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Susan McKay:
It’s a great honor to be here and to be able to interview someone as distinguished 
as Yasmin. I’d already read enough of her work to know that she is a really sharp 
and brilliant writer, with very important things to say, and I heard people talking 
about the wonderful week that you’ve had in Dublin with her and how privileged 
they felt to have taken part in the Learning Lab. But I must admit that I really 
warmed to her when I read her column from this week’s Independent. I’ll just 
read the opening paragraph of it:

Ok, let’s get the ugly feelings over with. I am madly envious of the flush of 
Elizabeth Gilbert an unquestionably brilliant writer who’s autobiographical 
Eat Pray Love sold millions and is now a film with the delectable Julia 
Roberts. If only, you think, if you have penned a modest memoir yourself – 
abject, I know – then it all boils over, staining the pages of the bestseller you 
are forcing yourself to read, really only to find stuff to mock and of course 
imitate. I am not alone in this world of seething writerly resentment. 

               Yasmin Alibhai-Brown

You certainly aren’t, Yasmin, but maybe you’re one of the few who’s willing to 
admit it so openly. But I think the really brilliant thing about that piece was that 
you then go on to deliver a devastating political analysis of the book and what 
you call the “tadpole spawned from this big vain frog turned princess,” and since 
many of us will be trooping out to see the film, maybe you’d start off by telling us 
a bit about what it was about that book that you found so troubling and offensive.

Yasmin Alibhai-Brown:
Well, in a way, it was that there’s always been this journey, right from the Beatles 
finding their own guru and Mia Farrow going off and buying and getting children. 
Having everything and yet... there’s this trend that we have it all but there’s a 
place in the heart that remains dissatisfied and churns over. What I hate about 
this book and the way it’s been mocked and everything is that it’s a consumerism 
of the heart. And I really do think that we’re living now in such unequal times 
that to say: “I got divorced, basically, because I didn’t really want to be a wife. 
He wasn’t beating me up, he wasn’t starving me, he was a good enough guy, but 
I got up one day and I fell upon my knees in the bathroom and cried because I 
didn’t want to be in this marriage, I didn’t want to have children. And so I dumped 
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him, got a book deal, said I was going to go and find myself and found myself 
and made millions.” I’m sorry; I cannot accept that in all the world’s problems 
that we have this very privileged New York woman... And what I resented is that 
she wanted our sympathy. And there’s a whole…you can buy all you can have 
“Eat Love Pray” trips now. One of the women, who went on this pilgrimage, as 
she calls it, wrote in the Daily Telegraph that they were in a room and they were 
talking about this book, which is now like the Bible. And I’m sorry, I suppose it 
was just the old commie in me, or something, I don’t know.

Susan:
But in fact you do go on in the piece as well to refer to another book by another 
American woman, which you felt was very good and very profound in what it 
said about Westerners and their connection with people in the developed world.

Yasmin:
Oh, completely different book - very similar background. Catherine Rosellrich, I 
think her name is, who also left New York for a year. She’d had two battles of 
cancer and lost her job, not connected the two and she said somewhere very 
movingly that “I couldn’t express what I was feeling in my own language, so I 
went to borrow somebody else’s”, and she goes to a small town in Jaipur and 
actually suffers. Really suffers. And gives you this idea, which a lot of migrants 
will identify with: when you have to live in another language and your other 
language is still within you, you become half a person. You become a fragmented 
person; there are days when you can’t speak in either language very well. And 
she really describes that exposure to a new language but also being open to the 
cultural norms and not ever thinking: “This is wonderful. I’ve been to wonderful 
India. Oh, the palace is wonderful. Oh, it’s so spiritual.” She found it hard because 
India is one of the hardest countries, even when you’re living in the Middle. I just 
loved it, so it is possible.

Susan:
And you have, of course, written your own modest memoir, as you note. The 
cover of the book is really wonderful - you should look out for it. It’s available 
in the shops at the moment; it’s called The Settlers Cookbook: A Memoir of Love, 
Migration and Food, which is somewhat similar to Eat Pray Love. Can you tell us 
about that book, because it is your most recent one?
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Yasmin:
I wrote it after my mother died, nearly 4 years ago now. I realized that the way 
I could make her live again was not through photographs or even a few little 
videos we had of her but through food. Through remembering her food. She 
used to cook in this cardigan, her cooking acrylic cardigan, which she never 
washed. So it’s got all these smells embedded in it, and I’ve got it and like a child 
with a blanket when I really miss her, I have to have the cooking cardigan; and I 
smell it and my mother lives for me again. So it’s partly for her, partly for the kids. 
Because my kids, I’ve got a son in his thirties and a teenage daughter, and they’re 
growing up very British and they don’t like the complication of my life and my 
identity. They’re really not interested. They’re bored, they’re fed up; they don’t 
want to know where I came from or any of that. They say: “That’s you, we are 
British!” And I say in the book, maybe they just don’t want to complicate they’re 
own heritage because they’re afraid that that might take away their right to be 
truly, madly, deeply British. So I thought maybe their children will be interested, 
and I want somebody from my family at some point in the next hundred and fifty 
years to pick up this book and say: “Gosh, she was born in Africa! But why wasn’t 
she black? And what were they doing in Africa” and just to know the story - but 
also to tell the untold story of East Africa Asians. We’re very successful people 
but all people know about us is Idi Amin and shopkeepers and actually we have 
a very interesting story. India doesn’t know anything about us because we 
left in the middle of the 18th century. We were taken by the British to work on 
plantations in the Caribbean and to build the railway in East Africa. Africa has no 
place for us in their history books and British history books do not acknowledge 
the role we played in their empire, so I thought that was important.

Susan:
And can you tell us a bit about your childhood and the stage at when you finally 
did leave and come to Britain?

Yasmin:
It was a fantastic place. I mean I just owe my old country everything. I was 
privileged at being born in this beautiful country, absolutely beautiful. I did the 
one-woman show; it’s about growing up in East Africa. It really was extraordinary, 
the colors! You never see those colors again when you leave them behind. It was 
a very divided society, though. We never talk about that. It was exactly like South 
Africa, except there were no notices saying: “Colored only, Indians only,” but 
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we all knew. It was the unspoken apartheid. Whites were at the top, we were 
in the middle and blacks were at the bottom. So it was a very divided society: 
schools were separate, hospitals were separate, the residential areas were 
marked off and the only relationship we were supposed to have with Africans 
was that of master-servant. So it was paradise and then there was all this. As a 
young child, I remember growing up always with questions in my head: “Why 
is it like this? Why can’t I play with that little black boy? Why isn’t that black boy 
wearing shoes.” And my father was very committed to equality and he hated 
the society that it was and he always used to say that we shouldn’t be like this; 
although he was a complete waste of a man when it came to responsibilities, he 
would do extraordinary things. Suddenly one day he would give all our clothes 
away. So you’d come home and he’d given our clothes away to some African 
who’d turn up at the door. He never worked so all these clothes were bought 
after a great deal of begging and working by my poor mother and because he 
had a flash of guilt or generosity, he would give it all away. But I had those ideas 
planted in my head. And we also had this very strange relationship with white 
people. And that did include the Irish I have to say. They were ruling over us, 
so we were supposed to not like them at all for doing what they were doing. 
Except that we wanted them to leave India; we loved Gandhi and we loved this 
liberation struggle, but we didn’t want them to leave East Africa because they 
protected us; and we felt closer to them than we ever felt to the Africans. So 
the big shock for me, when I arrived in Britain, really, although there was racism 
against us, you know the notices would be put up in school: “No vernacular to 
be spoken in playgrounds… don’t speak your home languages”... It was there. 
But we were stupid, and we thought we were better than the Africans and that 
the Brits really loved us. Then we arrived in 1972 and were slapped in the face. 
Nobody saw you as “you are the better colored person and you are our friend.” 
We were black when we entered the UK, so it was a big learning lesson. We had 
a very strange relationship with the Empire.

Susan:
Yeah, I think that’s somewhat similar to the experience of Northern Irish 
Protestants when they went over to the UK and discovered they were just Irish, 
after all. But you mentioned coming and arriving in Britain but, of course, you 
arrived in very dramatic circumstances. You didn’t voluntarily leave Uganda. Can 
you tell us briefly about that?
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Yasmin:
I left voluntarily just a few months before because I had the scholarship to 
Oxford and the idea was that I would go back and teach at Makerere University, 
which was the most wonderful university. I was so lucky to get an education 
there. I can tell you after that, Oxford was a miserable hell. Awful place, I never 
want my kids to go there. It was like a graveyard and they were complacent and 
lazy, and what can I say... But I arrived in late spring. My ex-husband was from 
the same background and he was already at Oxford. So we got married in June 
and Idi Amin expelled Asians in August and they were given 3 months to leave.

Susan:
But you do describe some very frightening experiences, which predated your 
leaving?

Yasmin:
Yeah, and things had gotten very bad. We Asians had not done enough I still 
believe this - very strongly - to think about our own racism. We had made 
ourselves very unpopular in East Africa. And African politicians found it really 
easy to scapegoat us and blame us for all the ills of the country, partly caused by 
them. So it was just never going to be easy but nobody thought we would lose 
our homeland. We knew it was going to be hard and we became very paranoid. 
And I remember Paul Thoreau, the American writer in the 1960s; he wrote a 
fantastic essay in a publication in East Africa. There was a wonderful magazine 
called Transition, which was trying actually to deal with all of this - transition 
from an Empire to Independence. And he wrote this fantastic essay on why do 
African leaders scapegoat Asians and it was a very good piece. But we do have 
to take some responsibility. And so we were being picked on, thugs would come 
into the house and take things... What didn’t happen to us? And I can’t say why 
we were never physically attacked. Well, a few people...

Susan:
You describe a lot of rape.

Yasmin:
But it wasn’t of Asian girls. The interesting thing is that all the violence was 
directed to African people and often particular tribes, particularly the biggest 
tribe, who were the most educated, sophisticated, and so on. And it was at 
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university when Idi Amin came into power and very soon after the euphoria. 
I mean, remember, this is so important: Idi Amin was helped into power and 
recognized within 6 days of the coup by Americans, Israel and the British. There 
are official papers and I’ve quoted some of them. Because this was the Cold War, 
because Obote, the elected president, was moving towards the Soviet Union, 
they thought they had to get rid of him. They did and they thought Idi Amin was 
a fool so they could manipulate him. But, of course, he was no fool and he was a 
very dangerous and sick man. Within days, soldiers would come into the hall of 
residence, we had one women’s hall of residence, and you could hear screams. 
They would look at the names on the door and take away girls. And they would 
be delivered back, if ever, horribly raped, broken, beaten. And some of these 
girls from villages, the village had collected money for several years to send two 
or three people to university, for their futures, and then this happened. So, yes, 
rape was used as a weapon. People were taken away; we never saw them again. 
But we Asians, as if there was an aura around us, they would take our things and 
I think about 5 people died during the worst period, but they never touched us. 
And it’s a question since they had the weapons. They could’ve done anything to 
us but they didn’t.

Susan:
Just moving into your period from when you moved into Britain and your 
professional career, Yasmin. One of your recent columns begins: “I could tell 
you once more about the lot of the poor asylum seeker in our country – sing that 
plaintive folk song again and again until the voice cracks as I have been doing for 
over 20 years. There is always a fresh reason to lament and strum, boring and 
predictable though it is for millions.” And that, of course, has been one of your 
big themes: the migrant. And obviously your own experience has formed that. 
Can you tell us what you think are the current reasons to “lament and strum” in 
relation to migrants in the UK? 

Yasmin:
We just have so few friends now. We have hardly any friends: migrants, asylum 
seekers, refugees and immigrants once upon a time. Although the Labor Party 
always passed the most racist legislation against us, we always had friends. Even 
when times were really hard, we had people in the population who understood 
the way the world was organized, the unfairness of it. That impoverished people 
would need to move. They understood this and stood by us. Today we have 
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hardly any friends; certainly in none of the political parties does anybody really 
stand up for migrants. And so friends of mine on the left, who were very good 
at going on “Free Mandela” demonstrations and telling me how wonderful it 
was that we came and brought aubergines or whatever, now will say to us, to 
me directly, in my home sometimes: “Don’t you think there’s just too much 
diversity? Wouldn’t you worry if your daughter was in a class where there were 
only 5 English children and everybody was speaking all these other languages?” 
To me! They’re saying this to me! Do they expect me to say “yes”? Do they 
expect me to say: “yes, you’re right, I would be so scared if my brown-skinned 
child was in a class with other brown-skinned children?” And that’s what is really 
scary. And I really do blame the last Labour government. But even the worst of 
the popular press, the Mail will ring me sometimes, and I will write a piece for 
them defending refugees. And they will run it, so at least there’s some access, 
but with politicians... So that’s one big change that’s happened. The second big 
change is that almost everybody who came into Britain knew we had to fight for 
our rights and make new lives. Until 15 years ago, we were together. Migrants. 
We worked together. It didn’t matter what religion you were, where you came 
from, what color you were. We understood the political collective we had to 
form to get our rights. So if a man from the Congo was expelled or deported 
unfairly, we would all be there, demonstrating against this. Or, if a woman was 
beaten to death by her husband, it didn’t matter. It was our cause. In the last 15 
years, with the collusion of the state, but really driven by so-called communities, 
we have fragmented. Everybody now only feels loyalty to their own tribes; a 
Muslim will only fight for a Muslim, and not only that, a particular kind of Muslim. 
The right kind of Muslim, and I’m clearly not the right kind of Muslim. So the 
political fragmentation of this cause has allowed the state to pass legislation 
and to treat refugees and migrants much worse than they once did. This is us - 
we did this. And it was started by the Muslim lobby, but I find that we’re in this 
situation where we’ve got children in detention, who are self-harming, I’ve seen 
it with my own eyes. In detention centers run by private security companies who 
are racially abusing inmates, who are beating up women, whose children are 
all... You know, you can imagine their mental state, their serious self-harming, 
and we’re packing them on to planes and we’re sending them off and I hear this 
goes on here too, at least the heartless deportation holding people in. And I just 
think we have no right to go to war or lecture anybody on human rights when 
we are violating them with such ease in our own country.
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Susan:
Yeah, the former part of what you said is also happening here. We are very 
consumed in Ireland at the moment with talking about institutional abuse as it 
has happened within schools and places run by the Catholic Church in the quite 
recent past. But I think that the current treatment of asylum seekers in Ireland 
is going to be the institutional abuse scandal as it will be seen in a decades time 
because there’s a generation of children growing up in exactly the circumstances 
you describe. You have passionately and diligently recorded the injustice against 
migrants in Britain, but you’ve also paid tribute to what you call Britain being the 
kind of country where broken lives are mended. And you actually have written 
contrasting the US post-9/11 and the UK post the July 2005 London bombs. 
Maybe you can talk a little bit about that “saving grace” element of the UK.

Yasmin:
You know, everything is less simple that it seems. People often accuse me of 
hating Britain and suggesting I should be deported. Actually, I couldn’t live 
anywhere else now. And I think you find more and more migrants, particularly 
in London. I think London is an extraordinary city-state and made by strangers, 
anyway. The Romans made it. It is a city of strangers, remarkable in its capacity 
to change and evolve. I think that is important to remember; we have to fight for 
our rights, but we also have to acknowledge that there are things about Britain 
that allow us a space we never had before and allow us a space that we’ve, in 
part, helped create. Britain in the 60s was very different from the Britain today. 
I work with a lot of very hardened young Muslim men, for example. Some of 
them are in prison, some of them are furious, they hate the country and the 
wars we’ve made and so on. And it’s always very interesting towards the end of 
the discussion, I will say to them: “So where would you really like to live? If you 
could, where would you really be happy? Because you’ve only got one life and if 
you’re this unhappy here, why don’t you go to Pakistan or Somalia or wherever.” 
And they always say: “Because we couldn’t have this life there.” And they’re not 
talking about television sets and so on. They’re talking about the freedoms and 
the space that we do have to challenge authority. I was saying this in the car 
coming over: when I first came to England, in the first week I was watching TV 
and there was a group of people, not politicians, other people, really attacking 
Ted Heath, who was the Prime Minister. And I remember I started sweating and 
my heart was beating and I was thinking: “They’re attacking the Prime Minister 
here on TV! Do they know what’s going to happen to them? They’re going to 
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be arrested and we’ll never see them again.” To me that was just so unusual, 
that you could do that. I think people are aware of that, also with the war. The 
majority of British people opposed this war. You can hardly say: “They hate us 
Muslims so they went to war on Iraq.” Actually the government knew that it 
wasn’t just Muslims who opposed the war. Everybody in this country, across 
class... In that sense, I also have this other task, I think - to value, although it is a 
tough relationship. It’s a tough marriage but a good marriage and you have to 
really fight every corner. I couldn’t live in America. I was in America just a few 
months ago and I love parts of it, but I suppose it is the superpower and it has 
the arrogance of the superpower, which Britain thankfully no longer has. And 
which is why Blair was such a man out of his depth in that country as it is now.

Susan:
You’re right as well about the last western countries and the fact that they do 
treat people coming into the country as unwanted exiles. You celebrate the 
contribution to the UK that people from other places have made. Will you talk a 
little about that?

Yasmin:
There’s a wonderful book, I don’t know if anybody here has read it, written by a 
white historian called Peter Fryer. He wrote a book called Staying Power - it was a 
history of black people in Britain. And the first sentence in that book is: “Africans 
were in England before the English were,” and it really throws everybody. But 
it’s true, factually it’s true, because there were Africans in the Roman battalions 
and they were certainly at Adrian’s Wall and in parts of the north of England. 
African battalions were not only there, but they were the rulers, they were part 
of the elite. So I think the kind of input, if you like, of talent, thinking, activity, 
art culture, whatever you want, has gone on from the very beginning. But think 
of the writers, I mean the Irish. It`s very interesting when people talk about the 
great British writers they never remember to remind people how many were 
Scots and Irish. Similarly now, Zaide Smith has become British. Salman Rushdie 
is, of course, one of the favorite sons of Britain. At some point, the outsider who 
contributes is appropriated. It goes into the other bag. But it’s sad, you know, 
it doesn’t change attitudes toward the rest. It’s always like: “He’s special, she’s 
special,” but there doesn’t seem to be a general understanding. What would 
help all European nations is to say two things: we have been a continent of both 
emigration and immigration from the beginning. The EU just needs to build that 
into its story. That would change the way we think, I think.
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Susan:
I think one of the things that make Yasmin’s writing so exciting is the fact that 
she does bring a slightly edgy, outsider’s eye to things. I really enjoyed reading 
about your account of your own sense of grief when Princess Diana was killed, 
but also you described how people of your background identified with Princess 
Diana because here she was, a victim of an oppressive arranged marriage, bad 
in-laws and a faithless husband, and I’m sure that a lot of British people were 
jolted by that but it’s so obviously true.

Yasmin:
Yes, arranged marriage is the stuff in all our Bollywood movies. All Asians 
love Diana because she was the heroine in all of our movies: ghastly in-laws, 
second or third rate husband who didn’t deserve her but because he was rich 
and powerful got her... And it was amazing how many of them were out there 
weeping. We have this thing… I’m a Shia Muslim and when somebody dies in 
order to remember them and more than that, you take their favorite food to 
the mosque for the first 40 days after they die and that food is then sold off at 
the end of the service to the poor widowers, students who can’t afford to cook 
or whatever. And we believe it then will go straight to the person. Whenever 
you miss somebody, like when I miss my mother deeply, I will make one of these 
dishes and take it to mosque. So when Diana died, my mother could not get over 
it. My mother had 3 things on her wall: there was a picture of Mecca in velvet, 
a picture of Bob Geldof who she thought was a saint and Diana, those are the 
3 pictures and she loved them. She wouldn’t stop crying and I wouldn’t stop 
crying, so she said: “Right, we’re going to make a special pudding in her name 
and we’re going to call it Diana’s Pudding and we’re going to take it to mosque.” 
And it had rose petals and gold or silver leaves... It was the most opulent, creamy, 
sweet thing because she missed her so much.

Susan:
When great people come to Ireland, we always try to appropriate them so we 
try to find out what their Irish connection is. Now we know its saint Bob in your 
case. But you also mentioned that when you went to Oxford some of your 
friends there were Irish. You found it a very lonely and difficult place but you 
made Irish friends there.
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Yasmin:
Declan, [Kiberd] who some of you might know, he and I became very close 
friends because we were in the same college. And the other friends were 
always the outsiders who ended up in Oxford. Declan, I think, because he was 
just so brilliant found his place as the great literary intellectual quicker than I 
did. But he really understood how I was feeling. There were other Irish people 
there, and it was very interesting because one of the untold stories again is of 
really quite “in your face” discrimination against Irish workers, especially in the 
National Health Service. You know, they really were made to suffer. And their 
testimonies need to be gathered because here they were, providing an essential 
service. They were needed but not wanted. And you find the experience of black 
nurses is identical. We would often talk about this, of how similar the histories 
were, especially of the African-Caribbean migrants and the Irish experience. In 
fact, there’s a geographer at Oxford who wrote quite a controversial piece of 
research and he said: “The black are the Irish and the Asians are the Jews.” And 
he made this connection that we, of course, we went into shop-keeping, but the 
Irish and black experiences... Somebody needs to write a book about it because 
it’s such a powerful connection.

Susan:
I think somebody has. I think there is a book; I can’t remember the name of the 
author.

Yasmin:
I’d love to know. And, you know, the first mixed marriages and relationships in 
the 50s and 60s were between Irish women and Afro-Caribbean men. It was a 
very instinctive bond that they formed in the 50s and early 60s.

Susan:
Yeah, I think there’s somewhere in one of your columns or in your book where 
you refer to people who don’t see themselves as being in mixed marriages. They 
see themselves as having fallen in love, which I thought was a very nice way of 
putting it. I want to open up to the audience now because I know that some 
of you will have questions for Yasmin and we must finish soon because Yasmin 
has to get a taxi to the airport very shortly after that. Does anybody want to say 
something?
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Audience:
Thank you very much; it was very enlightening. I just want to ask you about 
languages. Growing up in Uganda, what language were you speaking in your 
home? And do you think there’s an issue when you’re talking to your children, as 
an immigrant, to... I mean, I speak to my daughter in French because I want to 
make sure that she knows it. What do you think about that?

Yasmin:
It’s a very good question. We spoke 3 languages in Uganda in the early years. 
There was my home language, which is a spoken language called Kachhi, which 
is spoken in parts of Afghanistan, in Kutch and in northern Pakistan. I spoke 
Swahili, which was the communication language between various East Africans. 
It’s an invented language; it’s a mixture of Arabic and one or two of the African 
languages. It started in Zanzibar and traveled in. And I spoke Hindi because I 
went to Hindi movies. English was my fourth language. All those languages, 
even as a two or three year old, you knew which language to speak when. You 
just switched all the time; you were really agile. Well, my daft kids speak only 
English and they don’t want to learn another language. I find this so depressing 
but I can see that they want... You know, I don’t understand why they wouldn’t 
want to learn any of my languages, but I was talking to Declan last night about 
the language issue here and he was saying that even in Ireland, in some families 
nowadays the old language no longer is live. I mean, people have learned it and 
it’s preserved, but English is now the dominant language. And the way you think, 
how you are in a different language is different: the personality, your values, 
everything changes. But the dominant culture asserts itself, I’m afraid.

Susan:
I’m just wondering if you dare to speak like that about your kids when you’re in 
the same country as them.

Yasmin:
Oh, I do! They know it! They’re very used to me saying they’re idiots for not 
learning another language.

Susan:
Something that I’ve wondered and if you’d speak about, Yasmin, was: just 
yesterday, the Irish Catholic church issued guidelines saying that it’s going 
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to allow Muslim girls coming into schools here to wear the hijab but not the 
niqab. There obviously has been a debate, which you’ve written about, about 
the way that Muslim women dress in Western countries. It’s obviously going 
to be a debate, which will come to Ireland. It hasn’t really been fully addressed 
here at this point, but as you point out it has become a big issue in Italy, The 
Netherlands, France and the UK. 

Yasmin:
Well, yes. I’ve talked about it a lot and I just feel more and more that in public 
spaces and in public spheres, there are dress codes. It’s not as if dress codes 
are not operating; they’re operating everywhere. The battle is not between the 
West and Islam; the current battle is: what kind of Islam in going to prevail? My 
faith is very important to me. I pray. I fast. But I grew up with a very open religion 
and Islam - it’s all manifestations in a thousand different ways. It was one of 
the most diverse religions. There are only 5 pillars that are absolute; everything 
else is cultural. There are only 5 absolute obligations in Islam: you pray, you 
declare that you believe in God or Allah and in our case, you give to charity, you 
go to Mecca if you can afford it and you feel worthy of it, and you fast during 
Ramadan. Those are the only 5 requirements. So when people say: “this is my 
religion,” it’s simply not true. It’s a cultural practice. So I think banning is a very 
hard weapon and people get very upset, but I think it’s completely legitimate 
in schools to say: “there is a uniform,” and that uniform applies to the rich and 
the poor and people from every background. It is the one thing that binds the 
children, so I wouldn’t go down this route. I think all schools allow trousers or 
skirts, that’s allowed to everybody, but I think how you argue the case needs to 
be less confrontational. There’s no point in demeaning people and making them 
feel as if you are saying they’re inferior. Because people point out “nobody is 
saying that to nuns, why are you saying it to us?” So I think we need to find a 
different language on how to express when in school, when you’re working in 
surgeries, when you are in a hospital as a doctor... We have to have common 
rules. In the privacy of your own home, fair enough. I think you can make that 
distinction and I think it’s legitimate to do so. The hijab is always the first step. In 
Britain, you hardly ever saw the burka or the niqab. Where I live now, every third 
woman who is Muslim is fully covered, and this is in the last 4 years because 
there’s a big, world wide Saudi project. They’re putting a lot of money into this 
and, like I said, the battle isn’t between us and the West. It is between which 
sides... You know, there’s only one kind of Islam that’s allowed. If I have to cover 
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myself and be forced into that, I could not be a Muslim and I would not be a 
Muslim. I think one has to understand it is this internal struggle that is going 
on rather than one between the West and Islam. It’s complicated, I’ve tried to 
explain it as simply as possible.

Susan:
Thank you very much, Yasmin. Is there anybody who has one last comment from 
the audience?

Audience:
I’m just curious as to what your opinion is in the context of this debate between 
Islam and the West, which is obviously a wrongly constructed debate as you’ve 
explained to us, how do you think other religious symbols would be affected? 
For example, the Sikh, which isn’t an oppressive symbol. It isn’t about women’s 
bodies or purity… well it is about purity but in another way. How do you see 
that?

Yasmin:
I’ve always said that I think young Sikh boys, and I feel this way about Orthodox 
Jews as well, I think the Sikh communities have gotten away with it for quite 
some time, kind of processing their children in the way they do, not allowing 
them to mix with others... Really, being very determined to keep their children. 
I feel very strongly that that’s wrong too. And I certainly think with Sikhism, 
and I’ve got a lot of Sikh friends who have done this… that they don’t put the 
knot on their boys anymore. They allow the children to make a decision at some 
point, but the symbolism is different. I think the meanings are important here; 
the meaning of the covering on women is a very problematic one for me, who 
believes in gender equality, absolutely. The meaning of the turban is just not 
the same, but the meaning of the wig in the Orthodox Jewish community is the 
same and I object to it, although I don’t speak out too much publicly because 
they’d cut my neck. But you can’t endorse practices, which cast “femaleness” in 
that way as devilish and dangerous and wicked and sinful. I just think it’s wrong 
for our times and our progressive values. So there are differences, but when you 
go to schools at the moment Hindus are fine, Sikhs are fine, nobody is making 
any special demands. Most Muslims would be fine if their awful leaders and the 
mosques weren’t pushing. I wrote a piece recently, I don’t know if you saw it, 
where the parents of Muslim children are told: “Your child shouldn’t do any art. 
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Your child can’t go on visits to other temples and churches. Your child shouldn’t 
do literature, shouldn’t read fiction. Certainly no music.” Now, do we capitulate 
on all of that? What effect would that have on the child’s future and the child’s 
education? I think the child’s best interests are not served by that. I’m equally 
critical of schools that allow young girls to come in in boob tubes and half 
undressed, I think that too is wrong. We have to have a collective consciousness 
of what is in the best interest of the child.

Susan:
I think I read an Egyptian writer who said Western women do have their 
equivalent of the veil, and it’s called Max Factor. So yeah, there are different 
ways of looking at this.
I think we will end at that point. Thank you so much for sharing some of that 
story with us, Yasmin.
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