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Chapter 1


Redefining the Parameters of Political Activism: South Asian Women ‘Rocking the Stereotype’ 

This chapter focuses on South Asian women’s political agency and challenges their objectification as passive subjects. It examines how they have been able to construct a ‘critical space’ through their involvement in politics at local and national levels. How the parameters of political activism can be redefined to include agency at the micro or community level is of particular relevance. The aim is to convey how political agency is operationalized through race, gender and religion and how it challenges dominant stereotypes. Feminism as an analytical tool is central to understanding political agency because it draws on the challenges posed to mainstream feminism by black feminists. It also facilitates drawing on experience, difference and the work of postcolonial and third world feminists. The chapter looks at the debates on the conceptualization of power, empowerment, domination and resistance, including the power of discourses that can help understand how a collective form of agency can influence social policy and the decision-making process. The final part of this chapter provides an overview of subsequent chapters. 

South Asian Women and Political Agency 

In June 2010 an article appeared in the Independent newspaper entitled ‘Comedy night to break stereotype of Asian women’ (Akbar, 2010) and one month earlier, in May, six women of South Asian origin were elected as Members of Parliament of the United Kingdom. These two examples serve to illustrate how South Asian1 women are paradoxically represented as stereotypes and in leadership positions. This double perception of South Asian women as passive and politically active poses a challenge to how political agency is understood. Crucial to our understanding of how political agency is operationalized are the methods used by South Asian women to respond to oppressive discourses such as sexism and racism. These concerns stand at the heart of this book and will make visible women’s contributions to social change with particular reference to issues such as education, marriage and sexuality. To do this, their roles and involvement in a broad range of local organizations will be explored and the book begins by examining South Asian women’s political agency and the relevance of feminism as an analytical tool. It moves on to examine South Asian women’s agency as colonial and postcolonial subjects. The focus of this is the Indian subcontinent which provides contextualization for women’s political participation in the nationalist and feminist movements and in the contemporary Hindutva2 movement. The conceptual terrain and the intellectual context of the book are developed and deployed in subsequent chapters, where there is a detailed discussion of data from interviews with South Asian women and engagement with the intellectual antecedents and arguments previously outlined. 

If we turn to agency we can see that it of course requires an ‘agent,’ and it is interesting to note that the concept ‘agent’ ‘signifies at once active initiator and passive instrument’ (Anderson, 1980:18). Similarly, the concept ‘subject’ is revealed to have opposite meanings; ‘sovereignty’ and ‘subordination’ (ibid). Perry Anderson comments on ‘agency’ and ‘agents’ (the first obviously requires the second) by using the idea of ‘goal-directed activity’ which can be divided into three types. Firstly, the ‘private’ type which involves everyone carrying out everyday activities. Secondly, ‘public’ (individual or collective) that involves fewer people and acting within existing structures. Thirdly, ‘collective projects’ that are ‘aimed at creating or remodeling whole structures’ (ibid:20). The aim of this book is to displace the objectification of South Asian women as passive subjects lacking in agency and, with this in mind, the different experiences of South Asian women will be discussed. The focus will be on the role of discourses, in particular those concerning femininity and masculinity which construct women as dependants and thus deny them agency. Despite this denial and the experience of oppressive practices, South Asian women have been able to construct themselves as active agents through civic organizations, based on Anderson’s conception of agency: individual and/or collective goal-directed activity. This is similar to how bell hooks views the positioning of African-American people:
Even in the worse circumstances of domination, the ability to manipulate one’s gaze in the face of structures of domination, that would contain it, opens up the possibility of agency […] Spaces of agency exist for black people, wherein we can both interrogate the gaze of the Other but also look back, and at one another, naming what we see.

(hooks, 1992:116) 

The context of creating ‘spaces of agency’ and ‘returning the gaze’ is of particular importance to South Asian women who have experienced Othering as postcolonial subjects (Brah, 1996). They have been able to construct a ‘critical space’ through their involvement in local and national politics, women’s organizations and through cultural forms such as film (Bannerji, 1993; Foster, 1997; Thiara, 2003). Secular organizations such as Southall Black Sisters (SBS) have been at the forefront of spaces that have witnessed the emergence of South Asian women’s political agency. SBS has attracted wide media coverage in connection with domestic violence, forced marriage and honor killings3 serving to heighten its profile. Such organizations have provided central points of participation and mobilization for South Asian women in urban settings (Siddiqui, 2005; Welchman and Hossain, 2005). The research conducted for this book features the narratives of women who are active in civic organizations such as SBS which allows for the conceptualization of political activism that includes micro or community politics (Takhar, 2011). 

Given that agency has been conceptualized in a variety of ways in social theory, I will show how South Asian women are mobilized around issues such as sexism and racism and how they oppose structural constraints and domination to refuse ‘situations and statuses conferred on them [subjects]’ (Scott, 1992:34). The presentation of South Asian women as active agents is an important step towards rejecting passivity. On perceived passivity, returning the gaze and agency for black and postcolonial women, Heidi Mirza comments:

In the patriarchal postimperial project of gendered and sexualized racialization the black/othered woman is constructed as a passive object, inscribed with meaning and named by those who gaze upon her and ‘name’ her. However, the project of black and postcolonial feminisms reasserts black/ethnicized agency in the telling of who we are. 

(Mirza, 2009:6–9)

The aim of this book therefore is to convey how political agency is reasserted and how it operates through race, gender and religion and how it challenges dominant stereotypes of South Asian women (Takhar, 2003; 2007). The different chapters will therefore explore how political agency is performed, how it is revealed in given situations ‘and how agency’s relational nature is embedded in women’s lifecycles, everyday practices and cultural expectation’ (Ciotti, 2009:113). Taken as a whole, therefore, I will show how agency is characterized as ambiguous and contradictory. Most importantly, political agency will be shown to emerge as an integral component of the micro politics of everyday life. Thus, through the women’s narratives and their constructions of identity and subjectivity, it will also demonstrate how women are able to ‘rock the stereotype’. The importance of the research is expressed by one of the women I interviewed:

For me there are all those stereotypes around in Britain about the passive Asian woman who has things done to her. In terms of the way that we work and especially with the women in the community, it's about saying all of us have a voice and all of us have a strength which we can use in different ways. The majority of the stuff that we get in the news in the media is about these oppressed Asian women who can't do anything for themselves. There are oppressive practices in all communities.

(Amira, Asian Women’s Project)

Feminism as an Analytical Tool 

Interviewing South Asian women and describing their experiences forms part of a feminist understanding which includes non-traditional forms of political activity. A feminist approach also allows a move away from a masculinist understanding of political agency (Sudbury, 1998 and 2001; Brah, 2000; Takhar, 2007) where ‘the public over private (male over female) social hierarchy leads to the gendering of political agency and influence in profound ways’ (Youngs, 2004:83). The use of feminism as an analytical tool is central to understanding political activism and political agency for two reasons. Firstly, it draws on the challenges posed to mainstream feminism by black feminists and, in particular, their criticism of the construction of the universal woman and the notion of experience. Secondly, it allows for a more informed understanding of the political activism of South Asian women in British society by drawing on the work of postcolonial feminists and ‘third world’ feminists. The importance of the link to third world feminism is highlighted in a separate chapter where feminism is employed to understand feminist responses to historical and contemporary issues in India such as sati (widow immolation) and the role of women in the Hindutva movement in India. The significance of postcolonial and third world feminism is that it serves to make the link between the past and the present. It is the understanding that the past and the present meet that forms the basis for the book and the feminist analysis of political activism (Yuval-Davis, 2006; Rizvi, Langard and Lavia, 2006; Ali, 2007).

Importantly, utilizing the work of black feminists and ‘third world’ feminists allows engagement with the concepts of ‘essentialism’, the Other, and the objectification and perceived homogeneity of ‘third world’ women (Mohanty, 1992 and 2003; Brah, 1996; Das DasGupta, 2002; Gujjala, 2004; Mirza, 2009). This holds two important implications, firstly, it opens up the concepts of ‘experience’ and ‘difference’. Secondly, it allows the examination of the intellectual context of contemporary feminist theory through a historical lens. The conceptual link between the past and the present, the West and the East, is made by using black feminist work such as Avtar Brah’s notion of the ‘inferiorized Other’ and third world feminist work such as Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s notion of a politics that is not bounded by geography and time (Mohanty, 1992 and 2003; Brah, 1996; Bhavnani, 2001). From this, the idea that agency can be considered to be a dynamic space of maneuver within and between discourses, places and spaces can be developed. I will also be drawing on the idea of collective identities and developments in feminist theory which use the concept of multiple identities to explain political mobilization, and the link between agency, identity and subjectivity (Mama, 1995; Phoenix and Pattynama, 2006). The intention is to problematize the notion of a ‘comforting story or narrative of the self’ (Hall, 1992:277), i.e. to highlight the contradictions in constructing a political identity.

Subsequent analytical chapters show how feminist theory with its language of rights and equality can be deployed to explain moments in history when South Asian women have been mobilized and how racism, sexism and religion impact on their political activity. The predominant themes which emerge from the data are racism, sexism and religion, and in the analytical chapters the focus is on how they interrelate with feminist understandings and political agency. Racism as a theme allows for a more outward analysis of political agency pointing to structural positioning within British society. Sexism is more of an inward analysis with a focus on how an essentialized version of culture and patriarchy operate to create oppressive conditions for South Asian women (Kallivayalil, 2004). Religion is in a unique position because it speaks as both an outward and an inward analysis. The role of religion moves between discourses operating in British society and in countries such as Iran which serves to highlight its contradictory nature as a political and personal identity. 

Feminism, Political Activism and ‘Speaking for Oneself’

Given that political agency is more easily associated with male public spaces and formal politics it is important that women’s political activities within organizations do not go unnoticed. I suggest that there needs to be a broadening of parameters to include political activity that is not usually associated with electoral politics. This is an important development which includes the political agency of South Asian women (Sudbury, 1998 and 2001; Mirza and Reay, 2000; Davis and Cooke, 2002). It will be argued that although the use of ethnic identities can easily be viewed negatively, it has enabled black4 women to pursue equality precisely through setting up organizations based on a collective identity such as ‘Asian’ (Gunaratnam, 2003). 

To return to the issue of the public sphere, it has conventionally been thought of as the location of politics, whether it is through participation in political parties, trade unions or other forms of civic activities (Okin, 1979; Elshtain, 1992; Youngs, 2004). However, in relation to the first two categories, women are excluded to a greater extent from these activities in spaces monopolized by the male body (Puwar, 2004). It has resulted in the lesser representation of women in Parliament in liberal democratic societies, such as Britain (Sudbury, 1998; Childs et al., 2005). The exclusion of women from the male dominated public political sphere and positions of power was recognized in the Human Development Report in 1993 (UNDP, 1993:25). In 2004, the United Nations General Assembly, the 58th Session Resolution 58/142 stated the following:

Women’s full and equal participation in the political process and decision-making will provide a balance that more accurately reflects the composition of society, is needed to strengthen democracy and promote its proper functioning, plays a pivotal role in furthering women’s equal status, including improving women’s socio-economic status, and contributes to re-defining political priorities and providing new perspectives on political issues. 

(United Nations General Assembly, the 58th Session Resolution 58/142, 2004:2)

The above is a reiteration of the statement made by the UNDP eleven years earlier. Further to the above publication in 2004, The World’s Women 2010 (UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2010) illustrates that although progress has been made in areas such as education, health and economics, women are far from being equal as they continue to experience violence and are excluded from decision-making processes. Thus the masculine view of politics persists and appears at odds in British society, where universal suffrage is celebrated. The sexist nature of politics was highlighted in 2011 by David Cameron’s remarks, “calm down dear”, to a female MP during prime minister’s questions and by the Secretary of State for Education David Willetts’ negative assessment of the impact of feminism on male social mobility. It therefore comes as no surprise that there is underrepresentation of women in politics and this is of deep concern with reference to policy making. Furthermore, the representation of minority ethnic women in politics in decision-making processes was brought into sharp focus in the twenty-first century. The Fawcett Society’s seminar ‘Listening to Black Women and Ethnic Minority Women’s Voices’ (Fawcett Society, 2005) makes for uncomfortable reading as it shows the extent of exclusion experienced by black and minority ethnic women. Recommendations include consultation with women in grassroots organizations and a commitment to quotas by the leadership in political parties. Although minority ethnic women do not form a homogeneous group, they do however, experience multiple discrimination at all levels in society (Fawcett Society, 2005; Brittain et al., 2005). The invisibility of minority ethnic (especially South Asian) women in public life has meant that their voices have not been heard and their presence not deemed important enough. Instead, consultation has often been carried out with community and religious leaders who deny that sexism exists within their communities. Therefore, South Asian women have had to fight for recognition by the state to speak for themselves and challenge patriarchal and harmful practices, through the establishment of women only spaces (Gupta, 2003; Siddiqui, 2008). 

Women’s organizations play an important role in the political activity of women which can be viewed as an alternative to participation in formal structures. However, we need to address the impact of intersecting oppressions, i.e. sexism and racism, highlighted by black feminists during the 1980s (Amos and Parmar, 1984; Carby, 1982; Mirza, 1986). Black feminism has evolved over time and remains a useful tool of analysis ‘to excavate the silences and pathological appearances of a collectivity of women assigned as the Other and produced in a gendered, sexualized, wholly racialized discourse’ (Mirza, 1997:20 and 2009:3). It is also important to use the terms intersectionality (Prins, 2006) and postcolonialism as they indicate a move away from an additive model towards describing ‘the global subjectivity of migrants from the colonies to the metropolitan center of empire’ (Carby, 2007:226). This approach also allows us to understand how identities are constructed within the framework of symbolic, historical and social factors. South Asian women therefore can be located at the intersection of oppression such as gender, race and class (Prins, 2006). It is from this position of the simultaneous and interactive effects of these oppressions that the self is constructed as multiple and shifting instead of unitary (Burman, 2005).

Black feminism offers a reconceptualization of the public sphere in addition to its central role in maintaining a fundamental challenge to mainstream feminism, particularly with reference to racialized social policy and legislation. Julia Sudbury’s study of black women’s political activism highlights ‘the role of sexism in structuring the dynamics within black communities’ which prevents women from participating in political activity (1998:53). Furthermore, she states that culture is cited as an inhibitor alongside stereotyping and indicates the need to unravel ‘the complexities of racialized sexism’ (ibid; Mirza, 2009). Racialized sexism is not a new phenomenon; it appears in historical accounts of black women and it is here that ‘postcolonial theorizing can be extremely useful when we practise it self-reflexively and self-critically [to show] the maintenance of colonial and postcolonial forms of exploitation and dominance’ (Carby, 2007:221). Therefore, the discourses perpetuating racism and sexism with reference to South Asian women and the denial of political agency connect the present with the past. If political agency has been conceptualized as a masculine activity, then women remain invisible in the political sphere (Goulbourne, 1990; Anwar, 1991; Layton-Henry, 1992). This is despite black women’s involvement in community campaigns5 concerned with racism and injustices of the criminal justice system (Wilson, 1978:174). 
It is important to recognize black women’s political agency because it is crucial in the context of social change and transformation, i.e. challenging sexist and racialized identities (Carby, 2007). In later chapters the complexity of political agency based on religion will be discussed, focusing on it as both a radical and conservative act requiring us to recognize its strategic and subversive nature (Siddiqui, 1990; Mirza, 1997; Patel, 1997). What follows is a discussion of forms of activism that challenge dominant ideas of what constitutes political activism and stereotypes of South Asian women’s passivity. It will explore the existence of a political agency that emphasizes multiple sites of political activism, particularly relevant to South Asian women. 

South Asian Women and Political Activism

Julia Sudbury states that ‘in examining black people’s actions and decisions as voters, as politicians and as participants of grassroots organizations, they have shown that black people are active agents for change’ (1998:51). Involvement in grassroots organizations contributes to an understanding of political activism, mobilization and empowerment that is comparable to electoral politics. More recently Sudbury and Okazawe-Rey (2009) in connection with political activism, look to ‘the possibilities for horizontal solidarities between community and scholar-activists in the global North and South’ (ibid:8–9). This is a significant and challenging point regarding the subject of this book as it attempts to link diasporic community-based political activism of South Asian women in the British context to scholarly debates on the role of feminism, anti-racism and possibilities for social change. For women globally, the establishment of ‘scholarly communities’ alongside political activism is crucial for bringing issues of social justice to the attention of policy makers that in turn will transform societies (Sudbury and Okazawe-Rey, 2009). 

Historically, there are a number of factors that need to be taken into consideration regarding diasporic groups’ involvement in political activism. Britain has seen successive waves of migrants enter the country who have gradually participated in the formal structures of society. Indeed the migrants from the Indian subcontinent have a history of engaging with social, political and economic structures (Solomos and Back, 1995; Visram, 2002; Werbner, 2002; Rait, 2005). Furthermore, South Asian women as part of diasporic communities have been shown to engage in political activity through campaigns against the state racism (‘SUS’ law6 and ‘virginity testing’7), domestic violence and involvement in industrial action8 (Wilson, 1978; Bryan, Dadzie and Scafe, 1985; Southall Black Sisters, 1990). Armed with citizenship rights and with a long history of activism on the Indian subcontinent, South Asian women have established links with other diasporic women to form groups such the Organization of Women of African and Asian Descent (OWAAD), the Black Lesbian Group, Brixton Black Women’s Group and Brent Asian Women’s Refuge. The activities of these alliances demonstrated how women were able to deal with the micro (personal and home) and macro (society and state) politics of living a life (Gupta, 2003). Indeed the work of organizations such as Southall Black Sisters and the Newham Asian Women’s Project, in the field of immigration legislation, domestic violence and antiracism, has raised the public profile of South Asian women. These organizations also provide a network; thus Southall Black Sisters (originally a mixed organization of African-Caribbean and South Asian women) has been able to make coalitions with other women’s organization (African-Caribbean, white and Asian) and the civil and human rights movements (Gupta, 2003; Siddiqui, 2000 and 2008).

Forming alliances that promotes activism is an important feature of organizations such as Southall Black Sisters and Newham Asian Women’s Project (NAWP) who have been at the forefront of human rights issues. An example of coalition-building is evidenced in the high profile case of Kiranjit Aluwahlia9. Hananna Siddiqui of Southall Black Sisters comments that ‘activism within the Asian women’s movement, and within the wider women’s movement, was at a high point at the time. Southall Black Sisters (SBS) and Justice For Women (JFW) organized large demonstrations and public meetings well attended by women and the media’ (2000:86). Although Siddiqui (2000) is claiming the political activism of South Asian women because of the specificity of their needs, it is black feminism that best captures how women can advocate for others across race and class (Mirza, 1997). Thus, pursuing social change is not an easy task; it requires agency or the ability to act against gendered and racialized inequalities (Mirza, 2009) and this is the point argued by Amos and Parmar nearly thirty years ago in 1984:

We have to look at the crucial question of how we organise in order that we address ourselves to the totality of our oppression […] Only a synthesis of class, race, gender and sexuality can lead us forward, as these form the matrix of Black women’s lives. 

(Amos and Parmar, 1984:18)

Indeed it is the matrix of black women’s lives, i.e. interlocking oppression, which the feminist movement of the 1970s failed to address. Nevertheless, second wave feminism, through consciousness raising groups, successfully managed to push the private sphere into the public arena of politics. The slogan ‘the personal is political’ was a rallying cry for women to use personal experience to demonstrate the range of racialized and sexist inequalities and practices (Hartmann, 1981). The resulting politicization is captured in Michele Barrett’s statement:

We have asserted the importance of consciousness, ideology, imagery and symbolism for our battles […] Feminism has politicized everyday life – culture in the anthropological sense of the lived practices of a society – to an unparalleled degree. Feminism has also politicized the various forms of artistic and imaginative expression that are more popularly known as culture, reassessing and transforming film, literature, the theatre and so on.

(Barrett, 1982:37)

Despite feminist theory developing in many different ways, there are two concerns that feature prominently: patriarchy and oppression (Oakley, 1974; Millett, 1977; Barrett, 1980; Hartmann, 1981; Walby, 1986). Feminist theory utilized personal experience resulting in the ‘universal woman’; however, universal oppression and experience failed to recognize the experiences of black women. Black feminist writers repudiated the Othering claim of Western feminism which effectively constructed them as ‘other others’ (de Beauvoir, 1997 [1949]; Ussher, 1991; Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 1996). An example of objectification of black women through Orientalist discourses features in Gyn/Ecology by Mary Daly (1978) where she discusses practices such as feet binding in China and sati10 in India (see Chapter 3) that render women as passive victims of brutal patriarchal practices and as ‘other other’ women who lack agency. Chandra Talpade Mohanty comments on objectification:

Third World women, in contrast, never rise above the debilitating generality of the ‘object’ status. While radical and liberal feminist assumptions of women as a sex class might elucidate (however inadequately) the autonomy of particular women’s struggles in the West, the application of the notion of women as a homogeneous category to women in the Third World colonizes and appropriates the pluralities of the simultaneous location of different groups of women in social class and ethnic frameworks; in doing so it ultimately robs them of their historical and political agency.
(Mohanty, 2003:39)

From the above we can see that political agency is important in feminist accounts and I will argue that, although generalizations of the variety of feminisms should be avoided, categories such as ‘Western’, ‘white’, ‘black’ or postcolonial as political identities can be retained as tools of analysis. In 2003, Mohanty responded to the critique of using the terms ‘Western’ and ‘third world’ which is similar to ‘North/South’ that present the world as a binary. She concedes that ‘One-Third/Two-thirds Worlds’ provides ‘an analysis of power and agency’; however, it fails to recognize colonial history. What this brings to the fore is that analytical language remains ‘imprecise and inadequate’ (ibid:227). Therefore, in this book, black feminism and postcolonial feminism will be used as conceptual categories and as forms of social practice to identify black women’s experiences of their history, location, colonialism, racism and sexism (Carby, 2007, Mirza, 2009). Mohanty (2003) has argued that it demonstrates how ‘imagined communities of women with divergent histories and locations, woven together by the political threads of opposition to forms of domination that are not only pervasive but also systemic’ (ibid:46–47).The narratives of the women participants will be used to demonstrate that it is the dual modalities of racism and sexism which have provided the springboard for their activism and an expression of their political agency. It also represents empowerment against discourses that seek to ‘ethnicize’ women. Heidi Mirza uses the term ‘black and ethnicized women’ and describes this ‘as being or becoming ‘ethnicized’ [which] brings into play the power relations that inform and structure the gaze of the other. [It is] the process of racialisation’ (Mirza, 2009:9). It is with this in mind that the following is a discussion of power relations, empowerment and resistance.

Power, Empowerment and Resistance
Empowerment has been and continues to be used in a variety of ways depending on the context and discipline. It involves many interrelated components that include equality and social justice; rights and opportunities; capacity building and skills development; influence over decision-making (Karl, 1995; Pillai, 1995; Collins, 2009 [2000]). Although empowerment is a contested concept, one way of understanding it is through a political framework which requires involvement on an individual or collective basis. Patricia Hill Collins describes this as a physical and psychic process of self-definition against oppressive practices. The context of her work is the positioning of African-American women and she states that ‘this journey toward self-definition has political significance [and] Black female self-definition validates Black women’s power as human subjects’ (Collins, 2009 [2000]:125–126; Lorde, 1984:94). The ability of women to act against oppressive practices, i.e. to have political agency, is central to the empowerment process which includes ‘self-confidence, education and economic development’ (Sudbury, 1998:61). 

Among the debates with which this book engages it is necessary to examine what is meant by the concept ‘empowerment’ and consider its usefulness as a tool of analysis for my concerns. Empowerment is often used in connection with women and it involves the contested term ‘power’, which has been identified as psychological, cultural/discursive and structural. Power is a concept that has multiple and contradictory meanings and theoretical debates have revolved around the meaning of the term. Lukes (2005 [1974]) emphasizes the sociological understanding through the three dimensions of power, closely associated with the Foucauldian understanding of power as institutional. What needs to be considered are the meanings attached to power: for example, ‘power over’, which implies control over a person or groups of people through overt coercion and subtle psychological processes. The other understandings of power are generative: ‘power to’ (potential), ‘power from within’, and ‘power with’ (Dahl, 1961; Bachrach and Baratz, 1970; Giddens, 1976 and 1979; Foucault, 1977; Rowlands, 1997). The first understanding, which involves having power over others, is evident in Amina Mama’s study of black women’s subjectivity that focuses on discourses (1995). The power of the ‘colonial integrationist’ discourse is described as subtle resulting in internalized oppression or a ‘dependency complex’ (Fanon, 1986 [1952]:99) that seeks acceptance:

Colonial-integrationist discourse conveys a message of conformity and an acceptance of white hegemony […] As a child, Mona, a British-born black child, wished to conform to the dominant order as symbolised by the ‘Bisto-ad. Father’ [sic] carving the Sunday joint. In wishing for her family to conform to the hegemonic idea of a nuclear family with particular gender roles and customs, we can now say that Mona is recalling her position in colonial-integrationist discourse. She was being positioned by her British experience, which her family does not really conform to; she resented the fact that her Caribbean father went off to the betting shop instead of doing what she felt (and the dominant white society said) fathers should do on Sundays.

(Mama, 1995:100)

The power of discourses that results in internalized oppression through subtle psychological processes can also be illustrated by the high rates of suicide amongst South Asian women in the fifteen to twenty-five age range. This became a major concern in the early 1990s for organizations dealing with young South Asian women, who conducted research11 into the phenomenon. Since then many articles have appeared in journals from a range of disciplines such as social sciences, psychology and psychiatry that comment on mental health issues (depression, self-harm and suicide) amongst young South Asian women (Yazdani, 1998; Chantler et al., 2001; Bhugra and Hicks, 2004; Gilbert et al, 2004; Anand and Cochrane, 2005). Various writers have also commented on the response of mental health services and social services to the high rate of self-harm and suicide amongst this group (Burman et al., 2002; Burman and Chantler, 2003; Barn, 2008; Raleigh, 2009). The concern over mental health issues amongst young South Asian women points to the crucial role played by women’s organizations that can offer support. It also points to the women’s lack of agency and their internalized oppression which makes it difficult to present them in a positive light. My aim is not to trivialize these disturbing facts but to suggest that there is complexity involved in understanding the issues because South Asian women historically have shown the ability to organize and empower themselves.

To return to the first conceptualization of power: ‘power over’ implies a finite amount of power whereby some people have more power. It follows that if some groups attempt to gain power then it represents a threat to those in power, i.e. a reversal of power relations. With reference to the empowerment of women and the perceived loss of power, Joanna Rowlands comments:

Men’s fear of losing control is an obstacle to women’s empowerment, but is it necessarily an outcome of women’s empowerment that men should lose power or, crucially that a loss of power should be something to be afraid of? With a ‘power over’ view it is hard to imagine otherwise.

(Rowlands, 1997:13)

Men losing power is evident in the narratives of women interviewed because the existence of women’s organizations represents a threat to the internal dynamics of the community. This is expressed by one participant:

Well, I think that women, of course, are still not going to get the support from the men in the community generally and people don’t think that we should be there […] Male religious conservative leaders have often said that they do not want to see us. They think that organizations like ourselves are Westernized or not part of the community. They try to silence us [and say] that we are not part of the community [but] actually we are at the heart of the community.

 (Amira, Asian Women’s Project).
The women also spoke of the generative aspects of power through the empowerment process for women suffering domestic violence. The empowerment of women is an interactive process which is never complete, instead ‘it is an ongoing journey for all of us. No one can be empowered for good and then become an expert in empowering others’ (Bhasin, 1995:14 [original emphasis]). The on-going process and generative nature of empowerment is captured in the following statements by women who work collectively in South Asian women’s organizations to facilitate change:

Yes, empowering, that is our main object. Empowering women to prosper you know ... raise confidence in them.

(Faiza, Muslim Women’s Organization)

What we have done is trying to empower women and get them involved in campaigning and be an active member of the community. 

(Amira, Asian Women’s Project)

There's been empowerment in that they themselves have gone and accessed Higher Education.

(Inderjit, BAME Project) 

So, building that trust in them, working around issues around self-confidence and self-esteem, empowering them to access all the services. And that is probably one of the reasons why we tend to see them for a longer period of time, is because you have to spend quite a little bit of time rebuilding what has been lost. 

(Indra, Asian Women’s Project)

It helps the women themselves, particularly if it’s their own involvement, if users are involved. It gives them some confidence and empowers them. So, we have had things like writing workshops. You know, the users are very intelligent, creative, talented women, who very often have the opportunity to, you know, flourish.

(Kamla, Asian Women’s Project)

I think it's all about empowerment and I don't know if that's the buzz word now ... it is all about building people’s confidence and it is all about making them self-sufficient, so they can make informed choices in their lives. One of the women [who was a client] is a lecturer at a university and her daughter is studying to be a doctor ... and they've really kind of come out and that is real empowerment!
(Avtar, Asian Women’s Project)
I do believe and I don't mean to say that in a big-headed way that I'm empowering these women but I think ... when they come here they are in a desperate situation and they don't feel they have the confidence to go 'out there' and talk to decision-makers and tell them what their issues are. There's that confidence [issue] and I’ve always noticed that when they come in they look really drained and the next time I see them they're all bright-eyed and bushy tailed. I know they are empowered because they have continued to come here, they keep phoning me and I'm also encouraging them to engage in the other activities that we have here just to address the isolation. We definitely see that they're empowered.

(Sofia, Asian Women’s Project)

We developed a Community Outreach service, which was very much about going out and running workshops in colleges and community groups just raising awareness about domestic violence for young people, particularly women. We were hoping to make them better informed and empower them to seek advice and support and get out of a violent situation if they were in one. It also challenges some of the attitudes that were held by young people around domestic violence.

(Meena, Asian Women’s Project)

I think they do [feel empowered]. They don’t know what their rights are, they don’t know where they can go, or where they can get help. I think that the problem arises when they go back into the home, back into the situation that they have come from. They feel disempowered again by possibly control from family member or whatever.

(Neesha, Asian Women’s Project)

The women above expressed how a variety of activities can empower in a way that does not involve loss of power but generates more power (Collins, 2009 [2000]). Empowerment understood in this way is generative, interactive and can be viewed as ‘an ongoing journey’ (Bhasin, 1995:14). It draws on a Foucauldian conceptualization of power as ‘a mode of action upon action’ (Foucault, 1982:222). Power can therefore be thought of as relational and multiple and its existence relies on the moments it is exercised within social relationships. This form of empowerment provides the women with a further capacity for agency and self-definition. In her study of women activists in the Canadian-Indian diaspora, Neelu Kang (2006) comments that there is a paucity of information on this subject yet the existence of women’s projects points to extreme difficulties in gender relations (domestic violence and murder) and that the empowerment of women poses a challenge to the community. Kang comments on the important role of women’s projects and activists that provide a place for victims of violence to recuperate:

Realizing the importance of knowledge building and sharing, they [women activists] have provided a forum for women to have access to each other and to speak and validated their experiences […] Women activists have also initiated dialogues with the media, medical practitioners, the judiciary and academia by promoting feminist analysis of violence to generate social change.

(Kang, 2006:152)  

Therefore, there is urgency to empowering women who have been victimized and women’s projects have successfully directed the state and policy making towards introducing legislation that protects women from unacceptable ‘cultural’ practices. This is not an easy task given the sexism of the community, female subordination through shame and honor, racialization of the Other and multiculturalism (ibid; Dasgupta, 1999). There is however a debate around the concept of empowerment because it draws on the different concepts of generative forms of power with some writers understanding it as psychological awareness of a woman’s position in society (Batliwala, 1993:10). The debate is intense within development studies, particularly with reference to ‘power within’ (‘spiritual strength’) and the ‘power to’ which facilitates organized collective demands to transform society (Rowlands, 1997:14). It is this link to the political which is important in my work – the uncovering of a political agency through the empowerment process. In the context of an understanding of empowerment as ‘power within’, Joanna Rowlands comments:

The empowerment process involves fundamental psychological and psycho-social processes and changes [and] Central to these are the development of self-confidence and self-esteem, and a sense of agency.

(Rowlands, 1997:111–112)

The interaction of different types of generative power are evident in the narratives of the women interviewed who worked in South Asian women’s organizations. The political spaces created by these women involve political agency to organize collectively to empower and resist oppressive practices (Magar, 2003; Gill and Rehman, 2004). Resistance is closely associated with power and involves the ability to oppose domination and defy authority. If we consider resistance as a measure of agency then it is relatively easy to identify in forms such as industrial action (Wilson, 1978 and 2006). However, there are forms of resistance which are less visible involving consciousness-raising. This was evident in the changing usage of the term ‘black’ from a derogatory to a more positive understanding. Stuart Hall comments:

Black could not be converted to ‘black is beautiful’ simply by wishing it so. It had to become part of an organized practice of struggles requiring the building up of black resistance as well as the development of new forms of black consciousness.

(Hall, 1982:62) 

The above would imply ‘power from within’ which is based on ‘self-acceptance’, ‘self-respect’ and an increasing consciousness about equality (Rowlands, 1997). Steve Pile comments on the complexity involved in the domination–resistance link:

Thus, it is no longer sufficient to assume that resistance arises from innate political subjectivities which are opposed to, or marginalized by, oppressive practices; whereby those who benefit from relations of domination act to reproduce them, while the oppressed have a natural interest in over-turning the situation. Instead, resistant political subjectivities are constituted through positions taken up not only in relation to authority – which may well leave people in awkward, ambivalent, down-right contradictory and dangerous places – but also through experiences which are not so quickly labelled ‘power’.

(Pile, 1997:3)

The process of thinking about alternatives and creating a collective for resistance (safety in numbers) can occur at the margins which are not only ‘sites of repression and sites of resistance’ but are also considered to be ‘spaces of radical openness [and] freedom of expression’ (hooks, 1990:149–151). Black feminists have pointed to structural power, different experiences and the ways in which women have resisted oppressive practices. Indeed, ‘feminist theory has been at the forefront of developing an account of the way in which power mediates the relationship between identity and agency’ (McNay, 2008:166). Despite the critique of essentialized identities, feminists have also pointed to the ways in which they can mobilize women against oppression. Thus, black women tread a fine line between using static identities and challenging universal forms that ‘can open up new possibilities for the construction of the self and the assertion of agency’ (hooks, 1991:28). Agency (based on the collective) therefore needs to be viewed not only as resistance to oppression but also as a proactive force which can influence social policy and the decision-making process. What is to be avoided is ‘an all too easy conflation of the idea of agency with resistance [and] to go beyond the dualism of domination and resistance [..] to situate identity and agency more securely within a social theoretical account of power relations’ (McNay, 2008:192–194). This is a process of empowerment for marginalized, relatively powerless and vulnerable groups in society. It also links to the wider debate on citizenship rights, social and structural positioning and expression of agency (Kymlicka, 1995 and 1998; Lister, 1997). It would involve a reformulation of the relationship between, identity and agency (McNay, 2000 and 2008) with a proactive agency located within power relations. It is evident in some of the women’s narratives in this research, as the following statements indicate:

Yes, [it is] totally empowering for myself personally to be with other politicized Asian women, to work with women who understood whatever challenges that we all had personally through our lives. Because you bring that to your work, it dictates what you do to a certain degree and what you're passionate about. It was really cathartic actually to be able to work in an environment where I didn't have to explain certain things.

(Indra, Asian Women’s Project) 

I think it's about meeting like-minded women who are going to empower me to understand and think what is my mission here, what am I actually trying to achieve? And policy is absolutely crucial. It is about that and in a way we are powerful. If you've got a seat around the table, we have to be responsible and it could be a powerful position in order to influence. So I think it's absolutely crucial that we do that because we've got a hand on the pulse of what the women are saying to us. For us it's about feeding in to the decision-makers, what those women are saying, to change some aspects of things.

(Avtar, Asian Women’s Project) 

It doesn't even feel like work here, even though I’m doing my work ... there's such an empowered atmosphere here and we all kind of motivate each other. It doesn't feel like work, I love it!
(Sofia, Asian women’s Project) 

The narratives offer rationalized reasons for these women’s desire to become part of organizations that are involved in promoting social change amongst the South Asian community. It is therefore important to not only recognize the experiences of South Asian women but to examine the impact of concepts such as ‘difference’ on agency and identity through the changing lens of feminism – the enabling factor for women’s activism. Judith Butler captures this by stating: 

Feminism is about the social transformation of gender relations […] That feminism has always thought about questions of life and death means that feminism has always, to some extent and in some way, been philosophical. That it asks how we organize life, how we accord it value, how we safeguard it against violence, how we compel the world, and its institutions, to inhabit new values, means that its philosophical pursuits are in some sense at one with the aim of social transformation.
(Butler, 2004:204–205)

In addition, in pursuit of social transformation, exploring the role of historical discourses and religion will be equally important in recognizing women’s political organization, mobilization and agency. These aspects will be explored in the following two chapters. The broad objectives of the book are to investigate the perceived idea that particular groups of women are not likely to be involved in politics; to explore the reasons behind the discourse which presents South Asian women in a stereotypical way, i.e. as passive and dependent; to provide a historicization of South Asian women. The historicization process not only provides a link between the past and the present but it also contextualizes the social and structural positioning of South Asian women in British society. It is of particular importance when contradicting the stereotypical perception of South Asian women’s lack of interest and involvement in political activity. Historicization involves looking to the Indian subcontinent, where women have been involved in political movements such as the anti-British movement, and less predictably the feminist movement and more recently within the Hindutva movement. 

The next chapter develops the ideas outlined above on the contribution made by contemporary feminist theory to the understanding of South Asian women’s political agency, identity and subjectivity. It traces the theoretical journey that feminism has made in the understanding of these concepts and the associated complexities involved. The chapter also provides insights to how a reformulation of agency is accompanied by the different ways women resist, subvert and claim identity. Through poststructuralist feminist understandings it is argued that subjectivity informs identity and that this shift in feminist thinking has served to highlight differences between black women. However, the retention of collective and essentialized identities is crucial to understanding how black women’s experience steeped in history and cultural identifications can be used to mobilize around. Many writers have argued that Othered black women, therefore, can speak from the margins as active agents who resist dominant discourses (Bhabha, 1990; Parmar, 1990; hooks, 1992; Hall, 1992; Mirza, 2009). It is black/postcolonial feminism that has taken into account the diversity of experience, difference and interlocking oppressions (intersectionality), whilst retaining a sense of the collective. Thus collective identities based on shared cultural histories and the construction of multiple and collective identities are equally important. Therefore Chapter 2 highlights how  South Asian women make multiple forms of identification which may appear contradictory, based on ethnicity, race and religion. This process facilitates calling on essentialized identities as political identities and demonstrates the constant shifting of boundaries. Jeffrey Weeks’ definition of identity is important as it allows for movement within and through identifications:

Identity is about belonging, about what you have in common with some people and what differentiates you from others. At its most basic it gives you a sense of personal location, the stable core to your individuality. But it is also about your relationships, your complex involvement with others and in the modern world these have become ever more complex and confusing. Each of us live with a variety of potentially contradictory identities, which battle within us for allegiance: as men or women, black or white, straight or gay, able-bodied or disabled, British or European […] The list is potentially infinite, and so therefore are our possible belongings. Which of them we focus on, bring to the fore, identify with, depends on a host of factors. At the center, however, are the values we share or wish to share with others.

(Weeks, 1990:88)

Chapter 3 has a historical focus and maps out the terrain through a historical contextualization of South Asian women’s agency and identity. It explores the production of knowledge and dominant representations of South Asian women through hegemonic colonial discourses beginning with a conceptualization of the Other. The process of Othering is underpinned by a binary understanding that continues to be used by many contemporary writers highlighting the ways in which South Asian women have historically been, and continue to be, positioned as the Other, as a subject without agency (Brah, 1996; Mirza, 2009). The intention is to provide an account which explains how contemporary stereotypes of South Asian women draw on historical portrayals and positionings. In doing so it lays out the ground for the study and theorization of the historically racialized identity of South Asian women. The beginnings of a feminist movement and the nationalist movement’s incorporation of an agenda to promote the rights of women will be shown to represent key moments in the history of South Asian women through their struggles to be recognized as active agents. Women played a central role in the nationalist movement, although men initially were opposed to their public involvement. The parallels between the feminist movement in India and the West and the challenge posed to Western feminism will be explored to highlight gendered concerns (Trivedi, 1984; Kumar, 1989 and 1993; Das, 2006). The complexity involved in theorizing agency is compounded by the role of religion which has proved to be a powerful force in its provision of identity and status to women. Therefore, this chapter also considers the impact and popularity of religious identities across the Indian subcontinent and Britain. The involvement of women as ‘active participants’ in right wing politics is of concern because it is in direct opposition to the rights based feminist movement. Women of the Hindutva movement in India have been mobilized through religious rhetoric, which has increased communalism in both India and the diasporic communities,  positioning the Muslim as the ‘racialized Other’. It is through such processes that South Asian women’s agency can be shown to be complex, contradictory, linked to subjectivity and identity. It also demonstrates how the past is connected with the present across space and time. Located at this trajectory are women who are actively involved in bringing about transformation and social change through resistance and subversion. 

An account of the methods employed to conduct and situate the research in the debates around methodological issues is the focus of Chapter 4. It will pay particular attention to feminist methodology and its impact on the research process. There is much to be gained and learned from feminist epistemology and through the discussions around feminist research the chapter highlights associated difficulties and dilemmas of using this method. Overall the chapter provides an account of some of the methodological issues within a feminist framework of data collection and analysis which include what counts as feminist research; black feminist epistemology and standpoint theory; reflexivity; power relations and knowledge production; emotions and race as an influential factor. 

The three chapters that follow engage with the data collected from the interviews carried out with South Asian female participants. Each chapter deals with the significance and impact of race/racism, sexism and religion on the lives of these women. It engages with the debates around women’s activism, feminism and knowledge production. Ideas about the self, the complex role of agency, and challenges to the victim status of South Asian women will be discussed through the narratives. 

The racialization of South Asian women and the ways in which it is deeply embedded in power structures is the focus of Chapter 5. Drawing on the knowledge of the historically constructed nature of South Asian women’s identities, the narratives offer an insight into the impact of race and racism on South Asian women’s political activism as postcolonial subjects. Feminist theory is used to look at the relationship between discourses, identity and agency. The powerful nature of discourse is evident in the narratives, particularly where they draw on historical representations to show the invisibility of South Asian women within western feminism (Parmar, 1982; Brah, 1992a and 1996; Rattansi, 1994; Mirza, 2009). The chapter will show that despite the exclusionary nature of the feminist agenda (for black women), the issue of rights, equality and agency feature in the women’s narratives. Developments in feminist theory will be drawn on in particular those that expand the concept ‘woman’ towards poststructuralist ideas of ‘multiple significations’ or ‘partial fixation of identities’, whilst retaining the need for coalitions based on essentialized forms of identity (Butler, 1992; Mouffe, 2005). It will be argued that South Asian women draw on cultural forms of identity and fix them temporarily to resist racism within organizations which are constantly undergoing a process of change (Sudbury, 1998; Davis and Cooke, 2002; Thiara, 2003). By referring to theoretical developments, it will be demonstrated how the idea of a continuum can provide the conceptual framework for linking the individual to structural processes.

Chapter 6 features equality and rights that challenge the victim status given to South Asian women, focusing closely on the impact of sexist discourses such as acceptable forms of femininity, behavior and sexuality. Theoretical developments in the analysis of patriarchy will be used as a descriptive, not an analytical tool, to show that despite the one- dimensional and stereotypical understanding of South Asian women as oppressed by patriarchal structures, the narratives demonstrate an understanding of oppression and the initiatives taken for facilitating social change (Lorde, 1981; Pollert, 1996: Siddiqui, 2000). The research will also highlight the interconnection that occurs at the level of social relations, incorporating the idea of structural constraint and agency. The concepts of ‘izzat’ (honor) and ‘sharam’ (shame) require women to uphold the ideology of what constitutes acceptable forms of behavior, therefore, subversion of dominant forms of ideology are investigated through interrogating the social constructs of the ‘good’ woman, the ‘bad’ woman and the ‘typical’ Asian woman (Bhachu, 1988; Phizacklea, 1990; Young, 1996; Brah, 1996; Bhopal, 2010). 

Included in this chapter is the idea that sexuality can be regarded as one of the multiple sites for agency (Parmar, 1982; Brah, 1992b; Rattansi, 1994; Rait, 2005; Bhopal, 2010). However, given the constraints within South Asian communities, sexuality and, more specifically, lesbianism continue to be regarded as a ‘taboo’ subject (Kawale, 2003; Takhar, 2013). Linked to the idea of sexuality are the role of the family and the status that marriage confers on women. It will be argued that choice of partner can also be regarded as a form of agency and that culture is subject to the innovative nature of human agency (Bhopal, 1997 and 2010). Thus the role of women in key organizations will be shown to play a major role in the active pursuit of equality, justice and freedom against multiculturalist understandings of South Asian women’s issues contained within a framework of community politics (Bhavnani, 1993a; Patel, 1997; Yuval-Davis, 1999; Takhar, 2006; Patel and Siddiqui, 2010).

Given the complexities involved in the theorization of agency, Chapter 7 focuses on the impact of religious identities. One of the main questions for this chapter is to what extent can religion be regarded as liberating for South Asian women placed at the intersection of gender, race and religion (Bano, 2010; Patel and Siddiqui, 2010)? The answer is complex and fraught with difficulties. Importantly, it will be argued that through a feminist analysis, religion can be seen as an emancipatory tool and forming a significant facet to agency and political activism (Moghissi, 1999). However, one of the consequences of religious revivalism is a reassertion of patriarchal control with a detrimental effect on women’s rights (Patel, 1997; Sudbury, 1998; Patel and Siddiqui, 2010). This is particularly relevant to Islam, where it has also been argued that practices considered to be always and only oppressive may represent emancipation and resistance (Sayyid, 2003). It is with this in mind that the narratives of Muslim women both in secular and non-secular organizations will be used to show contradictory understandings of religion (Moghissi, 1999; Kandiyoti, 1996). However, the reality of using religion as a subversive tool and empowering is also regarded as questionable, despite the appropriation of a feminist vocabulary of rights and liberty (Saghal and Yuval-Davis, 1992; Ali, 2002). It is in this context that veiling appears to be a focal point of analysis regarding oppression, domination and equality, making a link to the notions of shame and honor covered in Chapter 5 (Najmabadi, 1993; Yeganeh, 1993; Pile,1997; Joppke, 2009). The link is made between the veil/hijab and the ‘failure’ of multiculturalism, i.e. lack of integration by Muslim communities. The last section of the chapter is devoted to a discussion around the use of the concepts ‘fundamentalism’ and ‘Islamism’ and the consequences it holds for women. This is followed by a discussion around the idea of ‘Islamic feminism’ and whether this can be regarded as an oxymoron (Shahidian, 1998) and the notion of a ‘gender jihad’ which argues for reform in Islam (Wadud, 2007). It takes into account the narratives of women interviewed and will argue that although religious identity cannot be overlooked, a complex and problematic relationship exists between religion, women’s rights, citizenship and human rights.

This book, in its quest to present South Asian women in a more positive and favorable light, does not deny that this group of women are, for example, at greater risk of abuse, domestic violence and murder (Gupta, 2003; Thiara and Gill, 2010). I have hopefully put forward an argument that takes into account the severity of oppressive practices and ‘double victimization’ by state agencies (Thiara and Gill, 2010) and the ever ‘shrinking secular spaces’ (Patel and Siddiqui, 2010) to show the courage of women to organize collectively to resist, to challenge, to empower and to forcefully raise their objections to such treatment. The book goes some way in presenting South Asian women not as passive victims but as a group of vibrant women who have political agency. It is therefore a tribute to those women who have fought with conviction to improve their lives and the lives of others – not an easy task but a necessary one if their voices are to be heard. 

