back to discover the true identity of these BIP heritage women. Names 

or any other identity markers could create significant issues for them, as some of these 

women were extremely vulnerable in terms of the way izzat was operated within their 

families and communities. Hence I made the decision to present the biographies in a 

way that would not allow for any identification. I grouped the professions together under 
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one umbrella heading and did the same with religions. I did however include religions 

on the biographies of the women who were happy for me to do so. I decided to present 

a quick ónarratorô reference overview at the beginning of the thesis and then put a more 

detailed one within the appendices. Interestingly, two of the young women were keen 

to discuss izzat and family expectation almost straight away, but they did not want to 

be recorded; however, they were happy for me to make verbatim notes on what was 

said and to be able to report it. This again highlighted to me just how sensitive these 

subjects are, and especially to the women who were still very closely linked to their 

parents. This will be discussed more fully in chapters 4 to 7.   

f. Summary 

This chapter has illustrated the methodological journey that was undertaken. My 

epistemological stance is constructivist, as the main fabric of this study is about how 

BIP heritage women construct, understand, reflect on and narrate their specific 

experiences. This was unpacked through a consideration of notions of truth.  The 

alignment within an interpretivist paradigm was explained through my need to give 

some ownership to the narrators for their own stories and more fundamentally, my 

interpretivist stance is necessitated by the fact that I believe we construct our realities. 

Discussion centred on the choice of narrative with an autoenthnographical approach. A 

rationale for the inclusion of my narrative was given, and my positioning was 

scrutinized. I provided an account of how my conceptual framework emerged through 

meticulous reading and rereading of the womenôs narratives until themes began to 

surface. This grounded theory approach allowed the data to speak, which was 

important, as this research was always deemed to be about voices being heard.  I then 

identified how the deepening of my understanding of my data enabled the evolution of 

my conceptual framework, which was then represented in pictorial form. The phases 

involving gathering and unpacking the narratives was explored, as were issues of 

ethics and confidentiality. A diagram of my methodological journey is included in the 

appendices. In the next chapter, I specifically address how the izzat lens, framed inside 

the four pillars, impacts on identity.  
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4 Chapter Four: An Izzat Lens, the Four Pillars, and Expressions of 

Identity   

 

In this chapter, I show how the intersecting layers of identity are impacted by the gaze 

of the baradari. Using an izzat lens, I scrutinize gender, belonging, language and 

religion, through the four pillars. I start with a critical exploration of identity and move 

onto boundaries created by gender disparity, and how they are used to police 

behaviour, and assert conformity through the idea of being ógoodô, particularly in 

relation to education.  Next, there is an exploration of notions of óbelongingô, within a 

historical contextualisation of Britishness, and a discussion of what it means to be 

either óEnglishô or óBritishô.  Finally, there is a critical appraisal of how language and 

religion can be positioned to create difference. 

Parekh (2007) defines identity socially, as the way in which an individual constructs 

themselves in relation to others. This point is further stressed by Abrams (2010), who 

states that 

 

ñinstead of being born with an essence that determines our identity, it is now 
widely viewed that we construct our identity, our sense of self, or who we are, within 
and in relation to our social and cultural environmentò (p36).  

Brah (2007) adds that identity is constantly evolving and changing. Yuval Davis (2010) 

posits that people construct narratives about their identity to tell both themselves and 

others about who and how they would like to be. (A necessary consequence of that 

definition is who they are not and what they should be.) Juang and Syed (2010) 

suggest that a family context, which allows both experiences and information pertaining 

to heritage, is critical for young people to both develop and sustain a sense of ethnic 

identity. However, this is not necessarily going to ñinstil a sense of commitmentò (p351) 

to that identity, because that only happens when young people associate with similar 

heritage peers or ñ[engage] directly in cultural practicesò (p351). Hall (2000, p17) 

argues that identities are constantly shifting and changing and re-emerging as new and 

different because they ñare constructed within, not outside, discourseò and are 

influenced by ñhistorical and institutionalò factors, and most importantly by power and 

notions of ñdifference and exclusionò. He goes onto say (p19) that we embrace the 

cumulative óidentityô that most closely resembles the ósutureô or óintersectionô of our 

location at given points. Thus, identity is not a constant, but a shifting signifier. 

Moreover, the many interfaces of identity for this group of women were always within 

the praxis of izzat.  

a. Gender Issues  

It was evident across all of the BIP womenôs experiences that there is great disparity in 

the way women and men in their worlds are regarded and treated. This was not just 
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restricted to any one particular heritage. Niaz (2004) highlights that this is partly based 

on the unequal worth of men and women, with males deemed to be more valuable. 

Within Sikh communities, for example, Ladoo (sweetmeats) are distributed to the 

community when a boy is born, but not for a girl. This practice of valuing boys above 

girls is rooted within the cultural norms that give credence to patriarchal rights, and it is 

characteristic of all BIP communities. Preference for boys is primarily related to the fact 

that girls are regarded as ópareeô,  meaning that they do not belong  to their immediate 

family, but to the family that they will go to after marriage. This difference is reinforced 

by dowry practices and the practicalities of generational support. If girls move away to 

their in-laws then they cannot look after their own parents in old age. The house of the 

future in-laws is seen as the real home and until then girls are seen as óoutsiders withinô 

(Mohammad, 2015). This is true for all three of the heritages examined in this thesis.  

This social norm is evidenced in traditional folk songs, in Bollywood films, and through 

individualsô personal experience of how girls are spoken about in family gatherings. As 

Tarsem explains: ñWhen it comes to marriage then you leave home, and not 

beforeò. This idea was also voiced by Jeevan, who said that it was harder being a girl 

for a number of reasons, one of which was that they would not carry the family name 

forward, and so consequently they have to ñmove on and leave their family behind 

and go to a new family.ò 

Asha recalls when her younger sister was born and the reaction of her extended family: 

My Bhowaji [fatherôs sister] é [was] saying arrh, kuri hore argeya [oh dear, 
another girl has arrived], you know, and, do you know what, I remember sittingé, 
in the garden,écrying, ócos everybody else around me was crying, thatéthat we 
had another baby sister.   

 
Asha continues by saying she also experienced this devaluing of girls as an adult when 
her second child, another girl, was born:  ñmy massar [motherôs sisterôs husband] 
came to see me when Xxx was born, he came in and said, óOh, another Ghuddi 
argeya [doll/girl has come], oh, never mind.ò  
 
Aadhyaôs narrative about her youngest sisterôs conception and birth also strongly 

demonstrates the preference for boys over girls:   

 They seem to think that sun shines out of boys, and especially in my family 

where there was had been three girls, no before my brother there were five girls, 

so every time my mum had another girl there was more arguments, there was a 

lot of domestic violence in our family, my dad would start beating my mum up 

and shouting and swearing. Because she'd had another girl, and he didn't want a 

girl he wanted a boy, and then they kept trying they kept trying they kept trying 

until Xxx was born, so for them that was the be all and end all, they've had a boy 

that's great. So then when my mum got pregnant with my younger sister, my 

mum, my dad didn't want her he wanted her aborted, you know when he found 

out she was a girl, he didn't want her at all.  
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Using an izzat lens, the subtext is that having girls ólowers a manôs headô (the words in 

Panjabi are óseerh nechae karnaô) because he will have to provide for them rather than 

them providing for him. Moreover, it demonstrates that he has absolute power over her 

body. This undervaluation and devaluation of the life of a woman is a strong thread 

through many of the narratives. Palki talks about the fact that boys are 

wrapped in cotton wool, they can't think for themselves, like they're made 

to think that they're the king of their kingdom, then they go out into the real 

world and they can't match any expectation. Whereas as a girl you have no 

expectation, you're constantly told that you can't do things, so you try really hard 

and I was determined that I was going to be different. 

Palki was able to channel the way she felt to produce better outcomes for herself. 

Interestingly, a number of the Indian heritage women suggested that the disparity 

between boys and girls did not extend to education; Prem said:  

There were things that girls could do and things that the boys could do. 
Cleaning was a girl thing. But education was something both boys and girls 
could do.  
 

éand Asha: 

Iôm not sure it was usual for all families (that all the girls and boys went to 
school), but it certainly was in our family, ócos I think, from a very early age, I 
remember education as being of great value. 

 

However, for many of the women, gender disparity because of the hold of izzat meant 

that they were prevented from doing things which might give them greater autonomy. A 

number of the women used the word ótrustô.  For example, Rodela says:  

The thing was, my mum never used to let me out and I used to think that 

was so unfair.  It was so unfair, because I felt like she couldnôt trust me.  I was 

never allowed out. My brothers were allowed, well, to be honest with you, theyé 

boys and girls are always seen differently in our culture, I think.  I think my mum 

was able to, sort of, er, it wasnôt more trust, but it was almost like theyôre, theyôre 

boys, they can probably deal with anything, whereas she was more worried 

about me.  But I just think thatôs a load of crap.  

The baradariôs potential view of Rodela was the driving element in her not being 

allowed out. This difference in boundaries created by applying the izzat lens is also 

replayed in the attitudes of some of the boys within the communities. This is mentioned 

by Prem: ñ[a British city] boys are just about their fancy cars and old fashioned 

attitudes.ò  The fact that she picks out a particular city suggests that she recognises a 

greater sense of parochialism in places that had greater concentrations of BIP 

heritages. Furthermore, this kind of male óshowing offô to the baradari means that these 

boys buy into óold fashioned attitudesô that are embedded within izzat. 
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I. Izzat: Policing Behaviour, Conformity and Being óGoodô 

It was clear that the majority of the women learned about izzat and their bond to their 

family from an early age, and that this was often packaged as responsibility and 

upholding the position of the family within the baradari. Whilst there was some overlap 

between all three heritages, there were also subtle differences in how it was framed. 

Such differences crossed different classes and migrational generations. Many of the 

women talked about this way of packaging izzat, such as Palki, who said ñI always 

knew what my responsibilities were from a young ageò and Prem, who said ñI 

thought about my familyôs positionò. Also present was the idea that there were 

community eyes everywhere, which meant the women have to be careful about how 

they behave, as Randeep explained: ñThereôs Asians everywhere and everyone 

knows each other and it wouldnôt be very good for the family reputationé.ò This 

idea that a womanôs complete family is judged by what she does, and the way she 

behaves both inside and outside her home, is very much about power. What is said 

within the community about a woman can not only tarnish her reputation, but, more 

importantly, it can make her óóunmarriableô, as she might no longer be ópureô.  This was 

true for Rodela, whose father died when she was young, meaning her mother had to 

take on the patriarchal role with regards to izzat.  Rodela described wanting to go to 

college and study, but the college she wanted to go to was quite far away. That meant 

she had to take public transport, which she did with a school friend who happened to 

be a boy: 

The community people that, obviously, she [her mum] was friends with 

were like, ñOh my God, your daughterôs going the wrong way (shocked)!  You 

need to take her back home and get her marriedò.  Ermé and my mum did.  My 

mum took me back to Bangladesh and she got me engaged and I absolutely 

begged my mum not to do that.  She did it anyway.  

The fact that Rodelaôs mum enforced family honour (as perceived by the baradari) at 

the cost of Rodelaôs happiness typifies the lens that women are viewed through in the 

context of izzat. The fact that Rodela was in the company of a male, who was not an 

immediate family member, meant that she was no longer a ógoodô girl. Thus, she had to 

be contained, and the only way to do that was to óallowô her to be in the legitimate 

company of a male; one who was her keeper (i.e. a husband). Such ócommunity 

policingô is not always done in overt ways, as with Rodela, but also be covertly.  The 

covert policing happens through notions of óbeing goodô. Through baradari and family 

surveillance, behaviour is monitored in order to ensure that women operate within the 

boundaries that izzat has created for them.  Being good is packaged as behaving as an 

ideal BIP woman, one who is mindful of her family izzat and so behaves accordingly 

because of the omnipotent presence of the baradari. This is evident in what was said 
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by Taani: ñMy dad is quite known in the community so we know we have to 

behave in a certain wayò and by Jeevan:  

My mum just stressed to me that óyouôre going to University and I want 

you to be a good girl and just remember that your familyôs reputation is at stake 

if you do anything wrong. People will judge us by the way you behave. Our 

baradari are everywhereô. 

The relationship between women and their parents, and the notion of being a ógoodô 

girl, and being ótrustedô (to make good choices) was one that surfaced frequently: 

Rodela: I know at the back of my mind that really Iôm a good child.  

Raheena: always be good 

Jeevan: Look, youôre going to University, I want you to be a good girl. 

Sabar:  If I thought Iôd disappointed my parents in any way, shape or form,éI 
would be, you know, I would be devastated [devastatingly]!  I would be just like, 
oh my God, what can I do to make this better [worriedly]? 

Prem: Iôm more up front, I will say what I feel, and in Indian terms thatôs wrong 
because if youôre a good girl you will show people like your sauss [mother in law] 
and sisters in law that you can take anything they say and not answer back. 

Prem acknowledges the positioning hierarchy imposed by marriage for women across 

all three heritages. Equally, there was a collective understanding of what it meant to be 

ógoodô, meaning that they were sensible, knew their responsibilities and their ólimitsô in 

terms of what they could and could not do. Zahra, for example, said: 

I donôt really care about the izzat thing, cos. maybe I know at the back of 

my mind that really Iôm a good child and I donôt do anything bad or anything and 

theyôve got nothing to worry about. 

The fact Zahra is having to preface that she does not do anything óbadô and is a ógoodô 

child means that she does actually operate within the boundaries drawn up for her by 

izzat, and some of that is about her sensitivity about how her family are viewed within 

the community. This is echoed by Karjol who said ñI have had izzat mentioned to me, 

but not a lot because Iôve always been really mature.ò  By being ómatureô, she is 

sensible enough to do the órightô thing which is to be a ógoodô girl.  Prem also talked 

about her behaviour reflecting on how her family are perceived. She talked about how 

she operated within her hometown because of her family: 

I wasnôt a bad girl, I didnôt do anything badé.can't do anything stupid in 

[home town] because I've got older brothers, they're going to go mental, it's not 

going to look good on them, it's not going to look good on my parents. 

 

Thus her behaviour is not just about her and consequences for her, but about 

consequences for her whole family, because people will judge her family on her 
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behaviour, not her brothersô. This discrepancy between the sexes, which then clearly 

demarcates the reach of izzat, is further clarified by Prem: 

My brothers were allowed to go out; they were allowed to come in 

whenever. They would just do their own thing from about college time. Yeah, 

clubbing hanging and stuff. 

She goes onto say: 

I wasn't really allowed to go out through school/through college, um when 

I mean out, I mean out late at night. When I went to [university] and I came back 

after a year, I think my parents were a lot more chilled, so I used to go out to 

student events and they never said anything to be honest. 

However, she then expands by saying: 

My brother would always pick me up so, whether it was at three o'clock in 

the morning, four o'clock in the morning. I was really lucky and as a result I 

didn't take the mick.    

From this, it is clear that her brother had taken on the role of enforcing boundaries. 

Prem talks about the fact that he ñwas allowed to come in wheneverò but as a girl 

Prem had to be protected and therefore, had to be picked up. This notion of being 

ógoodô is still indicated by the comment ñI didnôt take the mickò. Moreover, it also shows 

how to some extent the women are also judging themselves through izzat, and self-

policing their behaviour to conform. Prem also talked about how her brother told her 

before she went to uni to: 

not be one of those girls who are sick [through drinking] unable to walk, 

just standing in a heapò. And I've always kept that through to now. Because he 

was kind of giving me that freedom to be myself, but giving me that little bit of a 

boundary, going ójust don't do thatô, you know ójust be a bit sensibleô. And I'm 

glad he said that to me, because I go out, I come in at whatever hour, but never 

in that state.  

There are three significant issues evident in Premôs comments, above. Firstly, there is 

a discrepancy in the treatment by her parents of Prem and her brothers. This gender 

bias is very much about izzat and conformity to the expectations of the community 

gaze.  Secondly, Prem feels grateful in what she perceives as being óallowedô to have a 

similar level of autonomy to her brothers, and finally that her brothers, also within the 

remit of izzat, felt they were allowed to ópoliceô her behaviour. However, the greatest 

policing of behaviour came from an awareness or mindfulness of what people (so 

baradari) would say. Aadhya stresses just how important this element of policing was 

and is in her life: 
for my mum that [izzat] was the main, the be end you know of everything, 

it's like what will people say, don't do that, what will people say, don't go there, 
what will people say, don't talk to that person, what will people say, don't wear 
this, don't wear that, don't do this, don't do that, it was our whole life is/was 
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dictated by what will people say, you know no matter how miserable you may be 
it doesn't matter as long as people don't say anything bad about you. 
 
For Aadhya the most frustrating element of this was that she felt that the wider 

community would judge her and that the reach of izzat seriously curtailed how she lived 

her life: 

They're going to say bad things about you anyway. It doesn't matter, you 

know they, they make up stories, they say they see us doing this and that when 

we're nowhere near that place. It's like people have nothing better to do, you 

know, but she's [her mum] dictated our whole life through what will people say, 

you know, we weren't allowed to mix with our relatives; weren't allowed to go to 

parties; weren't allowed to go to weddings and things... Oh no, you know it's 

shameful, people are going to see you out and they're going to, you know, say 

bad things about you and stuff. 

Living within this izzat-induced existence clearly impacted negatively on Aadhyaôs 

wellbeing: she revealed that she had suffered several mental health breakdowns. She 

identified learning, and particularly reading, as a way of dealing with her emotional 

state. She says ñI loved readingé I guess it's the eagerness to learn, it's the, um, 

escapism I suppose, you know, you sort of forget all your worries and just read 

really.ò  So whilst her mother did not value education for girls, for Aadhya it was a way 

of coping with the stress of living within the confines of izzat. This was also true for both 

Palki and Megh, who both stressed the relevance of the perceptions of the community 

with regards to what they were and were not allowed to do:  

The neighbours would, like, say to my mum óoh I saw your daughter in 

town with a boyô. She [her mum] was, like óyou know what, I want you guys to live 

your life and as long as you, you know, never embarrass me, but just make me 

proud with your educationô. 
Palkiôs mum frames her expectation of behaviour that will not bring shame on her 

(perhaps because as a single parent she is acting in a pseudo male role) and more 

importantly she stresses that she is allowing post-compulsory education to happen but 

that she wants it to be used to bring positive benefits to the family in terms of social 

community standing. This is also the case with Megh: 

 My dad said óokay you want to go to college, I don't have a problem with that, 
but I don't want someone knocking on my doorô. óCause people always loved 
seeing us out and about and then phoning my dad and saying we just saw your 
daughter in that shop you know. So he said, óyou have that freedom but I don't 
want to receive the phone call that, you know, your daughter was seen with a 
boy or things like thatô. So that was his biggest fear. 

Meghôs father is making a similar connection with education but he also extends it by 

incorporating notions of freedom for her. He is making it explicitly clear that he is 

óallowingô her to have the ófreedomô of post-compulsory education but warning her that 

this freedom lies within an expected code of conduct, one which is based on protecting 
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his izzat by not associating with boys. Such prohibition of communicating or being seen 

with males was evident mostly in the narratives of Bangladeshi and Pakistani heritage 

women.   Among the Indian heritage women, the rhetoric changed slightly, in that such 

association was not forbidden, but it was still framed within expected outcomes. For 

example, Ganga explains the ótalkô her mother had with her about boys and 

relationships before she went to university: 

My mum says as long as you donôt do anything bad [having sexual relations] 

itôs ok [to have boyfriends] obviously make sure that they [the boyfriends] are the 

same religion and casteé  But I donôt know she feels if we are allowed to or if 

sheôs [her mum] just saying it so that we wonôt do itéBut she always says if you 

do anything to make sure that we are careful and so that no-one sees anything, 

because if we get seen then people start talking. 

Hence Ganga is allowed friendships with boys, but not allowed to let that develop into 

anything sexual. By putting in the caveat about religion and caste, Gangaôs mum is 

ensuring that if Ganga must operate outside of what is approved of by the community, 

then the males Ganga associates with have to be compatible with her family, which in 

turn means that Ganga can enter into a sanctioned relationship (such as marriage) with 

that male. However, even for Ganga, there is the warning to conduct any sort of 

relationship discreetly because there are community eyes everywhere Gangaôs 

motherôs comments show just how important the community ógazeô is to BIP womenôs 

lives.   

b. Identity and Belonging 

Mass immigration to Britain in the 1950s, 60s and 70s brought with it new discussions 

about how people, particularly new arrivals, should be labelled, and whether these 

immigrants could ever be termed British. These discussions took place in Parliament, 

in the media, and at grassroots level. An examination of contemporary parliamentary 

papers, television programmes and newspapers reveals a level of societal panic about 

the integrity of the white British identity, and whether the immigrants could ever truly 

belong to, and in, Britain. Enoch Powellôs 1968 órivers of bloodô speech to a 

Conservative Association meeting in Birmingham,  which argued vehemently against 

the possibility and indeed desirability of immigrant integration, was only one example of 

this ôpanicô. Various acts of parliament, such as the Race Relations Act 1965 (amended 

in 1968), the Race Relations Act 1976, and others through to the Equality Act 2010), 

are in part intended to limit divisive public rhetoric about race and immigration. The 

reality is that whilst they outlaw various forms of discrimination, their efficacy in 

stopping racist speech is questionable. Moreover, concurrent with this legislation, more 

subtle attempts to question minority ethnic peopleôs Britishness emerged through other 

media, an example being a 1990 interview with the Member of Parliament (M.P) 
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Norman Tebbit, in which he suggested, during a cricket test match, that British minority 

ethnic people would always have loyalties elsewhere, and support cricket teams other 

than England for that reason (Fisher, 1990). The impact of rhetoric, debate and ópanicô 

about immigrantsô loyalties was widespread, influencing, amongst others, the labour 

and housing markets, and, most pertinent to this thesis, education. 

Alongside labels of identification, there was also discussion about whether it was 

possible to be British and something else. Tomlinson (2014) argues that there was a 

ñcultural and political resistance by the white majority to the conjunction of being óblackô, 

or óAsianô, and British.ò (p104). She states that nearly twenty years later this is still an 

issue, particularly in education. This issue of identification is tied very firmly with 

notions of belonging. Belonging can arguably only occur if individuals feel comfortable 

and at ease, and this is governed not only by the self, but also by external 

stakeholders, such as those that legislate (parliament), those that inform (the media), 

and those that educate (teachers). Thus, rhetoric clearly plays an immense role in 

notions of identity and self-identification, and could ultimately, therefore, impact 

educational achievement.  

Other rhetoric that emerged concerned the nature of an ideally cohesive society, and 

whether minority ethnic communities ought to óassimilateô or óintegrateô. These two 

terms carried extremely loaded implications for the way in which minority ethic people 

were expected to live their lives in their ónew homeô. The term óassimilateô was seen to 

mean the retention of individual and cultural identities but with compliance with 

dominant codes of conduct, and of course observing laws, whilst the term óintegrateô 

usually implied active and passive absorption the more dominant cultural norms. There 

were (and are) conversations considering the extent to which society could become 

ómulticulturalô, as in ensuring that people from different cultures could observe their own 

discrete values, but also live  side-by-side with those that did not follow that belief set, 

and still be respected as part of a unified society.  Bhatt (2012, p8) raises the notion of 

ñcommunal purityò and ñgoodò minorities as opposed to ñbadò minorities.  He discusses 

how some Hindus and Sikhs ñdemandedò to be addressed as something other than 

ñAsiansò after the 2001 riots because they wanted to be recognised as ñloyal, model 

minorities committed fully to Britishnessò and who were ñhigh achievers in employment 

and educationò, thus completely different to Muslims, who were seen as deviants and 

trouble makers. He further states that the ñlanguage of liberty and freedomò, and of 

ñwomenôs and sexual emancipationò is ñdirected against Muslim populations as a test of 

their acceptance of certain valuesò (p9). This point is one previously made by Modood 

(2010, p3) who states it was ñironicò that ñMuslims are experiencing the pressures to 

step up and be Britishò at the same time as other minorities are ñcoming to feel an 

easing of identity pressures and greater freedom to mix and match identities on an 
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individual basis.ò I argue that this links directly to visible signs of difference, and of an 

Islamic identity, such as women who wear headscarves.  

Many, such as Rushdie (1991), argue that colour is a barrier to this notion of a 

cohesive society. He states that the goalpost was forever being moved when it came to 

equity between blacks and whites, the word óblackô being used as a political 

description, and in direct opposition to the word white, for anyone who was not white: 

        ñAt first, we are told, the goal was óintegration.ô Now this word rapidly came to 

mean óassimilationô: a black man could only become integrated when he started 

behaving like a white one. After óintegrationô came the concept of óracial harmonyô. Now 

once again, this sounded virtuous and desirable, but what it meant in practice was that 

blacks should be persuaded to live peaceably with whites, in spite of all the injustices 

done to them every day. The call for óracial harmonyô was simply an invitation to shut 

up and smile while nothing was done about our grievances. And now thereôs a new 

catchword: ómulticulturalismô. . . Multiculturalism is the latest token gesture towards 

Britainôs blacks, and it ought to be exposed, like óintegrationô and óracial harmonyô, for 

the shame it isò (p137). 

 

For Rushdie, to revert the discussion to how a ócolourô should behave further fed 

notions of difference. More than twenty years after Rushdie wrote this, British society is 

still grappling with this concept of ordering or grouping. Wade (2014) argues that the 

distinction between ethnicity and race is unclear. Essentially, both terms create a 

notion of óthe otherô, and of insider and outsiders, and legislation such as the UK Race 

Relations Act (which is meant to be antiracist) ñtends to include race and ethnicity as 

equivalentò (p593). Wade further argues that official ethnicity categories, such as white 

European, Asian, and Black, are rooted in colonial history, which created labels based 

on groupings, which in turn divides people further. Yuval-Davis (2011) argues that on a 

global scale, classifications of strangers - those who are seen not to belong -are 

frequently modified and contested. Such contestations are often accompanied by a 

range of frictions along ñethnic, cultural, and religiousò lines as well as ñbetween 

societies and statesò (p2). Divisions and hierarchies are of course inherent to all 

communities, including the óminority ethnicô groups themselves.  In my experience, it is 

not uncommon to hear a Sikh person calling a Muslim person a ópakiô.  

However, it is not just óothersô who are able to bestow feelings of belonging; individuals 

themselves can also choose not to belong. For example, some first-generation 

migrants never really felt that Britain was their home. They came with a specific 

purpose, to make money, and the intention was to return óhomeô and buy more land 

and better housing. Since they were óvisitorsô, they were prepared to accept hostility 

from the ónativesô. However, subsequent generations tend not to hold this óvisitor and 

hostô mentality. To them, there is no sense of being beholden to anyone; Britain is their 

home, and they expect full participation and rights alongside every other citizen 

(Wilson, 1978; Aston, Hooker, Page, & Willison, 2007).  
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The theme of belonging and how it is negotiated is also very important to the women in 

this thesis. However, it is very nuanced, and complex to unpack, primarily because the 

women themselves change their own stand within their story. An example is the way 

that some of them at times homogenise óAsian cultureô and notions of being óAsianô, 

óBangladeshiô, óIndianô, óPakistaniô, óEnglishô, or óBritishô. This homogenisation 

unwittingly relates directly to racist stereotyping, both within BIP communities and in 

wider society.  A number of the women used the label óBritishô as a prefix to the label 

óAsianô, or one of the BIP labels, for example óBritish Indianô or óBritish Asianô. For 

example, Prem says: ñI'm British Asian, as they (the establishment) like to term meò 

implying that she has been given the label. This is something that Radwa also 

mentioned: 

They class us as, they say óyour communityô. They consider that we 
consider our community, because they do, as being Asians.  So, if Iôm an Asian, 
my community is Asian, if Iôm white my community will be white, but with me, I 
donôt actually class that as a community, I class a community as being my 
neighbours, people I associate with, you knowé 

Radwa, like Prem, constructs a notional dialogue between óthem and usô. Even whilst 

she is discussing how she is viewed by óthemô, she is also referring to óusô, óweô, and 

óourô, thereby becoming complicit within the othering. Aadhya also uses othering and 

makes some bold inferences, in which she uses stereotypes: 

I've never really been able to connect with English people, to people of a 
different culture because there is such a big cultural difference you know, they 
drink, they take drugs, they eat meat, you know, pork or whatever, and for me 
that would have been a big deal for me. You know I don't think I could live like 
that. 

Aadhyaôs self-positioning is very interesting. She uses the term óEnglish peopleô 

suggesting she does not self-identify as English and then by homogenising all English 

people as she does, implies a sense of extreme difference between her and óthemô.   

Prem self-identifies as: ñBritish. Full stop.ò Meaning that she didnôt personally identify 

with the prefix of either Asian or Indian. She goes onto state: 

óCause I originally used to say I'm Indian, a few years ago, I think that was 
more my parents influence. Then I started calling myself Asian, but I'm not even 
Asian, I'm British. My parents have Indian heritage, I'm not Indian, because I went 
to India two years ago. I went to Delhi, I have a love/hate with India, sometimes I 
love it sometimes I hate it, went to Delhi, and I have no association with people in 
Delhi. And then when we went back to Panjab, yes I've got a culture association 
with Panjab, but that doesn't mean that I'm Indian, so I started saying to my dad 
I'm not Indian, I'm Panjabi. And he was like Panjab is a state of India, and I was 
like I don't care, how many states are there in India which I can't associate 
myself? I can only associate myself with one of them because of the influences 
that you've bought culturally to England. But I can't, I can't say that I've got a 
connection to India, it might, it might be quite sad to say, but that's how I feel.   
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Prem does not identify with being Indian because she sees the country as an 

association of differing states with different identities, with none of which (apart from 

the Panjab) she can identify. Similarly, it is interesting to note how her viewpoint is 

different to her fatherôs. He seems to see India as a whole, at least insofar as his self-

labelling goes. Jeevan went further than Prem, expressing pride at being a Panjabi, but 

also notes that she did not really experience that feeling until she went to university, 

where she ñwas surrounded by white peopleò, but she also says that being Panjabi 

is only one facet of her, and it is secondary to her western identity: ñI am Panjabi but 

itôs ancillary to the western side of me.ò By using the term ówestern sideô Jeevan is 

commenting on the fact that she does not want to conform to the structures such as 

izzat that are not perceived to be in western identity. However, she emphatically self-

identified as being primarily British, despite how some others felt she should be 

defined:  

I am British, my friends are British. But my grandparents would say youôre 
Indian, youôre not British, but I would say I am. 

This difference between Jeevan and her grandparents (who are first-generation 

migrants) highlights the attitudinal shift away from the host and visitor mentality.  

Rodela has similar feelings about where she feels she belongs: 

     Iôm very proud to be Asian. Iôm very proud to be British Asian, because, you 
know, Iôm really proud, you know, that, of myself as well, being born here.  I 
would class this as home, although some people might say, óWell, actually, no, 
that might not be,ô because of my skin colour, no, I was born hereé this is home 
for me.  

Whilst Rodela is óproudô to be óAsianô, she does not identify with being óBangladeshiô, as 

she says: 

I donôt really know about Bangladesh very much.  I canôt really talk about, 
erm, a lot of, you know, Iôve been there onceé twice, actually, because we went 
there for my honeymoon, ermé and thatôs it.  My parents didnôt really educate 
us on Bangladesh and it wasnôt a really, a major thing, and, to be honest with 
you, because it was one of the worst memories for me, I donôt want to be related 
to that as well.  But now it was one of the best memories now, because, 
obviously, me and my partner went on honeymoon there and it was, it was a 
total part of Bangladesh, and itôs amazing, you know?  

Rodelaôs experiences of Bangladesh only relate to marriage, once forcefully, and the 

second out of choice. Equally interesting, she makes a differentiation between her 

culture and Bangladeshi culture: 

Iôm very happy to talk about my culture of how I do things, but probably not 
be able to talk about the whole Bangladeshi culture as a whole, you know.  
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Whilst Rodelaôs narrative could be analysed through a different lens (perhaps a Sylhet/ 

non Sylheti one where class could be seen as the most important feature), the key 

element of the narrative is the pertinence Rodela draws to herself. Rodela refers to my 

culture and how I do things which seems to indicate that she has, internally, had to 

reject the concept of culture that is normally accepted (i.e. common traits shared by 

many), and recreate ócultureô as being individual. This differentiation clearly demarcates 

her lived experience of óBangladeshiô heritage and the geographical location that is 

Bangladesh. She strongly identifies with, and refers to, Britain as óhomeô as she 

constantly mentions that ñéthis is home for me.ò  

This question of where felt like home features strongly in how the women chose to 

label themselves. For example, Sabar, who came to Britain as a child at the age of five, 

and then went back to the country of her birth regularly (almost every year), does not 

regard Britain as home, and regards herself as a migrant: 

 I still have that migrant mentality, because some people picked me up at 

work over it, because they said, óOh, where you going?ô  óOh, youôre going on 

holiday, arenôt you?ô and I said, óNo,ô I said, óIôm going, Iôm going home,ô and I still 

see Goa as my home.  I will always be Goan, first and foremost.  It will be, and 

itôs not even that Iôm Indian and you still get that a lot in Goa as well, they donôt 

even, theyôll say theyôre Goan first, Indian second, and for me thatôs, itôs the 

same, itôs that Iôll be Goan first and then this balance.  Iôm not even Indian really; 

I suppose Goan first and then British.  Erm, I donôt even really recognise the 

Indian bit, because itôs never had, Indiaôs never had that much of an impact on, 

on me, because when I left Goa it was still very much Portuguese mentality. 

She goes onto say: 

 The crowds, the heat, the smells, all of that is the experience.  I love it.  I 
love going, I love driving out there [enthusiastically].  Itôs mental, but I love the 
smells, you know, you know, everything about it, the, the markets, the, you 
know, looking around, how you shop there, everything about it.  Andé for me, 
and when I come back to England sometimes, I think, oh [disappointedly], you 
know, the first week back I always think, óGod, itôs so sterile here!ô. 

 
For Sabar Goa is home, even though she lives in Britain. This is also true for Asha, 

who arrived in Britain at the age of eight. When explaining how she saw herself, she 

strongly identified with the Panjab: 

On the forms, I always put British Indian but I suppose Iôm really a Panjabi 
British person. I am Panjabi, and I live in Britain.  

Sabar then expands what she means by saying: 

Iôm both really, both are important to me. My Panjabiness comes out more 
when Iôm with Asian people and at events or watching films, and at work my 
Britishness comes out more. One isnôt more dominant than the other.  

A sense of home and entitlement to being accepted as British seemed to be very 

dependent on the age of the women, and, more noticeably, whether they migrated to 

the UK after the age of starting school. With the older Indian heritage women, there 
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was no reticence in verbalising this idea of belonging. The majority of these women 

stated a preference for where they were born or had heritage from. Interestingly, if they 

were born in India, their affiliation was to particular states, rather than India as a whole, 

or whether they felt at home in Britain. This affiliation with their region, rather than their 

nation maybe partly to do with the size of India. This óregionalismô was not the case 

with the Bangladeshi or Pakistani heritage women. Belonging in this instance was 

based around the country of origin. For example, Hafsa says: ñI was born here but I'm 

Pakistaniò. Hafsa spent a large chunk of her childhood going back to Pakistan for 

several months at a time and this may explain how she identifies her sense of 

belonging.  Palki who was born in Britain, initially says:  

I'm Bangladeshi, that's important, that is a really important to me more so 
now than ever. So that's probably how I would identify. 

When asked why now more than ever, she replied that this was because she was living 

in an environment that was predominately white.  This is particularly interesting 

because it highlights the need to keep a sense of identity linked to heritage in a more 

conscious way. She then goes onto say:  ñBut I'm British first of all through and 

through.ò 

So for Palki, being both Bangladeshi and British are not separate things. Although she 

óidentifiesô as Bangladeshi in response to her environment, she acknowledges the 

strength of her British identity. Another fascinating discussion to emerge from the 

womenôs narratives concerned the use of óBritishô or óEnglishô for nation-related self-

identity.  The dialogue that surfaced was around notions of colour. The popular 

consensus seemed to be that to be English, a person has to be white, but being British 

was more . For example, Taani said: 

My ethnicity is Bangladeshi but I was born and brought up here, Iôm British 
Bengali because English is more dominant in our home. I wouldnôt say I was 
English because to me itôs a white person who is culturally English. 

Prem expanded on this:  

I'm not English, Iôm British. 'Cause I think in my mind, I think, I associate 
English being with white, a white person, who doesn't have, who has, like, pure 
English blood. So people who born and bred in England, who have kids from 
England etc. etc. 

So when I asked about her future children and whether they would then be English 

because they would be óborn and bredô from parents who were óborn and bredô, she 

replied: 

Wow, that's a good question. I don't know, it's not something I've thought 
about yet. But I don't feel as I'm English, because I don't, I look at myself and I'm 
not white, if that makes sense. 

So I then asked if being English equated to being white and she said:  
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A little bit, and without having other cultural influences. So perhaps if I was 
Indian being brought up in a white family, and I had no other cultural association 
with anywhere then I might call myself English. 

This was also something that Palki narrated: 

Iôm not English, I don't say English actually. I don't know [why], I think I, I 
think when I think of identity I think of nationality. Itôs probably more just 
wording than anything more if that makes sense. But I think everyone can see 
I'm incredibly Westernised, so yeah I'd probably just say British because that's 
what it says on my passport. 

The exception to this way of introducing colour as a determinant of Englishness was 
Radwa: 

I personally think Iôm English, Iôm British, you know, because, at the end of 
the day, the, I only came to this realisation a couple of, a couple of years ago, 
and before I would actually class myself as a British Pakistani. 

Thus for Radwa, the terms English and British were interchangeable, and not separate 

entities. 

Randeepôs response was particularly interesting when she was talking about identity 

and belonging: 

I don't know who I am... and that's... I don't have an identity, because I'm 
not Indian and I'm not English. I'm somewhere in the middle, where I just happen 
to float, becauseé I don't think... because of my background I don't think I have 
an identity. I was born here, but I don't feel I'm... I mean yeah I'm probably 
British. Well I am British 'cause I was born here, but I don't, I don't feel I'm wholly 
British or I'm wholly Indian either. That's the one thing I would say is that I don't 
fit in anywhere, that's something that's stuck with me all my life... even now... I 
don't belong, I don't belong in India and I sometimes think that we necessarily, 
I'm probably more comfortable here, I would probably live here - of course I 
would live here ï have all my life, I wouldn't live in India, but I don't think you 
ever truly fit do you? 

Randeep talks about comfort rather than belonging. She says that she feels more 

comfortable in Britain than India; however, she still perceives herself to be an outsider 

in both places. Randeep uses the words ódonôt fitô to mean not wholly belonging 

anywhere. This idea of being ótoo British to be Indianô and ótoo Indian to be Britishô is a 

popular one in Bollywood films and music, where British BIP heritage people, but 

particularly women, are represented as having lost their way. However, the approach 

implies that identity is static, and binary.  

Difference via the construct of class also arose in the narratives. Rodela spoke about 

óchavvyô people who had no respect for elders, to whom Prem also alluded. She talked 

about going to school with mainly white people: 

There was one other Indian girl at school and that was it, other than that 
they were white people. Um, and as I've grown up, I've now realised that actually 
I have a different background to what they had, because they were I think as the 
term would call it a bit chavvy - they were allowed to go to the park drink their 
cider I wasn't. 
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For Prem going to a park and drinking cider at 15 or 16 was óchavvyô. This term is 

overwhelmingly pejorative, but Prem then continues by assigning positive attributes to 

some of these her classmates: 

But some of the girls were actually really good, I remember one girl, she 
was more of the leader of the pack, you know out with loads of boys and stuff 
like that, go out smoking go out drinking, and I think we were hanging out one 
time, and the girls were getting, I think they were getting high or they were 
smoking, and I was like Chelsey what was going on there? And she actually said 
Prem you don't want to get into this, so she, I won't ever forget that because I felt 
a little bit protected, so it was like, you don't need to get into this, just hang out 
with us, but don't do this stuff. 

Prem, like Aadhya, conflates drugs and smoking but also stresses that she felt 

óprotectedô. This handing over responsibility for her welfare and making sure she did 

the órightô or óhonourableô thing to someone else shows just how entrenched the value 

system of difference, othering and izzat actually is. Equally interesting is that óthe 

leader of the packô also applies difference to the situation. As the only BIP heritage girl 

in the group, Prem is told that the óstuffô the others are doing is not for her.  

c. Language and Identity Positioning  

Izzat and language used to identify both oneself and others is critical to forming an 

understanding of how it can reinforce and perpetuate structures of inclusion and 

exclusion, and ultimately racism. An example of this is the usage of the terms ócoconutô 

and ódesiô.  A coconut is a racialized representation of a person of BIP heritage who 

óacts whiteô, a person who is brown on the outside but white on the inside. This is 

based on, firstly, a problematic homogenisation of what is deemed to be ówhiteô or 

English culture, and secondly, on an ontology that suggests difference based on skin 

colour, and, ultimately, notions of óothernessô. This term is meant to be offensive as it 

implies betrayal to oneôs heritage, or as Kim (2014) explains, can be used for diasporic 

people who may be either ñconfusedò or ñlostò and ñwho must find their way back to 

their órootsô in order to become their true selfò (p640). The term ódesiô has evolved from 

the word ódeshô which superficially means ólandô, but which is used to denote 

óhomelandô. The word desi is used in a variety of ways to denote authentic óhomeô 

experiences such as desi khana (home or authentic culture food), desi clothes, desi 

music and desi behaviours or, to put it another way for the latter, behaviour rooted in 

an understanding of the cultural confines of izzat. I have been called a coconut on 

numerous occasions because of my viewpoints about equality, and specifically for 

questioning why male izzat should dictate what roles women have to have within family 

life. Prem, interestingly, used the same term when she talked about herself: 

 I've got a lot of Indian tendencies, so at a lot of people say I'm pretty fresh, 
not exactly coconut, because I listen to my Indian music. 
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By using the term ófreshô she is connoting the term ófreshiô which means someone who 

has only just recently arrived in Britain and does not understand how British BIP people 

function. She makes a distinction between ófreshô and ócoconutô which suggests that 

there is a hierarchy and equally, attributable practices to both labels.   When asked 

what she meant by the term coconut she said: 

 As in, more of the English ways, so I like my Indian music, I like my Indian 
food, I speak Punjabi, I have these little habits that I know are prone from an 
Indian heritage that I've picked up from my gran, I've picked up from my mum. 
And so in that sense that's why I can't call myself English, because those little 
things make up who I am and they're more Indian then they are English. 

By doing the things that she has learnt from her grandmother and mother, Prem is 

actually gaining cultural capital and therefore, can avoid being a total ócoconutô. She 

clarifies what the term coconut means: 

 A coconut is something I heard growing up, and I think it's when Asian 
people disassociate themselves with their cultural upbringing. 
 

This term coconut was also used by Randeep, who was explaining about Indian 

heritage people who did not really know who they were, or where they fitted in. She 

explained that it is a label for people who aspire to an identity that denies their heritage: 

 If I was someone who hated Indian music, hated Indian food, wanted to be 
more English, and say oh no that's not me [not Indian heritage]. That's where 
you're called coconut.   
 
This polarisation of identity based on how óauthenticallyô you are seen to adhere to the 

codes governing how you represent yourself, and how closely you observe the rule 

structure, is about izzat, and particularly about the way its structures are implicit within 

the positioning of women.  Women have to behave in a way that is culturally 

appropriate or risk not only the status and respect afforded to their families, as 

discussed in section A of this chapter, but also being defined as ócoconutsô. The 

exertion of izzat on the positioning of women, and ultimately their standing as a 

members of a community, cannot be underestimated.  

 

d. Izzat, Religion and Dress 

For a number of the women in this study, religion played a significant part in their daily 

lives. This ranged from how they viewed their own identity, to the development of voice 

and even how they perceived their place in not just the UK but the world. ONS (2012) 

figures from the 2011 census suggest that Islam (4.4%) is the second largest religious 

group in the UK, the first being Christianity (59.5%). Approximately four in ten who 

declared themselves as Muslim reported their ethnicity as Pakistani; furthermore, 

almost half of all self-reported Muslims were born in the UK Hinduism (1.3%) was the 
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fourth largest, after those who declared they had no religion, in third place.  Sikhism 

constituted a smaller percentage, at 0.7%. However, this data does not of course 

indicate how much importance people place on this identification.  

The majority of the women, with the exception of Rodela and Palki, were keen to stress 

their religion as a component of their identity. The older narrators, with the exception of 

Tej, acknowledged their religion, and apart from Ganga, Jeevan, and Tarsem, so did 

the younger narrators. This is particularly interesting because from what some of the 

women are saying, and from personal experience, there is a growing awareness of, 

and affiliation to, religious identity, amongst, particularly, Muslim and Sikh youth. There 

is a desire, on the parts of some young people, to read religious scriptures for 

themselves to better understand their heritage. Whilst it is outside of the scope of this 

thesis to examine this phenomenon, it does warrant further investigation, because it 

can lead to the labelling and problematic noun ófundamentalismô, particularly with 

respect to young Muslims. Amongst young Sikhs, there has arisen a óKhalistanô 

movement in the UK, within which interpretations of scripture are divisive. More 

extreme interpretations are evident in punitive action against young people who chose 

to live a life not totally governed by the rules of izzat. An example would be groups of 

young men boycotting mixed heritage (between Sikhs and other religions) marriage 

ceremonies at gudwaras (Neiyyar & Khatkar, 2013; Dearden, 2015; Parveen, 2016.) 

Karjol voices how she wanted to go to the gudwara to: 

celebrate all the religious events, such as Guru Nanakôs birthday, and I go 
to the gudwara every weekend. éAs Iôve got older Iôve started believing in it 
more.  People tend to think that because we go with our parents that weôre 
forced to go, but we go out of choice. 

This desire to ógo out of choiceô and learn more is not just true for the Indian heritage 

women who acknowledged religious affiliation, it was also true for the Pakistani and 

Bangladeshi heritage women. For example, Palki talks about having to go to Arabic 

classes for two hours every evening Monday to Friday and learning to recite the Koran 

and learning, ñto do prayer and stuffò. However, she acknowledges that whilst she 

was growing up, she ñreally struggled to identify with my religionò primarily 

because she ñwould ask my mum and my dad questions about our religion and 

they could never explain stuffò, and so she could not get the answers she needed. 

She explains that itôs partly because of the fact that: 

  In Islam you learn everything in Arabic, but just because you learnt to read 
it doesn't mean you understand it. So I didn't understand why I was being forced, 
almost, to learn something, but then I couldn't understand the meaning of it. Um, 
and I asked for a very long time, like, I'd ask questions, but my questions were 
not welcome. I was just told to just learn, kind of thing. And then I'd be told all 
these stories, and again, I'd challenge those stories, like it's all superstitions and 
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stuff; again I think I'm just quite a practical thinker and um I think, I dunno I think, 
I just asked a lot of questions and they probably weren't very welcome. 

Equally, she could not reconcile what she saw with what she was being told. For 

example, she says: 

My dad would go and play the lottery and then say you shouldn't gamble, 
and then I'd challenge him and say well playing the lottery is gambling, so how 
like how can you be a good Muslim if you do that? And then he'll just say your 
mum's raised you wrong and he didn't like to be challenged by us girls, but then I 
guess that's what my education did do, it gave me those skills to be able to ask 
questions and put two and two together. 

This is very telling with regards to how Palkiôs father regards his role and the role of his 

wife in relation to how the girls were brought up. By questioning him, Palki is 

contravening the unspoken rules of izzat, and that is because her mother did not 

enforce understanding of those rules, and so it is, in her fatherôs opinion, his wifeôs 

fault. The fact that he is contravening the rules of Islam is irrelevant. As a male, he has 

the right of interpretation.  Palki goes onto say: 

I've studied, like I studied Islam extensively when I was at school, like I did 
a GCSE in it, I got an A* in it, like I understood it, I understood bits of my religion 
that I don't think members of my family did, which is why I was so inquisitiveé 
And um, I just feel like I've been let down a lot by what I've been told about my 
religion from people if that makes sense. 

For Palki, this understanding of her religion brought her into direct conflict with other 

members of her wider family and community. With the ability to read and access wider 

information easily, there is a better óunderstandingô of scriptures, which, in turn, means 

that a lot of the younger people are better informed about the cornerstones of ótheirô 

religion than perhaps their parents were. This is predominantly pertinent to the working 

class children whose parents often came from rural communities and who could not 

write or read any language, and so it was easier to confuse religious expectations with 

cultural (i.e. izzat) doctrines. Whilst it is acknowledged that the way religion is practised 

relies heavily on an oral tradition, it was practised from observation of othersô practices, 

and within the confines of what male elders in villages stipulated.  

Another interesting facet about religion and izzat was regarding the way both of the 

Muslim women who had married white men had to ensure that their husbands-to-be 

firstly converted to Islam. For Palki, the conversion was not for religious reasons, 

because she herself was not sure how strongly she affiliated to Islam, but in order to 

prevent her mother from being óshamedô by the baradari. Palki says: 

If someone asks then my mum can say yeah you know what Palki is 
married, she married to a guy that converted, so there's no embarrassment to my 
mum so that was very important to me. 

With the non-Muslim women who had married outside of their heritage religion, this 

partner conversion was not expected, or was not voiced as being expected. However, 



- 87 - 
 

izzat manifested in other ways, such as not being acknowledged by the community, or 

by not being invited to religious events where the wider community would be present.  

Tej talks about how when her first child was born, she did not get the customary visits 

from members of the community, but more importantly, she did not get the birth 

ceremonies from her parents and brother: 

I suppose the only time it really hurt was when I didnôt have the baby 
functions and stuff for my daughter because she wasnôt all Indian. My parents, 
and brother never came with the stuff they are supposed to bring. I didnôt say 
anything. It was my own faulté choice to marry a white guy. 

óMarrying outô has not meant that Tej has been ostracised, because her family still 

speaks to her; however, she has been cut out of the traditions and customs because 

she violated the confines of izzat, and are, perhaps, victims of racism. 

For many of the women, religion was deemed to be an integral part of their identity, as 

Amal pointed out: 

Muslim is who I am inside, Asian is who I look like, and Britain is where I 
live, and all these identities are nested within you and I donôt think I could 
separate either of those and none of them are in conflict with each other.   

For Amal this did not happen by chance: 

I do believe that, going back to the issue of being a nuclear family, that also 
shaped, that we had less of that problem that some communities, that some of 
my friends had, because they always had to be Asian and really identify with 
that, whereas we were ok, and my parents didn't really have this great desire to 
hold on as much as others. A nuclear family meant that we had less of an 
identity problem. 

Because Amal grew up in a white area without any extended family or community that 

shared heritage with them, she feels that they managed to escape the confines of 

adhesion to a single cultural identity.  

Keddie (2011) indicates that whilst there has been historic mistrust between Islam and 

óthe westô, with the 9/11 terror attacks, the landscape changed significantly. The 

positioning of opposites has morphed into increased levels of active suspicion and 

even hatred of Muslims from some, and the framing of them as misogynists, 

oppressors and terrorists. Furthermore, as Shah and Iqbal (2011) highlight, global anti-

Muslim rhetoric is responsible for an increase in religious awareness amongst some 

Muslims, and in particular young, diasporic Pakistanis. For a number of the Muslim 

women interviewed for this study, arguably prevalent anti-Islamic rhetoric has been a 

major influence on their development of self. For example, Taani describes walking 

down a street and having strangers shout out óterroristô to her. She says: ñI know Iôm 

not a terrorist itôs just the way the news has portrayed us.ò The fact that she has to 

verbalise that she is not a terrorist is of note, because how she is perceived by others 

is clearly impacting on her. Taani recognises that she does not even need to voice 
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what her religion is because it is given as being obvious from her hijab. Undoubtedly, 

post 9/11, there has been more racism directed towards those who are Muslim and 

wear headscarves (Revell, 2012). This was very true for Sadia and her experience of 

feeling ódifferentô. Because she wore a headscarf in year six of primary school, and the 

school itself had very few BIP heritage people, she felt vulnerable. Her experience of 

being relegated to persona non grata was exemplified by what she voiced:  

I used to go in a group where everyone was white, and then people never 
used to socialise with me, they used to ask other peopleôs opinion, they wouldn't 
ask mine so I used to feel really left out. They would be like oh um, like when 
everything's done the teacher would be like so Sadia what do you think, what did 
you discuss in the group, so obviously I used to come up with something 'oh we 
discussed this...' I never said oh they didn't include me. 

For Sadia, the isolation she felt was a direct result of looking different.  

Her secondary school experiences were no better. She explains how challenging it 

became in years 9 and 10 particularly: 

It was quite hard, because um, we used to go past people and they'd be like 
óPakisô or óyou lot eat curryô, like óget out of our country you have no rightô, and 
theyôd say it to me when I walked alone, but I like I say I'm not the type of person 
to get into a fight and I used to just leave it, I used to be like pathetic. 

For Sadia, these experiences tarnished her childhood. She refers to herself as 

ópatheticô, but these experiences will have impacted Sadiaôs capacity to learn. The 

school and to a certain extent the compulsory educational system, let her down by not 

ensuring an environment that was conducive to learning.   

The outward appearance of a person can determine how they are viewed by wider 

society. Differences in skin tones, as previously discussed, is one element of outward 

appearance, but another is clothing, such as, for some BIP women a headscarf, veil, or 

burkha.  There are many views about the wearing of a burkha or indeed a hijab. Some 

writers, such as Kabeer (2000), argue that wearing a hijab is actually about creating 

agency through choice. Furthermore, it could be argued that Muslim women should not 

be seen through a reductionist lens that sets up a binary system whereby women in the 

west are ófreeô and Muslim women are seen to be ósubjugatedô. Jahan (2011) cites 

Rozario (2003) who argues that a woman who wears a burkha is turned into a ñnon-

personò and is labelled ñóunapproachableôò. The fact that women may have chosen to 

wear these items is not, in this viewpoint, really given credence. However, the argument 

is complex. On one hand, many women do chose to wear the hijab, but if that choice is 

framed within the cultural confines of izzat, then it cannot really be a choice. Equally 

important is that the hijab, as an example, is not necessarily a religious artefact, but, I 

believe, an external indicator of belonging. It is a physical expression of a paradigm 

shared with others from a similar cultural heritage which, although originally constructed 

through male-defined izzat rules, does enable a sense of ósisterhoodô (Zaytoun & Ezekiel, 
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2016).  Nevertheless, for many of the women in this research who wore a hijab, there 

was a constant weighing of how others, who were not party to the shared understanding, 

would see them. Roseen expressed this fear when she was discussing how others within 

her university class would see her. She said ñI always used to have this fear in me, 

like Iôm Bengali, the way Iôm dressed, how are they going to see me?ò  How she 

saw herself was irrelevant at this point, she simply wanted to feel like she belonged, 

irrespective of what she looked like or what she was wearing. She further clarified that 

she wore a headscarf because she felt ñprotectedò. Before she married, she did not 

wear a headscarf. However, after marriage she started: 

to practice Islam and it was after that I realised I feel comfortable, I feel that 

this is who I améand this is my identity 

She does not really clarify why she started to wear it after her marriage, but she does 

go onto say: 

      Erm, Iôve never, ever encouraged my daughters.  My daughter whoôs 21, she 
only started wearing about a, er, after my uncleôs death, erm, in November.  She 
started covering from February this year.  Erm, and my other daughter, sheôs 
started, whoôs going to be 16 in July, she started wearing from year, er, aged 12.  
So, Iôve never, ever encouraged them to wear headscarf and toéthey, they, 
theyôve done it.  The older one, sheôs just started recently. But the, this is, I think 
itôs your identity and, you know, this is who I am and this is how I am. 

So whilst Roseen may have come to wearing a headscarf independently, she was still 

aware of what it meant with regards to judgements, sound or otherwise, about her 

identity. Interestingly, it was reassurance from a tutor that allowed her to gain a sense 

of belonging, as the tutor advised her to ñjust forget how you look, itôs what youôre 

giving, thatôs the important thing.ò This enabled her to gain confidence and she 

clarified this point by saying: 

      Iôve realised that it doesnôt matter how I dress. People who are, ermé who 
are, you know, good humans or good people, they, they donôt see that, they donôt 
see that, and thatôs what Iôve learnt over the years.   

From the starting point of insecurity, Roseen seems now very secure in her own 

identity, and also her sense of agency. It is interesting to note that Roseen says óthatô in 

óthey donôt see thatô, twice. Roseen is implying that she is aware of some negative 

connotation of the hijab, but that ógood peopleô see past it to the person beyond the 

dress. The headscarf is merely one attribute of her. Her sense of agency is so 

developed that she articulates it in terms of any other person with a diverse 

background: 

I am different so thatôs important to acknowledge that.  So, I am different.  

Although we share the race, human race or weôre human, we have our own 

qualities and understanding, but remember I am different and I have my needs.  

So, itôs like somebody who, who had a disability, who couldnôt do things, but not 

to forget that theyôre also human.  So, itôs that understanding.  So, itôs important 

to say, yes, I am Muslim and I have my needs, erm, even like work nowadays, in, 
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erm, in, people go out for lunch and do things; I go and do my prayer first and 

then do my lunch and everything, and I think my colleagues have understood 

that ï these are her needs.  So, itôs like having, you know, somebody who have 

disability, they have their needs and qualities that needs to be met, but it doesnôt 

stop them being an equal, you know, equality in that area. 

Roseen embraces the hijab as giving her a greater sense of agency; this was not the 

case with all of the women who wore it. Aadhya, for example, states that it wasnôt her 

choice, but her husbandôs view of what she should and should not wear: 

I had worn jeans and stuff but he wasn't happy about jeans, so it was more 
long skirts and shirts and long tops and thing like that so I think that was fine, 
that was acceptable, you know, or Asian clothes. But I think we did have 
arguments and things about that, you know he wasn't happy about me not 
covering my head. 

For Aadhya, it was in the end simply easier to comply than to continue to challenge.  

Part of the reasoning for wearing the hijab was based on what others would say, and 

Hridi voices this when explaining why she wore a hijab:  

I feel like others would be looking at me and saying why isnôt she wearing 
one, she should be wearing one. People judge you, and your family, on what you 
look like.  

This judgement that Hridi refers to is the izzat lens.  

For some of the women, there was a conflation between religion and culture. Sadia, for 

example, talks about how in her religion the purpose of wearing a óscarfô is to prevent 

sexual relations:  

because you're meant to cover yourself from boys, before marriage you're 
not really meant to like dress up in front of boys because it leads to going into 
sexual relationship and all of that stuff, and you're not allowed to have sexual stuff 
before marriage. So like you're never meant to feel attracted to boys, a boy is not 
even meant to look at you. 

She then goes onto say that her religion meant she could not show her hair. This was a 

difficult thing for her in primary school, because she felt she was bullied for it, as it was 

only her and one other girl, who she became friends with, that wore a headscarf. She 

said that: 

People used to make comments that oh um you're different, so why are you 
different, why do you wear that, why can't you be like us like show your hair, look 
at our hair we do it like that. And I used to feel really upset, so I used to go home 
and ask my mum. 

 

She stresses that her parents did not force her to wear it, but that her father did suggest 

it. This was also what Inaya says. She concedes that originally it was her fatherôs 

request:  

 When I first started to wear the headscarf, I started when I was in year 5, 
and to be honest I did wear the headscarf because my dad tell me, told me to. 
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Um, when I, um when I got older and I moved secondary school, then I realised I 
wasn't doing it for him I was doing it for myself. 

The realisation that Inaya had is an interesting one. She talks about the fact that a 

headscarf gave her an identity as a Pakistani woman, because although she had been 

born in Britain, she remained a Pakistani because of the way she had been brought up. 

She says: 

My parents have influenced me in a way where they've brought me up in 
this Pakistani way which I'm really happy and proud about, and when it comes to 
my religion I feel um, um they have taught me about my religion. They brought 
me up in the sa- Pakistani um, way, where you know, I wear the clothes, I um 
practice um kind of um, in Pakistani culture, wh-what yeah um. I brought up in a 
way, in a way I would have if I was in Pakistan like but in a kind of, in a British 
environment. 

Randeep similarly recounts about her upbringing and about how, as a young woman, 

she was not allowed to wear certain clothes, such as miniskirts, because they were 

immodest. As she says: 

It was an izzat thing. But I was a rebel, once I was out of the house I used to 
just roll my skirt up. If some auntieji had seen you, then it would have been really 
bad, because you would be known as shameless. 
 

The power politics involved within the choices women are allowed to make with regards 

to how they clothe their bodies is not just pertinent to the women in this thesis. The tale 

of other women being ótoo looseô or ótoo uptightô in relation to clothing is not uncommon. 

However, such labelling is particularly detrimental to Muslim women who wear a hijab, 

sometimes from within their own communities. For example, Sadia talks about her 

secondary school experience: 

Secondary was hard as well because I went to another school, and the 
school I went, I made new friends but none of them wore a headscarf. So I was 
the only person wearing a headscarf, and everyone in the year group used to be 
like, how come you wear it and your friends don't wear it blah blah, and one of 
my friends kind of got into an argument with me and was like, look you wear a 
scarf. People are making comments about us. Maybe you should take it off and 
try your hair like that, and I felt really upset; I was like, listen this is my religion, 
I'm not going to stop because of you. I know you're a Bengali but not the type of 
Bengali that wears a scarf. And some of my friends used to not talk to me and all 
of that. 

The fact that her hijab was causing attention meant that her own friends turned on her. 

They did not want to be seen as different, and since the hijab was a visible sign of 

difference, it enabled them to be isolated as a group, but it also had a double impact for 

Sadia, because not only was she isolated from her wiser peers, but she was also 

isolated from others who shared her heritage.  
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e. Summary  

In this chapter, I have articulated how constructions of gender, and gender disparity 

within family structures, are interlaced with expectational boundaries created by izzat. I 

have shown the complexity of labelling of identity both by my narrators and also by the 

wider society. I have also discusses how labelling impacts on the language that is used 

to denote those who ótransgressô these boundaries, whether that transgression is 

viewed by the baradari or the educational environments. Both produce the same 

outcomes. Doherty and Hughes (2009, p387) suggest the term óself-esteemô concerns 

the relational correspondence between the real self and the ideal self. This concept 

feeds into the construction of identity for some of these women, as arguably, the ideal 

self is someone who operates within izzat boundaries. However, as the narratives 

show, this is not always the case, raising a question about the self-esteem, by Doherty 

and Hughesô definition, at least, of some or many of the women in this study. Often, the 

women comply because of a lack of choice, rather than a desire to be a ógoodô woman 

by izzat standards. The notion of óhomeô and belonging, particularly for the different 

generations, and the relationship with izzat, is multifaceted. Finally the narratives have 

demonstrated how izzat is used to police behaviour and induce conformity within the 

culturally constructed package of óbeing goodô. The following chapter illuminates how 

the izzat lens intersects with education, and is applied by families to that context. 
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5 Chapter Five: An Izzat Lens, the Four Pillars and the Intersections 

between Family and Education 

 

In this chapter, using an izzat lens, I demonstrate how the family co-constructs the 

educational journeys of the women. The chapter starts with an overview of family 

structures and intergenerational ties. Many of the narrators discussed ósacrificeô, and 

particularly parental sacrifice for the betterment of their children. I will examine how this 

sacrifice enables the ties of izzat to be reinforced. All four pillars intersect to inform the 

journeys, and so will be used throughout the discussion. A consideration of how some 

BIP heritage people were able to ótrailblazeô for their siblings is undertaken and finally, 

a summary concludes the chapter. 

Family and family life are pivotal in both the educational journeys of, but also the 

outcomes for, individuals. Moreover, izzat informs and enforces the influence of family 

on education. The Swann report (1985) suggested that Indian communities have high 

academic achievement because of their close-knit extended family units. This notion of 

family unit applies equally to Bangladeshi and Pakistani heritage communities, but, as 

previously discussed, figures show there is a discrepancy in educational outcomes.  

Thus, the difference cannot simply be equated to close-knit family unit membership, but 

needs to be critically examined to understand what part not only parental and family 

influences play in educational outcomes, but also the mindsets of institutional settings.  

 

a. Family Structures 

One theme that arose several times with all three heritage groups was the notion of 

individualism within a family unit. A number of the women spoke about the importance 

of loyalty to family, and how no single person was more important than the whole unit. 

For many, this extended to the generation and dispersal of money. As Radwa 

expresses:  

      With Asians, weôre, you know, if youôreé in a one, two, three people are 
earning, theyôre putting in a pot for the whole family.  
 
This ócommunal potô was also referred to by Randeep, who said: 

When I was growing up and we all worked, everyone put the money in one 
place. I just did it because thatôs what we did. It wasnôt my money it was ours. 

This shared wealth, which can function as outward-facing prosperity, is another way in 

which izzat scaffolds how the family is regarded by the baradari. Or, to reframe that, 

the óhonourô of the family lies not just in how that family conducts itself, but also in 

external signs of prosperity that can be seen by the baradari. This is further discussed 

within chapter six. 

Modood et al (1997) stress that it is relatively common for Asian families to live 

together in larger units and Knipe (2016) suggests that these tend to be multi-
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generational households. Harrison and Phillips (2010) claim that ñthe desire for 

extended family living under one roof, and thus large accommodation, persists among 

many British Asian familiesò (p24).  All of the women in this thesis lived with, or close 

to, extended family. For the married Bangladeshi and Pakistani heritage women in 

particular, co-located, extended family might include their brothers-in-law and their 

wives and children. The picture was slightly more complex for the women who had 

married white partners. These women were living in nuclear family units, but 

interestingly, were more closely associated with their own extended families, rather 

than their white in-laws. However, it should be acknowledged that this type of family 

structure and living is not just pertinent to BIP heritage families. With the lack of 

affordable housing, many people across Britain, irrespective of heritage, are choosing 

to live in multiïhousehold dwellings (Pilkauskas & Martinson, 2014).  

In the case of BIP-heritage extended family households, all family members are 

typically seen as interdependent and responsible for each otherôs welfare, and this 

mutualism is enclosed within an izzat-framed structure. This in turn impacts on 

educational experiences and expectations, and can be seen in Premôs fatherôs 

experience. He óchoseô to work from the age of 16 despite being 

 encouraged by the tutors to go for further education, he was quite 
academic, but in his mind-set he felt that he had to start working ébecause he 
had to save money to get my aunt [his older sister] married, so, so he was 
thinking family responsibility.   

 This narrative highlights the difference not only in expectation but also the importance 

of family honour or óresponsibilityô. Premôs father had to be a responsible patriarch 

because his father had died when he ñwas only sixò. Despite being younger than his 

sister, he had to work to earn money for her dowry because izzat demands it. 

Alongside the pre-set roles of responsibility, there were also other gendered 

differences between fathersô and mothersô roles, such as males making decisions and 

females in supportive roles: 

My mum was such aéer, practical person. She, she used to knit and sew 

and, and everything, she made everything for us. And sheôd just have to look at 

something to, you knowécopy it and make it. And, you know, she, she was, 

ermé there, ermésupporting and encouragingé but I, I remember my dad more 

saying [about the value of education]. So, she [her mum]  keptéthe family going in 

terms of, you know, cooking, cleaning, shopping,é So, erm, yeah, so my mum, I 

think,é you know, she was there, but I think it was my, my dad, I remember my 

dadôs influence more in terms oféyou know, say, saying all these things about 

education and é telling us stories about the past and, you know,éé how, you 

know, itôs so important and he wanted us to, you know, do well, and so on and 

so forth. (Asha).  
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Um my mum was, as you can imagine, she was snowed under 10 kids, um, 

she was the typical housewife- she really was the typical. She, she was not 

involved in the decision making, all she she did she'd wake up at 7 o'clock, she 

would do the breakfast, lunch, dinner, you know get our lunches and and things 

like that. Um, whenever we did go to her and ask for something she always you 

have to ask your dad, you have to ask your dad. That was always her role. And 

my dad was you know, he was the the breadwinner,  And in a way you know, my 

dad, my dad passed away thirteen years ago, when that happened it was really 

hard for my mum. 'Cause then all of a sudden we were going to her and then she 

used to sit there and say I don't know it was, and it wasn't just in terms of 

education it was decision making about anything. But then that's when my older 

sisters stepped in, and they took that role of my dad you know, ok so we will 

start making that decision (Megh).  

Meghôs narrative firstly demonstrates that her parentsô respective roles were not 

dissimilar to those in many other families, whatever their colour or heritage, in that time 

period (1980s), where there are traditionally set roles for men and women. Secondly, 

and more importantly, the narrative highlights how difficult it was for the mother to ótake 

the reinsô after so many years of supporting.   

Interestingly, the power status of women does change if the patriarch either becomes 

infirm, or dies. Thus, widowed women, and those whose husbands are incapable of 

fulfilling the role of patriarchal figurehead, have to become ópseudo malesô, which is to 

adopt the traditionally male role of enforcing izzat boundaries.  It was interesting to note 

that a number of the fathers of the Bangladeshi heritage women in this study had 

mental health issues. Whilst an exploration of why that might be is outside of the remit 

of this thesis, what is clear is that this situation forced the mother to take on the male 

role with regards to izzat and family honour. This is evident in what Aadhya says when 

she talks about her childhood:   

My mum has always been the dominant person in my family, and my dad 

had a bit of a breakdown when I was seven years old. So since then he barely 

featured in our lives at all, he was in the house; we knew he was in the house, 

we'd talk to him occasionally but he was confined mainly to the bedroom. You 

know, he hardly spoke about anything, he hardly had any sort of input in any of 

our lives and in what happened to us, it was always my mum who controlled 

everything. (Aadhya). 

Prem pointed out that her ñgrandmother was very influentialò [within the family] 

because her grandad had passed away ñso gran had to bring up her kids by 

herselfò.  This influence extended to what could and could not be worn by the girls in 

the family  

I remember sleeveless, sleeveless tops were not allowed until I was 18 
because my granny had an issue when I started wearing them, she'd always say 
cover your shoulders, and only now like 10 years later, she's finally ok with it. 
But even now if I wear a polo neck she's happy as Larry. (Prem). 



- 96 - 
 

The power structure in Premôs family is not unusual. There is a óhierarchy of respectô, in 

that elders donôt have to óearnô respect but are given it simply because of their age. It is 

another way in which izzat is applied and judged by individuals, family and baradari. 

Such intergenerational izzat is expressed in many different ways, but often through 

large family or community gatherings. Nesbitt (1995) uses childrenôs birthday 

celebrations to explain differences between what she refers to as south Asian and 

white British family structures. In her research, South Asian children generally had 

large, age-irrelevant celebrations with extended family and members of the community, 

whereas the white British celebrations were with peers of the child. Within Asian 

parties, she stresses, there is always a ritual of feeding each other some of either the 

birthday cake, or some mithai (Asian sweetmeats).  Cultural practices, such as the 

touching of eldersô feet in reverence, are reinforced not only in such gatherings, but 

also through both mythological storytelling and Bollywood films. Those that donôt 

adhere to this unspoken izzat code are seen as insolent, uncouth or having lost their 

ócultural rootsô. This is something that Rodela explained. She found working in an 

environment that was predominately white problematic because of this lack of respect 

for elders:  

The people that were there [the workplace], they were really young people 

that I would relate to as chavs.  Oh my gosh [shocked]!  I was just, like, oh 

[disappointedly], you know, I really felt different, because I was, like, ermé 

although I wasnôt educated to, like, a higher level, I, I was disciplined [inflection], 

so I knew when to say things and when to stop and I knew that to respect my 

elders. Whereas in this setting I was witnessing things that, like, óYou canôt talk 

to her like that [surprise] sheôs older than you!ô you know. Iôve always grown up 

with that. 

This órespect hierarchyô, and sibling co-responsibility with parents, is one of the reasons 

why older siblings often have so much to say in what happens in the life of younger 

siblings. Whilst this is very alien to the 21st century eurocentric vision of family life, it 

was common across all three heritages examined within this thesis. A number of the 

women voiced an acceptance of domination by elder siblings by framing it as a órightô 

equal to that of their parents. Palki discusses how her elder sister reminded her that 

she was ñstill very much Bengaliò therefore, she was ñstill very much expected to 

get an arranged marriage and all that kind of thingò and so she should not ñget any 

ideasò. This was said in response to Palki going to college, reminding her about the 

izzat parameters within which she should function. óGetting any ideasô is code for 

thinking that she could go out with boys, or chose her own husband. Taani constructs 

this in a positive way by voicing how her ñsisters have really helpedò her by ñalwaysò 

having ña go atò her ñto do betterò.  By using the word óhelpedô, Taani reframes this 

domination as effective support, for which she is grateful. This is an example of how 
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this izzat-informed deference to older siblings can also be motivational, and perhaps 

good for success on an educational pathway. 

I. Sacrifice and Intergenerational Ties 
The themes of sacrifice and intergenerational ties were recurring ones. For example, 

Jeevan talked about how she put her familyôs happiness above her own. She said: 

I listen to my family a lot so I take all their comments on board, so if they 
want me to change, then I probably would, because I want my family to be happy. 
I think as grandparents for example, they're quite strict, and I think to make them 
happier I'd happily do whatever they say. 

The inference of the word óstrictô is a code that is used by people of Indian heritage to 

denote how overtly the codes of izzat are adhered to.  This is very evident in what 

Tarsem says when she is talking about her relationship with her parents and also how 

she frames that relationship with regards to her role, but also how she contrasts it with 

what she perceives would happen within a white family:  

I do conform to what my parents expect of me, because I do think well, 
would my parents approve?  One of my guy friends said to me that you should 
always do things to please yourself, forget your parents.  And I turned around 
and said that I wouldnôt be making myself happy if I was making them unhappy. 
It just doesnôt go.  Their happiness is my happiness, and my happiness is their 
happiness. Thatôs the way I see itéTheyôre doing everything for me. Whatever I 
do is never going to be enough at all. Iôve spoken with other friends, especially 
gorray [white people but in a derogative tone] Iôm not putting them down at all but 
their parents would not fund them for Uni, wouldnôt fund them like my parents 
have done.  Itôs go out get a job and move out as soon as possible.  With our 
parents itôs different, they hold onto you for as long as they can. 

Tarsem explicitly outlines the connectivity between herself and her family, emphasising 

that she would not chose to do anything that would not be approved of, or anything that 

would make her parents unhappy, because their unhappiness is automatically her 

own.. She feels a sense of obligation because she knows that her parents have funded 

her and with language like ótheirô and óourô, she homogenises and óothersô whites, who 

she claims are expected to be self-sufficient far more quickly. The fact that she uses 

the potentially disparaging term ógorrayô for ówhite peopleô also reinforces her ómoral 

high groundô.  This moral high-ground means that conformity within izzat becomes 

more palatable.  

A number of the women noted how hard parents had worked or how they had spent 

money on providing educational tools at a considerable loss to themselves. Jaanki 

said: 

Asian parents say that for education we always have money. They will 

purchase anything that will make that the course comfortable to learn too, such 

as PCs, laptops etc. Even if they [the parents] are struggling [financially]. I mean 

this is what I have seen with some others up to degree level and also what I have 

personally experienced.  
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This sacrifice binds the family unit together, but more importantly ensures that the 

women both refer to, and are bound by, the sacrifice as a mechanism for their 

betterment and thus an influence on their conduct. This also allows them to justify the 

importance of the sacrifice. Jaanki wasnôt the only woman to express this gratitude. 

Asha:  ñhe work so hardé seven days a week, you know, days and nights and 

whatever, he worked so hardò and Prem: ñmy parents had to work quite a great 

dealò. They both talked about the long hours that their parents, especially their fathers, 

worked in order to ensure that their childrenôs lives were better than their own. 

However, by reconceptualising hard (paid) work as ósacrificeô, it is used as an 

emotional lever to create obligation, but that obligation is not just financial-in-return, or 

good-grades-in-return, but also an obligation to submit to izzat and relinquish 

autonomy.  

 

b.  Aspiration or Actuality: Parental Attitudes towards Education 

In addition to control over level of education (Ahmad, 2001), parental aspirations 

(Bhopal, 2016), choice of higher education establishment, and indeed subjects studied, 

are key themes running through both the literature (Bagguley and Hussain, 2007b; 

HEFCE, 2014) and within the womenôs narratives here. These are all framed by izzat. 

Ahmad (2001) states that ñpragmatic and social (status) concernsò (p146) by BIP 

heritage parents do impact on how they view the education of their daughters, a point 

with which Crozier concurs (2009) in the suggestion that there are some concerns from 

BIP heritage parents regarding ñthe impact of Western values on their daughtersô moral 

developmentò (p294). Such concern then influences choices of institutions and subjects 

of study, and also participation in extracurricular activities. 

Parental beliefs about not just education, but also the rights of women to have an 

education, have an interesting relationship with izzat. For the working class Pakistani 

heritage women, particularly historically (the older women in this sample), there was 

limited value placed on education. There was a ceiling placed on how far the women 

were allowed to be educated. As Noor highlights:  

I think where my parents weren't from a very highly educated background, 

they kind of didn't push it with us until, I mean, when I was growing up, I went to 

school I finished school and I got married, so I finished my education at 16. I 

never went to college, I never went to university.  

For Noor, the only way she can explain her parentsô reluctance to see any future for her 

other than marriage at 16 is to blame it on their lack of education. She spoke wistfully 

when she talked about the fact that she did not go to college or to university. Alongside 

izzat, this is also about class and capital, and generational knowledge. A further 

example of how izzat intersects with class is demonstrated by what Radwa says:  
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My parents didnôt value education, they didnôt realise how important it 
was, yeah. The thing is, my parents were, my dad came here with very little 
education.  He started workingé often worked and he was happy to work in a 
factory, worked in a bakery. Back then you didnôt need an education to get a job. 
What they failed to understand was that education was important because, even 
if you get married, you still have to balance the booksé in your home...      

Radwa articulates the lack of foresight of restricting education for girls, even if they do 

have only to get married, because they need to be efficient at running a household or 

as Radwa states, to be able to ñbalance the booksò. 

This was also true for a number of the older Bangladeshi heritage women, but what 

was particularly interesting was that the younger generation had been allowed to move 

through that constraint. Aadhya discusses this change:  

[Back then] they didn't care whether you had an education or not. Because 

in our culture, especially when we were younger when we were growing up, it's 

almost like it didn't matter if the daughters had an education. You know it's very 

similar to how things are back home, I mean I know things have changed now 

and girls do have an education back home but it was very much that they're 

going to get married, they're going to have to be stuck at home doing the 

housework and looking after the kids so it doesn't matter. So for us, um for our 

parents, for my mum mainly, it was never a priority whether we did our 

homework or not, whether we went to school or not, whether we learnt or not... I 

don't remember her ever having any input in my education, whether we learnt.  

Aadhya is referring to a village-based, working class attitude from the homeland, which 

dictated a girl should be married as soon as she reached puberty, negating the need 

for any further or higher education. For Aadhya, this attitude impacted on compulsory 

education. Greater emphasis was placed on how she and her sisters were viewed 

through the izzat lens by others, particularly regarding behaviour both in the baradari 

and in school. If they did not behave in line with the rules of izzat, then there would be 

repercussions:  

If we had any bad comments come back from the community or school  

like we were misbehaving or we were causing problems or we weren't listening, 

obviously then we'd get a beating for it or shouting for it. But other than that all 

the positive comments I got, all the time I did really well, my grades I sort of got 

really good GCSE results and stuff, none of it was ever recognised or ever 

applauded or ever well done or good girl or whatever. 

This imbalance, punishment for negatives, but no praise for success, meant that 

educational pathways were inadvertently impacted in the very least motivationally.  
 

The change in generational attitude is also evident in what Taani articulates. She 

highlights that her mum wanted better for her own daughter than she had:  

 

Within the Bengali culture obviously, education is like a big thing cos like 
in Bangladesh you do get educated but itôs not like the same thing, not like the 
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education you get here. So like obviously, parents want to get the best for you.  
My mum did go to college in London but didnôt go to uni cos she then had to get 
married and she wanted us to have degrees. They are supportive.  
 

The only exceptions to this intergenerational change in attitude were Rodela and 

Sadia, who were younger participants. Rodela forged her own path regardless of 

pressure from both her mum and the wider community. She blamed her initial lack of 

aspiration for herself on her mother: 

Up until the age ofé 15, 16, secondary school I thought I was going to be 
married offéwith children, dead end job.  Didnôt really have that inspiration.  
Whereas when I look at other friends, their parents, oh my God, they just go 
through hell and back to get them to university (amazed).  They save like mad to 
get them to university.  That was not the case.  That wasnôt the case.  But my 
mumôs a single parent, bearing in mind, she probably would have if she, if she 
could have, but wasnôt able to, but I just feel like the encouragement wasnôt there 
either. 

Interestingly, Rodela equates lack of encouragement with poverty. She alludes to the 

fact that her mum did not have the knowledge to understand the importance of 

encouragement. The fact that Rodelaôs mother had no education herself, or knowledge 

of the education system, meant that she did not have the tools to be proactively 

positive. Rodelaôs motherôs social capital was based on izzat that says that the best 

outcome is ensuring that her daughter married. However for Rodela to see how other 

BIP heritage parents were behaving with regards to education made her feel conflicted. 

For those parents from a Bangladeshi and Indian heritage who acknowledged the 

potentially transformative power of education, there was an expectation to aim as high 

as possible. This was something that was mentioned by a number of the women, such 

as Firoja:  

My dad came here and he didn't have anything, you know so, he want- he 

wanted his kids to do well you know, so, and that high, achieving high standards. 

Some of the women explained how education was seen by parents as a vehicle for 

betterment, as seen in what Asha said about her father: 

 dad would always, from an early age he would, you know, used to talk to us 

about education, how important it was,é ,and say óI want my children to be 

educated, I want them to have a better way of life, better standard of livingô and 

all the rest of it, óand that comes through education.  

 

He valued not the cognitively and emotionally transformative power of education, but its 

potential for material benefit, for óbetter standard of livingô. Asha continued by saying 

that her father was able to highlight the value of education to her:   
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heôd say things to us like, óIf youôve got an education, nobody can take that 
away from you. Other things might change in your life, but if youôve got an 
education, youôve got it for lifeô. 

Prem concurred:  

So he never went to uni. So I think hearing these stories growing up it was 

like, they had missed opportunities, so it was like you know we've got it on a 

plate here, we don't have to really pay a lot of fees at that point in time so why 

not go for it. So that was part of why we got into it as well I think. 

This was also true for Sabar, who states that her parents, especially her father, has 

motivated and encouraged the children, including his daughters, to do well 

academically.  She said this was because her father wanted his children to have a 

óbetter futureô than he himself had been given, and he felt that education was the way 

to ensure this. 

For Sadia, as she explained, it was about making her fatherôs wish for an educated 

child come true after he experienced disappointment in his son and the sonôs lack of 

educational ambition: 

My dad always said that be an educated person, I want you to be educated I 
want you to get a good job, so I kind of made my dad's dream come true.  

Contrary to popularist rhetoric, especially about Muslims, Ahmad (2001) states that it 

was often the fathers that encouraged their daughtersô paths to educational 

persistence, particularly in families where there were no sons. This was true for the 

Indian heritage women in this study, and mostly true for the Bangladeshi heritage 

women, such as Megh: 

My dad was always, uh, an advocate for education, he always used to say I 
want you to study, I want you to work hard, I want you to do something for 
yourselves and be successful whatever you end up doing... He was always just 
happy with us wanting to study [but only through school, not any further for her] 

It was not the case for the majority of the Pakistani heritage women, except for the 

ones who were single parents, such as Nargis, who said ñI have educated all my 

girls, with a degree they can be independent; they can do anythingò. It was also 

true for those women who had not been given the opportunity themselves, but wanted 

to ensure that their children did have it, in order to be prepared for hard times such as 

Radwa. She was one of the strongest advocates for the transformative power of 

education. She said: 

Regardless of you going off and getting married and having children, you 

still need a good education [firmly]!  You could beéwhite, you could be black, 

you could be purple, but you need a good education regardless of what you do 

in your future. 
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Asha also spoke very highly of the importance of education, in this case for her 

children: 

 Iôve always said that, you know, you can see that education is important 
and it is good to, you know, go to college, go to universityéand then think about 
your career paths. 

For Asha, getting an education sets up the foundation for future employment and 

career paths. Ultimately, knowledge is seen by many of the women as power, the 

power to gain economic security as Jaanki explains: 

Education is the most important thing, you know like the thing they say, 

knowledge is power. I donôt mean like English, maths, Science as separates, I 

donôt mean like knowing Pythagoras, cos like letôs face it, who uses that crap, 

but like a way of getting a better job. Itôs a way to get out of poverty, we are so 

lucky because we have that. They donôt have it in third world countries so 

something simple like paying £12.50 could make the difference to a child over 

there but we donôt even have to do that. 

For Jaanki there is a clear link between education and a way out of poverty and that is 

through better employment opportunities.  This power, or way out of poverty is also 

about the izzat accrued by gaining wealth.  

Another very interesting aspect was of accessing (and being allowed to access) higher 

education in order to be able to óshow offô in front of the óbaradariô or community, 

because status is linked to izzat. For some of the Indian and Bangladeshi heritage 

women, parents knowingly used the education of their children as a vehicle to gain 

social mobility, both for the children and for themselves, in how they were seen by the 

baradari.  As Megh explains ñHe [her father] did have an expectation of I'm letting 

you go to university, you better do well- because then I can tell peopleò. Secondly 

it was a way to compete with wider family, as Samira suggests: ñParents feel óproudô 

if their children do well and they look ógoodô in front of family and friendsò. This 

was echoed by both Asha and Prem who highlight the importance of doing as well as, if 

not better, than cousins. Asha explains how her fatherôs beliefs about education were 

shaped through observing how education had improved the lives economically of his 

cousins. Similarly, Prem explained how it was the constant references, from her own 

parents, about her aunt and cousins and how well they were doing because they had 

gone to university ñand God did we hear about itò, and the fact that ñtheyôll put the 

graduation picture upò, that spurred her on to doing well academically. Personal 

experience as an Indian heritage woman suggests that the ówall of fameô (the 

graduation photo wall) is a really important feature of an Indian heritage home. This 

could be seen as a beneficial element of izzat because it is the wider extended family 

and community links that provide the lens that allows for parents to see how education 

can improve both economic and marriage outcomes and therefore, creates a desire to 
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want the same for their own children. However, equally it could be argued that it is not 

entirely positive because what is being valued, through learning from the extended 

family, is not education for socio-political liberation, or self-actualisation, but education 

that is still ultimately for income and for status and security leading to the subjugation of 

a woman. 

c. Parental Knowledge of Education and the Educational System 

Being able to decipher and manipulate the knowledge required to successfully navigate 

the education system is complex, and as previously stated often requires the 

assistance of a knowledgeable other. Parental knowledge of a system means being 

able to demystify educational networks and processes, which in turn allows for 

advantage. The extent of such knowledge is often correlated with both parental 

educational levels and social class.  Those South Asians from a disadvantaged socio-

economic background are disadvantaged because ñthey do not possess the class 

consciousness of their middle-class South Asian peers, at the same time [as] 

experiencing religion-cultural exclusion and discrimination from dominant societyò 

(Abbas, 2007, p88).   Many BIP heritage parents, including my own, thought of 

education and teachers with reverence. The idea of inadequate teachers or schools 

was seen as a myth. Nargis is an example of this uncritical mindset. She attended 

secondary school for two years when she arrived from Pakistan and believes in the 

transformative power of education. Despite pressure from the wider community, Nargis 

allowed her daughters to go away to university. She claims ñthereôs no such thing as 

a bad school or bad teachersò, implying that it is the responsibility of children 

uncritically to conform, follow rules and learn. Whilst Nargis has some insider 

knowledge, she has not accessed enough capital to understand that the educational 

system of which she speaks so highly may misunderstand her attitude. Rather than 

understanding that her stance is one of trust, it may be taken as a simple lack of 

interest in her daughtersô education; this in turn fits the prescribed narrative 

stereotypically given to BIP heritage women by large parts of white society and 

institutions. As a teacher in schools in very deprived areas, I often heard colleagues 

berating BIP heritage parents for not being interested in their childrenôs education, or 

simply abdicating responsibility to the establishment. Nargisô belief, and its potential 

misinterpretation by the education establishment, exemplifies the way in which the 

uninformed perception of a dominant power can become a ótruthô that is not. Such 

ótruthsô are created outside of institutional contexts. 

Compartmentalising is another theme to emerge in the context of systems knowledge. 

For some of the women, including Noor, Radwa and Jeevan, the experience of school 

was very separate from home. Parents had limited knowledge of what they were 

expected to do to benefit their childrenôs learning, and, likewise, schools had limited 
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knowledge of what the nature of home life for this cohort. Noor stresses that for her to 

navigate between the two was very difficult: 

[School including primary school] was quite difficult because again, where 
my parents weren't from an educated background, um and I was brought up in a 
very strict culture, um, I went to school.. It was, it was very... it was very difficult 
in finding... almost, first of all where do I belong? Um, and secondly, um, just, 
just mixing .There wasn't a lot of Asians at that time [in her school], um, I did 
struggle with school, um I was, I've never been an academic person, always 
practical- hands on. So, I found school... I found it quite difficult. Because I felt, 
that... going home, I there wasn't really any support there with homework, or it 
wasn't pushed. Everything was what I learnt at school. 

Noorôs parents lacked the knowledge to support her academically.  Expectations were 

placed on her that meant that she struggled to find óbelongingô, and was not able to find 

a sense of self. This lead to her lacking in autonomy and voice.  

For Radwa, the compartmentalisation stemmed from both her parents and the school. 

Firstly, her parents gave full responsibility for her education to her school. They did not 

speak English and so had limited access and knowledge of what they were expected to 

do to support her. Secondly, the school did not try to engage with her parents with 

regards to giving them knowledge about what they could do to support her: 

And thatôs because, in the school there wasnôt really much push.  I mean, 
we didnôt really get much push from parents, because as far as our parents were 
concerned, the school was deemed the best and they were giving their best and 
that was it.  And, obviously, their input was very little, because their language 
was second, you, you know, erm, English wasnôt their first language.  So, they 
didnôt give us much input into what, you know, theé Went to the school and the 
school teacher said, óYes, theyôre doing really well,ô that was good enough for my 
mum and dad. ô  I mean, some of it was my parents because I think they 
shouldôve pushed me, but I donôt blame them too much because they were not 
encouraged as parents to push their children. The school didnôt say to them, like, 
nowadays the school says to the parents, óYou need to push your children, you 
need to push your children.  You really need to get them to do this, you need to 
make them do that.ô  Back then the school never interacted with the parents, 
apart from telling them, óOh,ô on parent evening, óyour childôs doing really well,ô 
thatôs it. 

Radwaôs parents trusted the school to educate her without understanding what they 

needed to do to ensure the process was enhanced. They had no cultural capital with 

regards to the importance of activities such as reading with her. However, for Radwa 

herself, things have changed. Having gone through the British school system, she is 

able to utilise her knowledge with regards to what she needs to do to support her own 

children. She said: 

Obviously, if I read books at home with my children, then thatôs, that extra 
learning time my childôs getting at home.  Itôs like when youôre learning a job, a 
new job, if youôre getting training at home as well as at school, then youôll 
actually quickly learn to do the thing that youôre trying to do.  Like, for example, 
driving ï if you know youôve got a driving instructor, but then a family member 
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takes you out in the car, youôre actually having extra time and learning, you learn 
faster and you learn better.  So, yeah, as a parent I believe that parents, we need 
to give our children that bit more help. 

Radwaôs knowledge of partnership with the school means that her children should have 

better educational outcomes than she was permitted. 

For a number of the Indian heritage women, this manifested in a different way. Whilst 

some (first generation) parents likewise lacked the tools to help their children with 

education, as in Jeevanôs case: 

My parents struggled to help me through school, when I used to come 
home they couldnôt really help me because they didnôt really understand 
themselves. 

 

éthey employed other tactics to keep the women motivated, such as Premôs parents: 

 

I was so close to jacking it in [her degree] but my mum kept saying youôve 
only got a few more weeks to go. She helped me to break it down into smaller 
steps. She helped me to keep going. 

This positive reinforcement, even when systems knowledge is lacking, appears not to 

have been present for the majority of older Pakistani heritage women, with the 

exception of Amal.  Another way that a number of the Indian heritage parents positively 

reinforced was by advocating the importance of homework and, as demonstrated by 

what Asha says, a supportive attitude: 

 

When we came to the UK, I remember my dad really taking an interest in 
what we were doing at school,éand then at home weôd have pencils and pens 
and paper andéheôd, you know, saying, right, you know, óPractise your alphabet, 
practise your handwriting,ô and heôd have a look. I remember we were going to 
make some, erm, Christmas decorations [inflection]. And Iôd come home to say to 
daddy that, because we needed to take things from home, things like tinsel and 
glitter and other bits and pieces to make these decorations. And, er, and they 
hadnôt bought them, but that morning I said, you know, I needed them and they 
said, óOK, you go to school,ô and I remember we had a lodger, and he was really 
lovely, actually, my dad had got him to get the thingséand then bring them to 
the school. So [laughs], so I still had to have them, you know. 
Ashaôs father may not have understood the importance or relevance to his daughterôs 

education of the tinsel, but he ensured that he supported what was happening in 

school. 

Randeepôs father applies a colonial lens to his view of academic success; he assumes 

the white population will do better than those who are not white. This is both 

stereotyping and racist, because firstly, he homogenises white people, and, secondly, 

he correlates educational success with colour. Hence, Randeep is moved from a 

diversely mixed school to an almost entirely white one: 
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I went to predominantly mixed race school for my early schooling. So lots 
of Indians, Afro-Caribbeans, very few English people actually, and then, I went to 
a secondary school that was pretty similar, kind of the demographic in terms of 
people, and then my parents, my dad took me out of that school. óCause he 
wanted me to... have a better education, I don't think they felt that school was 
good enough- it was a...they thought it was a bit rough and there was lots of 
stories about kids being naughty, girlfriend, boyfriend stuff and not really 
studying and stuff, and they were obsessed with education. They wanted us to 
have a good education. So they moved me to a school which was on the other 
side of the town and it was all white, and I was the only Indian. 

 

In an attempt to improve Randeepôs academic prospects, her father removed her from 

a school that she was used to and felt comfortable in to a place in which she felt 

displaced.  Not only does Randeepôs father use a colonial lens; he also uses flawed 

logic. To take her away from a school that had ókids being naughtyô because they were 

having relationships rather than óstudyingô and putting her into a school where it was 

not unusual to have relationships between the pupils is interesting. From this it could 

be argued that in his hierarchy of importance, for Randeep to be seen to be studying 

was more important than anything else. Equally having relationships was acceptable 

for whites but not for those of BIP heritages. The fact that the first school had a 

reputation meant it impacted on his izzat and by moving her he in effect minimised the 

fallout from that.  

For many of the women, including myself, parents employed their own limited 

knowledge of education through what they perceived to be ógoodô and óbadô subjects. 

Good subjects are those that would ensure that the community was impressed and so 

maintain izzat, but also subjects that would lead to higher status employment. Jaanki 

explains it further: 

My mum and dad supported me in those subjects [English, Government and 
Politics, and Child Development], and they didn't even think of it, they didn't even 
think of those subjects as bad subjects, they just said just study. For them, it 
was just about as long as your child is studying: head down in books, writing, 
reading, thinking about the books that they're reading it's fine. So I just did those 
subjects and I really enjoyed them, but as far as my extended family were 
concerned um, I was pretty much like a thickhead.  
 

Whilst Jaanki chose subjects she enjoyed, and her parents were happy because they 

saw it as óstudyingô, the izzat of her nuclear family was not enhanced. Equally, the 

wider family izzat was compromised because she was not studying óhigh statusô 

subjects, and so was deemed not to be intelligent. She further elaborates: 

 

Because of the subjects I chose, because I didn't choose double science. 
And at that time they didn't realise that getting a B in English is also very good, 
you know, but they didn't see things like child development as good because 
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they thought those sort of subjects are about wiping bums. They thought it was 
about wiping bums, and government and politics they said unless you're going 
to become Prime Minister then there's no point you know, and um they said but 
at least you didn't choose art because then we would have been devastated.  

 

Whilst the knowledge of high status subjects is accessed by Jaankiôs extended family, 

they do not understand the intricacies of each subject. The assumption that everyone 

who studies Government and Politics intends to work in politics highlights the 

importance to these parents of being career-canny in choices. For them, subjects have 

to be practically meaningful and have a purposeful outcome, otherwise there is little or 

no point in studying them. Most important to them is how subjects are viewed through 

the izzat lens. Clearly, there is a ótaxonomy of acceptabilityô, and in that hierarchy, art is 

evidently at the bottom of the pile. Jaankiôs comments illustrate that although her 

parents and her extended family were happy that she was óstudyingô, their limited 

knowledge of how different subjects could be used to gain access to employment or 

higher education (Or to be inherently valuable for personal development), impacted on 

the way they exerted influence, and also in how they flexed the izzat card. 

d.  Trailblazing for Sibling Agency 

Some of the Bangladeshi heritage women explained that through their lives, they were 

able to improve the outcomes for their siblings; in effect, they were the trailblazers for 

their younger sisters regarding taking education as far as possible.  Raheena explicitly 

makes clear the connection between a development of agency, for both herself and her 

younger sister, through engagement within education. She takes the responsibility for 

ensuring that not only she, but also her younger sister, have a different trajectory with 

regards to marriage, by applying positive deviance. Positive deviance is a sociological  

concept dating back to the early twentieth century but is now seeing a reapplication 

particularly within the areas of development, and in health and medicine (Marsh, 

Schroeder, Dearden, Sternin, & Sternin, 2004; Herington & Van de Fliert, 2017). I 

suggest that this is applied by some of the women through gaining an education. 

Through education, they have more chances of securing a spouse who is also better 

educated, which in turn will enable better chances of autonomy. Moreover, she makes 

a connection with how the community viewed her and her sisterôs focus on their 

studies. She says:  

 So during my secondary school, my younger oldest sisteré got married, she 
had a kid and then had a divorce. All of those things were really tough, and um 
and that made me focus in my studies even more because I didn't want that for 
myself and I most certainly didn't want that for Xxxx (younger sister) either. So, it 
was very much heads down in the books, study as much possible and kind of 
get myself, get ourselves, out of this hole surrounded by all these communities, 
surrounded by all these well-wishing, curtain twitching neighbours.. 
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Megh talks about how her father realised that he had pushed her into a marriage too 

soon when he saw that she had become a mother when she was very young herself, 

and her husband was unable to provide financially for them: 

I think he realised that oh I got her married too soon, should have given 

her that time - and I think that's where the guilt trip started with ówe'll look after 

your babyô.  

Megh recognises that, in offering to look after her child when she went back to college, 

her father had realised that he should have let her finish her college education. This 

would, in turn, have allowed her to develop greater agency and independence because 

she would be able to find employment that would allow her to be more financially 

secure. By pushing her to get married to a person from Bangladesh who himself had 

limited education, and therefore, limited opportunities to get well paid work, her father 

had limited her:  

I think my dad realised what he did with me, because after me my other 
sisters, he let them go through the entire system. Um yeah - after me um, 
because um, with my sisters - my younger ones - one is a lawyer, one is a, uh, 
pharmacist, another's an accountant, so they've, they've you know, gone 
through the entire system. 

Roseen tells a similar story. Her father did not believe in education for girls and he 

ñnever believed that girls should study and it was a huge challenge for my sister 

to go all the way through the systemò. Roseen further talks about how her parents 

treated her brothers in a different way ñócos they always encouraged our brothers 

to do thatò. However, Roseen returned to education after she had married and in-

between having children. Roseen stresses that it was not until they saw that the 

education was a gateway to success that their viewpoint changed:  ñBut, I think when 

I started doing my diploma and I got promoted and offered jobs that were more 

higher paid, at that time their attitude changed.ò 

Thus, for Roseen and a number of the other narrators, education was to their parents 

not about developing a strong independent critical voice or autonomy, but actually 

about a route to financial independence, especially if the óworstô, that is a relationship 

breakdown, should occur. This acceptance, in part, is also a judgment made from an 

izzat perspective because it is the idea of education for women becoming more 

acceptable, but only as a defence against other outcomes that would be even worse in 

izzat terms. In other words, they had chosen to give ground on the issue of female 

education, because it might be the only way to hang on to the other disempowering 

norms of izzat.  
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Equally interesting was that whilst one of the Indian heritage women, Prem, said that 

her parents were too busy to be involved in her education, she also highlighted a 

common strategy utilised by some parents: placing an older sibling in charge of 

overseeing the education of the younger siblings. In Premôs case, this sibling had some 

experience of the education system and was, therefore, deemed to be qualified to 

make sound judgements. This was for two reasons. Firstly, the parents were busy 

working, and secondly, there was an assumption that older siblings would know more 

about the education system in this country. This scenario was also true for me. 

e. Summary  

In this chapter, I have unpicked the intersecting layers between izzat, family and 

gender. I have shown that there are nuanced differences between not only heritage 

groups but also within the groups in terms of how izzat is interpreted and experienced. I 

have demonstrated through the narratives of the women some of the boundaries that 

are created by izzat. For a number of the Indian heritage women, there was a different 

set of attitudinal constraints and restraints, compared to the Pakistani and Bangladeshi 

heritage women.  For these particular Indian heritage women, the constraints were not 

only around subject and university choices that they had access to, but also the types 

of careers that were deemed to be acceptable to their parents. The restraints 

experienced by this group of women were particularly around not wanting to let their 

families down by operating in a way that was autonomous and outside of a collective 

co-dependent way. Since the parents had sacrificed a great deal, it meant the womenôs 

code of conduct had to be within certain parameters, and mindful of izzat. Ultimately, 

education is seen mainly as a means to gain economic security, rather than seen as 

providing new ways of seeing the world, and was a way in which the norms of izzat 

could still be enforced. The next chapter examines the role of izzat on the marriage, 

employment and education ótriangleô.  
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6 Chapter Six: Izzat, Marriage, Employment and Education 

 

In this chapter, I present izzat as a lens to understand the complex relationship, 

conceptualised as a triangle, between education, marriage and employment. I unpack 

two trajectories of educational diligence: marriage and employment. Using the four 

pillars, I demonstrate the symbiotic relationship between izzat and education. Next, I 

argue that the relationship between izzat, marriage and education is a complex one, of 

which the women have only partial ownership, as the familyôs wishes are paramount.  I 

highlight the similarities and differences of the impact on the lives of the women. I then 

critical explore the usage of education as marriage currency, and moreover as a form 

of dowry, to ensure óbetterô matches. Finally, I illustrate the way izzat relates to 

decisions made about employment and how it can enable empowerment and control 

for some of the women in this study.  

Education was seen by a large proportion of the women as a way of achieving a 

desired outcome, whether it be a suitable match for marriage or for career aspirations 

and self-sufficiency. Bhopal (2011) states that, generally, BIP parents want their 

daughters to have a degree and go into lucrative and prestigious jobs, which in turn 

would enable them (the daughters) to be financially independent, if they need to be. 

This, argues Bhopal (2011), is no different to other British middle-class families who 

want their childrenôs lives to be comfortable but also prosperous. However, unlike 

middle class white families, these women are restricted in their choices because of 

izzat. Furthermore, education is weighed economically, with attention paid to calculated 

returns either through marriage or employment.   Moreover, this is all encased within 

how the baradari will view such returns.  

a. The Marriage and Employment Trajectories 

The relationship between education and employment is well documented: better 

education generally equates to higher-paid employment. Education is pivotal to 

mobility, both socially and economically (Crozier 2009).  Dufur, Parcel and Troutman 

(2012) argue that parents make calculated choices to enhance the outcomes for the 

lives of their children. This is done through a process of ñinvestmentsò that are 

expected to morph into educational accomplishments, which should in turn translate 

into ñhigher levels of education and occupational attainment in later years, thus 

promoting upward mobility in our stratification systemò (p2).  However, for this BIP 

heritage group of women there is the added dimension of marriage. The trajectory of 

education is not simply better employment prospects, but also better marriage 

prospects. For a number of the Bangladeshi heritage women and Indian heritage 

women, the goal was to attract husbands who matched them academically and 

financially. For some of the women, and particularly those of Pakistani heritage, 
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education was seen as a safety net in case of hard times if the marriage broke down 

and the woman needed to earn a living to support herself.  

Just like marriage, employment too was embroiled in the invisible structure of izzat.  

How exactly izzat impacted on employment varied between the different heritage 

groups. For a number of the Bangladeshi and Pakistani heritage women, the option to 

work was unavailable. Their husbands were not comfortable with them working, and so 

they did not. Data from the Cabinet Office (2017) suggests that this phenomenon not 

uncommon in this heritage group. The data shows that women from Pakistani and 

Bangladeshi heritages who were of employment age were the least likely of all ethnic 

groups to be in employment, with 35% in employment, and 59% economically inactive. 

For a number of the Indian heritage women, none of whom were students, izzat 

manifested in the types of employment that were deemed to be acceptable for the 

family to look good. Thus, not only were there expectations regarding the types of jobs 

that were acceptable for women, but also an emphasis on careers that carried prestige 

both economically and socially.   

  

b. Dowries 

There has long been a tradition of dowry-giving in BIP cultures. Tomalin (2009) 

suggests that it is problematic to define the exact nature of dowry and how it operates 

across the three different heritages. Whilst it is illegal in many countries where it is 

nonetheless practised, it has not been banned in the UK (Bolch, 2017). Conventionally, 

dowry has been in the form of jewellery, clothes and cash. Tomalin (2009) goes onto 

say that it is a way, in societies that were based on male succession, for women to gain 

a part of an inheritance from their parents. Anderson (2000) stresses that, historically, 

this has been gift-giving from parents to a daughter, but that it has now become the 

modern practice of, essentially, óbuying a groomô. This is done through the transfer of 

assets to the groom and his family, bypassing the rights of the bride to any share, and 

thus not truly a womanôs inheritance. Anderson states that dowry giving is both class- 

and culturally- constructed, with increasing blurring between traditional Pakistani and 

Indian practices. Similarly, Rozario (2009) notes that the practice in rural Bangladesh 

has changed from the groomôs family giving bridal wealth upon marriage to its opposite. 

She stresses that this change is about male honour, and linked with socio-economic 

changes that have occurred. Anderson (2000) argues that whilst Pakistani daughters 

are legally able to inherit, this is usually packaged as the dowry, which amounts to less 

than what she is due. 

Globally this practice has evolved, and in line with other patriarchally bound practices, 

women have fared least favourably, particularly in light of the escalation in dowry-

related violence (Niaz, 2004). Bradley (2009) argues that dowry is the result of a 
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system built on the domination of womenôs lives by ñmale needs and desiresò (p94). 

Moreover, Niaz (2004) suggests that persecution, brutality, and physical and emotional 

abuse have increased in correlation with the increase in dowry demand.  Additionally, 

Jehan (2009) makes clear that 

ñdowry continues to represent the social and economic dependence of women, 
their increased vulnerability to gender-based violence, a debt ïtrap for low and middle 
income families, and a possible catalyst for son-preference practices.ò (p59). 

 

Bhopal (2016) suggests that education is seen by BIP heritage parents as an 

óinvestmentô; however, I demonstrate that education, and particularly higher education, 

is only sanctioned in the cases of some of these women because it is a necessary part 

of the dowry. Moreover, I argue that dowry is a complex phenomenon that is 

inextricably linked to the izzat lens through which BIP heritage women are viewed.  

 

c. Izzat and Education 

There is an irrefutable relationship between education and izzat, which feeds into the 

way in which education is viewed by the wider BIP community. As long as the family 

izzat is not compromised, compulsory education is, generally, viewed positively. As 

Raheena highlights:  

Thereôs certain things you can't do, it's just, just don't even go there. But 
when it comes to your education Asian families love education, as long as 
you've got your heads down, you're doing well in school, they will love you - they 
will let you do whatever you want to do. But you can't just go and mess around. 
 

The ócertainô things that are not allowed included ñhang[ing] out with boysò. Raheena 

recognises the importance of óplaying the gameô because she will be left alone, rather 

than constantly policed. She says: 

Education was the way to get out of it, because it wasn't going to be 
financially, it wasn't going to be because of my extended family members, it 
wasn't, most certainly wasn't going to be my dad. You know, in terms of 
improving our life, our dad was the person, should have been the person who 
improved our life, and encouraged us to, but he wasn't around so we had to do 
this. And we had a choice, well I most certainly felt like I had a choice, I could try 
and work my arse off and make something of my life because I do have that 
choice, I have that freedom, or I can give in to what everyone else wanted, which 
is not the family, what the extended community wanted, and worry what other 
people said, and do what all the other Bengali girls were doing, Asian girls were 
doing; and I was like do you know what? I- I, that would have been like 
committing suicide. Especially given the the aspirations, you know things like 
going on holidays, you know once in a blue moon if you go to Bangladesh you 
should be grateful. I don't think so, the whole world is out there, I want to see the 
world. I wanted to you know taste food from around the world. I wanted to go 
and, I wanted to go an communicate with people at all level you know? Um, so I 
just got my head down. 
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Raheena recognised the power of education to transform her and her younger sistersô 

lives on many levels, including a route out of a confined space that was bound by izzat 

and the expectations of the baradari. Furthermore, she felt education (and particularly 

higher education) would enable her to have more choice and more autonomy than 

other women in her community.  

Undeniably, izzat played a significant part in how far the women were allowed to be 

educated. For some of the women who had gone onto higher education, izzat was 

applied in a covert way, to show off to the baradari. This point is very clearly narrated 

by Megh: 

He [her father] did have an expectation of óI'm letting you go to university 

you better do well- because then I can tell peopleô. But then yes, when we get 

you married we can get you a suitable match, somebody who's earning a lot of 

money and who who's done well for himself.  

This is the threefold impact of izzat. Firstly, Megh is being told the choice to go to 

university is not hers to make but that she is being óallowedô to go. Secondly, she is 

being allowed to go because her father can utilise that for his izzat because he can 

then tell people. Finally, there will be rewards for her familyôs izzat, by having a better 

financial marriage match that the baradari can acknowledge, and, therefore, accredit 

her father with.  

I. Secondary Education and the Izzat Lens 

Abbas (2002a) found that for some parents, attending a school where their children 

would have friends of a similar ethnicity was found to be a reason for óstaying localô, 

where a cultural community was clustered. However, what Abbas does not make clear 

is which of the three things is the main priority for these parents; is it being with friends, 

staying local, or being with the same ethnicity as themselves? Furthermore, Abbas 

(2007) stresses that sending children to their most local secondary school was more 

important to working class South Asian parents, especially if the child had been to the 

local primary schools, because schools such as those which selected pupils were 

ñconsidered to exist for a certain social class of peopleò and so ñsuch an education was 

considered unattainableò (p82). However, the findings of my thesis suggest that such 

local preference is also a cultural or izzat related issue. For the majority of the women, 

secondary schools, particularly, were chosen by fathers for of a number of reasons. For 

the majority of Pakistani and Bangladeshi heritage women, the two main factors that 

were considered were location, as in proximity to the home, and whether it was a single 

or mixed sex school. The school did not necessarily need to be a religious, but it did 

need to be single sex, thus indicating that it was not religion itself that influenced these 

fathers, but more the need to distance the girls from boys and, therefore, associations 

or behaviour that could cause shame to the honour of the family. This was also true for 
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three of the Indian heritage women. For others there were other factors, such as 

racism, that impacted.  

Shah and Iqbal (2011) state that many Muslims are unhappy with allowing their 

daughters to travel any distance to get to school because of a perceived threat to their 

daughterôs purity from possible sexual attack, again something that limits the womenôs 

educational opportunities. Furthermore, they stress that out of a sample of 222 

Pakistani parents in one town, 187 said single-sex schools for their girls were 

important.  This preference is a way to protect the family izzat, as the girls will be less 

likely to be corrupted through perceived bad influences (Shah and Iqbal, 2011).  Inaya 

was sent out of catchment to a secondary school and, despite her Muslim heritage, she 

was sent to a Catholic school because it was a single sex school. Firoja also 

experienced the same: ñI went to an all-girls comp, um, which was my dadôs 

choiceò.  

For a number of the Indian heritage women, izzat played out in a different way, in that 

the emphasis was on getting good grades, as Jeevan explains: 

 They force you to get the good grades and if you donôt get the good grades, 
thereôs going to be trouble. Youôre going to get told off. So one of my friends 
whoôs white British her parents was fine about it, even if she got a d or an e, they 
used to be like, as long as you do your best. Whereas if you got a b my dad 
would be like óno, thatôs not good enough, you need an Aô. 

Better grades ensure a more positive impact on the family izzat. This then filters into 

chances of better jobs, which in turn opens up suitable marriages, because within the 

dowry would be a good higher level qualification that would enhance earning potential. 

This is further examined later within this chapter.  

II. Choice of University, Subject and the Izzat Lens  

Agency and choice in relation to university and subjects played out in different ways for 

the women. Firoja explains her understanding of the way most BIP heritage parents 

view university: ñThe expectation is still, don't care what, don't care what you do, 

you have- you must go to university, you must get a degreeò. 

This was certainly true for the Indian heritage women. Without exception, all the 

younger Indian women stated that going onto HE was not really a choice but part of the 

expected path for them, particularly because of the óshaanô, or prestige, it brought to 

the family. I argue that this links directly to dowry, because in addition to status, a good 

education is ultimately a strong part of the dowry package, as it ensures the bride is 

positioned to have good earning potential in the future. 

The older Indian heritage women also stressed the importance of their education to 

their parents, but did not say that university was seen as a natural progression. 

However, this was certainly the case for me (also one of the older women), but at that 
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time, in the late 1970ôs and early 1980ôs, I would appear to have been one of the 

exceptions to the rule.  My experience was similar to the younger Indian and 

Bangladeshi heritage women, such as Taani:  

Within our culture, education is really important. Iôve been brought up in 
an environment where everyone does go onto uni and Iôve never really not 
thought about not going to uni as I was growing up. 

and Tarsem:  

 I wasnôt given a choice, it was compulsory; it was just the way it was 
going to be.  First óAô levels, and then do a degree.  

Both Karjol and Jeevan confirm that it was pre-decided, to the point that they did not 

consider alternatives: 

I never really thought about it really.  It was just what was going to happen 
and everyone [in my family] knew it. I knew I would do my GCSEs and then óAôs 
and then do university. Thatôs all there was to it (Karjol) 

With my sister and me it was...mainly because it was what we had to do 

(Jeevan).  

Thus, going to university is the natural progression after college for the younger Indian 

and Bangladeshi heritage women, because it fits within the expectation placed upon 

them because of izzat.  Jaanki summarised this attitude towards education in these 

terms: ñFor all South Asian groups, after their first degree is like the beginning of 

'their' life [the point at which they can step away from an automatic educational 

progression path]ò.  

The location of the university was an issue that frequently emerged. Nargis talked 

about how she answered criticisms from the baradari about letting her daughters go 

away to university, rather than attending a local one.  Despite pressure from the 

baradari, Nargis respected her daughtersô decisions. As someone who had attended 

secondary school within this country, she had some knowledge of the educational 

system, and realised that the best university for the subject might not be the local one. 

Furthermore, she says that the girls should be given the same opportunities as boys:  

 People said why are you letting your girls go away to university; I said they 
need to be the same as boys. They are good girls, I have instructed them in our 
culture. 

However, she still refers to the fact that her girls are ógoodô girls and that they are 

aware of their ócultureô. This is an emphatic, izzat-informed signal: the girls know the 

boundary of and will behave accordingly. This was also the case for Asha. She talks 

about what people said to her father and also about the fact that he knew she ówould 

do the right thingô:  
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 And, actually, some of myé friends of my parents were saying to my dad, 
óAre you sure you want to send your daughter away?ô you know, da, da, da, da, 
da, you know. And, erm, I knew my, my dad trusted me, I knew I was going to do 
the right thing, and, you know, and I went awayéand, and lived on campus. 

 

Ultimately, the experiences of the women did differ with regards to whether they were 

allowed to move away to university or not. For a number of the Indian heritage women, 

attending a university gave them a legitimate reason to leave home and have a bit 

more ófreedomô, particularly if they had an older sister who had done so. Tarsem 

highlights how she witnessed the hold of izzat on the movements of her sister and how 

her sister then chose a university that she would have to move away to. She stresses:  

I think my older sister went to University to get away [from home] because 

she wasnôt allowed to go out much, but with my sister and me it was a little bit 

for more freedomé 

For Tarsem and her sisters, moving away by going to university was a legitimate way 

to gain slightly more autonomy without evoking the negative influence of izzat. This 

was also true for Ganga, who said:  

I suppose when I was younger there was that thing whereby you can 

move away from home legitimately, as I got older I never really thought about it, 

it was just going to be. 

Ganga clearly knew that by working hard she would be able to go to university and that 

this would not only give her a degree, but it would also mean the same as the outcome 

for Tarsem, in that she could have some freedom, and she would be far enough away 

from the community gaze to minimise the impact of izzat. However Inaya was not 

allowed to make that decision: 

When I first did apply for medicine, I applied [to] you know, ****, *****, ****. I 

kind of branched out, I was looking for places [away from where I lived]; I really 

wanted to get away from home. 

Whilst she wanted to leave home and had actually applied to do a degree that would 

be seen in a positive light and so would give her more ammunition to make a strong 

case, it still did not bring the outcome she had desired.  She stresses that she ñhad a 

talk withé mum and dadò. Inaya then says: 

I really take my dad and mumôs advice into account because to be honest, 

I've done things in the past and when they haven't agreed with that, something 

bad, something bad has always happened. I don't know if that's a coincidence or 

anything, when I follow their advice, something- I-I feel like after I follow their 

advice they were right and I'm actually happy. 

Inaya had to reframe her choice because of something that is a primary consideration 

for a number of the Bangladeshi and Pakistani heritage parents. Just as with 
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secondary school, university was acceptable if it was local or commutable. This in turn 

meant that parents could ensure that the women operated within the expected 

boundaries, and that they could be contained if need be. Interestingly, Inaya still frames 

it in a positive way. Although sheôs not going to leave home, she is still happy about it 

because it was the advice they gave her, and she believes that they have her best 

interests at heart. She then expands by saying what had really happened, but itôs still 

framed positively: 

And I had a talk with my dad, my dad originally he wanted me to go to 

****** [local university], heôs like ñjust go to ****ò.  He-he's always wanted me to 

stay at home, he's like, I'm his like little Daddy's girl... 

Inaya then contextualises her comments by saying that itôs not just her father but it is 

actually a generic occurrence not just for her but also for others like her: 

He-heôs always um, I think that is um, with Asian parents actually is they 

do want you to stay at home, they're very protective of their children. And so I 

applied to ****. 

By foregrounding this as a shared and conflict-free experience, Inaya makes the izzat 
effect more palatable.  

 

d. Izzat and Marriage 

Both class and current age (as in whether they were above 30) determined whether 

many of the Pakistani heritage women, and some of the Bangladeshi heritage women, 

women such as Radwa, Selma, Noor, and Nargis, were allowed to access further or 

higher education by parents.  Izzat dictates that the natural progress for a ógoodô 

woman is to get married. This lack of choice denies agency. For Radwa marriage 

happened after a year of college, whilst for Selma, Noor and Nargis, even college was 

not an option. Equally, a number of the women, across all heritage groups, indicated 

that getting married was the expected norm after you had completed your education, 

as Sabira explains: 

Itôs just expected that a young Asian woman will grow up, do her higher 
education as much as possible and then just get married.   

By using the adverb ójustô Sabira implies that she sees it as ólesserô in some way. 

Bhopal (2011) states that the ñarranged marriage has been a key instrument for 

economic, social and political stability in South Asian communitiesò (p439). The Home 

Office (2000) states that the difference between forced and arranged marriage is quite 

clear. An arranged marriage is one in which there is the ability to say ónoô with regards 

to potential partners selected by the family, and a forced marriage has no such leeway.  

However, Siddiqui (2003) argues there is a very thin line between forced and arranged 

marriages because often women will be coerced into marriage rather than defy their 
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parents. Gangoli, Chantler, Hester, and Singleton (2011) posit that applying a cultural 

lens means that women are not seen as victims in this, but are simply fulfilling 

expected norms. Anitha and Gill (2011) advocate that positioning óforced marriageô as a 

ócultural actô that is illegal detracts from a more significant point; that it is violence 

against women. Furthermore, this confers passivity onto the women by assuming they 

are unable to ñchange patriarchal practices in their communities from withinò (p49). I 

also argue that when arranged marriage filters through an eurocentric, educationalist 

lens it reinforces the image of the passive victim, which is then used in a reductionist 

narrative for BIP heritage women.  

The language used by the women highlights words such as forced and choice. For 

example Prem informs:  ñIôm happy to have an arranged marriage because there 

will be some element of choice there, I wonôt be forced into anything I donôt 

want.ò The word ósomeô indicates that the choice is within parameters. Within the 

Bangladeshi and Pakistani heritage womenôs narratives more women used words like 

óforcedô, óagainst wishesô and ócoercedô. For example Raheena says: ñboth of my older 

sisters had arranged marriages against their wishes, and that was really tough.ò 

Whilst Raheena uses the terms óarranged marriageô and óagainst their wishesô, she 

conflates arranged marriage with forced marriage. 

Equally Aadhya tells of her older sister: 

My second sister was quite rebellious, she got away and didn't get 

married until 18 I think it was, but again you know she didn't want to get married; 

she had a boyfriend here she didn't want to go to get married, but she was kind 

of like forced into it. 

Aadhya continues by exploring the similar experiences of her other sisters and herself. 

She uses the word óforcedô in all of the instances. She says that her mum ñforced me 

to go [to Bangladesh] when I was 16 a week after I finished my last GCSE examò. 

For Aadhya, who enjoyed learning and school so much, this was a truly catastrophic 

effect of izzat. She extends her narrative by saying: 

 Um my husband made sure I was staying for three months, he didn't want me 

to come back, because they had this thing about British girls going there getting 

married coming back and divorcing, so they wanted me to be pregnant, made 

sure I stayed for three months to make sure I was past the abortion time, yeah 

so... And then I came back obviously, I got really ill, I got pregnant and got really 

ill, I couldn't keep anything down so got really ill so, they let me come back. But 

it was after three months. 

By ensuring that Aadhya was more than three months pregnant, her husband asserted 

his control over her body. By having his baby, she is bound twofold. Firstly, he is able 

to ensure that she will not be able to change her mind about the marriage once she 

returns to the UK because of the way the óbaradariô view divorced women, and those 
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with children particularly. Secondly, with a child to look after, she is going to need his 

support. By impregnating her, the husband and his family have utilised insider 

knowledge from within the community: historical cases where British BIP heritage 

women who have been forced into a marriage abroad but then on returning to the UK 

immediately file for an annulment or divorce. For Aadhya, the impact of izzat did not 

stop there. Once her husband migrated to the UK, and she had given birth to the baby, 

she tried to go back to education. However, she explains: 

 I went back to college, so I was studying for two years, but he was very 

abusive and very insecure and very possessive and all that stuff. In the end I had 

to stop. 

Despite staying in the marriage, Aadhya found that her wish to finish her education to 

the level she wanted was ignored. The patriarchal control of her life now was passed to 

her husband, and he had the right to stop her from continuing, which he does, 

indirectly, with behaviours that become so intolerable that Aadhya chose to stop.  

Both social class and parental qualifications influence the process of how a marriage is 

óarrangedô. Many of the Indian and Bangladeshi heritage women felt that the system 

was akin to an unofficial ódating agencyô, where a woman is introduced to ósuitableô 

matches. Suitability was filtered through an essentialist lens, which resulted in a ótick 

listô of qualities that would enable the development of family izzat. Amongst these 

qualities should be a decent level of education. For the younger Bangladeshi heritage 

women who were married or who had arranged marriages, the more modern norm 

seemed to involve arrangements outside of Bangladesh, as opposed to ómarrying back 

homeô. This was also the case for the Indian heritage women, through a mixture of 

introductions, curriculum vitae (CV), and online dating sites. CVs are discussed later 

within this chapter. One other interesting phenomenon to emerge from the narratives 

was that of óloveô marriages. These were acceptable, but only if the partnerôs taxonomy 

was similar, regarding characteristics such as religion and caste. Amongst the 

narrators, two Bangladeshi heritage women had chosen to marry non-Bengali men. In 

both cases, the men had been expected by the mothers of the women to convert to 

Islam, because of what the baradari would say (if they did not); thus, their taxonomic 

status could be brought closer to the daughterôs. Four of the Indian heritage women 

(including myself) are married to white men. Whilst none of the men have converted (or 

vice versa), all four have experienced policing by the community gaze. This has 

manifested in a number of ways, such as not being invited to events that they would 

have normally been invited to, because, at least in part, of their taxonomic ódistanceô 

from their wivesô families 

For a number of the Pakistani heritage women, the impact of izzat was also very 

evident, particularly for those from a working class background, and specifically 
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through marriage to first cousins. All of the women who were married were married to 

their first cousins from óhomeô, and they had gone back to Pakistan in order for the 

ceremony to take place. Once married, the women returned to the UK and then applied 

for permission for that spouse migrate to Britain. Charsley (2013) suggests this system 

of marrying first cousins is rooted in protecting the women within the family, namely 

that if they marry a family member, there is a greater chance of the marriage 

succeeding.  Moreover, daughters with British passports can be used as an economic 

advantage for overseas family (Shaw & Charsley, 2006). This marriage to relatives, I 

argue through an izzat lens, is for the ease of the family. If the family izzat is contained 

within the family, there is less likelihood of the baradari having reason to ótalkô.  Using 

an intersectional lens, it is noticeable that this perpetuates the cycle of disadvantage. 

The women themselves might be able to advance academically, but once married, they 

will have a working class husband from their familyôs village back in Pakistan who will 

bring with him an expectation that is based around working class ideals more at home 

in a village in Pakistan. As Casey (2016) states, this practice means, essentially, that 

the people practising it are stuck perpetually in a cycle of being first generation: every 

new generation will have a parent not born in the UK. Thus, for working class Pakistani 

heritage women, the hold of izzat is particularly visible in a very overt way. Radwa is 

the person who most clearly exemplifies this point. Radwa is a third generation British 

citizen, but has married her cousin from Pakistan. Here she talks about her thoughts on 

izzat, relationships and education: 

I donôt want my kids having boyfriends.  I want them to get married, have 

a husband or a wife and have children, you know?  And that type of rubbish, Iôve 

been to school, Iôve seen college and Iôve seen what it does to girlsô and boysô 

lives.  Itôs not an important part of your life.  I mean, I know girls whoôve just 

ruined their lives because theyôve decided, oh, theyôre madly in love with a boy 

and running around after him and just ruined it.  What for?  To have skeletons in 

your closet which you are ashamed of opening. You know?  I donôt want my kids 

living in shame. 

Although she talks about her ókidsô, she actually only refers to her daughters in the flow 

of the narration as evidenced by the usage of boyfriends, and then girls who have 

ruined their lives. Equally interesting is that as an insider, that is someone who has 

been to school and to college in Britain, she believes that she has insider knowledge 

about how young people behave within those settings. Radwa has a particular 

viewpoint with regards to how relationships should be formed and carried out. Laying 

the blame for sexual relationship formation at the door of educational establishments is 

clearly going to impact on how far she will óallowô her daughters to be educated. 

Moreover, by talking about living in ñshameò she is evoking the power of izzat, and how 

her children, and therefore she, will be judged by the baradari. 
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I. Education as Izzat Currency 
Izzat is played out through extravagant lavish weddings that can see the guest list in 

excess of 1000, and the bride ópresentedô to all, bejewelled and clothed in lavish and 

heavily embodied or designer outfits. Wilson (2006) notes that these displays are about 

projecting an image to show prosperity and represent ñmale qualities, although 

expressedé.through womenôs clothes and jewelleryò (p97).  As Karjol stresses ñthere 

were so many randoms at my wedding but if we didnôt invite them, people would 

have said my parents didnôt marry me off properlyò. óRandomsô, to Karjol, are 

people who were relatives of relatives, and the baradari, rather than close family and 

friends. Thus the family had to be seen to be doing the right thing for the sake of the 

gaze of the baradari.  

I argue, based on the narratives, that educational qualifications have become an 

integral part of a dowry. This is very evident in the way this practice has evolved within 

the UK, particularly within the Indian and Bangladeshi heritage communities. A degree 

as a bargaining tool for better marriage prospects was explicitly evident in the 

narratives. Taani explains:  

A degree does help your marriage prospects. Itôs a bit of a thing in 
Bengali culture. I actually find it a bit annoying actually because they look for a 
stable person with a degree.  
 

This is done through the creation of CVs that contain all vital information: ñYou write 

everything about yourself and then it gets passed on. It is a bit weird but it 

works.ò  

Megh explains: 

For us [when looking for suitable spouses] you have your CV's. So my sister 
has her CV of what her achievements are, then the groométhat is how bride and 
groom searching happens now. So you do an exchange of CVs and photos and 
then so, so when when we did eventually find the guy, and again it was - ok so 
studied to this level then we need to find someone at the same level so there's 
uh, there's similarities- they have something in common on an intellectual level. 
And so we invited the family down and they got to get together, they had a chat, 
left them alone for a couple of hours they were talking. And it's based on that 
meeting, because the thing is it takes years to get to know a person, so we can't 
give them years, because Islamically also you can't really um let them have a 
relationship of any sort unless you agree. So on both sides everyone was happy 
so it was ok so um but they wanted to do was because it's the younger 
generation they like to talk, so my sister said I want to get to know him more. So 
we said ok so we've said yes now, if we didn't say yes, we couldn't allow you talk 
because Islamically that's wrong because if they really get close together and 
then it falls apart then you've got the reputation and all of that. You have to 
protect them. 

There are many interesting phenomena highlighted in what Megh says. She stresses 

that the family, collectively, find óthe guyô. This collective approach is further stressed 

when she says: ówe invited the family downô, and again when she says óso on both 
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sides everyone was happyô. This is key because it highlights that the marriage is 

seen almost as the joining of two families, and two lots of izzat, rather than simply two 

individuals. Equally, it emphasizes the importance of making the marriage work. All 

reasonable steps have to be taken to ensure the longevity of the marriage, so having 

ósomething in common on an intellectual levelô is vitally important.  This is so 

important that it cannot be left to chance, which is why the CVs are scrutinised, in order 

to ófind someone at the same levelô in terms of how far they have óstudiedô. Megh 

also talks about the difference between the generations in terms of approach. The 

óarrangedô part is not questioned, but because óthe younger generation they like to 

talkô, as long as her sister said yes to the match, and both families said yes, then she 

and her intended husband could have conversations on the phone or via the Internet. It 

is at that point that Megh stresses the importance of izzat within this scenario.  She 

points out that óif they really get close together and then it falls apart then you've 

got the reputation and all of that. You have to protect them.ô Reputation, or how 

the rest of the community see her sister, is important, because if this arrangement falls 

through, then her óreputationô, as someone who may have had premarital relations, 

may prevent her from finding another suitable match. Prem acknowledges that she 

knew from an early age that an arranged marriage was something that happened, as 

her siblings were experiencing it: 

At the age of 16/17 it was part of my mind, but it was knowing that my 
older siblings, when they were having match-making whatever going on, the 
criteria would be religion, background, height, age and then it would be their 
education. 
 

Religion and background, meaning, specifically, someoneôs, was as important as 

having a desirable level of education. Bhopal (2009; 2010) suggests that getting a 

degree allows Asian women to redress the gender balance within their cultural 

confines; they can also to use degrees as a way of securing an arranged ómatchô of 

their choosing. Therefore, education, and particularly degree attainment, plays an 

important role in the types of matches available. Tarsem explains that in terms of 

bargaining power in the ómarriage stakesô, it was valuable to have a degree:  

Having an Education [that is a degree] means that you can pick who you 
want to marry within an arranged marriage. It gives you more bargaining power. 
 

To some extent, this seems to be inherently contradictory as Tarsem seems to suggest 

picking from a selection that she has not made. However, what she is saying is that 

greater choice is created within the parameters of izzat created systems. Bhopal (2011) 

emphasizes that having a degree not only elevates choice with regards to potential 

marriage matches, and the ability to exert influence, it also, in turn, builds womenôs 

capital. She found that her respondents did not want to be seen to be óbecoming like 
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English peopleô (p34) but women who are still óAsianô. This is problematic on several 

levels. Firstly, the implication is that by becoming educated, BIP heritage women 

somehow lose their cultural heritage and become óEnglishô, which is code for white. 

Secondly, that being Asian and being a woman means that you should not be ótooô 

educated, or you will be an outsider.  

Inside the narratives of some of the women, there arose the concept of equal matches.  

Indian parents think that if theyôre going to get you a really good bloke 
whoôs earning loads, and with a really good education, then that personôs going 
to want someone whoôs equal.  Theyôre not going to want some girl whoôs just 
dropped out of secondary school (Tarsem). 

As Tarsem says, finding a match who óearns wellô means that they too will want 

someone who has the potential to earn well. This potential to earn more is based on 

holding a degree, and can ultimately have detrimental consequences, as was 

expressed by Randeep: ñMy nephew liked a girl and she liked him but the match 

was not accepted by her family because he didnôt have a degree.ò This overriding 

of choices made by the young people by family is about status and earning capacity. 

The status is directly linked to izzat. The baradari would measure the family as lacking 

if a daughter was married to someone less educated than her. Hafsa says, about a 

friend of hers: 

Somebody I know who she, she studied medicine, and she- she's 
obviously a doctor she's, I think she's a registrar now. But um, it was quite hard 
to find her a partner because she is so educated and then, equally one of her 
really good friends who's also I think she's a consultant in London, she couldn't 
find a partner either because she was so educated, so in the end they've had to 
go below. Which I don't they're... not really been ideal.  
 
Hafsa highlights that her friend and her friendôs friend have in effect overeducated 

themselves, and so are unlikely to find similarly-educated males, which in turn means 

settling for someone who is óbelowô. Hafsa constructs this in a gendered way with men 

having to be in an equally or superior position.  She goes onto say: 

that's one of the things I can remember my mum saying to me too, is that 
you don't want to be so much educated that then how are you going to get 
someone at that level. You see what I mean, better to be more grounded and be 
more... not... well, 'cause I mean she's for example she's a consultant and she's 
now married to someone who, I don't- I think he just, nowhere near where she is. 
  

The fact that Hafsa uses words like ógroundedô and óbelowô indicates that she thinks 

that there is a ceiling that women should not go beyond, otherwise they will struggle to 

find a man. She goes onto say: 

 
And I don't know I just think... ... he needs to be of the same, do you know 

what I mean, of a similar amount, and he's not so she's kind of crushed him. 
That's the problem. 
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Being more educated than her husband has meant that she has emasculated and so 

ócrushedô him.  This assumption that a man is emasculated if his wife is more educated 

is directly related to izzat. 

Afshar, Aitken, and Franks (2005) suggest that, particularly for Muslim women, higher 

qualifications make them undesirable with regards to the choice of husband, since 

similarly-educated men would send for a wife from óback homeô, so that many educated 

Muslim women would ófind themselves of necessity obliged to fight for their rights on all 

frontsô (p278). The implication here is that they have become too independent and 

therefore are no longer operating within the realm set out for them within the izzat 

boundaries (Bhopal, 1997). Furthermore, having higher level qualifications can mean 

that the woman has priced herself out of the market, whereby she is seen to be too 

westernised, and, therefore, unsuitable to marry. Firoja expresses this element of being 

ótoo westernisedô very eloquently: 

 My appearance is seen to be quite unusual, you know I've got short hair, I've 
got tattoos, I have a piercing- you know those sorts of things kind of confuse 
Asian people, but also it confuses non-Asian people you know, they don't- they 
don't get it. 

This is interesting, both because it brings attention to how non-BIP people stereotype 

BIP women, but also in the way it positions her as an outsider by other members of her 

community. Equally, she is still viewing herself through an izzat lens, because she 

positions herself as someone who not only pushes the baradari boundaries but also 

those set by the eurocentric lens for women of her heritage.  She then goes onto say:  

Because, I think yeah, they do see it [having a degree] as adding, as 
commodifying, you know kind of, yeahé I would say so. Um, but it's quite rare 
for me, at my age, and as a Bangladeshi, British born Bangladeshi, to be 
unmarried actually.  

 
So as she sees it, although having a degree is commodified, there are other facts, such 

as an individualôs cultural location and consequent appearance, especially if that is 

outside of the realms of izzat endorsed behaviour, that then impact on marriage 

prospects.  

e. Izzat and Employment  

Bhopal (2011) claims that for many BIP women, educational qualifications are 

essentially ñstepping-stone[s] to greater social mobility in their professional careersò, 

and therefore, a ñpositive factor in their livesò (p442). However, this is only partly true. 

There is greater choice with regards to suitable marriage matches, as Jeevan narrates: 

I think itôs because of my nan and grandadôs generation which was if you 
donôt get good grades you wonôt get married, you wonôt have a family. Cos now 
with arranged marriages, itôs harder because they look at everything. They look 
at your degree, your A levels, what job you do. Cos if youôre not doing a very 
good job then itôs going to impact on your proposals. 
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ébut qualifications are also emphatically foremost about enhancing their dowry. This is 

most clearly demonstrated by the preference for some professions over others. 

Randeep further unpicks this point by saying that only particular professions were seen 

to be good enough: 

  So the cliché of doctor/lawyer/accountant was very much my upbringing. 
So if you weren't one of those you weren't good enough.  

óGood enoughô refers to the enhancement of the status or izzat of the family. The 

preference for particular professions means that there is a perceived disparity in the 

value attached to subjects, and also the universities that BIP students apply to. 

Ghuman (2001) suggests that alongside being keen for their daughters to enter HE, 

some Asian parents also dictate subjects, such as sciences and maths, and also 

eventual career pathways, such as teaching and medical professions. Bagguley and 

Hussain (2007b) indicate that women from South Asian heritages tend to apply more 

for certain subject areas when compared with their white counterparts; these were: 

dentistry, medicine (and subjects related to medicine), law, business (and subjects 

related to business), computer sciences and mathematical studies. This is supported 

by The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) (2014) data, which 

indicates only minor fluctuations in the numbers that since 2006 show particularly low 

numbers of BME heritage students applying to degree courses in the arts, humanities, 

and social sciences. This was certainly true for the women I listened to who had gone 

onto higher education. However, an interesting difference in my data, in comparison to 

Ghuman, was that teaching was not seen as a desirable subject by some of the 

younger Indian and Pakistani heritage women in this study (but was acceptable to 

some of the Bangladeshi heritage women). For example, Karjol says: 

Teachers arenôt seen in the same light as doctors and lawyers.  Itôs a 
money thing. If I had said to my family that I wanted to be a teacher, theyôd have 
said why donôt you be something else. Teaching just doesnôt have the status 
thing. 

Karjolôs point was echoed by Radwa: 

 You can't be a dinner lady, or a canteen person or running a restaurant. You 
know you, you either be self-employ... Asian people prefer, you either be self-
employed, a doctor, an engineer, an accountant, a lawyer. Anything else is 
menial. I mean, ok you can be a teacher if you want, that's even a good... Thatôs 
alright. But it's noté it's not a good job. It's not the best job. You can be a nurse, 
but really, if you're going to be a nurse you might as well be a doctor. Do you 
understand? It is that sort of aspect of um, our mentality, the way we're brought 
upé 

 



- 126 - 
 

Applying the izzat lens to what Radwa says regarding employment hierarchies, it is 

evident that the result of the educational trajectory that is employment is a career that 

is not only well paid, but which also has more prestige. For Radwa, the connection 

between education and material outcomes is very clear: 

We are brainwashed to believe that we need to be educated and be the 
best. And not just be educated and be below, we need to be high achievers 
because we like the flashy life. We like the good houses, we like to have good 
cars, we like to be, we're a bit of the Zainab's, you know snobby. 
 

Although Radwa suggests that education allows for individuals to fulfil their desires for 

óflashy thingsô, what is also implicit within her narrative is the idea that it is also about 

presenting to the wider community that your family is successful, as the Zainab (a 

television character who wants better things so she could present herself in a particular 

way to the community) reference illustrates. This links directly back to the notion of 

izzat. Social standing is significantly improved with the evidencing of wealth, and 

accumulation of wealth correlates directly to education and dowry.  

This desire to present a successful front is also evidenced by Hafsa talks about a 

family friend who studied hard to be a dentist: 

There's a girl as well, another girl that we know, she's a dentist, but 
bizarrely she's not actually going to work. So she spent 5 years studying this 
qualification she's now a dentist, but she's not gonna work. 

Hence, because the fact that a woman is qualified and has earning potential does not 

mean she will work. Thus, there is a contradiction, in that izzat is enhanced through 

education, but equally, izzat may also prevent her from working. The career is not 

necessarily about working but is firstly, to attract the right kind of marriage proposals 

and secondly, as a safety net in case the marriage does not work or in case of 

economic need (Ijaz and Abbas, 2010).  It is a high-status career in potentia, rather 

than, necessarily, a career actualized; it is in some ways symbolic. This may go some 

way to explaining what Palmer (2011) states, which is that according to the Labour 

Force Survey in England and Wales (2007), approximately 80% of Pakistani and 

Bangladeshi women aged 25 and over, compared to under 40% of Indian women in the 

same bracket, were not in paid work. More recent data (2016) in a press release from 

the Department for Works and Pensions suggests figures of almost 55% for 

Bangladeshi/ Pakistani women in 2015. Unfortunately both sets of the data have been 

conflated to include both Bangladeshi and Pakistani heritage. Previous discussions 

within this chapter would indicate that this figure is counterproductive and misleading. 

These figures need to be separated out into the two heritages to gain a clearer picture.  
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An aspect to the Indian heritage parentsô perceptions about careers was their desire to 

ensure that their children went into professions that did not demand the long hours that 

they themselves had to put in. Prem exemplifies this point:   

My parents had to work quite a great deal, and as a result we always knew 
that we wanted to have the educational background so that we weren't doing the 
hours that perhaps they were doing. ôCause I think as my parents were growing 
up they did factory work, they did 12 hour shifts, 15 hour shifts, um and then 
they got the shop which is a lot of effort as well. I think they encouraged us to go 
to uni, have an education, because they didn't want us to do those hours. 
However, what they've now realised is that the 9-5 that perhaps existed in the 
70's/80's doesn't exist, so when they see us do the hours that we do, they're like 
oh we educated you to do this? You know to work your weekends? To work in 
the evenings? So that's kind of a little eye opener as well for them. 

Lack of parental knowledge meant inaccurate assumptions about qualifications, the 

types of employment available and modern realities about working hours.  

 

f. Empowerment, Control, and Independence    

For a number of the Bangladeshi Heritage women, agency was developed through a 

number of means. For Rodela, working and earning an income was the point at which 

she gained independence and so was out of parental ócontrolô.  She says that it was 

also the point at which her mother realised that she (Rodela) had autonomy: 

I think I got my independence when I started working, yes so, thatôs when 
I started getting my independence.  I started pay, to pay my own way and my 
mum realised, ñno, actually, no, sheôs not in my control anymoreò.  So, she 
couldnôt really get me to do things like wearing what she wanted me to wear. 

Financial independence allows Rodela to exercise freedom, have a degree of 

autonomy, and not be ócontrolledô. By making such choices, Rodela is operating 

outside of the acceptable framework constructed by the enforcement of izzat. However, 

this seemed, for the women in this study, to happen only when the father or husband 

died or became incapable of being the head of the household. This was true for 

Roseen, for example. Her husband, similarly to other Bangladeshi heritage women in 

this thesis, was much older than her, and when he was incapable of managing the 

financial burden of the family, Roseen ñhad to become assertiveò because she was  

ña mum, you know, and Iôm able to manage all this and balance and, you 
know, be, become the breadwinner.  You know, I was the one who was earning, 
he was, he wasnôt earning as much as I was doing and it was like the role 
changed (inflection) itself.ò 

This was a major turning point for Roseen in terms of self-belief and ultimately the 

development of her agency. It was at this point that she was able to reflect on what she 

had not been allowed to be: 

ñI could identify my own feelings, my own sadness Iôd lived and I lived for 
the sake of living, basically ï for my parents, for my family, for my childrenò.  
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Roseen had, as is the expectation within an izzat structure, put her own life behind the 

needs of everyone else.  

For some of the women, agency was used as a means of empowerment. Those who 

were mothers, similarly to other parents, were able to reflect on their own experiences, 

and so wanted to ensure that their daughtersô lives were better than their own. As 

Megh argues: 

ñI think people are seeing that shoving girls to the side, they haven't 
realised the potential - and it's just that potential that even, you know, if they can 
become a success, not just for becoming suitable marriage material but also um, 
that they can earn for themselves: they don't need to rely on somebody elseé I 
think girls are trying to make a stand for themselves now, thinking we're not just 
supposed to go get married and be a housewife. And I think that was a thing of 
the past. So I think there's a two pronged thing of yes, you know, so then we can 
get you something suitable, someone suitable for when you marry, but also um, 
where they can be self-sufficient for themselvesò. 

Megh is unmistakably suggesting that change is happening. Furthermore, there will be 

a generational shift, and likewise an acknowledgement that women can be self-

sufficient, and do not need to be looked after or confined within the patriarchal hold of 

izzat. For Megh, success comes through being able to earn for herself, and not just to 

have to be a housewife. 

g.  Summary 

This chapter explored the relationship between education, marriage and employment. I 

established clearly the influence of izzat on the choices made by the women with 

regards to this ótriangleô. Furthermore, I argued that some parents, fathers in particular, 

made decisions regarding their daughterôs education based on keeping them ópureô. 

This happened through attendance at single sex schools, or going to a local HEI. and 

living in the parental home  The use of education as an integral part of dowry was 

demonstrated as being a key facet in how far and what subjects could be studied. 

Moreover, education, particularly higher education for the Indian heritage women, 

brought positive honour on the family, especially if the woman stayed ódesiô and did not 

become too westernised as part of the process. This was the best way of retaining and 

building izzat. The next chapter examines how izzat in conjunction with eurocentrism 

lens shapes educational experience.   
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7  Chapter Seven: Izzat and the Shaping of Educational Experience  

 

In this chapter, I unpack my term óprescribed narrativeô to show how the women were 

given a story, or identity, that they had not selected.  This is a collectivist identity given 

by power structures, such as educational establishments, and the media. Moreover, I 

show how being given this narrative impacts on or reproduces izzat structures, agency 

and sense of self. Historically the eurocentric lens with which BIP heritage families and 

family life have been viewed often suggested a mismatch between generational 

aspiration, belief set and value systems (Crozier & Davies, 2008; Abbas, 2010; 

Khambhaita, 2014).  I argue that barriers and disadvantage are sustained just as much 

by educational institutions as they are by the four pillars. This is often constructed 

within a reductionist frame that feeds into the wider societal rhetoric and labelling of 

majority and minority populations. Gillborn (2008) suggests that it is through these 

mechanisms that ñminoritisingò (p2) occurs. Furthermore, argue Anderson and Taylor 

(2006), institutions often match the cultural assumptions of the majority group, meaning 

the practices of that group are seen to be the norm, to which other cultural practices 

should conform. I address a dichotomy between a need for more ethnic minority 

teachers and the view, widespread amongst BIP heritages, that teaching is a low status 

profession that lacks izzat-building potential. Archer (2011) notes that BIP heritage 

parents ñfeel less comfortable in their interactions with schoolsò especially if the school 

is ña predominantly white establishmentò that has limited access for diverse ñschool 

social networksò (p462). I suggest that this in turn sustains poor access, through 

practices such as streaming and setting. Finally, I demonstrate how there is 

transference of knowledge taking place for some of the women.  

 

a. Prescribed Narratives 

Brah and Minhas (1985) draw on their experience working as female, BIP heritage 

teachers/researchers in schools to address the issue of óprescribed narrativesô for BIP 

heritage young women in the schooling system. They argue that Asian young women 

are given particular labels or tags such as ñdocile, passive, exotic looking, arranged 

marriages, and housewivesò (p19). Furthermore, they suggest that teachers ñutilise the 

twin notions of ócultural clashô and óinter-generational conflictô to explain away the 

problems that these young women may encounter as they pass through the education 

systemò (p16). Thus, the narrative for BIP women collectively tends towards óvictimô 

(Ahmad, 2003b), someone who is oppressed (Jahan, 2011), or not politically active 

(Rashid, 2014). Moreover, Crozier and Davies (2008) stress that óAsianô girls are seen 

by teachers as ñquieter and calmer than the óAsianô boys and more controlled by, or 

under the control of, their familyò (p295) and whose education was not seen to be 
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important, because they would only end up being married off.  This framing of BIP 

heritage children in a particular way, and consequently holding lower expectations of 

them, has been extensively highlighted in the research (Wright, 1987; Mirza, 1992; 

Brah, 1994; Sewell, 1995; Shain 2003; Gillborn, 2005; Basit 2012; Miah 2015). More 

recently, Indian heritage pupils (particularly girls) have been seen to be high achievers 

and capable of integrating, whilst Muslim women are badged with notions of family 

oppression, low aspiration and imminent forced/arranged marriages (Ghuman, 2001; 

Miah, 2015).  

Gillborn (2005, p15) suggests that through their ñexpectations and actionsò, teachers 

are complicit in the creation of racial stereotypes, and so, inequality. For Karjol, this 

was evidenced in the way she was spoken to by her headteacher after she had been 

disruptive in class.  The Head told her off and then said: ñwhat would your father 

say? I know you lot have strict valuesò. Karjol is being óotheredô and placed inside a 

patriarchal box. Keddie (2011) stresses that eurocentric ideals of agency and 

empowerment for women tend to value ñindividual autonomy, choice and freedomò 

(p142) which is in direct opposition to collectivist notions of being. This is a viewpoint 

which Karjol voiced: ñIôm happy because éI know that they [her parents] are always 

interested in my best benefit.ò Hence, far from being a ñvictimò who is ñpassive and in 

need of being saved or liberated from her plightò (Keddie, 2011, p137), Karjol trusts her 

parents to do the best for her. For Raheena, discussions about her identity were too 

limiting: 

I'm me, I'm British, I'd probably say that more than I am Bengali. But, I 
think I don't want to define myself as English or Bengali or anything like that, 
because as soon as you do that, as soon as you label yourself and put yourself 
in a box you subconsciously, you have lots of things that define you. Those kind 
of cultural things, um but if I had to then I will say I'm a British Asian because 
that then, then that doesn't put me in any particular box. 

Although she regards the labels of Bengali and English as constraining and thus 

defining who she is, she does not really see the label óBritish Asianô in the same light. 

To her, this label is broad enough to not hem her in. Not wanting to be óstuck in a boxô 

is really interesting in light of what she says next about an education context: 

And that's really interesting, because in the arts, in the, within the 
education system or participation/engagement, there's lots of opportunities 
where you can have money to be part of schemes and projects and that kind 
stuff. And I did that a few years back and I had such uh trouble trying to put 
myself because I had to define myself as a being me person with disabilities in 
order to get this bursary, and I've really struggled to put myself, because I didn't 
see myself as that. 

By having to comply with a label that was already chosen for her created a lot of 

anxiety for Raheena. She did not see herself as someone with a disability, and in order 

to access funding, she had to conform to a label that didnôt fit her self-image.  
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Because as soon as I did that it came up with lots of issues, and you saw 
yourself as that person, you saw yourself as a disadvantaged person, as 
somebody it's almost like if you're of BME there's almost something wrong with 
you. And I said no there isn't something wrong with me but I want to do this so I 
can have this opportunity. Um so, this is why I don't like to put myself as English 
or Bengali. I'm British Asian, I'm an artist, and that gives me scoop, scope, to be 
who I am. And then I can change myself, I can evolve myself, so who knows you 
know, if we ever met again, I might be a different person again. 

Raheena feels that it identifies her as someone who is lesser or as she puts it someone 

who is ódisadvantagedô. For Raheena, being forced to accept a label takes away her 

power to self-determine who she is or who she can be. Also interesting that she raise a 

temporal dimension, identifying that her identity evolves all the time. 

Crozier and Davies (2008) suggest that after the London bombings of July 2005, BIP 

heritage families and particularly young BIP heritage people were no longer seen as 

ñpassive but upstanding members of societyò (p289), but viewed with suspicion. It was 

at this point that the rhetoric began to change, and a parallel ótruthô began to emerge: 

there were ómodelô BIP communities and ótroublesomeô BIP heritage communities that 

were divided along religious lines. The one commonality in all of the rhetoric is that the 

óproblemô is positioned solely within BIP families, rather than acknowledging wider 

societal factors, such as lack of or silenced voice, which may play a role. This feeds 

directly into some young Muslims feeling disenfranchised (Revell, 2012; Hoque, 2015; 

Miah, 2015). Ultimately, this positioning also seeps into educational experiences and 

journeys. 

b. Access and Barriers: Dialogue of Dis/Advantage     

Using the four pillars to view educational journeys, it is apparent that inclusion and 

exclusion is often related to success, namely, who is considered an insider and who is 

not. This is pertinent when considering barriers that prevent many BIP heritage women, 

especially those with strong religious affiliations, from not just accessing but also fully 

participating within an educational journey; in turn there are impacts on access to other 

opportunities. A lack of access, through poor knowledge, agency, and sometimes 

attitude, starts from birth and continues into higher education, despite an emphasis 

within many higher education establishments on widening participation. For some of 

the Bangladeshi heritage women this lack of access was very tied to contextual 

knowledge. Firoja said:  

I didnôt go to university, I stayed at home because in my family it wasn't 
kind of, um I wouldn't say, I mean now things have changed obviously but it 
wasn't, ah, I don't want to say they- I don't think they did this maliciously- but, 
they didn't make me aware that that option was available. Let's say that, they 
didn't make me aware that that option was available, they didnôt know it was 
available. 
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Firojaôs parents did not know who went to university and that it was an option for her 

because nobody had given them access to potential pathways other than staying at 

home. Ultimately, for Firoja, this lack of access was a result of many oppressing 

intersections, such as coming from a poorer background, lack of parental agency, 

being a girl, having parents who did not know people who went to university, or the 

knowledge of how to enable their child to apply. For Firoja, university came much later, 

after she gained employment.  

A lack of knowledge also impacted Amalôs access.  She says her parents had limited 

knowledge of the education system, and that this was true also for a number of her 

peers, and that they were all 

really just bumbling along, doing the best you could, we didn't really, 

didn't really understand qualifications, I just knew you had to do well try your 

hardest that was it. So it wasn't a really planned educational journey as such. 

She then further clarifies that  

for many of my peers it was also quite similar in that you didn't really 

know what you were doing and um so if someone else from your community had 

done something it was like a a cue perhaps you could do that- because we were 

all finding our way. Um 'cause our parents hadn't gone through the system so 

you know we had nowhere to sort of hook what we should do, we didn't have 

that many English friends that you could actually look at to explain the system to 

you. 

 

Amal highlights that living within a community that is also lacking knowledge can be 

problematic. The disadvantage is twofold: firstly, you are an outsider to the system, and 

secondly, the accruement of knowledge is both patchy and incidental. Amal, like many 

other women in this thesis, seems to conflate óEnglishô with being white (since she was 

also English, strictly speaking), and automatically having knowledge to access the 

system. 

As established, early learning readiness is a useful aid for enabling successful 

navigation through the education system. If a child has not had the opportunity to 

attend an effective pre-school setting, then learning at home becomes even more 

important for success in navigating barriers.  This has been recognised by both the 

main British political parties; however The Social Mobility Commission (2017, p16) 

stresses that as a result of cuts in funding, the availability of parenting support 

programmes is no better than it was in 1997. Thus, despite some success in improving 

outcomes, funding is not available or prioritised.  Also, there are some families that are 

hard to reach anyway, despite these programmes, which suggests that the cycle of 

disadvantage is in some instances not being broken. Lack of access to preschool and 
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poor attendance during compulsory schooling both lead to disadvantage. Figures from 

the DFE (2017) for the school year 2015/16 illustrate school attendance rates for 

different ethnicities. The data is broken down into figures for primary and secondary 

schools and also identifies persistent absence, which term is used when a pupil misses 

10 or more sessions (a session being defined as a morning or afternoon). Persistent 

absence covers both authorised and unauthorised absence.  For Bangladeshi heritage 

children, the figures for persistent absence are 10.8% at primary and 9.4% at 

secondary, and for Indian heritage the figures are 5.9% at primary and 6.1% at 

secondary. The figures are alarming for Pakistani heritage children: 11.6% at primary 

and 13% at secondary, especially when viewed in conjunction with a consideration of 

the heritage of those children who have poor access to preschool provision. 

Radwa highlights another issue that relates to all four pillars identified in this thesis: 

I know plenty of Pakistani mums who donôt use places like Sure Start 
because of English speaking é English, they think their children wonôt be able to 
talk to the teachers and that they canôt talk to the teachers. 

The mums she refers to have limited English, and because the bulk of the teaching 

staff tend to be English speaking, a barrier to access is unintentionally created. This 

means that those mums are having to (perhaps even, arguably, choosing to, because it 

is challenging) operate outside of a system that was put into place to support them. 

Another barrier experienced by some of the women happened because as children, 

they were sometimes absent from school, or unable to be fully present for themselves, 

because they were required to interpret, by their parents, and sometimes by teachers. 

This is an example of how both families and the system prioritised their own needs 

over those of the women to whom this had happened. Rodela says 

From the age of, like, seven I had to be a translator for my mum, had to 
miss a lot of school because was my dad was always poorly, erm, and he used to 
be away all the time, as well.  So, my mum always had it tough.  Ermé so, when 
it came to doctorsô appointments, just routine appointments as well, and 
everything, I always had to miss school, you know.  There was no option about 
it.  You knowé é it was eitheré you know, my mum didnôt have an appointment 
or I missed school, and the easy option was to miss school, and a lot of it. I had 
to take my dad because he had bad asthma, erm, and he was quite old as well.  
My dad was old, much older than my mum, so, you know, and he had a lot of 
poor health problems. 

Rodela is an example of how the impact of disadvantage can be doubly so. Firstly, her 

absence, she says, was not questioned by the establishment, and secondly, despite 

having an older brother, she had to do all the interpreting. Using an izzat lens suggests 

that this happened because her education is less important than her brotherôs. Equally, 

it could be that an older, male child interpreting at the motherôs medical consultations 

would have been seen to be inappropriate.  Appointments were also an issue for Firoja. 
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Firoja has a sister who is disabled and so she also had to interpret ñjust to kind of 

reassure my dad you know in case he missed anythingò. Firoja goes onto say that 

no one chased it up because she thinks her father would explain to the school the 

necessity for it. She continues: 

So yeah again and that's why my school days were interrupted. But also I 
was able to catch up so it was never a problem, you know I never felt behind or 
anything like that, I just, I was able to catch up. Um, at that point I was. 

Hence the more time Firoja was absent, the harder it became to keep up and that 

certainly would have been the case with the curriculum gaining complexity. Thus the 

barriers would have increased. Rodela said that the system let her down because 

nobody questioned her absence, especially when she went with her mum to 

Bangladesh for long periods of time. However, in college, her supposed absence was 

noted, and a letter containing inaccurate attendance information was sent out without 

consultation with her. The repercussions of that letter were astronomical for her:  

é I was in my class without fail. but, oh no, I had a letter coming through 
the post from college saying my attendance was 95%, which made me so cross, 
ócos that was not the case. They had actually made a mistake on their system, 
but how do I convince my mum that that wasnôt the case? 

The repercussions of the letter were that Rodela was pulled out of college by her mum 

because her mum thought she had been ñmessing about with boysò because ñshe 

was hearing thingsò from the community about other girls doing so. In order to protect 

the family izzat, Rodelaôs mum acted in the only way izzat permitted, by removing 

Rodela from an environment where she could freely interact with boys. For Rodela, the 

most upsetting thing was that no-one followed it through. No-one contacted her to ask 

why she was no longer attending college: ñIn that respect I felt like I was let down 

very, very, you know, in a major way. That was really unfair.ò  Rodela 

acknowledges that her mum was at fault too but she feels most let down by the system. 

She articulates: 

Youôve got to let things go, and Iôve let things go, because I am where I am 
now and Iôve achieved what I needed to achieve and Iôve done, you know, things.  
So, Iôm proud of myself.  But the fact is, you know, yes, Iôm an Asian girl and, 
yes, people do go on holidays and things like that,ébut xxx is in college, her 
parents have taken her to Pakistan or Bangladesh to get her married, but they 
need to really follow these things up and I did really feel that, in college, they 
didnôt.  They didnôt phone or make the effort to say, you know, óWhy is Xxx not in 
college?  She was doing so wellé She never had a dayôs sick offé And nobody 
followed it up and, andé literally, nobody cared.  I mean, I really did and I 
thought, you, youôre not helping me.  Obviously, my mum wasnôt helping me or 
my family wasnôt helping me, but they couldôve helped me. 

Rodela compartmentalises it as being part of being an óAsianô girl and the way in which 

the system views her. The fact that girls are often ótakenô to be married without 
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challenge, also relates to how BIP women are given a narrative that is not necessarily 

the one they would like to own.  The system hindered her access, impacted on her 

agency and through this misguided eurocentric attitude created even greater barriers 

for her. A better pastoral system that allowed for individual conversations with students 

before sending out official letters, would have given Rodela a better chance at success. 

Crozier and Davies (2008) suggest that BIP heritage youngsters are regularly 

ostracized and sometimes intentionally excluded from being active members of their 

school community. This can happen through mechanisms such as ñracial harassment 

by their white peers; insensitivity to cultural differences and in effect symbolic violence; 

parental concerns about the safety of their children; and, to a limited extent, religious 

demandsò (p286).  This is particularly true for the working class Pakistani and 

Bangladeshi heritage women in this thesis, a point very clearly articulated by Palki, who 

reflected on an incident at school: 

I remember when I was um, we had a Rama and Sita play production that 
we did at school and I was cast as the gazelle which I was very disappointed 
about 'cause I wanted to have a more predominant role, but the day before the 
actual production, after all the dress rehearsals our neighbour came and said to 
my mum why are you letting Palki be part of this production, it's a Hindu thing 
you know, are you a Hindu now? Really laying it on my mum quite thick, and I 
remember my mum being confused about it, and um then she didn't let me go so 
I felt really bad 'cause I'd really let everyone down from my, in my school and my 
mum just wouldn't budge on it at all. And then I remember the next day I went to 
school and I didn't get told off but my teacher asked me what happened, and I 
said my neighbour said I couldn't do it because I'm a Muslim, and it's a Hindu 
thing and I'm not a Hindu and I shouldn't do it. And I- I just remember being really 
upset about it, and my teacher said don't get upset about it you know, I'm just 
disappointed because you, you let us down, and then I said, I just remember 
thinking I had no way of letting you know like that I couldn't do it. 

This narrative demonstrates a number of points. Firstly, Palki was let down by the 

teacher, because the teacher clearly did not know Palki very well or she would have 

understood the powerlessness that Palki herself was experiencing by óletting downô 

everyone. Equally for Palki, the play went from being something she wanted to be an 

even larger part of, to something that impacted on her sense of self and agency. The 

choice not to perform the play was not Palkiôs. It was a choice made by individuals 

within the baradari who were policing using izzat. This decision about what is 

acceptable was then inflicted on Palkiôs mother. In order to maintain óizzatô as a Muslim 

family, Palki had to be prevented from participating.  Secondly, the teacher appears to 

have made an assumption that the choice of play would be accepted by the community 

simply because it was of óethnicô origins. Lack of consideration of religious difference, 

implies that she was operating within a reductionist narrative, something that Troyna 

(1992) coined as the three óSôs (samosas, saris and steelbands) (p149) approach to 

diversity.  This approach is both unhelpful and racist, albeit unwittingly so. By producing 
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a play that she deemed to be ódiverseô, and by not consulting with, or explaining 

rationale to, the large Muslim population in the school, the teacher played a part in not 

only the alienation of Palki, but also her mother and the baradari.  

This unwitting, unintentional cultural marginalisation experienced by Palki is played out 

in schools across the country. A poor understanding of the needs of the cohort means 

a lack of access or ability to participate fully, and thus results in the type of non-

participation experienced by Palki. As Crozier and Davies (2008) stress, blaming BIP 

heritage children for not integrating and for choosing to exclude themselves from the 

white majority is an act of racism. This is because the curriculum generally, is tied up to 

either favour a white British viewpoint or if there is a foray into diversity, it is an 

enforced perception of what that should be. The children/students are not fully 

consulted and so have no ownership of the process. The only way Palkiôs mum could 

gain control or agency was by keeping Palki away, and even that was an act that was 

forced upon her by the community and the watchful confines of izzat. In Palkiôs case, 

her mother lacked tools or access to be able to engage with either the school or the 

neighbour to discuss the choice of play.  This is an example of how the intersections of 

class and izzat worked against one of the women within this thesis. Palki is not a lone 

example; many working class BIP heritage youngsters do not choose to be on the 

outside, but are prevented or deterred from being in the mainframe.  

 

I. Hindering Access by Gatekeepers  

Sometimes a journey needs a guide and in education, these are traditionally the 

ógatekeepersô such as teachers, and other educational professionals such as careers 

officers.  Kogan (1980) argues that when parents are given access to their childôs 

classroom, there is increased confidence in the teacher, and also in the relationship 

between them and school.  As previously stated, schools need to develop partnerships 

with the entire school community, not just those who already have access, which is 

those communities that are actively engaging with professionals. In addition to the 

issue of partnership, there is also the issue of accountability.  The attitude and 

knowledge of the professional can, as Jones (2006, p174) suggests, hold tremendous 

power, as they ñplay a crucial role in gaining accessò and so are significant not only to 

educational outcomes but also to the journey itself. Equally, for those families that 

function on the margins of society for reasons of socio-economic status or ethnicity, the 

ways in which they experience interaction, and are empowered by a professional, can 

influence success.  

Not only are working class children, including those from a BIP heritage, hindered by a 

restricted knowledge (their own and their parentsô) of educational systems , but also, 

frequently, the impression the educators have of BIP women means that they are 
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ridiculed for having either too little or too much aspiration. Crozier (2009) stresses that 

the issue is not one of aspiration but of inadequate advice in order to fulfil these high 

aspirations. The Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission (2017) suggest that 

poor access to careers advice and work experience over the last twenty years in 

particular has had a significant and negative impact, especially for disadvantaged 

students whose extended circle of friends and family may also lack knowledge of 

systems. Furthermore, this has happened against a backdrop of ñdedicated funds and 

organisations for managing outreachò (p54). This lack of accessible support was also 

articulated by a number of the BIP heritage women, such as Ganga: 

I had a careers interview once at school. I remember that he was quite 
surprised that someone from my school was going away to University, because 
it was a bit of a rough school. 

For Ganga, the careerôs interview was not empowering but an opportunity for a 

professional to impact negatively on the aspirations of a young person. This careers 

officer hindered access by pigeonholing the young people in Gangaôs school simply 

because it had been painted in a particular way. This hindering of access also 

impacted, on Inaya who voices her concern at the absence of a careers interview, 

when others did have one:  

But... um, I was never approached [to have a careers interview], which I- I 

actually find it kind of strange now, some of my friends were approached and 

they had similar grades to mine, doing similar subjects and by our sixth form 

head he um, he had interviews with them and yeah but he never approached 

which I actually find a bit strange now. 

Inaya went to a catholic, predominately white, all-girls secondary school. The fact that 

she was not approached is as she says óstrangeô. Whatever the reason for her lack of 

inclusion, it did impact on her ability to decipher what she had access to, with regards 

to future opportunities both academically and also for a career.  For Prem, there was a 

different sort of knowledge limitation, in that there was an assumption made by the 

professionals that she knew, or had access to, someone in her family who knew which 

universities to consider, and why. Prem expresses frustration at this: 

I don't think my college helped me in choosing my universities. Because, I 
felt like I had no support, it was just kind of like óchoose your 6 universitiesô. Ok, 
my siblings had been to university but they were doing their own thing, I couldn't 
turn to my folks going ówhat university do you suggest?ô 'cause they don't really 
know.  

This lack of a knowledgeable other meant that Prem was unclear about the routes that 

were accessible to her. She goes onto to say:  

So I just kind of had a shot myself, and um everyone went, um banged on about 
these Times league tables so I was looking at them, but what I really needed was 










































































































































