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  Abstract 

The present paper discusses Ayisha Malik’s Sofia Khan is not obliged. This is a debut novel by the author 

published in 2015. The story revolves around a Muslim girl named Sofia, living in London city with her 

family; hence it gives fine narrative of how a Muslim experiences in London. The study discusses how the 

novel responds to the western concept of Muslim women. As in the popular narrative a Muslim woman is 

viewed as docile, meek and submissive. The study explores how far that popular notion is accurate or the 

opposite. Hence to conduct this kind of reading of Sofia Khan is not obliged, theoretical framework of 

Orientalism is chosen. As discussed in Orientalism by Edward said East has maintained certain 

assumptions of West which view East particularly Islamic world as barbaric, uncivilized, and dangerous. 

“Orientalism carries within it the stamp of a problematic European attitude towards Islam. As data in the 

study is text hence the method of research is textual analysis. The study finds that Sofia defies the western 

notion of Muslim women being confident, independent authoritative, and assertive. 

 

Keywords: Ayisha Malik, Sofia Khan is not obliged, Edward Said, Orientalism. 

 
Introduction 
 

The story of the novel, Sofia khan is not obliged by Ayisha Malik, revolves around a Muslim female 

protagonist names Sofia who is in her thirties. She is working in a publishing house. She is wearing hijab. 

The story charts her regular routines involving her experiences in London city as a Muslim girl. The story 

begins with her breakup with her fiancé Imran. He asks her to settle down with the joint family after 

marriage, the offer to which she does not accept. Later on she engages in a relationship with Naim. This 

relation could not survive longer.  

 

One day she is bullied due to her hijab in a train. One of the men who by chance meets her calls her a 

„terrorist‟ (only because of her identity as a Muslim which was exhibiting in her hijab) she could not do 

anything on spot because of the train‟s leave. She is assigned by the company where she works to write a 

book on „Muslim dating‟. She records her experiences and trials. She also records her friends and relatives 
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experiences due to the maximum size of the book. For instance she takes experiences of her friend Suj and 

her relationship with a black man.  

 

Later on she develops friendship with her neighbor named Conall who is an Irish photographer. Sofia and 

Conall have great understanding between them. At this stage Sofia father has cardiac attack and Sofia is 

compelled to get marry with Imran in order to please her family. Meanwhile Conall leaves for Afghanisan 

for three months for a project to cover there. Sofia upon knowing that Imran wants her to take his name; she 

defies this notion and run from the marriage without informing her family. When things are settled down, 

Conall is converted to Islam and both leave for Pakistan. Sofia khan is not obliged (2015) being the story of 

a Muslim girl living in London, having an adventurous life, provides sufficient stuff to look into the 

Eurocentric notions about Muslim women.   

 

There is a need to explore the fictional portrayals of women in Pakistani novels with reference to the 

Orientalist point of view, especially when Orientalism itself is undergoing a constant evolution and is being 

read as neo-orientalism or the re-orientalism. The portrayal of Muslim women, modern or otherwise in the 

fiction necessitates the exploration of the these portrays to see the extent to which these writers and the 

character portrayal of women done by them are in conformity with rapidly evolving views about the 

orientalist philosophy and the undermining of the West about this. This becomes even further significant 

because West is attempting to associate the neo-orientalist tendencies with the Islamophobic vision about 

the Muslims. This study attempts to analyze the women portrayal in this sense.  The study in hand is 

different from the one done previously in terms of the theoretical framework. Besides, the novel invites the 

contradictions to the orientalist discourse at large extent. Hence it needs to be studied from this framework. 

The study will also be a part of the researches done from the orientalist framework and will consequently 

enhance researchers‟ understanding of the theory and its practice in one more novel.  

 

Research Questions 
 

Q. 1. How has Ayisha Malik portrayed Muslim woman in the novel? 

Q. 2. How does Ayisha Malik‟s portrayal of Muslim woman in the novel respond to the western   

perceptions about Muslim women? 

 

Objectives of the Study 
 

The study is designed with the following objectives: 

To explore how Ayisha Malik has portrayed Muslim woman. 

To explore Aysha Malik‟s portrayal of a Muslim woman in terms of orientalist view of Muslim women. 

To see whether Aysha Malik has undermined those notions or strengthened. 

 

Literature Review  
 

As the novel is a recent publication; hence it has not yet invited scholarly studies. There is only one 

research article found in the research paradigm and the rest of the material related to the novel are reviews 

by bloggers at different publishing platforms.  Scholes reviewed the novel after a year of the publication of 

the novel and opined that whatever attributes west has been associating with Muslims community are 

challenged brilliantly as it explicitly exposes life of Muslim in England. Sofia and her family is an open 

example of Muslims as tolerant and liberal people. The reviewer compares the Sofia with Bridget jones in 

terms of the style of the writing in a diary form (Scholes, 2016). 

 

In 2017 another review appeared in published form. The review praises the novel for its fresh theme. The 

reviewer believes by depicting life of normal Muslim girl with the genuine and realistic touch that Malik 

has touched upon the new them then previously recurrent ones. The story is a kind of deviation from the 

common themes of politics, women oppression and gender studies. On the whole, “Sofia Khan is not 
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obliged” is a funny send-up of love, marriage, generational conflict, and the push and pull second 

generation kids are always balancing. It‟s also a great example of the kind of Muslim representation that I 

personally would like to see more of (Eldemerdash, 2017). 

 

The scholarly article on the novel appeared recently in 2019. The study was carried by Nahar, et al, and 

takes hijab as a focal point of the study. The study has been carried out through Islamic perception of 

„haya‟ (an Arabic word which denotes to a woman‟s decency and modesty as the primary virtue). The study 

explores Sofia‟s character in terms of „haya‟ and finds with textual references that Sofia, by maintaining the 

Islamic virtues and practices in a non-Islamic country, impresses decent and a modest woman. She turn to 

God in distress, finds solace in religion. Her leaning towards her religion in spite of difficulties in a foreign 

country proves her to be a modest woman. She is proud hijabi. Blending all her modest qualities this paper 

attempts to reveal that wearing hijab can be the first step to make a woman more confident in stepping 

ahead gradually to be a better Muslim (Nahar, et al, 2017).  

 

Several studies have been conducted from this frame of reference. Tehranian (1982) in the review of Said‟s 

Covering Islam: How the media and the experts determine how we see the rest of the world (1981) explores 

that the Europe used „Orientalism‟ to define itself as civilized and superior and thus „self‟ as opposed to the 

East, presented as exotic, primitive sexist and uncivilized and thus the „other‟. Said‟s thesis expended the 

term „Orientalism‟ with its proper sense. McCloud in 1995 has explored that Muslim women suffer 

discrimination in the United States She declares that they are facing a strangely hidden form of 

discrimination. The Islamic practice of wearing of a scarf/veil makes Muslim women‟s lives one way or 

other intolerable. It is due to this orientalist view that prevails in western society that Muslim women 

sometimes feel difficult to practice their religious rituals in non-Muslim countries (McCloud, 1995). 

 

The recent and relatively different study that completely challenges the western discourse is conducted in 

2016. Piela (2016) studies the discourses of various audiences regarding the veil in a case study of a profile 

on a photo-sharing website. The study has been emerged out of the contentious comebacks to the niqab 

(Veil) that has been uniformly charged with negative associations in the western „traditional‟ media. She 

analyzes the comments on the photos uploaded by Leila (imaginary name of the profile given by Piela) and 

throws light on the various interpretations of veil and questions the norms which are normally critical to 

veil.  

 

The study aims to sidestep the dominant discourse about niqab and Islam to the platform where the niqab is 

viewed by different faiths with positive eyes.  Furthermore, it encourages the safe space where Muslim 

women resist the popular negative discourse and creates healthy environment of positive discussions and 

appreciation. From the above discussed literature review, it is made clear that there is need of research 

based studies on Sofia Khan is not obliged (2015). There is only one article; which is from the perspective 

Islamic point of view of „haya‟. Hence the gap is identified; which motivated the researcher to study the 

novel from a different perspective. This study is innovative in terms of its theoretical perspective.  

 

Methodology 
 

This study is about the analysis of the text. Hence the method of textual analysis is conducted to come to 

objective findings of the concerned research questions. As Textual Analysis involves interpretation of the 

text it provides full length effect and meaning behind the text. The purpose of textual analysis is to describe 

the content, structure, and functions of the messages contained in texts (Frey, L., Botan, C., & Kreps, G., 

1999). Mckee proposes detailed literature related to the definition and practice of textual analysis. When we 

perform textual analysis on a text, we make an educated guess at some of the most likely interpretations 

that might be made of that text (Mckee, 2003). Thus determined that the textual analysis makes various 

meanings out of interpretations of the text. 
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Theoretical Framework 
 

It was Orientalism: Western concept of the Orient (1978) a groundbreaking scholarly work by Edward Said 

which provided the thought provoking scholarly literature about how west has been assuming and declaring 

those assumptions about East. The book propounds a ground realties of how western people have been 

engaging in creating distorted image of East-particularly Islamic nations. Said argues that on the basis of 

this knowledge of superiority and cultural differences a feigned binary of East and West was created to 

ensure that the Europeans colonization is justifiable.  On the whole, Said‟s discourse in the above 

mentioned book propounded a theoretical framework in the name of post colonialism.  Said goes back to 

historical representation of Muslims on the whole, but when he looked the construction in terms of women 

representation, a biased representation of Muslim women is found. Muslims in west are for major part read 

and analyzed through the discourses that hold Muslims as uncivilized, emotional and barbarous (Said, 

1978). Throughout the European history Muslim women has been attached to harem, veil and slave images. 

This depiction is not only bound to one domain of knowledge but almost in all forms of knowledge like 

painting, travelogues, literature, cinematic versions, etc.  

 

Veil, Niqab, Hijab or Pardah (the act of covering of head and body or by some authorities the face) has 

been the most sensationalized issue in the western secular media of all forms. West has been viewing „veil‟ 

as the form of suppression; and consequently views Muslim women as oppressed, meek and docile.  West 

holds veil as an opposed to the principles of gender equality. Westerns take the veil as a symbol of 

oppression on women which is quite unethical and unreasonable on the part of their male blood relatives 

(Berry, 2002). This is the one of the main objects that west has been using in keeping and justifying their 

orientalist discourse. 

 

Analysis  
 

The story is about Sofia khan, who is a young girl. She lives with her family in London. Being the Muslim 

girl living in London she sets a great example of how Muslims are treated in west and how far the western 

notions about Muslim women are inaccurate. Though she lives in a different culture than her own yet she 

has maintained her practices of ethnicity. She is fasting in the Ramzan. She is having hijab outside. She 

offers prayers. She does not involve in pre-marital sex. She is depicted as a common Muslim person can be. 

But she is not conservative or orthodox Muslim as depicted in Western discourses. West assumes Muslim 

woman to be orthodox and conservative. On the contrary Sofia‟s liberal attributes and unorthodox 

principles sets strong case in point. She is living a normal life as any Londoner lives. She wears jeans, 

enjoys parties, and goes on dating like other girls. Sofia is a realistic depiction of any normal person having 

genuine attributes. She is not idealized. This accurate and realistic depiction of Malik‟s protagonist 

provides authentic and undisputed image of a Muslim woman living in west. 

 

Though Sofia is Muslim but her patriotic attributes are strong. She loves her city. She is a British-Muslim. 

She loves her God and her city (p. 216). She wholeheartedly hugs her religious as well as national 

attributes. She loves her country and city not because of any societal pressure of the majority rather she 

loves her own her own. Although she is highly attached to religion and holy book Quran; for she believes 

on the bases of her reason that the Book (Quran) provides enlightenment and guidelines for one‟s behavior 

and ideology.   

 

Sofia is a rational person; and doesn‟t encourage emotions over reason. She is a realistic and practical sort 

of person. Like any other assertive woman she is of the opinion that emotional dependency is bad for 

personal growth” (p. 06). She is not emotional as Eurocentric notion holds her to be. She quits her 

engagement on the base of her authoritative voice.  This depiction is in fine contradiction to what west has 

been assuming and conjecturing about Muslim women. The west holds the belief that Muslim women are 

emotional and do not possess their identity or voice. While Sofia has rejected this Eurocentric notion with 

her authoritative personality. She is a sensible girl who is a strong decision maker. She rejects Imran upon 
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the tradition of changing the name after marriage, even when the marriage rituals are arranged. “I don‟t care 

what everyone does. But I already have a name. I‟ve had it all my life, why should I change it for anyone 

just because I‟m getting married?” (p. 371). This is how Sofia is portrayed with strong attributes of a strong 

and authoritative woman. She is an assertive and unconventional in terms of her life decisions. She does not 

depend on other‟s opinion in case of her life‟s decisions. She does not even care of other‟s assumptions 

about her.  

 

Sofia leans for reason and rationality in whatever she is doing. She refrains herself from premarital sex on 

the bases of the reason that it is not beneficial for mental, physical and spiritual health (p. 161). She wears 

scarf because she rationalize that it is good for her personality. She says, “Why do you think I wear Hijab? 

Part of religious, part of good sense” (p. 200). Thus she rationalized her decisions and weighs them in the 

parameter of reason and logic. This notion of Sofia is opposite picture of what west has been showing about 

Muslim women in popular discourses.  

 

Besides, Sofia has great liberal and humanist qualities. Once she asks her father to turn down the volume of 

the Bollywood song as one of the neighbors enters their home, justifying that “not everyone on our street is 

a fan of Bollywood” (p. 25). She respects other‟s peace and personal liking and disliking. This is quite 

antonym to west‟s assumptions of Muslim women as meek and docile. 

 

Furthermore, the racial and derogatory comments about Muslims are running across the text. The life in a 

foreign country as a practicing Muslim is not easy. This shows the intolerant approach of the western 

people who consider Muslims as intolerant in popular discourses.  One of the weird events occurred in tube, 

when Sofia was going to work. One of the white persons looking at Sofia, who is wearing scarf, 

commented her with the word „terrorist‟. Because of her hijab she was labeled as terrorist. She was shocked 

at first stage; later on, she rationalized to herself that “you should be used to racist abuse, Sophia” (p. 13). 

This is how Muslims who are wearing hijab or bearing beard are treated with disparity of verbal abuse, no 

matter how dear they hold their national attributes. On the contrary west calls Muslims as fundamentalist 

and extremist. However in the novel, opposite to western discourses, Muslims are shown tolerant. West is 

shown as conservative and bigoted towards other religions.  

 

As Sofia is facing difficulties at work place due to her scarf and ethnicity. She usually do not find a proper 

place for offering prayers. It shows that western people do not hold others‟ religion on high priority. She 

experiences verbal abuse and disparity at her work place too. This is an explicit refutation from the author 

to the west‟s notions. 

 

Sofia‟s character is a prime example of a Muslim woman as an independent, and authoritative. She takes 

her life decisions by herself. She breaks her engagement with Imran on the bases of living in a joint family. 

She later on leaves her marriage location and pursues her career. She is not submissive in any form. She is 

not suppressed by her family. She wears scarf on her own choice; rather her mother asks her to leave the 

scarf otherwise she will have difficulty living in a foreign country and that she will face difficulty in getting 

proposals. But it is her choice and she values her own choice. On the contrary west has been misperceiving 

Muslim women as submissive with no unique identity of their personality. Sofia is a complete contradiction 

of those Eurocentric beliefs.  

 

Sophia‟s scarf challenges those widely held image of Muslim women in the west. Because of this decision 

of wearing hijab though she suffers humiliation and derogatory comments by those so called liberal and 

tolerant people. Her character compels the stereotypes notion of reconsidering and reviewing their image of 

Muslim women. Their attitude and impression leaves the mark that by doing so through not knowing they 

are creating their image as what they perceive of Muslims on the whole.  
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Novel on the whole questions those popular notions of west; and justify that they need to be reconsidered 

and changed. The novel depicts a Muslim woman as a tolerant, authoritative and assertive; while the 

society of white people is intolerant and close-minded. She is depicted as independent and powerful enough 

to take her life decisions while the west considers Muslim women as submissive and meek. 

 

Findings 
 

As Eurocentric notion is bias against Muslims, it also fabricates stories about Muslim women. “They 

express unlimited sensuality, they are more or less stupid, and above all they are willing and submissive” 

(Said, 1978, p.207). From the above discussed analysis of the leading character Sofia through her 

experiences, the study finds that the existing discourse about Muslim woman is biased and hence distorted 

one. The novel presents a Muslim protagonist gives a justifiable arguments against misrepresentation of 

Muslim women in western discourses. Living in a diversed culture, dominant by a different religion than 

her own, Sofia wholeheartedly owns her religious practices but simultaneously she does acknowledge the 

western national attributes. Sofia is an assertive woman, she is a confident who takes her own decisions. 

She is not docile or meek woman as presented in western notions. She is not submissive and is never 

oppressed in any form. She is never lead by her emotions rather it her reason and logic upon which she 

relies on. On the whole Ayisha Malik challenges those stereotypes held in Eurocentric preconceived 

notions through the insights of her genuine, accurate and realist character depiction of protagonist. She has 

tried to normalize the religion no matter wherever one lives amidst other religions. She has set an example 

of how one should be open-minded and accepting to other religions. She has presented a Muslim woman in 

complete contrast of preconceived ideas. She has touched upon extremely serious topic of orientalist views 

of muslim women and how actually there are. By dealing with this highly serious issue she has justified her 

presentation of Muslim women. 

 

Conclusion 
 

This study is a textual analysis of Ayisha Malik‟s Sofia Khan is not obliged. Malik is an English author. 

She was born in London and there she received her education in English literature. Being a Muslim, she has 

firsthand knowledge of how Muslim women are treated abroad. Sofia khan is not obliged is her debut novel 

published in 2015. The novel records the adventures and experiences and observation of a Muslim girl 

living in London. Sofia is hijab wearing girl. The study has taken Orientalist perspective as theoretical 

framework of the study. Said‟s Orientalism (1978) takes to the historical construction of East by the West. 

West has been associating veil as the symbol of oppression consequently considering Muslim women as 

submissive and meek, dependent on their male counter parts. Overall in western discourses, Muslim woman 

is viewed as oppressed, emotional and docile. After the detailed analysis with the research method of 

textual analysis of the leading woman character of the novel- the protagonist Sofia, study finds out that the 

existing narrative of the West about Muslim women is biased and hence needs to be reviewed and changed. 

The character of Sofia, being an independent, assertive and liberal woman challenges those dominant views 

held in West about Muslim women. 
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