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Funny Looks: British Pakistanis’ experiences after 7" July 2005
Abstract
This paper examines the experiences of British Pakistanis living in West Yorkshire after the
7™ July bombings in London in 2005. Based on qualitative interviews conducted in the
Beeston and Hyde Park areas of Leeds and the nearby town of Dewsbury in 2006, the paper
considers a number of important themes that have emerged since the bombings including:
locality and segregation, views about the London bombers, experiences of racism and

Islamophobia, citizenship and identity.

Keywords. Pakistanis, racism, Islamophobia, London bombings, terrorism

Well you would just get on the bus sometimes and you get funny looks, because
you’re carrying a bag, you could be just carrying a shoulder bag and it’s like you get
funny looks... and that’s happened to me a few times, you get on the bus and you just

get funny looks. (Saima Khan, Dewsbury)

Introduction

‘Funny looks’ from people in white dominated public spaces became one of the central
experiences of British Pakistanis after the London"bdly 2005. In this paper we analyse

the changing experiences of British Pakistani Muslims in the three localities associated with
the bombers. Pakistani Muslims especially have been the focus of official, media and popular
concern about ‘terrorism’ and suicide bombings since 2001 (Abbas, 2005), and this was
heightened by the discovery that three of the four 7/7 bombers were British Pakistanis

(Brighton 2007; Kundnani 2007; McGhee 2008; Werbner 2009).



We begin by examining questions of citizenship and identity after the 7/7 bombings.
Since the 1990s ethnic minority identities in Britain have increasingly been conceptualised as
mutable and contextual in contrast to previous essentialist models of ethnic identity (Hall
1990; Brah 1993; Modood et al. 1997; Werbner and Modood 1997). In relation to South
Asian Muslims the focus of recent debates has shifted to a concern with how ethnicity,
religion and nationality are articulated as sources of identity (Dwyer 1999a; Hopkins, 2004;
2007a; Bagguley and Hussain 2008, pp. 143-57). Many of these recent contributions have
focused on generation and gender, exploring how these complex articulations of identity take
specifically gendered and generational forms (Seidler, 2007). We seek to draw upon and
assess these debates in the light of the 7/7 bombings and the reactions of Pakistani
communities in the localities most associated with the bombers themselves.

The pathologisation of particular places and communities (Parker and Karner, 2010)
has been centrad inuch of what Werbner (2009) has termed the ‘failure of multiculturalism
discourse’ since 2001. After the 2001 riots a concern developed with community cohesion
and the ethnic segregation of urban space (Cantle 2001; Bagguley and Hussain 2008; Finney
and Simpson 2009). The segregation debate was constructed around the idea of South Asian
Muslim communities becoming dysfunctional, isolated from mainstream British society, with
inherent inter-generational conflict and poor educaitiperformance. Many of the religious
and cultural practices of British Pakistani communities were identified as the source of these
problems in public policy discourse (Bagguley and Hussain, 2008: 159-73). These concerns
intensified as part of the governm®&ntounter terrorism policy (Brighton 2007; Husband and
Alam, 2011; McGhee 2008), and have dominated public discourse about Muslims so that
there is now a constant megi@ssure to uncover ‘what is really happening’ in Muslim

communities (Werbner 2009: 40).



Increased incidents of racism and Islamophobia were widely feared after the 7/7
attacks. We show that such experiences were more subtle and patterned than these
expectations might suggest. Our concern is not with their quantity or severity, but rather with
experiences of racism and Islamophobia and how they are interpreted. A further important
theme is the distinction between racism and Islamophobia that has received some, but in our
view insufficient attention (Modood 2005; Dunn et al. 2007). Our aim is not to investigate
the complex inter-relations between contemporary racisms, Islamophobia and nationalism.
Rather our goal is to address the kinds of the meaning attributed to experiences of racism and
Islamophobia by British Pakistanis who were living in the critically important locales of
Beeston, Dewsbury and the Hyde Park district of Leeds.

We want to suggest thaiet‘funny looks’ in the title of this paper arise out of a fear of
‘the stranger’ (Bauman, 1991). After 7/7 in particular it seems that the dominant concern is
notwith ‘Muslims as enemies’ but ‘Muslims as strangers’. The 7/7 bombers were UK
citizens, but their acts were those' @fiemies What lies behind the ‘funny looks’ is the
uncertainty that arises when confronted by someone being impossible to classify despite
being a familiar and everyday sight. The 7/7 bombings and the reactions to them rendered
ordinary Muslims suddenly visible. They became seen as incongruous and ambivalent and
therefore offensive to dominant modern western sensibilities, disrupting the assumptions of
the viewers. Thus the wearing of Islamic dress becomes stigmatizing; the funny looks are a
stigmatizing gaze on Muslims. As only some Muslims, especially women, can be identified
as such they carry thiburden of representation’ of the stigmatization of all British Muslims
that has emerged since 2001. In our view this illustratpertivess by which a ‘... feature of
a certain category of persons is first made salient by being made brought into public attention,
and then interpreted as a visible sign of a hidden flaw, iniquity or moral turpitude. An

otherwise innocuous trait becomes a blemish, a sign of affliction, a cause of shame. The



person bearing this trait is easily recognisable as less desirable, inferior, hiadganehis’.
(Bauman, 1991: 67).

These developments have given rise to the particular gaze interpreted by some
Muslim women in particular ashe funny look These are very much a ‘felt perception’
amongst many of our interviewees. Although we did not observe them directly, we might
speculate whether they were due partly to the increased self-consciousness of Muslims where
they might be projecting others’ perceptions of them. However, it was evident from the vivid
accounts of them from our interviewees thas#were powerful experiences entailing strong
perceptions. They were seen as a noticeable development after the 7/7 bombings, especially

amongst women who were visible Muslims.

Methods
The data were collected as part of a larger qualitative study of how people from different
ethnic groups- African-Caribbean, Bangladeshi, white British, Indian and Pakistesacted
to the London bombings ofuly 2005. The fieldwork was conducted by trained
interviewers in the districts of Hyde Park and Beeston in Leeds and the nearby town of
Dewsbury. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a purposively selected sample of
men and women and youndeged under 35) and older people (aged 35 and over) from each
of these communities accessed through a mix of personal contacts, community organisations
and snow-ball sampling. The themes of the interviews were designed to reflect a number of
theoretical issues as well as issues that had arisen in the public debates about the 7/7
bombings.

The Pakistani diaspora in the UK totalled 706,58the 2001 Census. Most male
Pakistani migration to the UK took placetire 1960s and 70s with many women following

up until 1982 (The Change Institute, 2009). Now a majority of British Pakistanis have been



born in the UK. In the Beeston area the 2001 Census of Population shows that just over 6%
of the population in 2001 were of Pakistani ethnic origin, in Hyde Park they made up 5% and
just over 16% per cent of the population of Dewsbury. Each area also had smaller ethnic
minority populations especially of Indian background in Hyde Park and Dewsbury and
Bangladeshis in Beeston. Otherwise each locality was predominantly White. All three areas
had levels of unemployment twice or more than the national rate in the 2001 Census of
Population. Manual working class employment is dominant in Beeston and Dewsbury
accounting for about a third of local employment compared to 20 per cent nationally in 2001,
whilst Hyde Park’s class profile is skewed by its proximity to the city’s universities with

many students living there (Office for National Statistics, 2003).

Interviews were carried out by ethnically and religiously, and in some circumstances
gender matched interviewers. All interviewees agreed to be interviewed on condition that
they would remain anonymous, and we have used pseudonyms. However, we have retained
references to each locglias keeping these anonymous would have been superfluous given
the publicity that the locations have already received.

A total of 141 interviews were completed. The highly structured and differentiated
nature of the sample means that we have been able to identify patterns and themes within
each of the sub-samples. The Pakistani sub-sample that is the basis for the analysis here
totalled 18 men and 21 women. The work reported here only pertains to the analysis of the
interviews with those from the Pakistani communities in each of the localities. We have
carried out a thematic analysis of the data, identifying the issues that emerged from the
interviewee&responses to our questions.

Citizenship in question?
British Pakistanis often express hybridised forms of collective identification (Brah 1993;

Dwyer 1999a). However, for Muslims these are increasingly expressed in relation to Islam in



response to global political conflicts and British social, cultural and political movements and
changes (Hopkins 2007b; Jacobson 1997; Samad 1992). We examine the complex and
variable forms of collective identifications between Britishness, Pakistani identity and Islam,
and their views about the introduction of citizenship tests and testing in English that have
been introduced to qualify for British citizenship (Fekete, 2009).
We found complex and variable forms of identification with Britain, Pakistan and
Islam. Given the location and timing they demonstrate a remarkable resilience contrary to
some assumptions about British Pakistani Muslims not really identifying with Britain
(Maxwell, 2006; McGhee, 2008). Salma Majid (under 35) from Dewsfoldtyus: ‘Well I’'m
British first, | am born here and then | am a British born Pakistantontrast to this were
people like Khalid Khatfunder 35) from Dewsbury who said: ‘At the moment | am a
Pakistani living in England This exemplifies a clear difference between ‘first generation
migrants’, such as Khalid and those who were born in the UK. There is a sense of being a
British citizen based upon the location of birth. However, not all referred to ‘Pakistani
ethnicity’ as an aspect of their identity, as others prioritised their religious identity. For
instance Igbal Javed (under 35) from Dewsbury toldluam British at the end of the day,
am a Muslim, but | am BritishFor some British citizenship was more formal, eschewing
emotional attachments to Britain, expressing emotional attachments to Pakistan, and feeling
excluded from British society:
| was like born herequt most of my life I’ve been in Pakistan ... so I’'m like between
both but I really class myself as a Pakistani. I don’t class myself as British or anything
like that even though | have British nationality and British passpastit I don’t feel
British, | feel more Pakistani than British, and | know my Pakistani culture, and, you
know, the lifestyle there more than | do heire] we’re not accepted here, so I’'m a

Pakistani. (Umar Shan, under 35, Beeston)



Mahmuda Ali (over 35) from Beeston described herself as a Pakistani Muslim. As an
older first generation migrant she did not think of herself of as British. Although she did not
retain her Pakistani passport, she was thinking about applying for one as a result of the
reaction to the 7/Bombings: ‘I did not before but we are considering it nowSaira
Chadoury (under 35) from the Hyde Park area of Leeds has dual nationality possessing two
passports, one Pakistani and the other British. For her this was only a formal designation,
rather than an identification of real meaning or emotional substance, implying that it has only
been made an issue for her by external circumstances. Her ‘English’ nationality, as she called

it, was a simple fact of where she lives:

It’s something that’s never actually been an issue for me, to say which one | value
more. | have a Pakistani nationality, and | have an English nationality, and to me they

are just passports. I live in this county and it’s who I am and that’s how I see it.

For the older generation there always seems the possibility of returning to Pakistan,
but as Rehana Shah (aged over 35) from Dewsbury compared herself to the younger
generation:They were born here, they’ve got British passports and this is their home, they
can’t pack their bags and leave to somewhere which isn’t their home’. Part of this emotional
attachment to Pakistan amongst the older generation is concerned with the memory of
‘home’, was also connected to a desire to ‘reproduce’ and maintain Pakistani culture in a
British context (Werbner, 2009). Whilst national identity might be seen in formal legal terms,
culture, in terms of the practices of ethnicity and being a good Muslim, is what counts. The
complex process of ethnicity, in terms of cultural continuities and changes, operated in an

intertwining fashion with the changing significance and meaning of religious identifications:



You need to remember where you are from, that is part of your identity, who you are
and who your parents are. You need to know where you comeléno’t you? A

sense of belonging, that you do belong to this wider community, it is good to belong
there, it is good to be a Muslim. It is not a bad thing. That is what | mean. (Parveen

Tarig, under 35, Beeston)

The question of people identifying primarily as Muslim, rather than Pakistani, is not
new (Jacobson 1997; Samad 1996). It has been attributed to the universal and non-ethnic
character of the global Muslim umma (Jacobson 1997), and the increased politicisation of
Islam and Muslims (Samad 1996). Those born in the UK who self-identified as Muslims
often described themselves as ‘British Muslims’. However, in terms of the significance of
these identifications for themselves their Muslim identity took priority alongside British and
Pakistani identifications:

| would describe myself as a British Muslim | might have said British first, but |

am a Muslim first. | am always going to be a Muslim first, because that is who we

are. And my parents migrated from Pakistarhinl®60’s we were all born here ...

mum always made us become proud of our identity of been Pakistani as well, so |

class myself as being a Pakistani as well. (Fariya Bibi, under 35, Beeston)

Of those who identified themselves as primarily Muslims, some noted how this had
changed recently. This illustrates the contextual and mutable character of these collective
identifications, especially in response to ndnslims being more interested in peoples’
religion. In this sense a Muslim identity is being increasingly imposed on people through

wider social and political developments (Samad, 1996). This tendency to increasingly



identify oneself with religion, rather than ethity¢ interacts with people’s increased
knowledge of Islam:
Before I used to concentrate on I’m a British Pakistani, Islam wasn’t an agenda in
those days. It’s really important now, and everywhere | go they always ask what
religion you are. It’s obvious now that I’'m wearing a scarf, but some people feel as
though it’s their job to ask, they have to double check. The more I’ve got to know
about Islam and Islam as a complete way of life, if somebody asks me now, what am |

and whoam I, I just say I’'m a Muslim. (Kaneez Farid, under 35, Hyde Park)

These developments, and wider political debates, raise the question of what
‘Britishness’ means to British Pakistanis after the 7/7 bombings. For our interviewees this
ranged from positively embracing what they felt were good features of British society, to
rejection and exclusion from The first of these was a kind of multicultural Britishness,
where Britain was seen as somewhere that accepted diversity, and recognised and respected
difference in a positive way. This was generally expressed by women:

| think British really for me is living together, and this is the only country that | know

that has so many different cultures, so many people from different religions and

different countries, and we all live together and | think’gathat British is for me,

and is just really respecting each other and I think | do that. (Saira Chadoury, under

35, Hyde Park)

However Kaneez Farid (under 35) also from the Hyde Park area defined Britishness
for herself in terms of the fact that she was born here. This meant that she had been socialised
into certain aspects of what she saw as the dominant culture leading her to prefer some

traditional English foods and speaking with a local accent. As a result she felt that her
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Pakistani background had receded somewhat into the background, so that what mattered most
was where she is here and now:

It means everything to me because [ was born here, it’s what I’ve been exposed to, my

schmls, teachers, friends, the water I’ve drank. I eat fish and chips and traditional

English breakfasts. I’'m from Yorkshire, I’ve got a Yorkshire accent, I’ve got

Yorkshire friends and everything represents me. Even though I’'m a Pakistani, you

asked me a question earlier about where | was from, | knowewhefrom but I've

forgotten. (Kaneez Farid, under 35, Hyde Park)

Others spoke of being part of and contributing to the community in a material sense,
and abiding by the laws of the country by being a good citizen, and this was especially
prominent amongst male interviewees. For Khalid Khan (under 35) from Dewsbury
Britishness meant: ‘Being a part of the community and helping, becoming a part of the
economy, the country and to work for the good of the community. Being a good citizen of a
country? Ali Mamood (under 35) also from Dewsbury highlighted language as well as an
established normal presence in the country: ‘British is speaking English, living in Britain, in
England, working in England and basically doing what a normal British person would do.
We encountered very few who saw Britishness in entirely negative terms, and these were
amongst the older generation with a minority effectively rejecting the notion of Britishness as
meaning anything posite asRehana Shah (over 35) from Dewsbsuig: ‘British society to
me is lager louts, drinking, pub going cultur&lthough we found this view mostly amongst
the older generation others have found this cultural rejection amongst younger Pakistani
Muslims as well (Hopkins, 2004: 266).

One of the controversial issues to arise from the official reports into the 2001 riots

was the suggestion that English tests become a criterion for British citizenship for new
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migrants from outside of the European Union (Cantle 2001). We found a diverse range of
views about this suggestion. These ranged from those who felt that this was a useful skill and
supported theerequirements, through those who saw that speaking English was essential to
living in the UK, but felt the requirements were too stringent, to some who saw tleem as

new form of immigration control. Parveen (under 35) from Beeston saw the value of the new
English language requirements, as they enable new migrants to be indep&idinthink

it is good to know English, because then you can become independent. Because if you are
living in England it is good to know it like if someone is knocking on your door you can
speak tahem.’ lllustrating the ways in which views about this issues cut across generations
Mudassar Bashir (over 35) also from Beestapressed similar sympathies: ‘I think

everybody should learn English, regardless of the first second or third generations, and that
way you can communicate with the society and you can take part in everySoimg.cven
expressed a strong view in favour of a firm regime of citizenship testing, as it would assess

the strength of a potential migrant’s desire to be a British citizen:

I think it’s really necessary, because the main medium of communication in this
country is English, and you should know about the country, only then should you be
allowed to become a citizen, otherwise it’s just another person living here. (Khalid

Khan, under 35, Dewsbury)

However, most of our interviewees were to some degree critical of the new citizenship
tests with their English language requirements. Although she felt that it was necessary to
learn English as this was an essential skill for living in the UK Saira Chadoury (under 35,

Hyde Park arguedhat most British people would not be able to pasSime of those
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guestions are so difficult, even the people that have been born bred here, all the generations
that have lived in this country don’t know it’.

Salma Majid also recognized the importance of English as a social skill important to
living in the country, although she did not regard it as essential, as her parents had coped
without being fluent in English. However, she felt that the policy was really aimed at
migrants from the South Asian sub-continent, and did not think that the policy applied to

European migrants who she felt had similar levels of English language competence:

... when our parents came they didn’t have much English or anything... | mean the
government are quite one sided in one sense because they are looking more towards
the Asian continent. you have got a lot of European Union new countries now that

are coming in to England and can’t even speak the language either, they don’t know

much about England, they don’t know nothing, but it’s ok for them, because of, they

are from the European Union, it shouldn't work like that. (Salma Majid, under 35,

Dewsbury)

There is both resilience and diversity amongst our interviewees accounts of their citizenship,
ethnic and religious identities after the 7/7attacks. We see continued evidence of hybridised
identifications with Britain, Pakistan and Islam. In these places after the attacks and the
political and media reactions to them (Werbner, 2009) one might have expected to have
changed and perhaps become more homogenous. The political reactions to them have added
to the salience of Islam for people’s identities, and this has reinforced longer term political

factors (Samad, 1996; Modood, 2005). Views about citizenship and English tests were
diverse some seeing fluent English as a useful skill, others seeing it as a new form of

immigration control aimed at South Asians.
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Per ceptions of locality, neighbourhood and segregation
Beeston, Dewsbury and Hyde Park amongst other places developed strongly negative
reputational geographies after the 7/7 bombings (Parker and Karner, 2010). Media and
political discourses constructed the places as dysfunctional and creating the 7/7 bombers
(Seidler, 2007). These constructions clashed with the experiences and perceptions of our
interviewees. Popular perceptions of localities are the modality through which ethnicity is
lived and Islamophobia and racism are experienced. Places are contexts where diverse
processes intersect and are lived in different ways (Parker and Karner, 2010). We found a
very strong affirmation of the quality of local life in Beeston, Hyde Park and Dewsbury.
Some younger people described how they had been born and bred in their area, and continued
to choose to live there because of the quality of local community life. They often recognised
the strength of local South Asian communities, and valued the ethnic, cultural and religious
diversity of these places. Thesere not the ‘dysfunctional” communities that have often
been described in many policy debates both before and since the bombings:

It’s ok. It’s not too bad. We’ve got a close nit community, with the Asian people,

there’s mixed race there, you get students, you get white people, kack people, so it’s

quite diverse in that sense. (Nadeeh Ayde Park, under 35)
People recognised the impact of the bombings on the image and reputation of the areas, for
example Rehana Shaha (aged over 35) described Dewsbury as beinghe map now for
all the wrong reasons, the Julff Bombings that put us on the map, with one of the bombers
being from here’. However, the positive emotional attachments that local people had to the
area mean that they were resistant to the negative wider representations that had recently

developed about them:
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It’s home, and I think because of what’s been happening over the last year, there
haven’t been any disturbances because people see it as their home, and want to live in

peace with each other. (Yusaf Alam, over 35, Dewsbury)

Alongside these accounts of Beeston, Dewsbury and Hyde Park being good places to
live ran other narratives of degrees of separation of neighbourhoods in Beeston and to some
extent Dewsbury. #dple’s perceptions and views about segregation may tell us little or
nothing about how such patterns of residence have come about and may in fact be rapidly
changing (Finney and Simpson 2008). What is also noticeable is how far some people,
especially in Beeston, had taken on board the official discourse about segregation that has
emerged since the 2001 Cantle report. This highlights how people may draw upon wider
public and political debates to make sense of their own lives and experiences with the
consequence that the real processes which generated them and continue to change them are
obscured. However, some saw the ethnic segregation of British neighbourhoods as relatively
normal and typicdy resulting from the choices of where people preferred to live or to have

their children educated:

... the English tend to buy houses where the English people are, and the Asians buy
houses in the Asian communiti@a]ess some people don’t mind mixing. There

might be ten Asians in one street, two English or something. Some people are more
racist,and they don’t want to live like that. Some people don’t mind, there are certain

areas for everything. (Kani Igbal, Beeston, under 35)

... the local school is mainly full of south Asian children, there’s only about three or

four White children in the whole schoeb I’ve actually heard one of the people from
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one of the external agencies that works with the schiegk said to me people will
not send their children to that school because it’s full of as she said ‘Asian children.

(Mariam Shahaz Dewsbury over 35)

Segregation is not just a matter of where people live, but is also a case of who they
interact with in other spheres of life (Department of Communities and Local Government
2008; Jayaweera and Choudhury 2008). The failure to adequately recognise this is one of the
critical weaknesses of the community cohesion and segregation discourse. One obvious
source of variation in terms of people’s contact with non-Muslims and people outside of the

Pakistani community is the length of time that people had been settled here:

I haven’t been living in this country for that long to have close friends in other

communities. I don’t really have close friends as yet at all, it’s just the people who we

meet or the relatives or the professional relationskifisalid Khan, Dewsbury, under

35)

Many of the older interviewees cited cultural differences as reasons for not interacting
very much with people beyond the South Asian community. Mohammad Jamil (aged over
35) from Beeston tolds: ‘The thing is the white community are a very free willed people,
they don’t care about faith and stuff; they drink and stuff, so that’s why we don’t mix much
with them.” In contrast younger people such as Zara Malik (under 35) from Dewsbury
described how she had lots of non-Muslim friends and participated in a wide range of social
activities with them: ‘Yes, because I’ve got lots of friends that are non-Muslims and we go
out for meals, we go to the cinema, they’ll come over to my house, I’1l go over to theirs! In a

similar way Muhammed Ahmad (under 35) from the Hyde Park Leeds told us how he met
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and interacted with non-Muslims in many spheres of his‘Néork, everywhere, when you
go shopping the chemist whatever you know. You see them all the time you talk to them.
There were no differences between the three localities, nor did there seem to have
been ay significant impact as a result of the 7/7 bombings on views about their communities
and interactions with non-Muslims. Rather the differences lay in whether or not people had
been born and grew up in the UK. This is only indirectly related to age. A majority of those
aged over 35 whom we interviewed were born in Pakistan (75 per cent) compared to only 15
per cent of those aged 35 and under. Those born in the UK were more likely to talk about
meaningful interactions with non-Muslims. Much of this difference may be explained by the
language skills of those born and educated in the UK and their greater opportunities for
forming relationships with non-Muslims through education and employment (Department of

Communities and Local Government 2008; Jayaweera and Choudhury 2008).

Views about the London bomber s and suicide bombing.

Media and some academic and policy debates have focused on the apparent level of support
or sympathy for the London bombers amongst British Muslims (Field, 2007; Mirza et. al.
2007).This evidence has largely come from opinion poll surveys, but they find very limited
support for terrorism, rely on very limited samples and give very little insight into the
reasoning behind the responses (Field, 2007, p. 468; Mirza et. al. 2007, p. 14). This is one
area where qualitative data such as ours can make a contribution.

We found that our interviewees were highly critical of the bombings, as they saw
them as morally wrong, but also because of the wider negative consequences for Pakistani
and Muslim communities in Britain. Some did say that they could understand why the
bombings were committed, but this was very different from actually supporting them. From

men and women, young and old we found moral condemnation of the bombers primarily on
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the basis of religious beliefdslam condemns all these either in Britain or all over the world
they caondemn this’. (Mudassar Bashir, Beeston, over 35)

Our interviewees recalled how the bombings and the whole idea of suicide bombing
as a political strategy was condemned in local mosques. People made a distinction between
the use of violence for political ends as distinct from non-violent forms of action such as
distributing literature and organising demonstrations. In these instances the bombings were
seen as being in contravention of the moral codes of Islam, for exaimgl@ember going
to the Mosque and they were saying suicide bombing it is totally wrong you cannét do it.
(Igbal Javed, Dewsbury, under 35).

Another response that many people remarked upon was the unification of the Muslim
community. Muslim identity became more important illustrating how such collective
identifications are both mutable and contextual and how the political reactions to the 7/7
bombings highlighted Muslim identity. There wadesire to be ‘normal Muslims’, and this
isolates and excludes those involved or supportive of collective political violence. People also

wanted to deal with the issues, so that similar events in the future can be avoided:

I think it’s brought the whole of the Muslim community together with everything
happening, because it’s like one out of I don’t know how many that has actually done
this, and then you see the rest of us, and they are like just doing their normal daily

Islamic duties. (Salma Majid, Dewsbury, under 35)

The Muslim community has become more unitedause they don’t want these
things to happen again, and they just want to be together, and to act on it, so that

future things like that can be avoided. (Khalid Khan, Dewsbury, under 35)
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These perspectives contrast with the more simplistic media and political accounts
involving an exaggerated and irrational fear not just of Muslims in general, but British
Pakistani Muslims in particular (Brighton, 2007; McGhee, 2008; Werbner, 2009). Our
findings also contrast with opinion poll findings of British Muslims being supportive of the
bombings (Field, 2007; Mirza et al, 2007). This sense of enhanced unity emphasized how
ordinary British Muslims were different from the suicide bombers, and cut across differences

of gender and generation highlighted by Seidler (2007).

The new presentation of theracist and I slamophobic self

It is clear that many of those whom we interviewed felt that they experienced a change in the
attitude or mood of many non-Muslims towards theie - funny looks’ referred to in the

title of this paper. Furthermore, these experiences were variable especially with respect to
location. Where people were perceived as ‘strangers’ (Bauman 1991, pp.53-74), they were

more likely to experience ‘funny looks’. These can be thought of as ‘front-stage’

performances of racist and Islamophobic behaviour (Picca and Feagin 2007). In response
people told us they were often avoiding certain places at certain times, dressmng in

Muslim’ ways or resisting the ‘funny looks’ in individualised ways.

The reactions provoked by women who wear the hijab or nigab have given rise to
discussions of the gaze in relation to Muslims. In some discussions Muslim women are
perceived as ‘victims’ of an ‘exotic patriarchy’ that offends liberal Western assumptions
(Fortier, 2008). However, in such a context wearing the hijab, becomes an act of resistance
and a source of security against Western male power (Franks, 2000: 920). The hijab has also
become a sign of ‘Islamic fundamentalism’ in the popular imagination and the object of
considerable debate (Fortier, 2008). Arguably thi®w a ‘... disciplining technology used

by nonMuslims against the Muslim population as a whole...” (Fortier, 2008: 84).
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Almost half of our interviewees reported ‘funny looks’ and most of these were
women. Two more interviewees reported verbal abuse and a racially motivated attack on
property. Of the remaining half of the sample, who were mostly male and over 35, two thirds
of them had heard of friends and relatives who had experiences réngingunny looks’ to
direct physical attacks. What is significant in our analysis is the meaning attributed to the
‘funny looks’ by those of our interviewees who experienced them directly.

People felt that there were certain symbols which seemed to provoke such reactions,
such as the carrying of a backpack, or wearing clothing perceived as Islamic. When people
were outside of their immediate neighbourhoods in predominantly white spaces, they were
more likely to say they experienced these looks. They would come from strangers rather than
non-Muslim people they had known for some time and regarded as friends. Anyone
recognisably Muslim and carrying a backpack outside of South Asian areas would often draw
suspicious looks from non-Muslims:

Well you would just get on the bus sometimes and you get funny looks, because

you’re carrying a bag, you could be just carrying a shoulder bag and it’s like you get

funny looks... and that’s happened to me a few times, you get on the bus and you just

get funny looks. (Saima Khan, Dewsbury, under 35)

Ali Mamood from Dewsbury (under 35) talked about how generally strangers react to
him: ‘They react to you differently, they look at you, stare at you, they take more notice...’
The phrase ‘funny looks’ captures quite cogently the subtle shift in everyday behavioural
Islamophobia or racism since the 7/7 bombings. For those who are identifiably Muslim this
was a subtle but noticeable shift in behaviour. Before they would have simply been ignored,
but now they had become familiar yet threatening. This has had the effect of producing a shift

in the ‘presentation of the racist self” (Picca and Feaig 2007).Using Goffman’s analogy they
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suggest that racist behaviars been moved ‘backstage’ and is performed in private ‘white
spaces’. One possible reaction amongst non-Muslims to the 7/7 bombings and the political
and media response to them has been to make racist or Islamophobic hostility become more
explicit or to nove it back to the ‘front stage’. As some have put it the political and media
response has given peoppermission to hate’ (Poynting and Mason, 2006: 367). Thus
previously hidden ‘back stage’ racist or Islamophobic performances of some non Muslims
have w become the ‘front stage’ funny looks that our interviewees described to us.

Many of our interviewees made an important distinction between non-Muslim people
who were familiar friends and those who they encountered more lyastalinstance
Nadeem Ali from the Hyde Park district in Leeds told us that her white friends had not really
changed in their attitude towards her. However, she went to describe how she felt people she

meets more casually reacted:

... with my white friendghey know who I am as a person so to that extent they didn’t
change with me. But obviously generally when you meet people, their perceptions
have slightly changed, they are a bit more reserved, like | said b@adeem Ali,

Hyde Park, under 35)

If the experiences were only of verbal abuse rather than the racially or religiously
motivated violence that is reported to some extent in the media, the effects are nevertheless
still felt at an individual level. This seemed to be especially the case for women who, because
of their mode of dress were more readily identifiable as Muslims and therefore more likely
both to experience casual verbal abuse and question themselves about their dress:

One time | was walking up with my niece and somebody drove past and called me a

Paki, | got angry and thought how could they say something like that and then drive
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past like cowards. It’s mental abuse that people have to cope with, if I had to deal
with that all the time it would really affect my mental health and as a Muslim.

(Kaneez Farid, Hyde Park, under 35)

For some these concerns extended beyond worrying about what might happen to
changes in behaviour to avoid potential inter-personal conflict with non-Pakistanis or non-
Muslisms. In response to both explicitika comments as well as the ‘funny looks’, some
people had begun to dress differently, so as in effect to ‘pass’ as non-Muslims in certain
places and at certain times. This self-policing was a defence strategy against the subtle and
not so subtle Islamophobia and anti-Pakistani racism:

They used to wear like Hijabs and stuff and they’tlanymore. | know a few people

who have done that... Well one or two like racist comments were made to them like,

‘Oh have you got a bomb under there or somethiAg@ things like that so they

don’'t wear them anymorétry not to walk anywhere far on my own, which | used to

before. (Saima Khan, Dewsbury, under 35)

In contrast some had sought to resist this, seeing this self-policing as a kind of
capitulation to racism and Islamophobia. For example Mahmuda Ali, (aged over 35 from
Beeston) wears both ‘Western” and Asian clothes and her decisions about this have not
changed as a result of 7/7 in fact they seem have generated a sense of personal resistance as
she saysn a defiant voice when asked about this: “...if [ want to wear Asian clothes when |
am going out I will wear them.” Mariam Shahaz from Dewsbury (aged over 35) explained
how she sometimes switched between Western and South Asian forms of dress and noticed

how differently she was treated when she wore South Asian forms of dress after the 7/7



22

bombings. She goes on to explain how she will continue to wear what she chooses as it
expresses part of her identity:
I’ve always dressed in a westernised way and that obviously hasn’t changed, but I do
sometimes dress in traditional clothes and when after the bombings | was on a bus and
everybody as soon as | got on the bus everybody automatically looked at me, and as |
had my bag with me they would look at the bag as well. | was aware of people always
staring at me as | was walking past them, they would be doing something and stop
what they were doing and always look at you.
Interviewer: Has that put you off wearing Asian dress?

No it has hasn’t. That’s part of my identity and will never change.

Just as Mariam experienced the ‘funny looks’ in a public place outside of her
community others noted this as well. Whilst within the neighbourhoods where they lived
there was no change in how they were viewed, there was elsewhere:

... it’s just when you start going out of the community ... the way they look at you

and their perceptions, mostly when you go in to town maybe, but actually within the

community there was no change as such. (Nadeem Ali, Hyde Park, under 35)

In conclusion we see evidence from our interviews of Pakistani Muslims now being
seen as strangers (Bauman, 1991), as familiar but threatening, as physically close but
spiritually distant. Women especially have been subject to this gaze (Fortier, 2008), to these
‘funny looks’ which represent a shift toamore explicit presentation of a racist or
Islamophobic self (Picca and Feagin, 2007). However, this has been met with both increased
self-policing by some and resistance by others. Some think carefully about what they wear

and where they go on their own, but others carry on regardless resisting the ‘funny looks’.
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Conclusions
As Maxwell (2006) aptly summarized, British South Asian Muslims have been caricatured in
popular and mainstream political discourses as rejecting Britishness, living in segregated
ghettoes, and subscribing to anti-establishment religious movements. Such a caricature has its
origins in the immediate response to the 2001 riots and has been elaborated and embellished
as part of the government’s counter-terrorism policy (Bagguley and Hussain, 2008; Husband
and Alam, 2011). We have found no real empirical basis for this, and our interviewees were
proud to be British, hostile to ‘extremism’, with many mixing with non-Muslims. At the same
time they have become increasingly concerned about an anti-Muslim backlash and many are
critical of the policies introduced by the government in the name of integration and counter-
terrorism. Many of these themes cut across the gender and generational divisions highlighted
by some previous writers (Seidler, 2007).

We based the title of this paper on one of the comments from one of our interviews
about the ‘funny looks’ she felt that she experienced in public places after the 7/7 bombings.
For us it seemed to not only describe experience of many ‘visible’ British Pakistani
Muslims since those events, but also symbolizes some aspects of the relationship between
British society and British Pakistanis since 2001 and especially since 2005. We have
suggested a conceptualization of this in terms of Bauman’s (1991) idea of the stranger as a
collective imagination of a group who are at one familiar but unknowable. As a result of the
reactions to the 7/7 bombings some non-Muslims now apparently see Muslims as a possible
threat. Their gaze upon Muslims is sometimes one of acute and anxious ambivalence. It is the
expression of this ambivalence that British Pakistani Muslims felt they were experiencing as

‘funny looks’.
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