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CHAPTER FOUR: PARTICIPANTS’ PROFILE

The six short biographies are elaborated here in order to provide the reader with an idea
of the identity of the participants in this study. To protect each participants’
confidentiality, I gave each of them a pseudonym. Some identifying information has been

omitted.

GROUP BIOGRAPHIES

Six participants enrolled in the study. The participants i this study are all
immigrant Bangladeshi Muslim women between the ages of 27 to 45. Five participants do
not wear religiously-understood conservative dress like the iijc  or other head covering
scarves, they keep religious practices such as prayers, fasting, a | giving alms to the
poor. All participants were born, raised, and attended university in Bangladesh. Some of
them are also taking further post-graduate education in St. J¢ n’s. All six participants
spent long periods of their lives in adesh and were married there. Most of them
came to St. John’s shortly thereafter. articipants came to Cana . with their husbands
who were secking ¢ er opportun  es and higher education; sc e came to avail of better
opportunities for themselves and their children. Among the six participants, five had
children and one was expecting. All of the participants have lived in Canada for a
minimum of two years. Please see the individual profiles below for more in-depth

information about each participant.
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woman [ should do those because [ believe that the Prophet, his wives, and daughters are
our examples to follow” (November, 2008). Marjia is determined to avoid doing those
things that may require compromise with the practices of Islam. Marjia adds that she does

not feel threatened or embarrassed when wearing a hijab and v.  in St. John's.

M ia would prefer to live in a Muslim country because her children would get a
chance to grow up with Muslim friends. She believes that stilling religious beliefs and
practices would be easy in a Muslim country. She asserts that the education system is
undoubtedly good in Canada; nevertheless, she deems that while in Muslim countries it
might not be the same, it would not be bad. She comments that

Here [in St. John’s] most of the students did their gradu: on in

Bangladesh and are receivii gher educations including my husband.

This means to me that [ do not need to stay here for ava ng children’s
education. They can do it while in Muslim countries (October, 2008).

However, Marjia’s husband has planned to stay in Canada for few more years because of
his study. Marjia would prefer to live rger cities like Toronto because her children could

attend a Muslim school.

“NAYLA”

Nayla is a 31 year-old Bangl: shi Muslim. I met er at dinner at the mosque
when [ was lo« ing for participants for this study. She was the first enrolled participant
and we saw each other at halaka on a umber of occasions after our formal introduction.
Naficha and Natasha also came to this gathering. Nayla was interested in participating in
this study first because there is less research on this population d because she wanted to

help me out by providing her experiences. Nayla came to St. Jc 1’s in 2001 to join her
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privileges oth within and outside d¢ estic matters. The experiences of these six women
suggest that immigration has enabled them to experience a greater sense of gender
equality® in marital relationships in St. John’s. My findings suggest that once in Canada,

these participants attain a sense of empowerment in their marri es.

Obviously, the migration of women is not a new phenomenon. However, research
on the experience of female immigrants in their receiving country is relatively recent
(Boyd, 1986; Brettell & Simon, 1986). Several studies suggest that regardless of
socioeconomic conditions, female migrants typically undergo allenges with respect to
gender attitudes in their host cour / (Husain & O’Brien, 2000; Dion & Dion, 2001;
Tastsoglou & Dobrowolsky, 2006). Roles of husbands and wives also shift notably in the
post-migration context (Hond: _ eu-Sotelo & Messner, 1999; Min, 2001; Knudson-
Martin et al., 2009). In this section, I investigate shifts in Bangladeshi immigrant

women’s post ligration gender roles in St. John’s.

Existing scholarship suggests iat socioeconc ¢ class influences gender attitudes
in couples’ relationships. For example, immigrants from a higher social class encounter
patriarchal gender ideologies in Wes  n host countries to a lesser extent than their poorer
counterparts because of their socialization in the mainstream culture of the host countries
(Inclan, 2003). Higher socio-economic class levels also i ite to education and language

acquisition. Even poor migrants are : le to renegotiate traditional gender roles in new

®  Knudson-Martin & Mahoney, (2009) define gender equality in marital relationship is as partners’ equal

status in the relationship in which a husl  d and a wife both accommodate and attends each other
equally.
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conditions for a balanced relationship, such as having a hi; er education and income
level do not necessarily ensure equal gender roles. For example, Yu (2006) finds that
women who immigrated to the United States from Maoist China had the opposite
experience. They became more “traditional” in relation to gender roles in the United
States than in China. Yu explains that immigrant Maoist Chinese women likely hold
former gender roles in their post-migratory lives in order to sustain indigenous traditions,
as well as for the sake of their family’s stability and solidarity. Min (2001) and Yu (2006)
opine that immigrant women’s paid work does not always alter traditional gender
experiences and that they often have to bear all household responsibilities in addition to a

carcer.

Migration often involves a social distancing between couples, their parents,
siblings and their extended families. :cause of immigration, women, like those in my
study, live great distances from th.  extended families. They often form a nuclear family
in their receivi : country in which there is usually no elder present. In Bangladesh, it is
common that women need to take into consideration their husb  1s’ family’s opinions,
since familial arrangements where elders live with the couple are common. If they fail to
do so, young women may be consi ] impolite and “unfamil .” In relation to my six
participants in St. John’s, I have noticed that instead of challenging opinions, the
participants’ parents-in-law encourage the young women to ex ise their own judgement
to make decisions (see details in the :tion titled “Gender Behaviour among Bangladeshi
Couples in St. John’s™). In the study _ sstnuptial Migration and the Status of Women in

Indonesia,” Williams sugge: that in trilineal and patrilocal societies, a move away
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religious and cultural needs). Furthermore, limiting this gathering to Bangladeshis may be
considered by some as the result of reluctance to gather with other Muslims, which is
perceived by my informants as nonsensical, since they enjoy diversity in the mosque, and
discuss and share their knowledge of Islam in their own ways. Natasha, Nayla, and
Naficha attend the same halaka with their husbands. This group of people has met

regularly for about three years. Nata 1 describes,

In is gathering, senior brothers discuss hadiths and the context of the
revelal n of passage of the Quran. One of the senior brothers normally
recites one fourth of a chapter of the Quran in each session. Then they
discuss hadiths, specific verses and hadiths on different topics, such as
wudu", dua®, salat, roja [fasting], hajj, zakar'®. Althou . none of the

bre ers is a professional imam in the majlish/ halaka, they collect sources
from the Quran, hadith, and websites and read it in the halaka. The senior
brother also gives us references so that we can look ther up and read them
at home. Without goit  to the halaka I can read it at home but I think
halaka is more effective than reading the book or 1ternet alone because it
functions as an inspiration (November 2008).

Similarly, Nayla adds:

Halaka helps me to review, modify, and share my knowledge and practices
of Islam. We also do Quran Khatm in the halaka. We all have individual
work and other things. Therefore, finding time for different purposes is
often difficult. To overcome these difficulties, we gather in a halaka. It
meets our social, cultural, . d religious needs (November 2009).

" Wadu is the Islamic act of washing certain part of the body for ritual prayers.
"* Dua is a sincere appeal to Allah.

'* Islam is based on many moral injunctions. Among them five pillars are the essential religious duties
required of every adult Muslim who is ment  y able. The five pillars are described in some part of the
Qur'an and were practiced during Muhamm ; lifetime. The first pillar of Islam is Shahada (profession of
faith), Salat [prayer] is the second pillar of Islam, zakat [almsgiving] is third, roja/sawm [fasting] is forth,
and hajj [pilgrimage] is the fifth pillar of Islam. See www.mb-soft.com/believe/txh/pillars.htm
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certain aspects of Western gender behaviour, to the extent 1ey deem is necessary to
enjoy a comfortable and peaceful marital relationship. This relative empowerment in their
private and public lives as women also enables significant shifts in their religious lives.
Their participa Hn in religious symposiums and mosque-related events mark these shifts.
In the next section, related to this nc on of transnational ifts, immigrant Bangladeshi

women’s observance of “universal Islam” i1s described.
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definition lam is universal, t  after the time of the Prophet and his companions it has
always be 1 embedded in a given culture” (2004:25). Consequently, there is an increasing
concern for “Quran’ic Islam” — religious duties suggested by the Quran and practiced by
the Prophet Muhammad to establish universal sets of religious beliefs and rituals (cf.
Antoun 2001; Roy 2004; Turner 2004; Kibria, 2007). Also, im igrants typically prefer to
recognize the  :lves as Muslims rather than according to their cultural backgrounds
(Gibb & Rothenberg, 2000; Roy, 2004). This identification often results in the
detachment of :lam from local cultural practices (Roy, 2004). This trend is even more
evident among young Muslim migrants, who, as is shown later in this chapter, often feel
isolated from the larger immigrant community (Kibria, 2007). . 1lliday (1999) suggests
that Muslims in the West emerge as a singular and monolithic group because of their
tendency toward a globally-practiced Islam in their host countries instead of the form of
Islam practice in their countries of origin. In this section, I therefore examine shifts in
Bangladeshi immigrant Muslim women’s post-migration attachment to “globally-

practiced” Islam in St. John’s.

BACKGROUND
Previous studies (Johnson, 2006; Kuchumkulova, 2007) suggest that Arabs are

often considered more knowledgeable = Islamic practices. As a result, Muslims of
countries considered peripheral because of their geographical distance from the land
where the Prophet Mohammad lived tend to follow Arabs’ religious practices and rituals.
Historical evidence in regions as disparate as China, West Africa, and Central Asian

countries suggest that religious awakening often grows from an increased interaction
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Al ough in Bangladesh national newspapers, radio, and television
transmitted various Islamic programs on Ashura, | have not taken it
seriously. Once I was in St. John’s I began to observe it, because I noticed
that Muslims from diverse geocultural backgrounds emphasize Ashura
fasting following the Ramadan (November 2008).

Similarly, Nayla expresses:
When I was in Bangladesh was not regular in observing some rituals
such as shab-e-barat, eid-e-miladunnabi, and ashura. My focus was on
daily prayers, fasting in the month of Ramadan, and reciting the Quran. In
St. John’s I noticed that Muslims from different national backgrounds

emphasized Ashura fasting. Therefore, I have fasted on is occasion for
the last couple of years (November 2008).

These narratives suggest that immigration displaces these women and helps them begin
practicing “globally-practiced” Islam. In addition, women become knowledgeable of the
universalized practices of Islam. However, encountering globally-practiced Islam was not
necessarily found to cause avoidance of cultural religious practices in this study. For

example, Mahfuza states:

I know that shab-e-barar is not a Muslim custom; st , I do observe it
because it is an opportunity to offer ibadat (prayer) the entire night. The
thing is that without any st ition it is often difficult to spend a longer
time saying prayers and re: “the Quran. Therefore, I consider it as an
opportunity to do more ibq October 2008).

It is evident that immigration offe thfuza the freedom to up Hld her personal beliefs
and practices by letting her know about the debate surrounding shab-e-barat. She is also
feels more free from social restrictions in relation to what to pr tice or not. Furthermore,
rituals become a means throir 1 whic Mahfuza reproduces rel osity. Mahfuza adds that
she started fasting on Ashura in St. John’s when she found that all sects of Muslims were

fasting on this occasion. Similarly, M icha states:
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19 stated that her

Similarly, a Muslim woman from Southern Europe, “N¢ shin
country of origin was peripheral in the sense that she was socialized to perform some
religious practices that were not often observed in mainstream Muslim cultures. Noushin
explained that she was not aware of | : existence among Muslims of culture-driven
differences in religious rituals prior to her arrival to St. John’s about six years ago. She
noted that her encounters and socialization with Muslims ing in this city led her to
question the religiousness of some of er previous practices in & light of the Quran and
the Sunnah. As a result, she | ; decided to continue some, but abandon others. For
instance, Noushin specified that she used to perform extra religious rituals such as fasting,
praying and Quran recitation to observe some important dates including, but not limited
to, the Prophet Muhammad’s Night of Ascension to the Higher World occurring on the
27™ of the Arabic month of Rajab. This is the night when the Prophet Mohammed was
invited by Allah to meet Him 1d see visions of heaven and hell). As a result of her social
encounters with mainstream Muslims in St. John’s, however, she noticed that such a
practice was not widespread other in her home country. Yet, using her own
reasoning, Noushin conclude that there is nothing wrong or nc  -Islamic in performing
extra prayers, fasting or reciting the Quran, and she therefore decided to continue such
practices. Her  nclusion for some of her other previous practices, however, turned out to
be different. She specified that back home they had great :spe for Bliva (Muslim
Saints), to the extent that they would seek help, not direc 7 from Allah, but from the

souls of such good dead Muslims. Nevertheless, when she left her culture and socialized

' Noushin is a 32-year-old Ph.D. student who is married with a child. She has been in St. John's since
2003.
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participants to become familiar with “universally” observed Islamic practices and rituals
and thereby make their decisions either to embrace or to abandon certain practices and
rituals in St. John’s, Canada. These findings are significant because they shed light on the
issue that there is no perceived social or internal pressure either ) embrace or to abandon
certain rel” ‘ous rituals in St. John’s, Canada. Rather, transnational socialization allows
participants to become familiar with  iversally observed Islamic practices and rituals
and, thereby make their own decisions. “Global Islam’ is not unique to St. John’s and
reflects a broader globalized phenomenon, but that the Muslim community all access one
mosque creates a unique environment. In the next chapter, post 9/11 experiences of the

participants are described.
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in Peek’s study reported that they felt that non-Muslims were “genuinely interested in
learning about [slam, and understanding them, and their faith™ (2002: 345). Peek explains
that her participants believe that “the anger and blame they initially received from others
[because of the deac / attacks of 9/11] was beginning to be replaced by interest and
engagement” (2002: 345). Second, Peter Skerry (2003) contends that non-Muslims’
increased interest in Islam and in Muslim people post-9/11 is ¢ : to a growing interest in
understanding Muslims’ beliefs. Peek (2005) further reports M lims” shift towards
religious knowledge and attachme  to Islam post 9/11. Peek (¢ 05) and Muedini (2009)
both suggest that 9/11 had the effect of uniting Muslims from different national
backgrounds. They also note that educational institutions becar - a place for both Muslim
and non-Muslims to learn about Islam in detail in the wake of September 11. Peter Van

Der Veer (2002) explains that,

Since [migrants] are ¢  nclt “enged in a multicultu  znvironment to
ex] tin their beliefs and practices, they tend to become more aware of
them. Such awareness can lea o receptivity towards ideological
reifications.... in a plural society (101-102).

For the small community of Muslims living in St. John’s,”' MUN-MSA’s role in social

integration is therefore signific  t.

The socio-economic status of the Muslims living in St. John’s also has an
important impact on this population’s ability to integrate themselves into Canadian and

Newfoundland society. Typically >m upper-class or upper-middle-class backgrounds,

= The first Muslims in St. John’s established themselves as early as 1964. 1e population is currently
growing at a rapid rate. For instance, the number of Muslim immigrants living in Newfoundland
increased by 110% between 1991 and 2001, with a total population in 2001 of 445 (Statistics Canada,
2000).
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It appears that instead of focusing on others’ religious identity, local people concentrated
on this participant’s behaviour. Presumably, familiarity overshadowed this participant’s
religious identities. St. John’s is a small city and approximately 445 Muslims live in the
city, according to the 2001 census (Statistic Canada, 2006). Due to living in close
proximity with one another, the hostile North Atlantic cli ate, and being in a
marginalized position within Canada may help Newfoundlanders grow social and
emotional tachments with others living in the same circ nstances, whatever their
background. T 1s, communal attachment may prevent many Newfoundlanders from
fostering animosity towards the female Muslim participants. Nayla explains further:

Because of media coverage after 9/11, I was expose as a Muslim and

nothing else, but no one was mean to me, althot 1 we were worried. In

September 2001, I did not work; I stayed alone at home but never felt

scared due to 9/11. My husband was working, he also never felt coercion

or intimidated in his work or anywhere else. We were the only Muslim

family in the area; however, my neighbours did not look at us with
contempt (October, 2008).

The 9/11 trage ' did not affect this participant’s life despite her exposure as a member of
a religion that is often portrayed in the media as violent. Nayla, married Muslim woman
who has been living in St. John’s since 2001, was frightened :cause of reported harmful
incidents against Muslims across the ition. Naficha, who has i 0 been living in St.
John’s since 2001, was also afraid of the consequences of September 11:

[ was very scared because I c. e to St. John’s right before September 11. 1

have relatives in mainland Ca da; they warned us to be careful because

Muslims were assaulted and despised in different places. Because of this I

tended to stay home, but surprisingly, I noticed that when [ went out, no

one really stared at me weirdly. I used to live in a rentec ome and my

neighbours knew my religious affiliation; despite their awareness of this, I
did not notice any changes in their attitudes (October, 2008).
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I was born a Muslim. You can say that my knowledge about Islam is not
like that of converted Muslims who made the choice to :come Muslim.
But, after 9/11, I feel that I should know Islam comprehensively because if
anyone asks me about certain issues of Islam and I cannot answer, it would
be shameful for me as a Muslim. Thus I start reading Bangla interpretation
of the ¢ iran, Islam related lectures arranged by the MSA-MUN and
lectures posted on the website (November, 2008).

Similarly Natasha says:

In Bangladesh I learned Islam in its practice only, but in St. John’s, I feel
that I must have detailed knowledge about it. Here, Muslims have in-depth
knowledge of Islam. Thus I read Bangla and English version of the Quran,
listen to lectures on Islam in the mosque and MUN campus and website, as
we as attend halaka almost regularly. I also sometimes read scholarly
written text books available at the MUN library (Noven zr, 2008).

Naficha also expresses:

I started exploring Islam in d il because when people talk about Islam, I
feel that compared to them, [ know nothing. I feel the urge to make myself
more knowledgeable about Islam. Hence, I tried to go to the mosque
whenever it arranges an Islan : lecture, listen to lectures posted on
websites and on the TV (Octc zr, 2008).

Mahfuza notes:

I regularly attend mosque whenever members of the mosque arranged
cc versation on Islam (November, 2008).

It appears that these three participants made greater attempts to educate themselves about
their religious background w 1 living in St. John’s. In their h¢ e country, people know
the basics of Islam and, as a  ult, they * 'y rarely question o:  another on their
knowledge of Islam. Therefore, women tend not to focus on deciphering and analyzing
issues of Islam. However, in the context of St. John’s, these wi 1en are surrounded by
non-Muslims who often have limited knowledge about non-Christian religions. This
homogeneity may lead them to pose questions to Muslims, as they are portrayed

negatively by the media. For exan le, Yvonne Yazbeck expresses that “both before and
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more knowledgeable about Islam themselves; as well, the general increase of awareness
about Islam encouraged many non-Muslims in St. John’s to foster more open attitudes
toward them. I provided several plausible reasons that may have caused these open

attitudes.
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BACKGROUND

The assigning of religious meanings to integration experiences has received a
great deal of attention from social scientists (Park, 2005; Hill & Pargament, 2003;
Baumeister, 2002). Scholars have shown that religious meanings often influence emotions
and behaviour (cf. Baumeister, 1991; atson et al., 1993; George et al., 2002; Silberman
2003, 2004; Cohen & Rankin, 2004). This altered state is attrit  ed to religious beliefs
which are understood to encourage believers to foster certain emotions and behaviours
and discourage others (Silberman, 2003). The assignment of religious meaning to
experiences also offers believers the opportunity to experience sense of closeness to the
divine (Pargament, 1997) by answer  life's deepest questions (Myers, 2000; Pargament
et al., 2005) and by providing hope @ | significance to life (Sil man, 2005b). Research
suggests that people often report feel g closer to God and an increasing religiosity after
facing difficulties (Pargament, 1997; Emmons et al., 1998; Silberman; 2005b). This sense
may be because when religious meanings are assigned to experiences, people are better
able to find acceptable reasons for da / and specific circumstances (cf. Kotarba, 1983;
Taylor, 1983; Baumeister, 1991; Mcl osh, 1995; Spilka et al., 2003; Lethborg at al.
2006). Religious beliefs and practice, in this way, are closely associated with physical and
psychological consolation (Oman & Thoresen, 2005). Indeed, i erpreting experiences
from a religious perspective arguably not only helps people overcome the negative effects
of stressful life upon their activities but also to see these experiences in a better light
(Silberman, 2005b). Thus, religious interpretation results in a it tively easier adjustment

to challenging events.
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understanding does not necessarily mean that participants use religion as “a way to reduce
tension by repudiating reality” (Pargament, 1997:171). Rather, religion is how these
women get in touch with what they understand as “real.” e belief that “God’s will has
purpose” or that “*Allah has been given the opportunity to adjust to a new environment”
provides participants with comfort, hope, and the ability to deal with the challenges of
migration. Their strong personal religious beliefs impart to them a sense of respons ility
with regards to their situation. They also view their lives in St. John’s as an opportunity to

help poor relatives and neighbours at home.

In summary, the qualitative d: | of this study demonstrates women’s inclination to
use religion to make sense their e» :nces. A religious meanii  system helps
participants to view their post-migrat / experiences ina etter ght, which, in turn,

lessens their integrative challenges involved in adjustment.
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transformation in local understandings of the faith — a transformation which, it is
important to note, was different from many other places in ! America. A sense of
ecumenism and a greater understanding of Islam were thus fostered following 9/11
amongst local Newfoundlanders. The general consensus amongst local people whom
participants regularly encoun is that religion does not teach violence, but that some
people use rel” ‘on with reference to their activities to justify their violent acts. Unlike in
other North Americ  cities, these women were not ostracized because of their Muslim

faith post-9/11.

Additic ally, female immigrants in Canada have an im| rtant impact on the
cultural landscape of Bangladesh. Post-migration, young wome often exercise their own
judgment in decision-making. Their success in guiding their own lives in their new
context often contributes to minimizing parents’ objections about their children’s
decision-making in their country of origin. As [ have explored in this thesis, a sense of
greater equality with respect to gender division of labour is also fostered among husbands
and wives. Couples’ more egalitar 1 gender role behaviour may contribute to reduction

of the gender gap among you zco _ es in Bangladesh through association.

Lastly, through their contact with other Muslims, { :se women are restoring their
kins’ religious practices back home. Transnational socialization and mosque accessibility
in St. John’s offers immigrants the freedom to uphold personal beliefs and practices, and
modify and assimilate universal aspects of I im in their new ¢ text by allowing them to
become informed about the debate surrounding certain culturally-observed rituals.

Making such issues known to their kin, these women have an important impact on the
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religious landscape of Bangladesh. Furthermore, the inclinatior ) refer to religious
beliefs and practices to make sense of experiences is notable among immigrants.
Religious meaning systems help immigrants see their experiences in a better light and

lessen the challenges which are often involved in integration.

W1 e the impact of these womnen on the local environment is apparent, the impact
of the local environment on these women is all the more so. In = wake of 11 September
2001, my informants explain that many non-Muslim became in  ested in Islam,
especially surrounding issues related  women. Locals’ enthusiasm about women in
Islam compelled participants to learn 1ore about their own religious background, and
take advantage of opportunities to co municate their faith in order to eliminate their non-
Muslim neighbours’ confusion in rel.  on to Islam. Another example relates to the
consumption of halal foods, which is emphasized in the Quran. The availability of /ialal
readymade food in St. John’s is scar«  and this scarcity indi ibly affects many
Muslim wome s personal and rel” “ous lives, as well as the local economy, since

Muslims often abstain from buying other readymade foods.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE STUDY

This qualitative study incfud¢ the views of six participants. Including more participants
and using a mixed-method design, such as a combination of int: /iews and quantitative
surveys, would help to gain more in-depth information and a deeper understanding about
this group. Furthermore, none of the Bangladeshi particip: (s in this study has
experienced discrimination directly related to September 11"™ b ause of her race,

ethnicity, gender, or religion. This contrasts with many findings of studies on immigrants
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I, wish to participate in the fo wing

research study: The Religiot Immigrant Muslim Woi n in Canada - The Case
of Bangladeshi Muslim Women in St. John’s. I have read is consent form and agree to
be audio-t: ed.

Name of Participant Date

Name of researcher Date
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