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Abstract 

We live in a world where we are told everyone is unique, that everyone has his or her own story, 

and these stories help shape how we view the world and others in it. I have faced issues of 

discrimination, racial disparities, and gender inequality. From the narrative theory perspective, a 

strength-based approach used within the social work profession, I am learning to re-tell my story 

in the journey to discover my place in the world as a social worker. This paper has asked us to 

recognize our own personal limitations, biases, or prejudices. I have chosen to approach this 

topic from another perspective. I have written about how limitations, biases, and prejudices have 

influenced and shaped my own life. This allowed me to re-evaluate these obstacles and provided 

the opportunity to shape and re-tell my story. My ability to confront these very hard issues has 

instilled in me the agency to grow and see struggles as a strength and an opportunity to help 

others in a similar situation.  
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Who I am 

I am a Bangladeshi-American by ethnicity, a Muslim by faith, a woman by gender, and a 

social worker by profession. The field of social work is devoted to helping people in need. 

However, social workers must know themselves before they are successful in helping others.  

Short Story 

I began volunteering at a food pantry for my SW 3010 course in the fall of 2017. Initially, 

I felt some anxiousness about working in this environment. However, that soon subsided and was 

replaced with my eagerness to help others. My first day on the job, I realized that the entire staff 

was White. Again, my excitement was replaced with fear. How will they view me? As I began 

the work, I felt a sense of empowerment, knowing that I played a small role in whether someone 

ate that week. In between the work, came discussions with the fellow staff members. I was asked 

about my race, my religion, and even what I ate as a Bengali. I felt violated. I knew they were 

intrigued and curious about who I was, but their questions were based on the stereotypes held 

about Muslims. Ironically, many of the people coming to get food from the pantry were also 

Bengali. I was able to serve as a translator for them when they interacted with the other pantry 

staff. Many of them were so excited that I was there, as I made them feel a greater sense comfort 

when they sought the services being offered by the pantry. Again, I was empowered.  

Coinciding my time as a volunteer at the pantry, the country and countries abroad faced 

several violent attacks, killing and injuring many people. After these events occurred, I 

remembered hoping that the perpetrators were not Muslims. This is not something that I am 

proud of, but knowing the existing narrative about Muslims in the world, made me personalize 

the negative language being used to classify ALL Muslims after these incidences. At times, the 

identity of the culprits was not immediately revealed, creating a sense uneasiness and 
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apprehension as I went in to volunteer. Would they look at me and associate me with the act of 

one person? This is a constant worry as a Muslim. As a Muslim woman, I wear the hijab, an 

unmistakable symbol of my faith. I do not have the luxury of assimilation.  How do I relay the 

value of dignity and worth of a person to my clients, if society places less value on me as a 

Muslim and a woman?  

Principles of Theoretical Social Work 

Narrative theory (NT) is a form of psychotherapy that centers on the idea of people being 

the author of their own lives (Morgan, 2000). In NT, problems are not the central concern. The 

therapist seeks to empower the person in having the ability to recreate the problematic stories in 

their life, shaping a new and meaningful direction. Developed by two social workers, Michael 

White and David Epston, NT was based on working with their own client to help them realize 

the person and the problem are two separate things. It aims to enlighten people to the reality that 

stories are socially constructed, often not based in facts and can be rewritten to create a greater 

sense of empowerment for the client (Combs & Freedman, 2012). This also forms self-narratives 

where people can take control of their life and realize that the self is stronger than the problem 

(Combs & Freedman, 2012). Narrative is also a helpful tool to promote social justice, helping the 

marginalized population to overcome societal narratives about who they are and what they can 

become (Jirek, 2016).  

Family's Narratives about the Role of a Woman 

 Being born as a woman in the South Asian culture is not the ideal. South Asian cultures 

believe that sons would bring more significance to the family than daughters (Jordan & 

Bhandari, 2016). However, I knew having these limitations placed on me solely because of my 

gender were obstacles that I must overcome. After high school, I wanted to continue my 
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education, but my father insisted that I end my educational pursuits and get married. From the 

narrative perspective, I understand that he is simply following the cultural narratives that were 

passed down to him. A South Asian woman’s worth in society is stereotypically defined as her 

role as a wife and mother. In assuming the primary role of raising children, she continues the 

cycle by instilling these same social norms within the home (Singh & Hays, 2008). Their 

individual working and social relationships outside of the family are often discouraged and not 

valued. It is important to mention that even though we are living in America, many Bangladeshi 

immigrants have carried with them those same narratives about the subjugation of women. I have 

encountered many Bangladeshis who feel that I should adhere to these cultural norms. I 

personally feel that the intra-cultural discrimination can often times be more harmful than the 

discrimination from those who are just ignorant to the culture.     

 The foundation of narrative theory is the concept of storytelling (Gardner & Poole, 2009). 

Relating this point to my father, the cultural narratives, and traditions within South Asian society 

have shaped his behavior and values. Furthermore, it greatly influenced how he raised his 

children. In realizing this, I gained a better understanding of the limitations he placed on me. 

After much conflict with my father and the unwavering support of my mother, I applied and was 

accepted to Wayne State University. My mother immigrated to the U.S. after marrying my 

father. She soon realized all the opportunities and freedoms that would be available to her 

children as American citizens. She wanted us all to achieve the “American Dream”. Even though 

I was a young girl in Bangladesh, I remembered all too well, the struggles my mother endured. 

She would always tell me how she willingly sacrificed her life, so my life can be different. As a 

result, I decided to continue perusing my education and be successful in life; make my mother 
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proud. However, despite my best intentions, my underlying issues with fear and anxiety was yet 

another obstacle for me to overcome.                                    

 My anxiety worsened as I tried to balance my own internal conflicts with who my culture 

dictates I should be and my desire to re-story my own destiny. My grades suffered because of my 

bouts depression and anxiety. Initially, I did not seek help with these issues because it was not 

my cultural norm. I learned to accept that this is how my life would be; it became “normal”. 

During my second year, I took an Abnormal Psychology class. It was such an eye-opening 

experience, as I realized that my issues were not “normal” and I should seek help.  I went to the 

professor after one of the classes and talked with her about what I had been facing. She 

encouraged me to seek therapy, but I still resisted. How would I tell my family I needed to see a 

therapist?  

 When the therapy began, it was not easy for me to open myself up to a stranger. At the 

beginning, I thought it was not helping because I assumed my problems were coming from one 

thing. Over time, I realize that there was more to it. Looking my experience from the biomedical 

perspective, I only saw the problem with myself. Narrative theory challenges the biomedical 

model, which places the problem with the person. Narrative views the problems as separate from 

the person, encouraging the person to change their relationship with it (Morgan, 2000). So began 

my journey of self-acceptance, seeing that I could be so much more than what society placed on 

me. 

Society's Narratives about Muslims 

  It can be very difficult to learn to accept who I am as a Muslim woman when the 

narrative of Islamophobia in America seems so widespread. Being a Muslim in a society that so 

fervently pushes freedoms of religion and equality, yet also pushes negative narratives about 
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minority groups, can be confusing. Muslims are often viewed as a threat to the same American 

dream, immigrants migrated here to pursue. It is my choice as a Muslim woman to wear the 

hijab. It is an outward sign of my dedication to my faith. However, because of the visible 

symbol, Muslim woman are more likely to be targeted when it comes to discrimination (Pasha-

Zaidi, 2015). Discrimination is often based on ignorance about what is not familiar, as in my 

experience at the pantry. My hijab allowed them to create their own narratives about who they 

thought I was, without knowing who I am. However, I was able to re-story their narratives and 

use it to empower myself and Bengali families coming to get food. Had I allowed their narratives 

to influence my inner dialogue about who I was, I would not have been able to assist those 

families.  

 Though there are problems within the Bengali culture in regards to the traditional roles 

for a woman to follow, the prime minister of Bangladesh is a woman. This is noteworthy, 

because it is a Muslim majority country and despite the traditional narratives about the role of 

women, she is leading the country. However, even though she is in such a high position with the 

ability to make changes in policy and cultural perceptions of how women are viewed, she has 

herself, adhered the traditional narratives of the role of a woman and has not attempted to push 

for equal rights. In contrast, American women have less pressure with traditional roles. They 

have the liberty and access to reach their highest potential; yet still, we do not have a woman 

president. This shows how universally, no matter the culture, there will be obstacles for women, 

and at times, the narrative about their roles from that culture will be unconsciously followed. 

When it comes to social justice, it is important to realize that true feminism is not just about 

female empowerment, at the cost of male privilege, instead, it is about realizing that men and 

women have equal access to those privileges. Likewise, we must realize creating change does not 
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require power. After all, my mother is not college educated and holds no great positions of 

power. Yet, she has tremendous power in my life, uses it to see my potential, and encourages me 

to get educated, be independent, and do all the things she never could.  Social work teaches the 

importance of self-determination and the dignity and the worth of a person, regardless of race, 

gender, religion, or the perceived power they possess. My mother demonstrates that even though 

a formal education will help me to be successful, we stand on the shoulders of those who were 

unable to stand for themselves. 

     Self-Awareness  

 In life, it is said that everything happens for a reason. Growing up, I would always 

question and personalize the negative things I experienced. I realize that I am not the only person 

facing similar difficulties around race, religion, and gender. I understand that there are people 

who may not have had the opportunities I did to rise above them. It is also important for me to 

realize that though I endured discrimination, I still had the privileges that were not afforded to 

others. It is a privilege having a mother who supports me unconditionally. It is a privilege to live 

in the United States, where I have endless opportunities. Lastly, it is a privilege being able to use 

my diversity to help empower others. These obstacles are helping to shape my values and have 

made me become more open-minded, compassionate, empathic toward others, and their 

struggles. I am learning that even though we should take pride in our uniqueness, we are still a 

community of human beings. I am learning the importance of listening in my journey to 

becoming more self-aware. Listening to the narratives that produce feelings of inadequateness, 

and not allowing them to change my own narratives of strength and courage. If we take the time 

to listen, we will see that we have more things in common and can learn from each other.    
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  There is no greater teacher than experience in life. Being discriminated based on my race, 

religion, and gender allowed me to see the injustices still happening in the world. In social work, 

we often talk about these issues apart from us as practitioners and happening to our clients. 

However, this was and is my daily experience. My journey to becoming self-aware has fueled 

my passion to be part of creating changes. In social work, social justice is one of our core values. 

The NASW Code of Ethics (2017) states that “Social workers pursue social change, particularly 

with and on behalf of vulnerable and oppressed individuals and groups of people… These 

activities seek to promote sensitivity to and knowledge about oppression and cultural and ethnic 

diversity” (p.5) I learned to advocate for the Bengali families who came to get food, while 

working at the pantry. I learned that social justice does not always mean creating big changes in 

the world, but working to make changes on a personal level.  This desire for social justice stems 

from self-determination. I was determined that I would continue my education and become a 

social worker despite the limitations my father and culture wanted to place on me. Social work 

curriculum stresses the importance of knowing ourselves and the circumstances that I have 

endured has played a part in preparing me to work with clients from diverse and oppressed 

communities. Having the personal knowledge of the importance of realizing my own dignity and 

self-worth, then using it to fuel my determination, has better prepared me to assist others. For 

me, having endured discrimination helped me to see the world beyond myself and my role as a 

social worker to make change.  

Conclusion 

The over-arching narrative I discovered while writing this paper are the stories I believed 

about myself. I have internalized society’s view of who they think I am and in return, it has made 
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me feel as if I am not good or strong enough. I am discovering that it is not the narratives that are 

put upon us that guide our lives; rather, it is the ones we believe about ourselves. As social 

workers, we are charge with the responsibility of empowering our clients. Operating from 

strengths –based perspective, we do not see them as their problems, but we strive to get them to 

see solutions amidst their problems. A key aspect of this is the concept of re-storying their own 

personal narratives around who they believe themselves to be and what society has dictated to 

them. It is essential that they are fully able to see themselves as agents of change in society, but 

most importantly, within themselves. This has been my journey.    
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