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This is a story about life. Well, my life so far. It’s about a series of unpredictable turns. It’s about me as a Muslim Brit embracing dual identities, surviving the turbulent teens and transitioning from self-doubt to self-belief.

There is a little bit of drama, we may even shed a few tears together, but more importantly there will be a lot of laughs (mainly me laughing at myself). And, of course, the inescapable shedload of bold statements. You can’t get a Muslim woman in a hijab with no opinion, am I right?! Even if they are mainly fashion ones …

This journey of mine, well, it’s still a wide-open road, and I want to take you with me. Some of you have already been walking with me – even running like mad at times – but now I want to take a moment to look back on all the craziness and take a deep breath.

Right, let’s go.

Dina x
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[image: NO. 2. My Journey]
THE OTHER HALF


‘In order to be irreplaceable, one must always be different.’

Coco Chanel


Let me introduce you to the term ‘halfie’. Halfie is a term used by me, my twin sister and my group of friends for someone who is half this and half that – like me. I’m half Egyptian, half English.

I was born in Egypt, Cairo, in 1989 to an Egyptian dad and an English mama. Some of my earliest childhood memories are filled with pyramids, dust and donkeys. Yep, I’m feeding the stereotype there. While much of the city is indeed dust, it’s also crammed to the brim with the busiest streets and wildest traffic jams you’ll ever see. In short, Cairo is a load of fun, sun and a whole lotta character.

England was also very much part of my upbringing. We spent many holidays with my maternal grandparents and extended family, until eventually holidays became something more permanent – my parents decided to move to England. I was six years old at the time.

Unlike most kids, I wasn’t actually too worried about moving abroad and having to fit in. Having a mother who is English and having spent my childhood in Egypt meant my twin and I grew up in an environment infused with both Egyptian and British culture. And language wasn’t a problem either, as we were fluent in Arabic and English. So moving to Britain never felt daunting, it felt exciting.

Although we would miss our Egyptian relatives dearly – especially our cousins, who were the same age as us, we were also looking forward to starting a new school, a new life and spending more time with our maternal grandparents.

We joined in Year 2 at our new primary school in London. The school run was a big contrast to the long, exhaustingly hot car journeys that we were so used to. In London we got there in seconds, as we were literally neighbours with the school gates.
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On my first day I waltzed through those gates in a bright orange, floral-printed summer dress – a far cry from the baby blue pinstripe dresses all the other girls were wearing. My mum had yet to pick up our school uniforms, but it was fine! I chose what to wear myself that day and I had my sister by my side, so I really wasn’t too worried.
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Then the inevitable happened – for the first time ever I was put in a separate class to my twin. I walked into the classroom alone, not knowing what to expect. But then I breathed a sigh of relief – and surprise – to see the diversity of my classmates. It’s safe to say I fitted in there more than I ever did amongst the kids in our Cairo class, which was only filled with Egyptian kids. Yeah, I was half Egyptian, but because I was also half English, I spoke English differently to them, and so I never completely blended in. In the London school, there were lots of people like us: Indians, Arabs, white kids, black kids, eastern European, mixed-race kids, so we felt it was a much more natural fit.
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I quickly made a best friend, as you do at that age. Her name was Nisha Chavda and we did everything together, both in school and out. With a new best friend by my side, a mix of kids from different backgrounds – and not forgetting a quick school run – primary school days flew past in a carefree roller coaster ride of friends, excitement and learning.
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Amid all that, my two younger brothers also came on the scene during my primary years. The older one was born when I was six, and the younger when I was eight. So being a responsible older sister was also in full swing!
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The four of us have always been close, even if we are different. My brothers are not alike at all, just like my sister and I – we are like chalk and cheese! But we love hanging out together, and I think that our differences in character have meant that both my brothers and my sister have always been my friends as well as my siblings.
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We were always a team, and I still remember how the four of us used to attend Arabic school together on a Saturday. I absolutely hated it; the teachers were too strict and the syllabus was so difficult to follow. My sister, brothers and I used to get up to no good, making fun of the teachers and generally misbehaving. We used to bunk off lessons as much as possible along with our fellow halfie Egyptian mates.

My siblings and I appreciate the fact that being a halfie means having memorable experiences on both sides of our cultures. Holidays were spent either in Egypt or on a weekend away in Wallasey, Merseyside, with our grandparents. Some of my fondest memories are from the Mersey coast – the long brisk walks with the dog along the seashore, the fish and chips on the pier and being knee-deep in water scouring for crabs.

On the other side, in Egypt, holidays were very different but just as fun. When we were in Cairo for Eid, we’d get a goody bag of treats from our Egyptian grandma, whom we called ‘teta’. Then we’d go up to the balcony with our cousins to throw down firecracker balls. After our antics, we’d watch the non-stop street parties go by: the parade of horses dressed in bright colours, the bustling crowds of happy families and the standstill traffic that played a cacophony of tooting car horns!

Back in London, Eid wasn’t quite as crazy, but it had its own flavour – the community would get together and eat endless plates of food, there’d be Eid parties at Regent’s Park mosque and lots of eidiyya – money that elders give to the youngsters – which I (of course) loved!
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Eid wasn’t the only highlight of my childhood. Again, my dual upbringing meant I was able to enjoy non-Muslim traditions, too, and Christmas was big in our family. We always looked forward to enjoying the festive season with our maternal grandparents. I have so many amazing memories of waking up to stockings bursting with pressies, and running down the stairs with the dog to see the dazzling, ginormous tree towering over mounds of wrapped gifts. We’d have crackers at the dinner table, roast dinner and always, always a game of monopoly before bedtime.
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On paper my maternal grandparents were Church of England. Although they never talked about religion, they always celebrated Christmas and other big events. Even at Easter, every year my grandad arranged egg hunts for us. I’m feeling so much nostalgia just sitting here writing about it!
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It’s funny, I have fonder memories of Christmas than I do of Eid – mainly because of the magical atmosphere that there is around Christmas time in Britain. I really consider myself to be one of the lucky ones. Some Muslims say it’s not ‘allowed’ to mark Christmas, but I believe it’s a vital part of the national British culture, and therefore it is a part of me, too. I am so happy that I got to experience a harmony of different cultures and traditions in my life. I feel a little sad that my own kids won’t have exactly the same experiences, but we all have our own different, unique lives and they get to experience another mixture of cultures. All I can say, is that I’m just so grateful for mine – it’s shaped my life and who I am now. But let’s rewind to when I was eleven years old. After five years of being settled in London, my parents decided to move to Wales. Yep, there’s been a lot of moving in my life! But to be honest, I’ve never minded it. We went to Cairo every summer for two months, so I’ve always felt like I have more than one home, and here was another to add to the collection!

My dad had visited Cardiff for an exhibition, as he was trading in Egyptian souvenirs at the time. Basically, he quite liked the city – well, actually he REALLY liked it – so we all prepared for the next phase of our life.

It happened pretty fast. We relocated during half term, and it took my parents a few weeks to find a suitable school for all of us. When my sister and I finally joined our secondary school, bang in the middle of term, we were each paraded at the front of class for everyone to gawk at and welcome as ‘the new kids’. This was done separately again, of course – God forbid you keep twins together, or else they’ll never learn to make friends or know how to cope in the world!
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We had been at an all-girl’s school in London for the first half of the year, but our new school was co-ed. I spent the rest of Year 7 trying to make friends and figure out this whole new playing field. Suddenly there was such a thing as a ‘bad boy’, schoolkids having ‘fags’, a whole crowd of ‘chavs’ and gangs of pretty, popular girls ruling the roost! It was a far cry from what I had imagined school to be like in Wales. I thought we’d be surrounded by rolling countryside, that there’d be super-strict teachers and that we’d be the only only Muslim kids in the whole school. None of that happened. Our new Welsh school was incredibly diverse; there were plenty of Muslims, Hindus, Christians and kids of all other faiths. It catered to pupils who spoke English as a second language and also excelled in supporting kids who were asylum seekers as well as refugees.
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Overall, when I look back at the time I had there, I loved it! Of course, there were ups and downs that I’ll get into later, but in general I was happy, especially once I’d found my group of friends. It was like United Colours of Benetton. There were six of us: me and my sis; Katie, the blonde-haired Welsh lass from the valleys; Aisha and Adeeba, the Pakistanis; and Desiree, who moved to London from Zimbabwe. Despite our diversity (which is, of course, on trend now), we weren’t considered one of the popular ‘cool’ groups. In fact, we were always known as the ‘laughing like a pack of hyenas’ group. Very flattering! But we didn’t care, as we had a great time together and, as you might have guessed, were always having fun. Without my close circle of friends, I know that high school could have been an absolute misery for me.
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THE HIJAB YEARS


‘She understood that the hardest times in life to go through were when you were transitioning from one version of yourself to another.’

Sarah Addison Allen


FIRST BLOOD

No sooner had I adjusted to the change of home, school environment and my circle of friends than I experienced another, more intimate, change.

I was eleven years old and I’d just got my bloody period – if you’ll pardon the pun. When I told my mum that I’d need to start wearing some of her big ugly pads, she beamed at me, gave me a huge hug and assured me not to worry about a thing. I can’t say I remember being worried, if I’m honest I was more pissed off than anything. You see, I was a proper little tomboy with a carefree attitude; I enjoyed my sports and just really enjoyed being a kid. So the thought of having to experience something that suddenly made me more ‘girly’ was a bit of a nuisance.

At that time, I really couldn’t have cared less about how I looked. The majority of my wardrobe was from the boys’ section at GAP – I used to wear nothing but combat shorts and oversized hoodies. I’d always have my hair in a ponytail, with the most embarrassing centre parting and a fringe that fell over my bushy brows. But now I’d started my period, I also started wearing a hijab – which saved everyone from that infamous centre parting!

JUST A PIECE OF FABRIC?

My first day of wearing the hijab or a headscarf was also the first day back at school after the summer holidays. Lucky me! As I walked through the school gates, I’ll be honest with you, I was shitting myself. It didn’t help that my twin sister wasn’t wearing a headscarf and that her hair was styled gorgeously into two braided bunches. Up until now, we’d always been pretty equal in everything we did, without competition. We even shared a circle of friends. But things had suddenly changed. She automatically became cooler and more accepted by the skaters and moshers. I felt very much like the ‘loser’ twin, which was a real shock and it changed how I saw myself.

When I decided to start wearing the hijab, I was physically transitioning. I developed body image issues, seeing myself as overweight and chubby. I lost my confidence and let my insecurities take over.
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I hadn’t anticipated how a simple change of look would become such a challenge for me, mainly because all these body issues that were thrown in the mix. At the time, I wasn’t scared about wearing a hijab. To me, it wasn’t such a big deal. I was always taught that you wear the hijab when you get your period, so it was a natural progression and an accepted part of my life. But I didn’t let myself progress in other ways.

It can be tough. If you think being a young Muslim in today’s society is hard, then try being a young Muslim girl in a hijab – there’s no hiding away on a bad day for us! I give props to Muslim girls and women, especially those who are having a hard time wearing the hijab but are still committed to it.
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It’s not often that we get acknowledged for our daily struggles. I’d dare any of the men in our families and communities to walk a day in our shoes. I doubt they’d last one minute! If there are any men reading this, I say this: a little appreciation can go a long way. It’s the Muslim women in hijab who largely end up taking the brunt of Islamophobia in our day-to-day lives. It is women in hijab struggling to fit in at work, at school, who are being told we shouldn’t do this or that because we wear it. I so wish our generation were better informed about the hijab and that we could have challenged the many misconceptions about Islam that we all grew up with. Maybe then we wouldn’t hold ourselves back so much, like I did.

Deep down, and what I came to truly understand later in life, is that commitment to wearing the headscarf should never stop you from living your life. I know this is easier said than done and the reality is that for some, that’s not the case. I tried to see it as a beautiful, liberating practice that would allow me to shine in my abilities and my personality, and be acknowledged by the world for who I truly was and not by the way I looked. I didn’t want to be judged on my appearance and conform to societys sexualisation of women (simply for just being a woman). My wearing of the hijab was like shouting out to the world, ‘I am a Muslim and a proud one, too!’. We were very much unapologetically Muslim back then. It was (and still is) a huge part of our identity and something to feel proud of.

LOW POINTS AND HIGH LESSONS

I absolutely loved sports when I was growing up and was always pretty active, but for some reason my athleticism went out of the window as soon as I started wearing a headscarf. I say ‘for some reason’ when, really, I know why. After years of not giving a flying F about my appearance, I suddenly became more conscious of how silly I’d look. I stopped playing football because I felt stupid being the only one in a hijab. I’ve always loved tennis and grew up playing it with my dad, but I stopped that, too. And I used to go horse riding every week, but I felt like an absolute loser in a scarf and a riding hat. No one was telling me this, it’s just how I couldn’t help but feel. I was the only one holding myself back.

I am sure, like a lot of girls, there were countless times during my teenage years that I’d cancel plans because I thought I looked fat in everything. I’d end up sobbing my eyes out into a heap of clothes that I thought didn’t fit. Of course, hijab and the very essence of it is supposed to prevent this kind of complex, but in reality, every young girl will go through body image issues – and Muslim hijabis are certainly no exception. We’d be naïve to think that just because a girl is wearing a hijab that she automatically doesn’t care about her appearance and is spiritually mature enough not to fall prey to the superficial pressures of society. Social media is so prevalent in shaping our youth these days, yet many people assume these girls are immune to its pressures, and so we’re left with a community that’s in denial and doesn’t understand the everyday issues that our girls face.

In reality, the hijab shouldn’t limit you in anything that you want to do. If only I’d had my current mentality of not putting so much pressure and stringency on wearing the headscarf then maybe I'd be a different person altogether now. Looking back I realise how much of a mammoth decision it is for young girls to commit to wearing a headscarf at a young age. However, I believe that everything happens for a reason and in my case I’m glad of my experiences, as they have allowed me to delve deeper into what modestly and the hijab actually is and to gain my own understanding rather than buy into what we’re systematically taught on a very general basis. Like: ‘You must cover up to protect yourself from men, so they don’t fancy you,’ or, ‘You’re like an expensive diamond, and we keep expensive things safe’ and more BS like that.
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For example, I remember when I was about twelve years old, there was an image going around of two lollipops – one had a wrapper on it and the other was unwrapped and had dead flies on it. It told young women to hide their beauty or we’d end up with dead flies on us, which is absurd! But that’s what we were exposed to. So many things in religion have been manipulated in favour of men, but what God would allow women to be treated unfairly? If we are Muslims and we are taught that He is the most merciful, then He wouldn’t be unjust to women. Men’s modesty in religion is as important as women’s – the Quran addresses men’s modesty first, then women’s. We need to look into what our faith actually teaches, never follow it blindly or stupidly, like that lollipop picture!

My relationship with wearing the headscarf is ever fluctuating, with plenty of ups and downs over the almost twenty years of daily commitment. It will always be ingrained as part of my culture.

Modesty as a whole is something I think I will always try my best to adhere to as a general dressing guideline, it’s just how I feel comfortable living my life, headscarf or not. I think it’s so important for girls to learn about hijab and what it means truly in a way that’s grounded, balanced and also practical to their roles in society, rather than out of fear of ‘going to hell’. So many tenets of Islam are taught to kids by instilling a fear in them – a fear of going to hell, a fear of God being angry – so kids are scared of the consequences rather than enjoying their religion. Kids shouldn’t be brought up on fear and pressure of community judgement, they should be nurtured with love and choice instead; all these experiences can have an impact on their behaviour and attitude later on in life, so isn’t it better to focus on the positive ones? This mentality and harsh approach to a religion that is so incredibly beautiful can
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HIJAB : MEANING
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THE TEENAGE YEARS
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EATING DISORDER
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ONLINE PRESSURE
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COLLEGE YEARS, CARS AND CONFIDENCE
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DINATOKIO IS BORN
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BLOGGING: MY TOP TIPS


STAY FOCUSED.


DON’T LOSE YOUR PASSION.


KEEP YOUR CONTENT ORIGINAL.


MAKE SURE YOU’RE IN IT FOR THE RIGHT REASONS.


TAKE TIME OFF.
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