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“It wasn’t about me. 
It was about the future generations.”

INTERVIEW BY NOOR

Asma Elbadawi is a basketball player, a coach and an award-winning poet who is passionate about empowering females through sports 
and the arts. Asma not only plays the game, but has also changed the game. She successfully lobbied the international basketball 
association FIBA, to remove a ban on hijabs and religious headwear in the professional sport. Armed with an outstanding 130,000 
signatures, she is a vehicle to positive movement.

I have been eager to meet Asma for quite a while. On an extremely hot Saturday, she caught a train from Bradford and we finally got to 
catch up. We hugged and spoke about how we were profusely sweating. Skipping the small talk, I instantly felt comfortable and at ease 
with Asma. I knew this was going to be a great interview. We found a quiet spot in the park, Asma chose to sit on the ground to evade 
the afternoon sun. Joining her, she began to show great multitasking skills by answering my questions while applying light makeup for 
the shoot to follow. In this interview, Asma talks early memories, her recipe for change, and even breaks into Arabic when discussing the 
negativity she has received as a Muslim basketballer.

What was your earliest memory of playing a sport?

At primary school. I just remember taking part in all of the sport classes. We used to have rugby after school and in the evening, my dad 
and I would go to the park and play cricket. Everyone on my street would play together. We’d play rounders, cricket and traditional South 
Asian games because our neighbours were from Bangladesh.

What kind of games were they?

It was called Pittu Garam. Basically you get lots of stones and put them on top of each other to make a little thing and the aim of the game 
is to throw a ball and break them. You then have to put them back together without the other team getting to them.

I feel like I’d be so competitive. What drew you and held you in basketball?

I feel like it was the first sport to really challenge me, physically and mentally. Up until about 20, I played netball, track and field and I 
would always get medals and win. It was very easy for me and suddenly basketball was so hard. Physically, I am quite short and then 
mentally, there’s an opponent that you have to get past to get to the basket. Netball wasn’t as competitive. There’s a metre space to 
breathe, but with basketball, as soon as you get the ball, you are attacked. Initially, I found that difficult to deal with and you also have 
to make a decision really fast. Am I gonna pass, take the shot or dribble? You’ve got to be really confident in your abilities. When I first 
started playing, I found it so irritating, but I wanted to be good at it and I kept playing and playing till I got to a level that I am comfortable 
with. I still want to get better.

Not only do you play the game, you have also changed the game. It’s an amazing achievement to successfully lobby 
the international basketball association FIBA to remove a ban on hijabs and religious headwear in the professional 
sport. Armed with an outstanding 130,000 signatures, what did you learn from this movement?

When I first did the campaign, it wasn’t about me. It was about the future generations. About the young girls that want to play basketball 
professionally, who then suddenly realised that they are not allowed to play because there is a ban. I felt like I would be disappointed if 
I was that girl. I’d known that there were girls before me that used to play, that didn’t bother to fight this. Initially I thought I’d never be 
able to play at a better level and be part of quite a good team. That was the sacrifice I had to make during my time as a basketball player. 
Alhamdulillah after the ban, we were asked to play for different teams. Women’s basketball and sport is completely different to men’s. We 
tend to play as a hobby. If men or women tell you, ‘oh you don’t play professionally,’ it’s not that we don’t want to play professionally, 
sometimes it’s literally because women don’t get paid the way men do. Men get a ridiculous amount of money. In many ways I haven’t 
reached the WNBA dream, but I have reached the acceptable level for women in this country.

You mentioned you had no role models on TV to aspire to and that you never believed you would be able to be a 
professional basketball player. What sparked and continues to push your determination for change?

I might not have been able to play, but I wanted future generations to be able to play. I felt like it’s my responsibility that these girls get 
a chance. There is also so much that I learnt from sport that I felt like I wouldn’t have learnt somewhere else as quickly. The whole idea 
of teamwork and getting to know your own physical and mental strength, having to make decisions really fast. It’s not that this can’t be 
taught somewhere else, but not in a fun loving environment with your friends that become almost like your family. At the same time, there 
are cases where your team is not as friendly and positive as you expect them to be. That’s just a risk of playing a sport.  
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I feel like environments like that teach you a special type of strength. But I also feel like following FIFA’s 2014 U-turn 
on head covers in football, and the appearance at Rio of one of last year’s most talked about athletes, Ibtihaj 
Muhammad, America’s first Muslim Olympian to compete in a hijab, there’s been a turning tide in the sporting world. 
And then FIBA backing down, announcing basketballers wearing religious headwear will be allowed to compete 
professionally for the first time. It feels that we are already moving in a direction where sport was becoming more 
inclusive of women of all backgrounds. What more needs to be done? What’s the next big challenge in sport?

I think the next biggest challenge is creating spaces in the community where women can play. A lot of women don’t want to play in mixed 
environments and just want to play by themselves. I feel like netball is a female dominated environment that has for example, female 
referees, female table officials, full female squads, so they could easily make only women environments. Basketball doesn’t have that 
environment where you can go and play. It’s not just basketball, it’s about sports all together. Do we have uniforms that include everyone? 
It’s not just hijabis, it’s for the girls who swim and are not comfortable with the swimsuits, it’s about the gymnasts who do not want to wear 
a leotard. You have to open the doors so that girls can play, whatever the size, the age, how comfortable they are with their own body. 
Right now it’s just ‘you follow these rules and wear these clothes’, and that’s it and if you’re Muslim, ‘maybe we’d let you wear a hijab’. 
Just cause we think we’ve won as Muslim women and can play with our hijab, it doesn’t mean we’ve won as women. There’s the girls who 
are not so in love with their bodies who can’t play because there’s no uniform for them.

It’s funny because they might be confident in their athletic abilities, but that may strip away a bit of their confidence. 
The campaign received so much support by the end, with almost 20 women from across the world working on 
it in their own communities. What do you think is the best recipe to organise a successful campaign and to build 
momentum for change?

I think firstly you need to contact women who believe in the same things that you believe in. Sometimes you don’t even need to contact 
them, for example, with this campaign, the girl who contacted me to join the campaign had originally reached out to me regarding art 
projects.

Is this Indira?

Yes! She messaged me to do art projects in a different country and I thought ‘Okay cool’, cause my degree is in photography and video 
and my masters is in art. While we were talking on the phone, she mentioned that she plays basketball and I said, “So do I,’’ and she said 
“No way! Do you wanna join this campaign?’’ That’s how it started. That’s how I got myself onto this worldwide campaign, through my 
art. She asked if I knew other girls who want to take part. I asked my friends and they were really up for it. What she did was really smart. 
She got people from lots of different countries and then we got a Change.org petition page. A lot of it was everyone being responsible 
for their own community. I live in England so I know I am responsible for this message in England. When I was in Sudan, I literally didn’t 
shut up about it. I talked about it wherever I went. In many ways it became my life. You have to be so passionate about what you’re doing 
that you don’t think of it as a job. You can’t think like ‘ah it’s another interview,’ you just somehow zone out and understand that what you 
are doing is for everyone. I think there were times the campaign got really hard because the media plays people against each other, but 
I think we had to remind ourselves that it is not about getting famous or getting known through the campaign. It’s actually about winning, 
for everyone.

You are outspoken not only by action, but also by words - a campaigner of change via different mediums. How did 
you start writing and performing spoken word?

I started writing when I was 8. It was my way of trying to understand the world, to understand my own feelings and emotions. It was a 
very private thing. I kept writing all throughout high school and uni. While I was doing my undergrad and masters, sometimes my poetry 
would make its way on top of the image or I’d put it in front of a book before all the images. As soon as I finished my masters, I’d been 
taking photographs for 6 years by then, I needed a break and do something removed from photography. I realised I needed to explore 
how to take the words off the page and put them in front of an audience, then speak and act them. I joined a local workshop in London for 
a couple of weeks and then I got told by a friend to apply for a competition with BBC 1xtra at the Roundhouse where I got mentored for 
6 months. Spending time in Tanzania and coming back, I realised there’s a lot of stuff to do with women’s issues. I started writing about 
women and what it means to be a Sudanese woman, specifically, that has loads of goals and dreams, who has a father that has seen her 
grow up and fight to achieve them. Then suddenly she marries a man who may not understand the fight that this girl went through and 
who, in a split second, can just say “No, I don’t want you to do that.’’ That was very important for me to speak about, my fears about 
marriage and wanting to play basketball and more. From there it took off, I started performing at different events.
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Your first released poem titled ‘Headliner’ speaks on how you couldn’t get on the stage of an organisation you 
had been volunteering with. They said you couldn’t perform because you are a woman and that even if they 
put on a women’s only event, you would not sell out a hall. You then decided to create your own platform and 
since have been performing nationally and internationally and gained recognition as a spoken word poet. It 
can be tiring to have to fight at every avenue as a woman. What advice would you tell women who feel like 
there’s a barrier at every turn?

The advice I would give is that you might do something that you really really love and at some point you might not love it as much as 
you used to. You might be at a job that you really don’t like and then you might suddenly like it. Everything I did was based on me 
wanting to do that and pitching my idea to my parents. There were times we had to negotiate and meet in the middle, but everything 
that I did I knew would benefit me in terms of my happiness. I didn’t know the final goal, where it was gonna take me, if I’m gonna 
make a living out of the poetry or make a living out of sports or photography. If you feel like there’s something that you really want to 
do, do it and also do speak to your family. A lot of the time we assume our family is gonna say no but if you can convince them to do it 
once a week, whatever it is, sometimes your family are the people who know you the most. They’re the ones who know how to direct 
you. I am talking about positive families. I think everyone knows how to evaluate their current family situation and see who is the 
best to speak to. My parents helped me make life decisions without giving me the answer, then supported whatever the answer was.

If we bullet point them:
·  If there is something you really really love, do it!
·  Involve your family in the process. Their biggest fear as parents who have moved into another country is that we forget our culture. 
When we sit and take pictures of our country, talk about identity and express ourselves with them, they suddenly realise that their 
fear is not gonna happen because they’re included in the process.
 
You’re always a step ahead of me. I also wanted to know, how was your journey exploring your identity as a 
Sudanese women born in Sudan and raised in Britain? How do you think you carried your heritage through the 
generations and the movement? Has being raised in Britain been conflicting in any way?

I’ve been through times when I was very sure of my identity. I’ve been through times when I was very confused. I have values from 
here, I have values from there. I don’t belong here or there, so who am I? I have a poem where I say “We are children of the ocean, 
the waves sway us between African territories and Europe.” We actually don’t belong anywhere so we’re just gonna be with the 
ocean. I used to be way more confident with myself, but now with social media at times, I find myself feeling very self-conscious 
because everyone puts their best self out constantly. Then you question, ‘is this my best self’?

Because I am the only girl, now that I’m older, I hear things from people sometimes that really upsets me like ‘you’re a girl. You 
shouldn’t be…                      ‘   ‘                       ‘(girls don’t jump around)  and you’re like who am I actually harming? It really upsets 
me. You’re passionate about this and someone turns up and it’s always a guy, ‘fihimt inik inti t7ibi korat salah bas lesh (I ‘understand 
you love playing basketball but why) you’re trying to corrupt the rest of the girls?’ and I’m like firstly! Who said we wanna play with 
you watching us? So it’s almost like in their mind, girls bel3aban korat (play basketball) literally so men line-up and watch. I’m like 
the whole point of the game is the ball going into the basket. Don’t look at her body, what she is wearing. The only person that is 
bothered about her clothes and what she is wearing is you!

Giggles* ahba (idiot)

Then there are women that pop up and say, ‘‘You’re the reason why the ummah (nation) is breaking, chase the basketball and leave 
their husband at home,’’ and I’m like wallahi I wasn’t just born to pop babies for the rest of my life.


