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Abstract 
Leila Aboulela is a British author of Sudanese origin, recognized for her insightful novels that 

delve into themes of identity, migration, faith, and cultural dislocation. Born in 1964 in Cairo 

and raised in Sudan, her subsequent relocation to the United Kingdom profoundly shaped her 

literary voice. Her narratives frequently highlight the challenges faced by Muslim women as 

they navigate life in Western contexts while remaining connected to their faith and cultural 

roots. Aboulela's first novel, The Translator (1999), received widespread acclaim for its 

exploration of love, spirituality, and cultural tensions. She further examined these themes in 

her subsequent works, including Minaret (2005), Lyrics Alley (2010), The Kindness of 

Enemies (2015), and Bird Summons (2019), skillfully intertwining historical and modern 

elements. Her writing is noted for its lyrical quality and a strong focus on religious faith as a 

source of resilience. Through her novels, Aboulela confronts stereotypes and offers a genuine 

portrayal of the experiences of Muslim women, establishing herself as a prominent figure in 

contemporary literature. 

In literature, the theme of women's identity crises is frequently examined by authors such as 

Virginia Woolf, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Sylvia Plath, and Simone de Beauvoir. Woolf’s A 

Room of One’s Own (1929) contends that the creative and intellectual capabilities of women 

are hindered by economic and social limitations. In a similar vein, Gilman’s The Yellow 

Wallpaper (1892) illustrates a woman's mental deterioration as she grapples with societal 

constraints. Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar (1963) explores a young woman's battle with mental 

health issues, societal gender roles, and career aspirations, highlighting the sense of suffocation 

that women often experience within a patriarchal framework. 

Leila Aboulela’s novels intricately examine the search for identity, particularly through the 

perspectives of faith, migration, and cultural dislocation. Her characters frequently contend 

with their self-perception as they navigate the complexities of their Islamic backgrounds 

alongside the realities of life in Western environments. In Minaret (2005), the main character 

Najwa experiences a significant transformation, transitioning from a life of affluence in Sudan 

to one of servitude in London. Her path to rediscovering her faith becomes pivotal in her quest 

for identity, demonstrating how religion can provide stability during tumultuous times. 

Likewise, in The Translator (1999), Sammar, a Sudanese widow residing in Scotland, faces 

feelings of isolation and cultural estrangement. Her identity evolves through love and 

spirituality, underscoring the role of personal connections and faith in the journey of self-

discovery. Aboulela also tackles themes of historical and postcolonial identity in The Kindness 

of Enemies (2015), where the protagonist, Natasha, an academic of Sudanese-Russian heritage, 

grapples with her sense of belonging. The narrative contrasts modern issues of Islamophobia 

and assimilation with the historical figure of Imam Shamil, illustrating how identity is 

influenced by both individual experiences and collective history. Throughout her oeuvre, 

Aboulela depicts identity as dynamic and evolving, shaped by faith, culture, gender, and 

displacement. The journeys of her characters resonate with a universal quest for belonging, 

rendering her novels profound examinations of selfhood in an interconnected world. 

Key word: Identity crisis,Feminism,Arab women, Biculturalism. 

The identity crisis experienced by women is rooted in the interplay of societal expectations, 

gender roles, cultural norms, and personal ambitions, which frequently stand in opposition to 

one another. Historically, women have faced challenges in establishing their individuality 

outside of conventional roles such as spouse, mother, or caregiver. This crisis is exacerbated 

by factors such as patriarchy, economic reliance, insufficient educational opportunities, and 

restricted career paths, resulting in feelings of self-doubt, alienation, and internal discord.  

Though Feminist movements and the progression of gender perspectives have granted women 

greater control over their identities; however, the struggle for full autonomy and equality 
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continues. The pursuit of self-definition is a fundamental aspect of the female experience, 

rendering it a crucial topic in literature, psychology, and social sciences. 

The quest for female identity within the Arab world presents a multifaceted and dynamic 

challenge influenced by cultural, religious, patriarchal, colonial, and modern factors. Women 

in this region frequently navigate the tension between established gender roles and their desires 

for education, autonomy, and self-actualization. Although numerous Arab societies prioritize 

family honor, modesty, and domestic duties, a growing number of contemporary women are 

actively contesting these conventions, striving to reshape their identities in both personal and 

professional domains.Arab women authors, including Nawal El Saadawi, Hanan Al-Shaykh, 

and Leila Aboulela, have delved into the challenges encountered by Arab women in their 

literary creations. El Saadawi’s Woman at Point Zero (1975) offers a critical examination of 

patriarchal domination, whereas Al-Shaykh’s The Story of Zahra (1980) illustrates the 

psychological turmoil experienced by a woman navigating the tensions between tradition and 

modernity. These narratives underscore the complex internal and external struggles that Arab 

women confront in their quest for identity. 

Leila Aboulela’s novels profoundly explore the quest for identity, especially within the realms 

of migration, faith, and cultural dislocation. The protagonists, frequently Muslim women, 

grapple with the challenge of harmonizing their religious and cultural backgrounds with the 

expectations of Western societies. These characters seek to understand their true identities and 

place significant emphasis on the emotional aspects related to their sense of self.In Leila 

Aboulela's novel The Translator, the quest for identity emerges as a pivotal theme, intricately 

examined through the character of Sammar, a Sudanese widow residing in Scotland. 

Confronted with sorrow, cultural dislocation, and a sense of isolation, Sammar finds herself 

navigating the complexities of two distinct worlds—her Islamic heritage and the Western 

culture surrounding her. Her profession as a translator serves as a metaphor for her inner 

turmoil, as she strives to reconcile her past with her current reality. The dynamics of her 

relationship with Rae, a secular Scottish academic, further intensify her struggle with identity, 

as she yearns for emotional intimacy while grappling with the potential erosion of her religious 

and cultural principles. Through Sammar's experiences, Aboulela underscores the profound 
impact of faith, love, and a sense of belonging on personal identity, shedding light on the 

difficulties encountered by Muslim women in the diaspora. The narrative ultimately conveys 

that identity is fluid, shaped by individual experiences and the integration of diverse cultural 

elements. 

In Minaret (2005), Leila Aboulela delves into the identity struggles faced by the protagonist, 

Najwa, a formerly affluent Sudanese woman compelled to reconstruct her sense of self 

following her family's political decline. Raised in a privileged, Westernized setting in Sudan, 

Najwa initially relishes a life of comfort, largely disconnected from religious beliefs and 

societal challenges. However, the execution of her father and the subsequent exile to London 

lead to a significant loss of status, security, and self-esteem. As she adapts to her new life as an 

immigrant working as a maid—an experience starkly contrasting her previous existence—

Najwa's identity crisis deepens. She grapples with feelings of alienation, loneliness, and shame, 

caught between her homeland and her unfamiliar surroundings. Gradually, she turns to Islam 

as a means of redefining her identity, discovering solace in faith, prayer, and the support of the 

Muslim community. Unlike her earlier superficial relationship with religion, she now embraces 

it as an integral aspect of her identity, aiding her in reclaiming dignity and inner tranquility. 

Through Najwa's transformative journey, Aboulela demonstrates how identity is influenced by 

social class, migration, and religious belief, illustrating that personal growth often emerges 

from adversity. The novel underscores the intricate nature of self-reinvention, particularly for 

Muslim women in the diaspora, rendering Minaret a profound examination of faith and identity 

in contemporary society. 

Cultural displacement is a prevalent factor contributing to identity crises, as individuals may 

find themselves caught between multiple cultures. Immigrants frequently encounter feelings of 
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alienation and a diminished sense of belonging, as they strive to balance the customs of their 

native land with the demands of integrating into a new community.In her 2010 novel, Lyrics 

Alley, Leila Aboulela delves into the quest for identity against the backdrop of cultural, social, 

and personal transformations occurring in mid-20th-century Sudan. The narrative also 

highlights the experiences of female characters, such as Soraya and Wad al-Nagi, who confront 

and challenge the conventional gender roles prevalent in Sudanese society. Soraya, in 

particular, embodies the modern, educated woman striving for independence and a life that 

transcends the confines of arranged marriage, mirroring the broader societal movement towards 

women's empowerment. Aboulela skillfully weaves together themes of tradition versus 

modernity, colonialism, and religious identity, illustrating the complexities characters face as 

they adapt to their changing circumstances in a swiftly evolving world. Through Lyrics Alley, 

she presents identity as a dynamic and profoundly personal journey, influenced by historical 

context, cultural heritage, and the ongoing struggle for self-definition. 

The notion of identity crisis has been a recurring theme throughout history, frequently surfacing 

during times of social, political, and cultural upheaval. Across both ancient and contemporary 

societies, individuals and communities have grappled with issues related to self-definition, a 

sense of belonging, and the need to adapt amidst change. Factors such as warfare, colonization, 

migration, revolutions, and technological progress have significantly influenced the formation 

and reformation of identity.In The Kindness of Enemies (2015), Leila Aboulela delves into the 

identity dilemmas encountered by individuals navigating multiple cultures, histories, and belief 

systems. The narrative centers on Natasha Wilson (originally Natasha Hussein), a Sudanese-

Russian scholar residing in Scotland, who grapples with her diverse heritage and Muslim 

upbringing in a Western context that increasingly harbors skepticism towards Islam. Natasha's 

identity turmoil arises from her efforts to distance herself from her Muslim origins in order to 

conform to Western societal expectations, yet she finds it impossible to completely sever ties 

with her lineage. This internal struggle deepens as she engages in research on Imam Shamil, a 

19th-century Muslim resistance figure from the Caucasus, whose experiences resonate with 

her own challenges regarding belonging and self-identity. By intertwining historical and 

contemporary narratives, Aboulela illustrates identity as a dynamic construct influenced by 
history, migration, and faith. The Kindness of Enemies ultimately conveys that identity is not 

a static entity but rather a continuous negotiation between heritage, individual choices, and 

societal views. 

Throughout history, women have encountered identity crises stemming from gender roles, 

patriarchal structures, and societal norms. In numerous cultures, women were restricted to 

domestic responsibilities, often with minimal access to education and career prospects. The 

feminist movements of the 19th and 20th centuries, notably the suffrage movement and the 

struggle for equal rights, contested these traditional roles, leading to a reimagining of female 

identity.In Bird Summons (2019), Leila Aboulela delves into the quest for identity through the 

interconnected experiences of three Muslim women—Salma, Moni, and Iman—who undertake 

a road trip to the Scottish Highlands. Each woman grapples with her identity, navigating the 

tensions between faith, personal ambitions, cultural norms, and the difficulties of life in the 

West. Salma, a former activist from Egypt, has adapted to British society yet feels estranged 

from her heritage and weighed down by guilt regarding her decisions. Moni, a committed wife 

and mother, reflects on the sacrifices she has made for her disabled child, caught in a conflict 

between obligation and her own dreams. Iman, the youngest and most defiant, confronts the 

stigma associated with her divorce, seeking love and acceptance. Their journey is enriched with 

spiritual and mythological themes, particularly through the mystical hoopoe bird, which 

represents guidance and self-discovery. Aboulela intertwines Islamic spirituality with folklore, 

demonstrating that identity transcends mere external labels and involves an internal journey 

toward self-acceptance and faith. Through the narratives of these women, Bird Summons 

emphasizes the intricacies of female Muslim identity, illustrating how migration, religion, and 
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personal histories influence the pursuit of belonging in a society that frequently imposes 

conformity. 

Thus we can say that The impact of education, digital activism, and feminist movements has 

empowered Arab women to articulate their identities more assertively; however, patriarchal 

systems and legal obstacles still hinder their independence. The interplay of faith and 

secularism, as well as the contrasts between Eastern and Western values, alongside the tension 

between tradition and modernity, contributes to a persistent struggle for self-acceptance. Leila 

Aboulela’s literary oeuvre profoundly explores the theme of identity crisis, especially within 

the realms of migration, cultural hybridity, and the interplay between faith and modernity. As 

an author originally from Sudan who moved to Britain, her narratives encapsulate the 

psychological and emotional turmoil experienced by individuals navigating two contrasting 

cultural and religious landscapes. Through her characters, Aboulela illustrates identity as a fluid 

concept, characterized by an ongoing negotiation between tradition and modernity, as well as 

personal convictions and societal expectations. A significant element of the identity crisis 

depicted in Aboulela’s works is the function of Islam as a source of stability. Numerous 

protagonists, particularly women, grapple with feelings of alienation from their homeland and 

the complexities of integrating into Western culture. Literary works such as Minaret, Lyrics 

Alley, and Bird Summons delve into these challenges, illustrating that identity is not a fixed 

concept but is continually influenced by both individual and shared experiences. Consequently, 

the quest for identity transforms into a journey of negotiation, resilience, and empowerment, 

as Arab women confront restrictive societal norms while endeavoring to maintain their cultural 

and spiritual heritage.Aboulela’s literary works ultimately depict the identity crisis as a 

profoundly personal challenge that resonates universally. This struggle necessitates self-

awareness, resilience, and a renewed connection to one’s cultural roots. 
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