Shazia Mirza breaks new ground in comedy Oct 1 2010 By Alison Jones

"I don't think they care what I do, as long as I am not a pole dancer."

Birmingham comedian Shazia Mirza says that, after eight years and with television appearances and an award-winning column to her name, her concerned parents are now wearily resigned to her "new" career as a stand up.

This is after they had got over their disappointment at her giving up a "respectable" job as a science teacher.

"They thought it would get me a respectable husband. It doesn't work like that," says Shazia, who did a degree in biochemistry.

"As long as I am earning money they are happy. But they do think the reason I am not married is because I do comedy."

Shazia admits that she was no great loss to education as her heart really wasn't in it.

"When I put my mind to it I was a really good teacher but most of the time I couldn't be bothered because it was not actually what I wanted to do. I put myself through drama school while I was still teaching."

It was, she concedes, a good grounding for facing the toughest comedy club audience.

"It was the best training in the world, to try and keep the attention of 16-year-old boys who weren't interested in me or science."

When she started out, Shazia was a rare commodity as she was both a woman and Muslim. She caused a stir when she appeared wearing a traditional headscarf and dared to make jokes about her name being on a pilot's license in a post 9/11 world.

She denies that she has ever set out to be controversial.

"I haven't talked about anything taboo really, I just always talked about my life.

"I didn't even think about the pilot's license joke that deeply to be honest. It was just all in the news at that time, I made a single joke and people made of it what they wanted to make of it."

One might think that cracking a throw away gag about something that is still such a sensitive issue in the States could have long-lasting repercussions, however, Shazia performs there regularly. She was even invited to the White House by Condoleezza Rice.

"People think Americans won't welcome Muslim comedians and that they are racist. But they love having new voices in comedy. They welcome your point of view."

Shazia's success is a testament to her tenacity. She has been a comedian for eight years but didn't make any money for the first two.

"You have to work the circuit until you get good, then you get paid. Comedy is a craft.

"A lot of people don't last when they realize how hard it is - to generate new material, to make it funny, to drive up and down the motorway to gigs which are often not very nice.

"You get these young lads who come onto the circuit and think they are going to be the next Russell Brand. Then after about two years they are not famous so they think ‘Oh forget it, I'll try something else'.

"Most people underestimated me because I am an Asian Muslim woman. They thought I was a flash in the pan.

"I thought ‘well you don't know me and you are wrong, because this is what I have always wanted to do and I am prepared to work at it'."
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