The Changing Roles of Women: South Asian Women and Work
Task Sheet
Learning Objectives
•
•
•

To know how the roles of South Asian women have changed in the UK.
To understand why attitudes have changed
Evaluate the roles of South Asian men and women, and whether they
should have equal roles in life

Key Terms:
• Gender
• Employment
• Communities
• Supplement
• Attitudes
• Traditions
Introduction
Many South Asian women came to Britain in the 1960s and 1970s to join their
husbands who were already settled and working. In Britain, the1960s saw an
increase in the number of women being accepted into higher education and finding
employment. However, there were still attitudes and practices that meant women
were treated differently because of their gender, for example as soon as they
married or were pregnant they were sacked or required to leave their jobs. Within
the South Asian communities attitudes were also changing. While some cultural
traditions meant that women were not allowed to work outside of the home, many
women had to take up employment in order to supplement the family income
and make ends meet.

Starter:
Take a look at the photo of an Indian woman holding a placard (edited). What do
you think it says? Discuss your suggestions. (5 mins)

Now take a look at the unedited photo. What new questions arise? How does it
change your initial ideas and suggestions?

Task 1
Read source 1

Excerpt from an oral history interview conducted with Najma Mirza. Najma was
born in Kanpur, India in 1947 and arrived in London in 1967.
QUESTION

?
MATRIX

“I worked for the United Dairy, because
I did a degree in science. So I got the job
with the United Dairies and they had a
laboratory …so I worked there for 5
years. I was quite happy there... And
that was my first job; I never had to
work before in Pakistan.”

What questions can you think of after reading the above statement? Choose 5
questions and write down what the answers could be.

Task 2
What type of jobs do you think other women like Najma would have done once
they were in England? Write down your ideas.

Jobs for Migrant
women during
the 60s and 70s.

Read and examine sources 2a, 2b, 3, 4a, 4b and 5.
a) List the types of jobs mentioned in the sources.

Oral History Interview

Source 1

Najma Mirza
(arrived in England in 1967)

Source 2a

Jamila Qureshi
(arrived in England in 1960)

Source 3

Nusrat Syed
(arrived in England in 1967)

Source 4a+4b

Zahida Mughal
(arrived in England in 1974)

Source 5

Navid Akhtar
(son of a migrant)
(arrived in England in 1960)

Country
of origin

List of jobs

b) Look carefully at source 2a and 2b. What are similarities and difference
between the two?
Source 2a

Source 2b

c) Look at source 4a and 4b. Write down how the Terms and Conditions have
changed for women in the 21st century.

d) Give two examples of how these sources are useful in studying South Asian
women’s work-life in Britain?

Task 3
Imagine you are a migrant from the sources above. A union has asked you about
the changes you want to see. Design a placard for a protest?

The strike at Grunwick began with a small number of Asian workers walking out ‘in
protest at oppressive working conditions’ on 20 August 1976.

Extension 1

https://kenanmalik.wordpress.com/2012/03/28/here-to-stay-here-to-fight/
Research Asian Youth Movements

Asian Youth
Movements

Extension 2
Research Noorunissa Inayat Khan and complete the Facebook page with
factual details (For her wall you may want to find Noorunissa’s actual quotes)

Research
http://www.enemyofthereich.com/
Noor Inayat Khan: The Indian princess who spied for Britain
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-20240693
“The Noor Inayat Khan Story reveals the courage, strength and compassion of Noor
Khan as her Muslim faith inspired her to risk everything to battle Nazi oppression.
She is a source of inspiration for anyone working for freedom and justice today”
~ Dalia Mogahed
co-author of “Who Speaks for Islam? What a Billion Muslims Really Think”

“[This] story was the most alluring because of her deep spirituality.”
~Religion News Service

Teacher’s notes
These educational resources are intended to be used in the study of the changing roles and status of women in
Britain through the lens of South Asian female women who migrated to the UK in the 1960s and 1970s.
Students are given the opportunity to interact with a variety of sources.The use of photographs and documents
in the lesson plan shows how information can be gathered from non-oral history sources and can be used along
side oral history testimonies to provide a fuller picture. (E.g. the address and telephone number of
JamilaQureshi’s company which was not mentioned in the oral history interview).
While many Asian women from Pakistan, India, Bangladesh and East Africa worked in textile and
manufacturing factories, there were also those who came to England with not only undergraduate degrees but
also Masters degrees. This counters the assumption that many took up menial jobs because of their lack of
education. Rather it was a number of factors. Cultural attitudes meant that some women were expected to
remain at home and look after the house and families and therefore were only able to supplement the income
by taking in piecemeal work. Some women had not worked prior to coming to England because of their social
standing – they had not needed to. Their arrival in England often signalled a shift in that to keep up with the
cost of day-to-day living they had to work to supplement the household income.

