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Abstract This survey article, informed by interviews with Shelina Zahra Janmohamed and Yasmin Hai, examines their memoirs within the larger context of life writing by young writers of Muslim heritage living in the UK. While many life writing texts about Muslim women may be categorized as ‘misery memoirs’, describing the abuse, forced marriage, or kidnapping of the passive, oppressed Muslim female, Janmohamed and Hai produce contrasting accounts of their largely happy upbringings in British Asian families. Yasmin Hai’s The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter (2008) is marketed in its blurb as ‘a fascinating story about immigration and identity’, and the author seen as a representative of secular multiculturalism. In contrast, marketers try to constrict Janmohamed’s Love in a Headscarf (2009) within a devotional world of prescribed and proscribed practices. Despite this, I suggest that these writers are challenging and subverting attempts to pigeonhole them, and that they and others like them are producing an oeuvre of life writing growing in quality and quantity about Muslims in Britain.
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This contribution to the special issue takes as its point of departure interviews I conducted with two women writers of South Asian Muslim heritage based in Britain, Yasmin Hai and Shelina Zahra Janmohamed. The aim is to explore their very different popular autobiographical texts, The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter and Love in a Headscarf, in order to scrutinize the diversity of life writing by authors from Muslim backgrounds. In their memoirs, Hai and Janmohamed each describe in classic auto/biographical bildungsroman style their upbringing and young adulthood as British Muslim females. Both writers were born in the early 1970s and grew up in what has come to be termed ‘postcolonial London’
 (Hai first in Holloway, then Wembley; Janmohamed in North London). They write about ‘Bhajis’ (meaning sisters or savoury snacks; Hai Daughter: 154-68), ‘Buxom Aunties’ (Janmohamed Headscarf: 32), and politics, with wit and an eye for the fashions they have lived through. The two authors discuss identity as a composite entity, with Janmohamed depicting herself as ‘a British East-African Asian Muslim girl in the bubbling ethnic mix of North London in the context of 1980s Anglo-Saxon monoculture’ (34), while Hai sums up this kind of complexity in the phrase ‘jigsaw identity’ (199). They also discuss the popular bifurcation between Islam as a civilization and as a religion, but in relation to this issue, their attitudes are very different. Whereas Janmohamed classifies Islam as an infallible religion, representing culture as being at best a ‘beautiful, textured human experience’ and at worst negative ‘layers’ and ‘rules’ covering Islam’s truths (135; 15; 50), Hai is alienated by overtly religious people, but comes to embrace Islam as a ‘cultural identity’, which ‘connected me to a past, connected me to a present and, most of all, connected me to my mother’ (199).
Yasmin Hai’s memoir sets out to describe her father’s migration to Britain as a political exile from Pakistan in the 1960s, and her own development as a politically conscious youngster and later a journalist, from 1980s’ Thatcherism to our post-war on terror age. Hai offers wry but affectionate descriptions of her Pakistani relatives; her friends, lovers, and acquaintances of other ethnicities; and co-religionists of many different persuasions. She provides interesting and often funny accounts of her family’s life in Wembley, encounters with left-leaning liberals at her aspirational school, and a post-9/11 discovery of her identity as a cultural Muslim, despite the secularist upbringing her father had given her due to his Marxist leanings. Droll set pieces describing her childhood experiences and Eurocentric neighbours segue into sharper sections towards the end of the text, in which Hai depicts the tokenistic, Islamophobic attitudes she encountered when working as a television journalist. Particularly shocking is her claim that a producer on Newsnight screamed at her, ‘Get a mad mullah!’ (242) immediately after the Oklahoma bombings, although the culprit was later revealed to be Timothy McVeigh, a right-wing extremist. 

The book’s unusual title, which apparently privileges Hai’s father’s over her own identity, suggests a different approach to subjectivity than classic autobiographies, which tend to assume a universal (male, Western, middle-class) self.
 As Amina Mama writes of Black British women’s subjectivity, this is ‘not […] a static or fixed entity but […] a dynamic process during which individuals take up and change positions in discourses’ (89). However, there is also a feminist aspect to this title, as the narrator chafes against the Asian community’s attempts to characterize her solely as ‘Mr Hai’s girl’ (174). Hai’s text bears comparison with Hanif Kureishi’s My Ear at his Heart: Reading My Father, a contemplative memoir with a similarly familial title. Kureishi reads his father’s incomplete manuscript after the latter’s death in 1991, and ponders what it tells him about family relations, his own active reading habits, and writerly responsibility. Similarly, Hai explores her relationship with her father, the gap and conflict between first- and second-generation migrants, and her own father’s political life in Pakistan. She devotes a substantial proportion of the text to people who are not the autobiographical ‘I’: her parents. In addition to the portrayal of her multifaceted father, whose centrality is indicated in the book’s title, Hai’s mother acquires increasing complexity after she is widowed and has no choice but to become independent.
Shelina Zahra Janmohamed’s Love in a Headscarf is generically similar to The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter, being a memoir about a British Muslim female’s coming of age. Janmohamed has also worked as a journalistic commentator for such print media as the Times, Guardian, Muslim News and Emel magazine, as well as writing a popular blog.
 However, Janmohamed differs from Hai in that she is a committed Muslim with roots in the East African (Tanzanian) Asian community based in Britain, who has made the decision to wear the hijab and often leads discussion at the mosque in which she is an active member. Compared with The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter, this is an autobiography with the specific focus indicated in the title: the author’s search for a husband who will match up to her high ethical, spiritual, and intellectual standards. The book provides a stimulating account of a strong, in many ways feminist, Muslim, who refuses to ‘fit into other people’s boxes’ (2). If one sometimes longs for more information on other aspects of ‘Shelina’s’ personal life than her relationships and faith (what does her work involve? What do her friends do apart from bemoaning the lack of eligible men?), this may be part of a deliberate strategy employed by many non-Western and diasporic auto/biographers to incorporate occasional silences and elision into their writing (Anderson 87). However, Janmohamed makes up for her reticence in often moving accounts of religious epiphany and the prejudice that she faces as a veiled professional in our current political climate. Even her more secularist colleague Yasmin Hai also criticizes Rushdie’s publication of The Satanic Verses because she argues that ‘[h]is community didn’t consist of Hampstead liberals, politically and culturally sophisticated, able to toy with sacred cows’, and asks, in a rhetorical question that resonates with the selective self-censorship many South Asian auto/biographers employ, ‘[c]ouldn’t he have been more judicious with his art?’ (Mr Hai: 211). In relation to her own book, Hai told me, 

Once I’d finished writing [The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter], I began to feel that because I didn’t want to compromise people’s reputations, there were many details I needed to be careful about. The novel that I’m writing now is giving me greater freedom to explore characterization, as there are no ethical considerations when dealing with fictional characters. (Chambers ‘Hai’: np)
This chimes with Francesca Orsini’s comment, in her essay about a north Indian woman autobiographer of the 1930s and 40s, that ‘strategies of obliqueness and the reluctance to speak directly about oneself must come as necessary points of reflection within any discussion centered on narrating life histories’ (55). 
This article argues that Janmohamed, Hai, and other women writers who may be loosely defined as ‘diasporic’ and ‘Muslim’ are adapting and subverting popular life writing’s conventions. For example, these two texts by Muslim women emphasize the interconnectedness of the individual with close relatives, kinship networks (biradari), friends, and colleagues. Janmohamed’s book, for example, focuses on her search for a life partner, but early on in the text she makes it clear that ‘[m]y marriage, as with the marriage of any child in the family, was a collective experience’ (17). In a similar vein, the Vietnamese film maker Trinh T. Minh-ha writes that women auto/biographers and writers ‘want their words to be cries, life, capable of touching (other lives – things and beings) and being touched (being touched by the reader)’ (Moon: 140). As such, the life writing of both South Asian diasporic subjects and women writers does not exist in a vacuum, but overspills the boundaries between self and Other, circulating within and being interpenetrated by broader social experiences.
However, as David Arnold and Stuart Blackburn remind us, it would be limiting, patronizing, and Eurocentric to assume that individuals from South Asian and its diaspora are automatically ‘less discrete, less bounded and more permeable’ than Westerners (2). Indeed, and as Mary Ann Fay demonstrates, in the Muslim world ‘the tradition of biographical writing is a long one’ (2), which ranges from biographies of Mohammed, his wives and companions; to auto/biographies of important political leaders such as Salah-al-Din and the Mughal Emperor Babur (author of the Baburnama, or ‘Memoirs of Babur’); and to religious figures including Sufi saints (such as Rabia of Basra; see El Sakkakini) and prominent members of the ulama, or scholars of Islam and Islamic jurisprudence. So the apparently post-Enlightenment Western form of the individual auto/biography is clearly predated, and in Telling Lives in India, Arnold and Blackburn suggest that subcontinental auto/biographies represent ‘a means for negotiating the irreducible dichotomy of the self-in-society; they are a narrative form for expressing and imagining an individual’s existence, which includes group identities and relations with others’ (22). 
This kind of hybridity, in which the individual exists but is deeply rooted in social interactions, is evident in much South Asian fiction and auto/biography. However, the relatively scarce auto/biographical theory which exists on the Indian subcontinent and its diaspora has tended to concentrate on the life writing of nationalist figures such as Mohandas Gandhi, Jahawarlal Nehru, and Muhammad Iqbal
: the ‘great lives’ of individual, upper-class men (almost always men), who were foundational in the creation of the new nations of India and Pakistan. Yet in his groundbreaking novel, Midnight’s Children, Salman Rushdie exposes the egotism and extravagance involved in associating individuals with national history, by making hyperbolic and absurd connections between his protagonist Saleem’s experiences and those of the Indian nation. Rushdie seems to suggest that it is misleading to identify individuals as being somehow emblematic of the history of a whole nation. As Saleem himself realizes, ‘there are so many stories to tell, too many, such an excess of intertwined lives events miracles places rumours’ (9), and each time he tries to tell his own story, he becomes caught up in trying to include other narratives to such an extent that the book appears a contorted, but fascinating, web of digression. 
Particularly in India (whence both Janmohamed’s and Hai’s forebears came), it becomes difficult to present a single life story in isolation, because the subcontinent is famously characterized by multiplicity. Hai becomes aware of this after her Pakistani father dies, as a stream of neighbours, friends, and relatives arrive to mourn with the family, taking over responsibility for housework, burial rites, and grieving loved ones, at once invading the family’s privacy and providing much-needed companionship and solace. The late Mr Hai’s individuality as a Communist freethinker is disregarded, and to her surprise Hai feels no resentment when he is given a full Islamic ceremony, finding that in the context of her personal tragedy it ‘make[s] total sense’ (190).
Whereas in much life writing by Muslims (especially ‘misery memoirs’ and male autobiographies about Islamism), the individual undergoes a transformative experience which tends to involve a turning away from Islam, both these texts’ protagonists become increasingly conscious of their Muslim identity and, in Janmohamed’s case, of her strong commitment to Islam. Borrowing techniques from the social sciences and anthropology, I will now turn to excerpts from my interviews with the two writers to inform the argument and highlight the productive overlap between Janmohamed’s and Hai’s opinions and their life writing texts. 
To quote from Trinh, this kind of interdisciplinary approach is ‘not just a question of putting several fields together, so that individuals can share their specialized knowledge and converse with one another within their expertise. It is to create in sharing a field that belongs to no one, not even to those who create it’ (Moon: 107-8). Furthermore, Trinh’s work also shows us that the kinds of self-revelation that go on both in memoirs and interviews intersect in valuable ways: both forms are performative, confessional, contextual, and, above all, impure (see also Robbins 167). Trinh uses the interview format self-consciously in her writing, and like many other auto/biographers, she conducts interviews in order to help her reconstruct (or fabricate) her life and the lives of others. Similarly, in the second chapter of The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter, entitled ‘Operation Wife’, Hai describes cross-examining her mother about the latter’s feelings when she came to Britain as the wife of a man twenty years her senior, whom she had never met. And yet, the interview with her mother undercuts some of Hai’s assumptions about the young bride’s vulnerability and culture shock. At one point, Mrs Hai inserts herself into the reported conversation, boldly challenging family legend about Mr Hai having burnt one of her headscarves early on in their marriage, in an effort to make her more ‘modern’. ‘What are you talking about?’, she exclaims. ‘That never happened’ (26). 
Both interviews and auto/biography are imbricated in ‘the unavoidable question of truth and information’, yet despite the gaps, silences, and political problems in both forms, it is still possible for life writing and artist interviews to become ‘site[s] of multiplicities’ (Trinh Cinema: 247-8). Elsewhere, Trinh writes,

interviews which occupy a dominant role in documentary practices—in terms of authenticating information; validating the voices recruited for the sake of the argument the film advances (claiming however to ‘give voice’ to the people); and legitimizing an exclusionary system of representation based on the dominant ideology of presence and authenticity—are actually sophisticated devices of fiction. (Framer: 193) 

The same questions of hegemony, authenticity, voice, and legitimacy hang over life writing. Auto/biography is often seen as a ‘truthful’, direct, and unmediated form but, like the interview, it is in fact situated within and beyond genre conventions, and edited in ways which are far from innocent. Yet I would argue along with Trinh that, at their best, life writing texts and interviews ‘interrupt the power of speaking, […] create gaps and detours, and […] invite one to move in more than one direction at a time’ (Cinema: 4), so it is fruitful to use interviews in relation to analyses of broader auto/biography studies. The interview form gives the chosen authors the opportunity directly to engage with their memoirs ‘with different ears and eyes’ (Cinema: 4) than when they originally created them, and to discuss the almost invisible framing of their texts by publishers and book-sellers in spontaneous, unguarded, and sometimes scabrous ways. 

Therefore, and at the risk of embodying what Foucault criticizes as the ‘author-function’ (125-38), there is great value in the interview form. Although writers sometimes misrepresent their own work, presenting more circumscribed perspectives than their ambivalent, multivalent texts, interviews can also shed light on conscious and unconscious influences, political agendas, and stylistic intentions. It is particularly important to examine authors from the Muslim community in the current climate of Islamophobia because, to adapt Liz Stanley’s acerbic feminist critique of the postmodernist death of the author thesis to a new context: ‘you want to claim a self, to speak your oppression, to name oppressors’ (Stanley 16). 
I will now consider the politics of marketing and publishing Muslim auto/biographies in Britain. Although Hai tends to be portrayed as a secular writer, she is neither completely at ease with Islam nor the aggressive form of New Atheist writing which has come to prominence in the last decade or so.
 Similarly, to view Janmohamed only as a devout Muslim who wears the hijab and seeks an arranged marriage is to miss the humour and political engagement of her life writing. The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter has been marketed by Virago as a personal story about a father−daughter relationship, and about ‘becoming British’ (also the book’s subtitle). The first edition hardback’s dustjacket design is adorned with a sunburst of Union Jacks shaped like paisleys, a fossil-like design much associated with a secular Indo-British ‘happy hybridity’ found, for example, in Liberty fabrics (see Fig. 1). The paperback cover design takes an old family photograph of the three Hai children, and superimposes a Union Jack into the young Yasmin’s hand; the family is presented against a cartoon backdrop of distinctly British terrace houses, with more ubiquitous paisleys floating in the sky above (see Fig. 2). Notwithstanding this upbeat marketing, The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter contains dark humour which echoes earlier depictions of 1970s and 80s experiences of racism by writers such as Hanif Kureishi and Meera Syal. Hai explained that her motivation behind writing the book was ‘to explore Islamophobia from a Muslim’s perspective and simplify complex ideas about contemporary debates’ (Chambers ‘Hai’: np). Virago, however, encouraged Hai radically to cut down a long and somewhat contentious passage about being Muslim at the time of the Rushdie Affair, arguing that it was its humour that would sell the memoir, rather than the serious discussion of Islam and multiculturalism. 
[image: image1.jpg]


                                       [image: image2.jpg]Becoming British

1o,
5

&y

8

Davughier
286
N\ fs





Fig. 1: hardback



Fig. 2: paperback

Reproduced with kind permission: Yasmin Hai, The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter (Little, Brown).

In contrast, Love in a Headscarf is promoted as a Muslim Pride and Prejudice, Bridget Jones’s Diary, or Sex and the City, describing the author’s perilous search for love as she negotiates the perils of match-makers’ and aunties’ etiquette, hopelessly unsuitable boys, and internet dating, while sticking steadfastly to her faith. The two writers therefore illustrate a sacred/secular divide in the marketing of writers of Muslim heritage, with one author being positioned as a religious spokesperson on matters relating to love, the other a lay commentator on the material conditions of Muslims in multicultural Britain. 
Janmohamed told me that she began writing Love in a Headscarf to narrate the story of a Muslim woman in a way that would appeal to a reader who ordinarily wouldn’t read about Islam. ‘A bookshop near where I used to live had a display about Muslim women’, she explained, ‘and it comprised of about 30 books all from the oppressed, kidnapped genre’ (Chambers ‘Janmohamed’: np). Like Hai, Janmohamed thought that she had a very different story to tell that could be added to this display, and ‘wanted to write a memoir that was more meaningful than the usual clichés about downtrodden Muslim women’ (Chambers ‘Janmohamed’: np). Her next challenge was to find a publisher, because several rejected the manuscript, recognizing that hers was a timely story, but failing to understand how a story about a Muslim woman could be humorous and appealing. The eventual publisher, an independent house dealing mostly in non-fiction called Aurum Press, foregrounded the arranged marriage story, whereas Janmohamed always viewed the bildungsroman aspect of the text as being ‘more important and universal’. 

In Framing Muslims: Stereotyping and Representation After 9/11, Peter Morey and Amina Yaqin argue that Muslims are usually discussed as though they constitute a recognizable, monolithic community, but that popular post-9/11 representations are part fiction, part ideology, and rarely descriptive or evaluative. The authors examine stereotyping via Maxwell McCombs’ analysis of news media ‘frames’, which through selective emphasis restricts audience interpretation. They also frequently, if implicitly, explore the second, coercive connotation of ‘framing’ (to be framed by someone or something) by scrutinizing eclectic stereotypes of Muslims, including those to be found in the children’s toy nicknamed ‘Muslim Barbie’ and the spy series Spooks. Their theoretical framework finds tacit support and productive overlap in my own research, and I would argue that reificatory portrayals of Muslims by the mainstream media are particularly apparent in relation to Muslim women. The metonymical image of the veil is often linked with Muslim women’s life/writing, and the presence or absence of this signifier in paratexts surrounding books has resonances connected to belonging and not-belonging.
 Perhaps this may account for the notions of ‘British’ and ‘not-British’ identity that both authors emphasize in the excerpts from interviews given below.
In relation to the cover design for Love in a Headscarf, Janmohamed described seeing
a preliminary sketch of a faceless woman, wearing a very long purple cloak, and a billowing headscarf, against a pale, soapy green background. I felt scared of this woman, who was outside my experience. Eventually, they gave her an austere face, and in the background put a domed mosque with peace doves flying over the minarets, which was the wrong image for the book, which is friendly, light-hearted, and British. (Chambers ‘Janmohamed’: np)
To combat this stereotypical image, Janmohamed put together an agency pitch like the ones she used to prepare in her earlier career as a marketing executive, using images of young, fashionable Muslim women to enable her publishing team to understand her target market, the imagery and impact that Janmohamed desired, and how the book ought to look on the shelf. Subsequently, the publishers became interested in a section in the memoir in which Janmohamed described buying a convertible car, and the illustrator developed an almost chick lit image of a glamorous woman in a convertible wearing big sunglasses and a flowing headscarf, all done in attractive pinks and purples, and set against an urban British skyline containing both a mosque and the London Eye Ferris wheel, rather than the earlier emphasis on austerity and religion (see Fig. 3). As such, Janmohamed managed to tone down her publisher’s stereotypical marketing strategies, but as we have seen neither she nor Hai was entirely able to avoid the binary approaches of publishers, Hai ending up with her ‘happy hybridity’ cover and Janmohamed with her somewhat exoticizing ‘Muslim Audrey Hepburn’.
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Fig. 3. Reproduced with kind permission: Shelina Zahra Janmohamed, Love in a Headscarf (Aurum Press).

To understand Janmohamed’s and Hai’s texts more fully, we must study a broader trajectory of life writing by authors of Muslim heritage. Any overview will inevitably leave out many important details, but it is worth sketching out at least some of the several sub-genres into which life writing by young Muslims has divided in recent years. Firstly, the commercial if not artistic success of Ed Husain’s The Islamist (comprehensively subtitled ‘Why I joined radical Islam in Britain, what I saw inside and why I left’) has contributed to the development of one mini-subgenre of life writing which documents the (usually male) author’s flirtation with extremist Islam, often while at university, and his growing disillusionment and eventual departure from the movement. For example, in his sensationally titled book, Human Being to Human Bomb, British Bangladeshi Russell Razzaque describes his brush with Hizb-ut-Tahrir while at the University of London before going on to outline a questionable multiple choice test he has pioneered in his other role as a psychiatrist, which aims to identify people who are likely to be ripe for radicalization. 
Towards the end of The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter too, there is some interest in this topic of political Islam, albeit from within a less individualistic paradigm. Hai never entertains the idea of joining a group such as Hizb-ut-Tahrir, but several of her childhood friends who had never before been religious become increasingly zealous, even radical, Muslims. Hai is alarmed at their ‘retreat into […] religious cultures’ (232) and deplores the ‘pornography of violence’ found in extremist videos that one of her friends shows her (277). However, she can understand the turn towards Islamism as a misguided ‘Muslim populist revolt’ (251), born out of disappointment with life in Britain (233). She has explored this in her journalism
 and in our interview she argued that Islam’s recent resurgence among young Britons stems from the fact that ‘those who retreated into religion did so because they resented their parents’ “Asian” culture’ (Chambers ‘Hai’: np). This accords with the findings in Anshuman A. Mondal’s Young British Muslim Voices that younger Muslims tend to be more religious than their parents and that this is creating conflict between the generations. 
Countering the conservative ‘Islamist’ subgenre is a small number of memoirs about the wrongful imprisonment of supposedly radical ‘Muslims’ in Guantánamo Bay and other legal black holes, of which the most famous is Moazzam Begg’s Enemy Combatant.
 Yet Janmohamed and Hai may more usefully be contextualized alongside recent life writing by Sarfraz Manzoor, Rageh Omaar, Imran Ahmad, Zaiba Malik, and others: writers now in their late thirties or early forties, many of them also with a background in journalism, who were children in the 1980s, young adults in the 1990s, and came of age when 9/11 made them increasingly conscious of their religious background. Although We are a Muslim, Please, the 2010 memoir by female journalist Zaiba Malik, begins on a sombre note with a description of her interrogation in a Bangladeshi ‘Torture Room’ (1-4), for the most part these texts exemplify ‘Indo-chic’ (Huggan 59; 67), or more accurately what I would call ‘Muslim Kool’, placing discussion of music, fashion, night life, and university study alongside analysis of identity politics, Thatcherism, and Islamophobia. 
My use of the term ‘Muslim Kool’ has two sources: firstly, it derives from ‘Cool Britannia’, the media brand name used for the UK in the late 1990s during the early days of Tony Blair’s premiership and the rise of Britpop music. Secondly, it draws on ‘Asian Kool’, the name of a documentary film by Paul Moseley about the Asian music scene at the turn of the millennium, which was then adapted by Anjali Gera Roy in her academic work on bhangra, a musical genre which she argues ‘reposition[s] itself from ethnic minority music to “new Asian Kool”, displacing the classical Indian hippie Kool’ (17). The 1980s, 1990s, and to some extent the 2000s are described by one of Hanif Kureishi’s characters as a period when ‘Indians have become so hip […]. There can’t be one of them who hasn’t written a novel’ (Something: 305). The success of Salman Rushdie, Arundhati Roy, Vikram Seth, and now Kiran Desai and Aravind Adiga in literary awards, publishing deals, and critical reception is well documented. Yet this dominance of largely secular Indian texts is now being overlaid (though not replaced) by darker, post-9/11 Muslim Kool texts by literary fiction writers including Mohammed Hanif, Kamila Shamsie, and Mohsin Hamid, as well as the less well-known life writers I discuss, all of whom splice pop culture with political issues in a way that is Kool, but also rigorous and timely. For example, Kamila Shamsie’s deceptively light essay ‘Pop Idols’ seems to encapsulate this kind of young energy, because she uses the rise of popular culture and the popularity of bands such as Vital Signs and Junoon in 1980s and 1990s Pakistan as a launchpad for discussing the nation’s tumultuous recent history of dictatorships, assassinations, and Islamization. 
Misery Memoirs

Turning now to the ‘misery memoir’: in her ghost-written autobiography The Caged Virgin: A Muslim Woman’s Cry for Reason, Somali-born, Dutch ‘refugee’ Ayaan Hirsi Ali makes the dubious claims that the Muslim’s view of God is based on fear, the Prophet Mohammed is viewed as being infallible, and Islam is dominated by tribal Arab sexual morality. She also describes her abuse apparently sanctioned by Islam: 
[W]hen we were living in Ethiopia my mother did not want my sister or me to attend school. We were going to be married off within a few years anyway, so what good would all that knowledge be to us? […] But my father insisted that we go to school. […] He also declared himself dead set against our circumcision. What he doesn’t know is that my grandmother secretly arranged to have it done behind his back. (70-1)

It should be noted here that doubt has been cast on the veracity of Hirsi Ali’s forced marriage asylum claim in Holland (see Shah np), while female genital mutilation, which Hirsi Ali states is carried out ‘[i]n the name of Islam’ (2) is a cultural practice practised also in non-Islamic African cultures and rarely practised amongst Muslims outside of Africa and some parts of the Middle East. Additionally—and in stark contrast to Hirsi Ali’s and others’ attempts to link Islam with opposition to girls’ education—in a well-known and widely cited hadith, the Prophet exhorted Muslims to ‘seek knowledge, even as far as China’. In Love in a Headscarf, Janmohamed quotes this, unconsciously contradicting Hirsi Ali’s claim by asserting ‘[e]ducation was part of religion’ (38).
In Maha Khan Phillips’ satirical novel Beautiful from this Angle, the protagonist, a wealthy Pakistani socialite from Karachi, tries her hand at writing a novel in the style of misery memoirs such as Hirsi Ali’s:

When I announced that I would be going to uni, my father screamed for two weeks and told me they had already found me a husband. […] (Note: Research has shown that there are two types of oppressed women—the ones who are princesses in their own countries, and the ones who are foreigners suckered into entering a Muslim country and are never able to leave. Oppressed women trapped in Pakistan always come from either Birmingham or North England. Look on the Internet for some Birmingham street names). (36)
The character’s ‘research’ correctly identifies two common trends within life writing on Muslim themes: firstly there is the theme of the kidnapped Arab princess.
 This is a theme also to be found in ‘desert romance’ fiction, in which the leitmotif of the sexy but authoritarian sheikh looms large, probably inspired by the framing narrative of King Shahryar and his beleaguered wife Shahrazad from The Arabian Nights (Mahdi; Mallery; Young). British-Syrian novelist Robin Yassin-Kassab rightly observes that ‘the “Arab World” sections of many Gulf bookshops could be renamed “Harem Fantasy for Whites”, concentrating disproportionately on more or less fraudulent revelations of the “Princess” variety’ (np). Khan Phillips also gestures here towards another common strand in Muslim life writing: the forced marriage plot, which involves the protagonist being tricked and sent ‘back’ to the subcontinent into an unwanted marriage with a stranger.
 To these two dominant genres, we can also add the memoir about domestic or sexual abuse, such as ‘Anon Beauty’s’ Not Easily Washed Away: Memoirs of a Muslim's Daughter, and the Christian conversion narrative, for example Bilquis Sheikh’s autobiography (which continues the trend for long titles), I Dared to Call Him Father: The Miraculous Story of a Muslim Woman's Encounter with God and Christopher Alam’s Out of Islam: One Muslim’s Journey to Faith in Christ.
Anticipating Khan Phillips, Tariq Ali satirizes the trend of memoirs about ‘oppressed’ Muslim women in the last novel of his Islam Quintet, Night of the Golden Butterfly. Ali’s novel contains many complex and strong female Muslim characters, but the most interesting for our purposes is the tragic but foolish Khalida ‘Naughty’ Lateef. Naughty reinvents herself as the playfully-named ‘Yasmine Auratpasand’,
 allowing Ali to make the point that there is currently a high demand in the West and in Israel for autobiographies by Muslim women, telling of the ‘horrors’ they suffer (Butterfly: 188-9; 226). Like Canadian writer Irshad Manji, Bangladeshi Taslima Nasreen, and the aforementioned Ayaan Hirsi Ali,
 Naughty is caught up in the contemporary cult of celebrity and becomes a mouthpiece ‘to justify, in the sweetest and mildest manner possible, every Western atrocity in Muslim lands requiring justification’—for example describing her ‘enforced’ hijab as ‘[s]tifling, crushing [her] thoughts’ (Butterfly: 227-8; 204; 207).

On the website for Love in a Headscarf, Janmohamed writes:

I hope my book […] will […] provoke the Muslim community to look into itself and wonder why these lazy stereotypes exist. […] If publishers are guilty of monolithic misery memoirs, then Muslims must also take some of the blame for not sharing our universal experiences in a language and context that everyone can relate to. (‘About’: np) 
Here Janmohamed not only highlights Morey and Yaqin’s idea about the ‘framing’ of Muslims by many mainstream publishers and media outlets, but also suggests that Muslims share responsibility for this, as they need to provide alternatives to what Rachael Gilmour terms ‘woe is me’ literature (211). I would suggest that just such an exemplar of ‘writing back’ is effected by both Janmohamed and Yasmin Hai (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin: 33). Hai also explained similar motivations for her writing: 
I went into print journalism to communicate the stories of the people I’d been brought up around. Then I decided to move into television, because I felt that the visual media captured more nuances and gave fuller pictures of those stories. After that, I began to feel frustrated with the medium of journalism altogether, because of the constraints of deadlines and editorial slants. Stories dealing with ‘race’ and identity often seemed jargon-ridden and the characters were portrayed as two-dimensional, and I thought writing memoirs and long prose might enable me to capture the more three-dimensional aspects of who we are in all our complexity. (Chambers ‘Hai’: np)
Challenges to sweeping generalizations about supposedly oppressed Muslim women are also found in Ahdaf Soueif’s writing, much of which comes close to life writing: Aisha and In the Eye of the Sun in particular are often described as autobiographical fiction. In several works, Soueif traces the way in which Egyptian women went from removing the hijab in the 1970s and 80s as a sign of feminist liberation, to ‘[c]overing the hair […] as a woman’s act of political protest and a symbol of a search for a liberal, non-Westernised identity’ (Mezzaterra, 272). Another Egyptian-born, some-time British resident author, Nawal El Saadawi also writes autobiographical fiction, including Memoirs of a Woman Doctor and Woman at Point Zero. El Saadawi is one of the most trenchant opponents of Islamism, but she recognizes that patriarchal structures are common to most, if not all, religious traditions, and she also demonstrates that there is no homogeneous set of Qur’anic precepts about women, as the Qur’an can be interpreted from both feminist and misogynist standpoints, and from many positions in between (El Saadawi ‘Women’: 74-85).
Hai’s and Janmohamed’s writing about the poetic qualities of the Qur’an, Muslim dissent and scepticism, Wahhabism, Sufi practices, and cultural ‘accretions’ demonstrates sensitive awareness of the diversity of Islam. In many of the ‘misery memoirs’, however, Islam is presented as an undifferentiated monolith. As we have seen, writers such as Hirsi Ali seem to have a clear and absolute concept of what ‘Islam’ is, and it usually appears inimical to women, notwithstanding the subtler attempts of writers such as Soueif and El Saadawi to criticize abuses that attach to Islam while remaining alert to stereotypes of the religion from the outside. As Geoffrey Nash recently wrote, ‘The fault-line between Islam and the West is often articulated by the projection of the western discourse of rights on to Muslim societies, focussing on Muslim men’s “oppression” of Muslim women’ (50).
Muslim Writers Awards

I came to Hai and Janmohamed through my work as a judge for the Muslim Writers Awards, as I read their books when both were shortlisted for the 2009 Non-Fiction category, with Janmohamed’s Love in a Headscarf the eventual winner. Another auto/biography was also shortlisted: My Grandmother by Fethiye Çetin, in which the author uncovers the fascinating but neglected history of the Armenian massacres and death march of 1915, through accounts provided by her eponymous grandmother. The Non-fiction category of the Muslim Writers Awards was therefore dominated by life writing, as there were only two other books on the shortlist. The first is a monograph, Multiculturalism, in which Tariq Modood passionately argues against the recent trend of ‘multiculturalism bashing’, suggesting that more rather than less multiculturalism is needed, if Britain is to inculcate a genuine (if multifarious) sense of citizenship in its diverse populace. The second, Shahzad Aziz’s In the Land of the Ayatollahs Tupac Shakur is King, is a travelogue about the author’s visits to various Middle Eastern countries (Iran, Lebanon, Syria, Amman, and Occupied Palestine). Perhaps the Awards have realized that there are inherent difficulties in comparing such different genres as autobiographies, academic texts, and travel writing,
 because in 2011’s Awards there was no ‘Non-fiction’ category.
The Muslim Writers Awards not only offer literary prizes, but also conduct outreach work in schools with the aim of inspiring more Muslims to write. However, the organization was criticized by an audience member at 2010’s London Book Fair for its decision to exclude non-Muslim writers and for presenting itself as somehow authentic and imbued with the right to speak for ‘Muslim writers’, variously conceived. In the interviews, this led us to discussion of literary prizes, and of this new religious literary category, ‘Muslim Writing’. Hai praised the Awards’ attempts to ‘prize’ the writing of Muslims, but questioned their judgement criteria, arguing that 

Every third person on a London street could be a Muslim, and you wouldn’t know because they don’t have their heads covered; they might have white skin colour. I think it’s great to encourage young people to write their stories, because in our community there are so many stories to be told. However, a lot of us are not religious, practising Muslims like that—so I’m not sure that the Awards have yet found their feet sufficiently to include young Muslim people like me, cultural Muslims who are nonetheless good observers. (Chambers ‘Hai’: np)
As a religious Muslim, Janmohamed was more positive about the Awards, saying

In the last five to ten years, a Muslim identity has emerged, but many left-wing voices are vehemently opposed to this identification. There are those that argue there is no such thing as a homogeneous Muslim, or people who prefer not to be represented as Muslim, and of course it is their right that they should not be forced to identify with a collective. However, my view is that an identity is one that people choose for themselves, and so if it happens that people want to identify themselves collectively as Muslims or as Muslim writers, this is also their prerogative. Irfan Akram, the Director of the Muslim Writers Awards, said there were 10,000 people who sent their entries for the second Awards ceremony. Of that 10,000, most would probably have never entered any other writing competition, but the identification of this competition gave them the confidence to enter. (Chambers ‘Janmohamed’: np)
Issues of inclusion and exclusion, cultural and religious Islamic identity were touched on in my interviews with both writers, not least because the Muslim Writers Awards seem destined to tread a narrow path between engaging the trust of Muslims on the one hand, and that of the wider literary and mainstream communities on the other. No doubt these debates will continue.
Conclusion

This article has drawn out parallels and divergences between these two popular autobiographies by Muslim women authors, suggesting that in their different ways both Yasmin Hai and Shelina Zahra Janmohamed challenge Western auto/biography and unified, individualistic ideas of selfhood. This writing shaped by cultural/religious Islam still presents the life of an individual, but is expansive about her position within society. Discussion of the nexus between interviews and auto/biography demonstrates that life writing and interviews are connected and raise similar questions in relation to representation and notions of authenticity. Notwithstanding claims about the death of the author, the forms are both important channels through which to fashion and articulate Muslim female subjecthood. In interview, Hai and Janmohamed raised interesting points about the diverse marketing tactics used to sell their books and about the Muslim Writers Awards. Both writers claimed to be motivated to write by a desire to challenge the misery memoirs so dominant in the autobiography market (Hirsi Ali; Manji; et al.) and stereotypes about Muslims circulating in the media. I positioned The Making of Mr Hai’s Daughter and Love in a Headscarf against a backdrop of life writing by other Muslim-heritage authors, a genre with various subgenres, including the ‘flirtation with Islamism’ autobiography; the wrongful imprisonment memoir; the literary memoir; autobiographical fiction; and the subgenre I identify as Muslim Kool, to which the texts perhaps come closest to belonging. However, Hai’s and Janmohamed’s texts are unusual in describing a human being’s journey towards Islam as a civilization or a religion, because most auto/biographies about young Muslim women centre on her discovering ‘freedom’ and secular life.
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