Against the odds, Sophia Ahmed gets her debut book on the shelves.
By Bushra Khan, The News, 15/02/08
Embarking on your first novel is never easy but also opening a publishing house soon after, some would say, is biting off more than you can chew. Taking time out of her busy schedule to talk to the The News the self-confessed book work Sophia Ahmed explains why she was undaunted by the challenge due to her thriving new passion. 


In May 2007 Sophia debuted with ‘Zahra’s First Term at the Khadija Academy’ under the pseudonym Sufiya Ahmed. 


The novel has a British Muslim setting and is a light read about the adventures of a schoolgirl for the eight to 14 age group. The story revolves around the central character of Zahra Khan, a Muslim girl, who is sent to an Islamic boarding school, the Khadija Academy, by her parents. 


Unhappy with her parents’ decision, Zahra is desperate to return home and will do whatever it takes to get her way. But as events unravel and a mystery develops, Zahra is prompted to forget her plans and focus on everything around her.

Asked why she decided to write her first novel on such a sensitive topic, the British Muslim author told The News, “I have always believed novels are reflections of society and what we read helps us form a lot of our views. As a child and teenager I was a bookworm who went through an average of two books a week. 


“My local library was a source for pleasure and filled the gap which could never be filled by the budget of my working class parents for new reading material. The library books acted as the window to another world – a world where female characters were confident, empowered and go-getting. I wanted to write about female Muslim characters who were both confident and empowered.”

As a British Muslim who grew up in the east end of London Sophia said that she wanted to write about characters that were proud to be ‘British and Muslim’ as well as include the message of the importance of Muslim female independence and empowerment through the value of education. Zahra’s adventure took Sophia four months to write. She used to work as a political researcher in the House of Commons for a Labour MP and left in January 2007 to pursue her career as an author and publisher. Frustrated by the rejection of literary agents, Sophia decided to take matters into her own hands and bravely set up her own publishing company. She said: “The confidence to publish my own novel was borne out of the feedback given to me by the gatekeepers of the publishing world. I was told I could write, that my material was readable but that my target market was too niche, untried and untested and hard to market. “I agreed entirely with these points. This was precisely why I was writing this material. Yes, my material was niche. The teenage fiction market has no books with central Muslim characters and I wanted to write about British Muslim characters with all their complex make up intact but who were proud to be British and proud to be Muslim, equally. 


“Of course I argued, this was untested area but it would work if the mainstream publishers would just take a leap forward. But such reasoning does not get you anywhere against the formula of risks and profits and after a while the rejection letters can either sink you or motivate you to try another plan. I decided it was time for another plan to make my childhood dream of being a novelist com true.”


Once published Sophia worked really hard to market her novel. For her this was the biggest challenge. She said: “I decided that a tour of schools with book clubs would be the best way forward. And it was. Unsure what kind of reaction I would get I began to contact schools in London and I was very pleasantly surprised at the positive response I received from librarians. I found sitting around a group of pupils discussing my novel and answering questions a highly enjoyable experience. 


“I spent the spring and summer months of 2007 at Islamic bazaars and melas all over the country and through hired stalls, I shifted copies. The best part of being miles away from home in the wet summer of last year was the encouraging feedback I received from parents and young girls who recognise that there is a gap in the market.”


Asked if she was working on any new material, she revealed that she had two new books coming out in spring. The first one is called ‘A Hijabi’s Diary’ which is about a British Muslim woman named Shehzadee. The novel is one woman’s year long journey through the rat race of the British media coupled with the quest to find the ideal husband. Sadly the men are not all ideal and her tabloid editor wants her to stitch up her fellow Muslims. The second novel is the second book in the Zahra series. It is called ‘Zahra’s Great Debate’ and is about Zahra’s adventures in her second term. Apart from writing novels Sophia’s time is also taken up with charity work. Currently the author is in talks with various charities including The Citizen’s Foundation about organising a schools tour in Pakistan to do book readings with children who attend welfare schools this spring.


She said: “I believe a Muslim’s charity needs to go beyond providing food and shelter to the poor. We have a responsibility to other Muslims, to raise literacy levels amongst the poor, to help end the cycle of poverty. We have to instil a love of reading, a love of stories in children. It has to be a personal pleasure for them. Novels act as a window to another world where through the eyes of a character, the reader can experience aspiration and hope. I believe that with simple reading and writing skills, poor Muslim children just might make alternative destinies for themselves.”
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