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Abstract 

 This is a mixed methods study of ethno-religious immigrant women and their 

social networks during the early years of the settlement process.  Immigrant women’s 

social networks are the locus of the interplay between structure and agency.  The study 

uses a feminist intersectional framework to explore how immigrant women make 

strategic choices in the face of pressures from multiple structures.  Statistical analysis of 

the Longitudinal Study of Immigrants to Canada shows that ethno-religious diversity as 

well as differences in main activities lead to variability in women’s mental health 

trajectories throughout the settlement process.  The results of growth modeling indicate 

that Muslim immigrant women struggle to create the social capital necessary for 

overcoming structural barriers.  The qualitative portion of the study is a comparison of 

Muslim and Christian women who settled in the Maritimes in the past decade.  Eighty-

nine immigrant women from twenty-seven countries took part in focus group discussions 

and individual interviews.  Twenty-two service providers from community organizations 

were also interviewed.  Analysis of the qualitative data focused on the impact of ethnic 

origins, as well as the particular stage in the settlement process, on immigrant women’s 

social networks.  The qualitative findings provide a rich description of the resiliency and 

vulnerability of ethno-religious minority women.  Settlement agencies, universities and 

Christian evangelical churches play key roles in the women’s creation of social capital in 

the early months and years.  Christian immigrant women benefit from established 

institutional infrastructures in the region but there are differences in support according to 

ethnicity and denomination.  Muslim women’s social networks are still in the early phase 

of formalization and one of the challenges they face is a wide range of ethno-religious 
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diversity.  The settlement experience offers religious immigrant women opportunities to 

learn that the interlocking structures of gender, ethnicity and class are movable and that 

together they can forge pathways in a new society through participation in social 

networks.  
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Part One: Sociological Foundations 

1.0 Introduction 

 Immigration is a leap of faith.  It begins with the decision that a new country with 

a different social context will offer opportunities in terms of lifestyle, education, 

employment and relationships that are not presently available.  The decision to immigrate 

is essentially a hopeful one – the future will be better somewhere else because there a 

person can and will do things that she cannot do now.  Nevertheless the promise of 

immigration is tempered by loss because moving always involves a tear in the social 

fabric of one’s life.  Familiar social networks that have structured day to day life and 

given it a certain texture, however thick and comforting or itchy and threadbare they may 

be, will be replaced by unfamiliar ones.  Today’s communication technologies allow 

some threads to family and friendship networks to stay connected while the fabric of 

daily life is unravelling.  The days, weeks, months and years of settling into a new 

context and doing things in new ways includes an awareness of the holes in the fabric of 

social relationships and a process of mending them using brand new pieces of string.    

 Women have always played an important role in the settlement process even 

though the narratives of immigrant men tend to dominate history and public discourse.  

This dissertation places immigrant women’s experiences of dropping threads, utilizing 

new yarn and mending the fabric of their social networks at the center of social scientific 

inquiry.  In the following ten chapters I will demonstrate that Canadian immigrant 

women’s experiences of the settlement process are deeply influenced by their ties to 

multiple social networks.  In particular I claim that immigrant women’s actions of caring 

for their homes, going to work, buying groceries, preparing food, paying the bills, doing 
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laundry, studying, listening to loved ones, monitoring their children’s educational 

progress, celebrating holidays and chatting with friends are informed by their ethno-

religious values.  The myriad of mundane practices that stem from and are informed by 

ethno-religious values are among the threads that enable immigrant women to weave a 

new social life incorporating experiences of the old with the new.  The ethno-religious 

practices that have been shaped by immigrant women’s pre-migration social networks are 

a critical component in understanding how these women strategically navigate the 

unfamiliar and intersecting structures of gender, ethnicity and class they encounter in 

Canadian society.  This research on immigrant women’s participation in social networks 

provides evidence of immigrant women’s agency – through various social networks they 

gather information and make choices about how they will act on a day-to-day basis in a 

new social context.  The analysis will show how their lives proceed, utilizing their social 

capital under the influence of the structural challenges they inevitably encounter as part 

of minority groups in Canada.   Identifying which networks are important in immigrant 

women’s lives – especially the place of ethno-religious social networks - is central to 

understanding their daily practices.  The relative strength of immigrant women’s social 

ties and the nature of those ties influence their ability to strategically negotiate the 

structuring of complex inequalities in the Canadian context. 

 Stories of immigration and settlement were always part of my background 

growing up near Winnipeg, Manitoba.  I largely took the multicultural nature of Canadian 

society for granted because I was immersed in it in very practical ways from singing with 

Filipino friends in my Catholic church choir to stacking hay bales alongside the Laotian 

refugees on our family farm.  But it was not until I settled in New Brunswick and married 
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an immigrant that I began to really become interested in the details of the stories of my 

grandmothers, both of whom had immigrated to Canada from Germany.  My paternal 

grandmother got special permission from the priest to marry a man she barely knew 

during Lent.  Her parents arranged the marriage because my grandfather came from a 

family of means.  She was torn away from the only place she ever called home to live on 

the Prairies in the 1930s.  Together with her husband she built up a thriving dairy farm, 

kept it going through the years while he was interned as prisoner of war by the Canadian 

government and raised eight children.   In my Oma Holtmann’s house there was always 

something delicious to eat, the sound of classical music on the stereo and a book of 

German poetry open on the coffee table next to her latest knitting project.  In her dying 

days, after over sixty years of living in Canada, she still spoke lovingly about the friends 

in the village that her heart had never left.  My maternal grandmother was a working 

mom who was always employed full-time outside the home.  With two young children in 

tow she fled from Yugoslavia as a refugee during the Second World War.  Ten years 

later, fed up with being treated like second-class citizens in post-war Germany, she led 

her family across the Atlantic to eventually settle in Winnipeg and start all over again.  

She was the one who decided that my teenage mom would work full-time so that the 

family could afford to send her younger brother to university.  My Oma Laping was 

tough and when her husband died she moved into a convent and worked for the Sisters of 

Service.  Pragmatic, resilient, generous, vulnerable and faithful are terms that describe 

these two immigrant women in my family.  While they shared similar German Catholic 

backgrounds, their experiences of settlement have commonalities and differences largely 

based on their countries of origin and class.  Their legacies established the social position 
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into which I was born and surely influence my emotional attachments to family and land 

in Canada as well as my need to leave and exploit opportunities far away from home.  As 

I negotiate married life and parenting with someone for whom maintaining certain ethnic 

values is also important, I find myself drawing on aspects of the ethno-religious heritage 

of my grandmothers, choosing to emphasize some practices and not others in the context 

of New Brunswick society.   

 The conditions of settlement for immigrant women in Canada have changed a 

great deal over the eighty years since my grandmothers were part of the waves of 

Western European immigration that were responsible for the early population of the rural 

Canadian West. The structuring of gender, ethnicity and class in Canadian society has 

changed as have the source countries of the majority of immigrant women.  These 

changes have mixed effects on the lived experiences of Canadian immigrant women at 

the beginning of the twenty-first century.  But some of the questions about the settlement 

process remain the same.  How do immigrant women go about rebuilding their lives in 

the months and years that follow arrival?  How do they access existing social networks 

and build new ones in a foreign land?  By what means do immigrant women transform 

and diversify existing social networks?  What aspects of their ethno-religious identities 

and practices help them to face the inevitable challenges of the early years of settlement?  

Which ethno-religious practices pose barriers and why?   What is it that enables some 

immigrant women to thrive in the face of challenges in their new home while others are 

vulnerable to the forces of social marginalization?   

 The journey to this dissertation on immigrant women, social networks and 

religion is informed not only by my personal narrative but also by my research program 
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of the past six years.  I am fascinated by the ways in which women exercise agency 

within religious groups that prescribe particular gender roles.  The religious structuring of 

gender intersects with the larger context of the social structuring of gender sometimes 

working together to reinforce certain roles for women and sometimes emphasizing 

aspects of religious women’s lives that are at odds with the norms of secular culture.  

Religious women are active participants in this process.  My research on Christian 

women’s engagement in social action has revealed that religious women are concerned 

about the quality of social relationships.  This ranges from improving the quality of 

intimate relationships within the family to supporting their friends in times of crises to 

working in different ways to ensure social equality and the common good.  Sometimes 

this faith-based work in the service of relationships means that they have to resist their 

church’s structures of gender and other times those structures provide a deep source of 

meaning and purpose for the work.  Caring and compassionate relationships are at the 

heart of this work regardless of whether the women consider themselves religious 

conservatives or progressives.  My involvement in Nason-Clark’s sociological research 

program on the problem of domestic violence among families of faith has provided 

empirical evidence of the dynamic of Christian women resisting and maintaining social 

structures of gender.  Christian women’s practices of self-sacrifice, assuming 

responsibility for family unity, and forgiveness can make them particularly vulnerable 

when abuse and violence become part of family life.  These practices make it 

complicated for some Christian women to determine the path to safety after victimization 

and magnify the structuring of gender in the wider society that contributes to all women’s 

vulnerability in the face of widespread and ongoing intimate partner violence in Canadian 
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society.  Yet Christian practices also contribute to religious women’s resiliency in the 

aftermath of violence.  The journey to freedom from abuse is enhanced for all Christian 

women when it enables them to draw upon the resources of their faith.  Some Christian 

women mobilize for social change when they utilize faith practices in bringing attention 

to the problem of domestic violence within their communities.  Many of them primarily 

understand relationships and social justice through the lens of their faith tradition.  Daring 

to name domestic violence as an issue of faith is resisting the silence maintained by 

religious leaders about the painful reality of many marital relationships. 

 My understanding of Christian women’s agency has been influenced and 

broadened through my participation in two large, multi-disciplinary research projects on 

religious diversity in Canada.  These projects were made possible through federal 

research funding because understanding religious diversity has become a priority of the 

Canadian government in an era marked by religious nationalism and terrorist violence.  

Public discourse in Canada in the last decade has characterized religious diversity as a 

problem for social cohesion.  In particular the media has focused on the practices of 

ethno-religious minority women as cause for public concern.  As a social scientist with 

expertise on religious women’s agency in the face of social problems, I am well-

positioned to contribute to these debates.  The analysis of empirical data from second 

generation and generation 1.5 Hindu adults showed me that many of the relational issues 

that Christian women face are shared by Hindu women.  However, there are important 

differences, particularly when it comes to the intersection of gender, ethnicity and class in 

the Canadian context.  The social construction of gender, ethnicity and class has material 

consequences for the lives of religious women from visible minority and minority 
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religious groups that members of the white and Christian majority do not have to take 

into account as a social group.  My dissertation research represents a shift toward a more 

complex understanding of the impact of ethnic origins and religious minority/majority 

status on immigrant women’s agency in the Canadian context.  It is more straight forward 

to analyze the processes of social interaction that restructure the lives of ethno-religious 

immigrant women while their daily practices are still highly influenced by the social 

capital developed in the context of their countries of origin.   During the early months and 

years after arrival in Canada the differences between the practices of ethno-religious 

minority women and the practices of the majority are more easily identified.  As social 

capital in the new context is created, the memories of meeting the challenges faced 

during the settlement process fade over time.  To return to the analogy used at the outset 

of this introduction, immigrant women are engaged in a novel process of making strategic 

decisions about what ethno-religious threads to hang onto and which ones to drop as they 

reweave the social fabric of their lives.  This is a dynamic process in which all Canadian 

religious women participate but immigrant women are likely more conscious of the ways 

in which they resist or yield to structural pressures in the early years of settlement.  The 

Maritime provinces present an ideal setting for original empirical research on this topic.  

The local population has high levels of religious engagement, low levels of ethno-

religious diversity and a process of social diversification is currently taking place.  

Immigrant women from a variety of ethno-religious backgrounds are actively 

contributing to this process and an analysis of their experiences can aid in the formulation 

of public policy that helps them in realizing their hopes for a better future. 
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 The dissertation is based on a mixed methods approach grounded by a feminist 

theoretical framework.  Chapter two provides a detailed explanation of the theoretical 

framework that draws together concepts from three different bodies of theory: 

sociological theory concerning the relationship between structure and agency, feminist 

intersectionality theory and lived religion.  Chapter three reviews the relevant literature 

on Canadian immigrants, immigrant religion and religion and gender.  The chapter 

concludes by showing how this doctoral research on immigrant women, social networks 

and religion contributes to contemporary debates in these fields by addressing gaps in the 

literature through a social scientific approach to three research questions.  Chapter four 

outlines how quantitative methods were used to address the research questions in the 

analysis of secondary data on Canadian immigrant women.  The results of the analysis 

are explained in Chapter five.
1
  The statistical findings answer some parts of the research 

questions but not all.  The results provide an overview of the varying and dynamic effects 

of ethno-religious differences and main activities on the emotional well-being of 

immigrant women during the first four years after arrival.  On their own, these results 

could be used to reinforce some of the reigning stereotypes concerning the agency of 

ethno-religious minority women in Canada.  The quantitative findings set the stage for 

the qualitative portion of the study, namely a comparison between Christian immigrant 

women and Muslim immigrant women in the Maritimes.  The qualitative methods used to 

study differences in the settlement experiences between religious majority and minority 

groups of visible minority women are detailed in Chapter six.  This chapter concludes 

with a description of the three groups that comprise the qualitative sample: Muslim and 

                                                 
1
 The findings of the statistical analysis are based on data from Statistics Canada but the opinions expressed 

in this dissertation do not represent the views of Statistics Canada. 
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Christian immigrant women and community workers who provide public services for 

women.  Data were collected from eighty-nine immigrant women from twenty-eight 

different countries of origin as well as from twenty-two service providers in the 

Maritimes.  Chapters seven, eight and nine outline in great detail the findings of the 

qualitative analysis and the first two are necessarily long.  It was important to maintain a 

comparative perspective throughout these two chapters, including numerous empirical 

examples in order to provide a rich description of the complex social interactions that 

characterize the lives of women in the sample.  Chapter seven is a comparison of Muslim 

and Christian women’s interaction with various formal and informal social networks in 

New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island based on the women’s ethnic and religious 

differences.  Chapter eight continues this comparative approach based on Christian and 

Muslim women’s main activities of employment, care work and post-secondary study 

and the length of time since their arrival in the Maritimes.  The findings from the public 

service providers are outlined in Chapter nine providing an additional perspective on the 

complexities of the settlement process for Muslim and Christian immigrant women.  

After the lengthy account of the qualitative findings, Chapter ten returns to the larger 

project by drawing together the quantitative and qualitative findings into a discussion, 

showing how the results of the two approaches have complemented one another.  The 

findings contribute to feminist intersectionality theorizing in contrasting evidence of 

complex intersecting structures at the national and regional levels in Canadian society.  

They also show the multiple strategies that different groups of immigrant women employ 

in navigating the specific intersections that impact their choices.  Empirical evidence 

plays a central role in identifying which networks, including ethno-religious social 
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networks, are important in the daily practices of immigrant women’s lives.  The research 

results both confirm and extend contemporary social scientific understandings of ethno-

religious minority women in Canada.  The dissertation concludes with Chapter eleven in 

which the limitations of the research are addressed in light of the theoretical framework 

utilized and suggestions for further research are made.  Additionally the final chapter 

includes recommendations for civil society organizations and groups and government 

policy makers based on the findings.   
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2.0 Theoretical Framework   

 Theories about social life provide the framework upon which sociological 

research projects are designed and inform the analysis of empirical data.  This study of 

immigrant women, social networks and religion is ultimately guided by a feminist 

intersectional framework.  The intersectional framework accounts for the multiple 

structures of gender, ethnicity and class that shape the practices of religious immigrant 

women in their countries of origin and in the Canadian context.  The use of this 

framework is based on my understanding of the relationship between social structures 

and human agency.  The ideas about agency and social networks upon which my research 

relies are informed by the theoretical concepts of social capital.   

 Social structures influence ways of thinking and acting in the world according to 

particular aspects of an individual’s identity, such as ethnicity, gender and class.  These 

structures are reinforced through social relationships within institutions including the 

family, church or mosque, the education system, political and legal structures, health 

care, and the media.  Social structures are not arbitrary – they have historical and social 

weight.  They exert pressure on individuals and groups.  Within institutions people learn 

over time and through repeated social interactions how to act according to rules, roles, 

expectations, and responsibilities that reinforce the “right” ways in which things get done.  

There are social rewards for acting in acceptable ways and social penalties for acting in 

contrary ways.  Structures are dynamic and can slowly change over time due to human 

agency.  Agency is about making choices and acting on those choices.  In every situation 

in one’s life, there are choices to be made about how precisely to act.  Becoming a mature 

adult is about becoming reflexive about one’s choices in light of the available 
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information, personal values and the influence of the social networks of which one is a 

part.  Different social networks and different institutions promote competing and 

sometimes conflicting values.  Being reflexive means taking into account multiple 

choices in terms of action, making a decision, taking action and reflecting on the 

consequences of the action taken.  It is often through the inability to realize one’s choices 

that strategic action can arise – deciding how to act in the face of structural pressures that 

limit choices.  Strategic action is a critical component of social change and is necessarily 

collective.  Agency takes place within social networks of family, friends, fellow students, 

co-workers, religious peers, and other civil society groups.   

 The chapter begins with an examination of the way in which I understand the 

relationship between structure and agency drawing on the theoretical work of the British 

social theorists, Margaret Archer and Sylvia Walby and incorporating the concept of 

social capital originally developed by Pierre Bourdieu.  The concept of social structure is 

then expanded to include the multiple structures that intersect in the lives of immigrant 

women.  While the intersecting structures loom large because of the pressures they exert 

on the subjects of the research, throughout the research project my gaze has been firmly 

fixed on the agency of immigrant women in relationship to the social structures that both 

support and constrain their actions, depending on the particular social situation and 

context.  The critical theoretical concept that allows me to do so is the notion of lived 

religion.  The final section of the chapter outlines my use of this concept, particularly as it 

relates to women’s religious practices.   
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2.1 Structure and Agency 

 Thinking about structure and agency as key components of social interaction are 

central to the project of sociological theorizing.  Women (and men) inherit social 

structures that they do not choose and these structures shape their ways of acting in the 

world but they do not fully determine how women will act.  Becoming mature adults, 

particularly in contemporary Canadian society, includes developing a critical awareness 

of the influence of structures on social interactions and formulating choices about how to 

act in the light of these influences.   More often than not the awareness of the pressures 

exerted by social structures in which women are embedded arises when women’s choices 

are limited.  All choices are limited to some extent and no woman gets exactly what she 

wants but women do learn to act strategically. 

 Margaret Archer has developed a dynamic systems model of 

morphogenesis/stasis in order to examine the process of interaction between structures 

and agency.  According to Archer (1995), both structure and agency are autonomous 

concepts and can be analyzed separately even though in reality they continually interact 

and influence each other over time.  Archer insists that the analysis of structures should 

precede agency because people are born into a particular configuration of social 

structures.  Agency is the second step of analysis because people’s actions either stabilize 

or transform the structures that they inherit.  In any period of time in a particular context 

a structural system is either being elaborated or reproduced through social interaction 

while human action is also changed or sustained in the same process of interaction.  

Human actions are embedded within structural systems.  For Archer, a structural system 

is made up of institutions, roles, positions and resource distributions which are based on 
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particular cultural ideas and values.  Power is an emergent property of the interaction 

between structures and agents.  Power is not finite and does not belong solely to 

structures or to people but emerges in their relationship.   Structural power consists of 

material resources and institutional frameworks as well as those who fill the roles and 

responsibilities within the structures.  People exercise agency within structural 

configurations – they bring different skills and creativity to their roles within institutions.  

History shows that similar structural conditions experienced by people in different 

societies have resulted in different outcomes.  Archer claims that although cultural 

structures can be compared historically, the outcome of what people do with the 

structures they inherit is in no way pre-determined.  For example, the culturally held 

values about the institution of marriage exert an influence on women’s relationships in a 

particular society.  Structures such as civil and religious laws, labour conditions, media 

portrayals, religious practices and tax benefits/incentives create the conditions that favour 

marriage in many societies.   

 The agency of religious immigrant women - their actions during the settlement 

process – need to be understood in relationship to both the pre-migration cultural 

structures of their countries of origins and the post-migration structures of Canadian 

society.  This is because in the process of settlement the pre-migration structures are not 

simply exchanged for the post-migration structures.  Structures exert pressure or have 

weight through the agency of people.  A woman’s common-sense ways of acting in the 

world, is constructed in a particular social context that includes culturally specific gender, 

ethnic and class relations.  It is through relationships or social networks that she acquires 

the social and communicative skills with which she learns to conform to or resist the 
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structures she inherits.  Thus the concepts of assimilation, adaptation and acculturation in 

theorizing about immigrant women can set up a false dichotomy between Canadian-born 

and foreign-born citizens.  Immigration is better conceptualized as a process of 

interaction between culturally-conditioned structures and human agents that results in 

increased diversity within the receiving society (Waldinger, 2003).   For this research, the 

concept of settlement as a process of social interaction will be an analytical priority.     

 Archer argues that structure and agency intersect in the act of human reflexivity 

which she describes as an internal conversation (2000).  Exercising agency means 

learning how to reflexively attend to physical, practical and social needs in given contexts 

and social interactions.  Archer insists that even while social structures exert directional 

pressure on individuals to act in certain ways, people exercise agency.  Maintaining the 

prevailing social structures requires human agency just as transforming them does.  I 

would argue that Archer’s definition of reflexivity is too individualistic and open to 

random chance.  Reflexivity is developed through collective interaction and 

communication which tends toward somewhat predictable patterns.  Reflexivity is 

conditioned.  It is through the social networks that people create and accumulate what 

Bourdieu refers to as social capital (1986).  According to Bourdieu, 

Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked 

to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships 

of mutual acquaintance and recognition – or in other words, to membership in a 

group – which provides each of its members with the backing of the collectivity-

owned capital, a “credential” which entitles them to credit, in various senses of 

the word (1986, pp. 248-249). 

 

Social capital is produced through networks of social relationships.  These networks are 

not naturally occurring but are the products of social life.  Bourdieu refers to the creation 

of social networks as an investment strategy aimed to reproduce social relationships in 
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both the short and long term.  This is how the pressure to conform to particular gender, 

ethnic and class norms takes place.  Particular forms of social capital can help individuals 

to navigate social networks within and beyond their social contexts in order to achieve 

their goals.  However, social capital can also have negative consequences through the 

denigration of those outside the networks, limitations on individual choices within the 

networks, unrealistic expectations, and demands for allegiance or loyalty that inhibit 

change (Portes, 1998).  The experience of immigration is an experience of rupture in 

women’s established social networks.  The social capital accumulated in one set of social 

relationships is not necessarily recognized or valued in the same way in another set of 

social relationships.   

 Social change, according to Archer takes place as human agents grapple with 

cultural contradictions.  The activation of contradictory ideas and actions in a cultural 

system happens through increasing cultural density and diversity (Archer, 1996).  This is 

currently a period of increasing levels of cultural diversity in Canada and there are many 

cultural contradictions.  In Canadian social structures many people choose the path of 

least resistance in order to maintain the established ideas concerning gender, class and 

ethnicity.  It is highly likely that they are not fully conscious of how the structures of 

gender, class and ethnicity influence their actions.  On the other hand, through the media 

they are made aware of differences between themselves and ethno-religious minority 

immigrant women.  The choices of these women contradict their ideas about gender 

which is why there is so much debate about Muslim women’s agency in Canada, for 

example.  Yet gender structures in Canadian society have undergone dramatic change in 
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the past fifty years, illustrating that people have the ability to transform social structures 

when they choose to use their knowledge, skills and resources to act collectively.   

 Putnam has utilized Bourdieu’s concept of social capital in theorizing about 

immigrant diversity in American society.  One of Putnam’s claims (2007) is that 

immigrants need two types of social capital - bridging and bonding – as they transition 

from one set of social structures to another.  Immigrant women have the opportunity to 

develop both bonding and bridging social capital when they enter into a new societal 

context.  Bonding capital enables immigrant women to feel part of a group and decrease 

isolation and loneliness during settlement.  It is easier for a woman to be part of a group 

with which she shares common social capital than to become part of a group in which 

one’s social capital is not recognized or worse, denigrated. The latter requires a great deal 

of effort and self-confidence.  This is why early on in the process of settlement immigrant 

women are most likely to take part in social networks with those who share aspects of 

their ethnic origins, language, religion, or simply the experience of being a recent 

immigrant.  Bridging capital is developed in groups where there is some level of diversity 

among the participants.  Such diversity could include different ethnic, religious, 

linguistic, educational, professional and national backgrounds as well as differences in 

length of time lived in the new social context.  Bridging capital is created as immigrant 

women learn the skills necessary to interact effectively in social networks with people 

who have culturally different forms of social capital.  Bridging capital can help 

immigrant women feel more comfortable in Canadian society - a society which is 

structured differently in terms of gender, ethnicity and class from their countries of 

origin.   
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 All social networks can be sources of both bonding and bridging social capital.  

Social networks can be conceived of as on a continuum between public/formal and 

private/informal.  The more formal and public the social network the more likely that the 

potential for creating bridging capital exists for immigrant women within the network.  

The more informal and private the social network, the more likely that it will primarily be 

a source of bonding capital.  Accessing public and private networks that enable 

immigrant women to create both forms of social capital in their new home can assist 

them in capitalizing on opportunities during the settlement process.  The inability to 

access public social networks whether these be employment, education, social services, 

or religious networks, the non-existence of a variety of networks, and changes in social 

networks can inhibit the development of social capital for immigrant women and exposes 

their vulnerabilities in the settlement process. 

 Taking Archer’s morphogenetic/static cycle as the basis for theorizing about the 

relationship between the actions of ethno-religious immigrant women during the 

settlement process entails considering the multiple structures that impact their choices.  

Sylvia Walby’s theorizing on the relationship between structure and agency has focused 

on the macro-level social structures that perpetuate women’s social inequality (2009).  

She makes an important distinction between difference and inequality by defining 

complex inequality as a component of a social system that contains both positively 

valued difference and inequality.  Thus the directional push of structures differs for 

different groups of people resulting in differing access to opportunities to create social 

capital.  Walby utilizes elements of complexity theory in defining structures as regimes of 

complex inequality based on class, gender, and ethnicity.  Her use of a form of systems 
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theory, like Archer’s, maintains the dynamism between structure and agency.  I will not 

use a systems approach in this dissertation, although elements are helpful in 

conceptualizing that structure and agency are not static.  The structuring of gender 

differences is complex, for example, because gender roles can be both valued and a 

source of inequality in the lives of religious women.  Religious groups often place a high 

value on women’s roles as mothers while downplaying men’s responsibilities in 

parenting and care work in the family.  This can foster gender inequality in religious 

families, most of whom rely on dual incomes in the Canadian context.  According to 

Walby, the complex regimes of gender, ethnicity and class can each be understood as a 

relatively autonomous system of social relations that has all other regimes of inequality 

as its environment.  This helps to explain why religious understandings about gender in 

the above example, need to include a consideration of the ways that the structures of class 

impact contemporary family life.  Research on ethno-religious minority women must also 

consider how ethnicity is structured in a specific local context. 

 When it comes to analyzing complex regimes of ethnicity, the relationship 

between majority and minority ethnic groups in a country or region needs to be 

considered.  This relationship is subject to change depending on historical immigration 

policies and global migration patterns.  The majority ethnic group in a particular context 

is often not reflexive of its ethnicity because it is considered normative.  Ethnicity is a 

socially constructed category of difference and inequality similar to the regimes of gender 

and class.  People who share some similar characteristics either self-identify as being part 

of the same ethnic group or are categorized by others as belonging to a particular ethnic 

group.  Characteristics that are typically associated with a shared ethnicity include a 
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common geographical or national origin, a shared language, visible physical similarities, 

and shared cultural and religious symbols, values and traditions.  The social structures of 

ethnicity can be empowering or constraining for women depending on who is doing the 

construction.  When a group claims its ethnic particularities as a positive aspect of social 

life this can be empowering for its members.  Ethnic differences are shaped, celebrated 

and reinforced through concrete actions such as public expression of the group’s mother 

tongue, performing traditional cultural practices such as song and dance, and supporting 

ethno- religious minority practices.  When members of a particular ethnic group are 

stereotyped either by other ethnic groups or through public legal and economic 

institutions, this contributes to social inequality.   

 Walby’s feminist empirical work has chronicled changes to regimes of complex 

inequality in the West.  She claims that the first wave of feminism succeeded in securing 

important political and legal rights for Western women which was a major step in moving 

the restructuring of gender roles from the private to the public sphere of social relations 

(Walby, 1990).  The securing of civil rights for minority ethnic women took longer than 

for the white majority, an indication that the structures of gender and ethnicity are not 

fully aligned.  According to Walby women are currently engaged in another big transition 

to free wage labour.  The public regulation of women’s work can remove discriminatory 

gender and ethnic barriers in order to facilitate the movement towards a combination of 

care-work and public employment for both women and men in Western societies.  This 

transition is obviously not taking place at the same rate for all social groups.   

 Walby theorizes that the complex structuring of gender, ethnicity and class occurs 

in each of the institutional domains of economy, polity, violence, and civil society.  For 
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her, religious institutions form part of the institutional domain of polity or what Dorothy 

Smith would call ruling relations (1990).  I would add that religious institutions also play 

an important role in the domains of Canadian civil society and violence.  As such 

religious groups are sites in which the complex structuring of gender, ethnicity and class 

takes place through social interactions and social networks.  The inclusion of violence as 

an institutional domain is particularly relevant to theorizing about the relationship 

between structure and agency in the lives of religious immigrant women.  “Violence 

needs to be added to the conventional set of institutional domains of economy, polity, and 

civil society, since it is so important in the structuring of gender, ethnic, national, and 

religious inequalities” (Walby, 2009, p. 20).  Walby argues that violence against women 

and minority ethnic groups has not yet been effectively criminalized by Western states.  

The work of Nason-Clark (2012) illustrates that violence against women is also not 

adequately addressed by religious institutions and groups.  Thus the consideration of 

violence holds an important place in theorizing religious immigrant women’s agency.  

Violence is not merely a tool of power but constitutes power and structures social 

relations within institutions.  Women’s access to political, economic, civic and religious 

power in the public sphere in Western society is a means through which they are resisting 

violence individually and collectively.  Violence against women and ethnic minorities is 

now widely considered a violation of human rights and this provides ideological and 

rhetorical power to those seeking to bring an end to intimate partner violence and to 

criminalize non-state violence against women, and minority ethnic and religious groups 

(Walby, 2009, p. 216). 
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 In theorizing about the relationship between immigrant women’s agency and the 

structures of gender, ethnicity and class, both in their countries of origin and in Canadian 

society, it is critical to understand that the power that emerges in this relationship is 

dynamic and changes over time.  The relationship between structure and agency is not 

fixed and power is not a zero sum game in which structures have power and agents do not 

or vice versa.  Immigrant women are not simply victims at the mercy of oppressive social 

structures in their countries of origin and in Canada.  Long before they arrive and 

throughout the settlement process they act reflexively and strategically in the face of 

constraints and opportunities.  They utilize the strengths that differences in gender, ethnic 

origins, and class offered them in their countries of origin.  The women are engaged in a 

process of building social capital in a new social context and deciding how to reshape 

their daily practices.  Resistance to structural pressures in both contexts is risky for 

women due to the ever present threat of violence but women are survivors.  Walby’s use 

of elements of complexity theory in explaining the relationship between structure and 

agency is a response to complications raised by feminist theorizing about the intersection 

of multiple social structures in the lives of women.  It is to this feminist theoretical debate 

that I now turn in order to position my own approach to research on religious immigrant 

women and social networks.   

2.2 Feminist Intersectional Theory 

 Feminist theoretical discussions concerning the intersection of multiple social 

structures and their impacts on the lives of different groups of women arose in the 1980s 

in North America and Europe (Yuval-Davis, 2006).  These involve differing perspectives 

on the relationship between social structures and women’s agency.  Intersectionality 
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theorizing brings together two major bodies of feminist theory – black feminist thought 

and postmodern/post-structural feminist thought (Bilge, 2010).  Black feminist theorizing 

takes a neo-Marxist perspective and prioritizes understanding the influence that social 

structures have on women’s actions.  Hill-Collins (2000) asserts that the inequalities that 

African American women experience are due to the mutually constructed systems of 

race, class and gender in the US.  For her, black women live within a matrix of 

domination.  Other feminist perspectives that emphasize structural pressures include not 

only gender, ethnicity and class but also ability, sexual orientation, and age (Yuval-Davis, 

2006).  Walby (2007) indicates that a complication of feminist intersectional theorizing is 

that the intersection of structures of oppression may multiply their effects, it may change 

their effects, or different structures of oppression may mutually constitute each other.  

She cautions against simply nesting or embedding different forms of oppression in one 

another and suggests that structural oppressions are best understood as interlocking.   

 On the other side of the theoretical discussion, post-structuralist feminist theorists 

prioritize women’s abilities to disrupt the social discourses that can confine their 

identities.  An example of this perspective is Butler who argues that it is impossible to 

fully describe any subject identity no matter how many descriptors we come up with 

(2006).  Women are created and recreated as subjects by discursive norms that are always 

vulnerable to change.  This means that the multiple subject positions of an immigrant 

woman can be indefinitely described such as wife, mother, middle class, provincial 

nominee, Christian, East/Southeast Asian, Korean, etc.  Women resist social exclusion by 

disrupting hegemonic social discourses through identity differentiation.   
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 The term “intersectionality” was first coined by Crenshaw in her research on 

violence against African American women (1994).  She was critical of the failure of 

postmodern feminist identity politics to consider the material consequences of 

intersecting structural inequalities for women.  Like Walby, she drew attention to the 

risks African American women take when they resist intersecting structures.  Their 

options of ending violent intimate relationships are limited by the structures of race and 

class in the US and the institutional domain of violence that perpetuates inequalities.  

Crenshaw called on feminist theorists to understand differences among women as 

potential coalitions for structural change.  Her use of the term coalitions brings me back 

to the theoretical role of social networks in enabling women to build different forms of 

social capital.  Social networks can be sources of bonding and bridging social capital and 

women need both.  Yuval-Davis argues that among contemporary feminist theorists the 

important task has become distinguishing between the different analytic levels in which 

social structures intersect.   

 The feminist intersectional theory for this investigation of religious immigrant 

women’s relationships in Canadian social networks takes into consideration the 

intersecting social structures that exert pressure on immigrant women’s strategic choices 

at the national and the community levels.  National policies and economic trends are 

important for the quantitative analysis in this dissertation while provincial and regional 

are pertinent to the qualitative analysis.  I agree with Smith (2005) who argues that 

perspectives emerge within the process of scientific communication about the social and 

even though individual women or groups of women might experience a situation from 

different and multiple perspectives, collectively their perspectives can be used to name 
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and understand social problems.  A feminist perspective that has been under-explored in 

contemporary intersectionality theoretical discussions is that of the agency of religious 

women (Chernyak & Barrett, 2011).  Feminist research that has included a focus on 

religion often favours a perspective that gives priority to the institutional structuring of 

gender rather than to women’s agency.  What is missing in these studies is a 

consideration of the dynamic ways in which women practice their religion that resist and 

comply with the institutional structuring of gender, class and ethnicity.  Feminists in the 

sociology of religion refer to this theoretical perspective as women’s lived religion.  The 

following section details the theoretical concept of lived religion in a way that provides a 

glimpse of some of the social processes that have shaped the intersection of gender, class 

and ethnicity, specifically in Christian and Muslim cultural contexts. 

2.3  Lived Religion  

 The transition from the medieval to the modern period in Western Europe was a 

social process during which structural power became highly differentiated politically, 

religiously, culturally and economically.  The process of the structural differentiation 

between religion and other aspects of social life during the transition to modernity is 

often referred to as secularization.  Casanova (2007) posits that historically there have 

been multiple processes of modernity depending on specific global contexts and 

historical time periods.  He argues that secularization is appropriately understood as a 

process of religious change that is taking place globally although at different time in 

different locations.  Riesebrodt (2010) argues that all non-Western empires have engaged 

in processes of classifying and regulating religious practices and institutions.   
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 According to McGuire (2008) accounts of European medieval religion indicate 

that society although Catholic, was remarkably religiously heterogeneous in terms of 

practice.  While there was a core of public religious rituals that priests presided over and 

the laity participated in regularly, there were also many localized practices and a plethora 

of legitimate personal devotions.  McGuire writes that the medieval “sense of sacred 

space was that it was nearly ubiquitous and highly accessible to everyone” (2008, p. 28).  

There were no hard and fast boundaries between what was considered sacred or secular.  

Sacred experiences were located within and arose out of profane, mundane life.  Time 

itself was ordered according to the rhythm of the liturgical seasons and the feasts of 

saints.  Regular holy days were occasions for public religious rituals as well as 

socializing, mourning and celebrating.  Religious practices were tied to practical concerns 

for good weather, fertility, peace and good health.  The seamless blending of religious 

and non-religious ritualized activities helped to structure and give meaning to people’s 

emotional and social experiences.   McGuire argues that from 1400 to 1700 the emerging 

elite classes of Europe worked to establish boundaries between what was considered 

properly religious behavior and what was not in order to distinguish themselves from the 

lower classes.  The Inquisition determined what was authentically religious and what 

constituted heresy and witchcraft.  It was a violent political project of wrestling sacred 

power from the hands of midwives, herbalists and healers as well as from the minds of 

the peasant class.   The Catholic clergy became the only ones who could authentically 

perform the sacraments, thereby ensuring the real presence of the divine.  The Protestant 

reconceptualization of religion primarily as “right belief” served to undermine religious 

practices pertaining to human bodies such as those dealing with childbirth, healing and 
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fertility emphasizing a dualistic and hierarchical understanding between spirit and matter 

(M. McGuire, 2007a).  This religious dualism served in the control of women.  “As 

popular religious practices were denigrated, particularly in the wake of the long 

Reformation, women’s work in realizing the sacred within the profane time and space of 

everyday home life came to no longer count as being ‘religious’” (M. McGuire, 2007b, p. 

68).  Religion became transformed from something highly diffuse and practically 

accessible to all, to something strictly defined and controlled by elites.  The result of this 

process of modernization was the redrawing of the definitional boundaries of religion.  

Aune et al (2008) argue that understanding the Western European transformation of 

religion also needs to include an analysis of class.  Modernization involved the relegation 

of wealthy women to the home.  Upper class personal religious practices became 

privatized and feminized while men dominated public religious authority structures, just 

like they dominated political and economic authority structures.  Gender and class 

intertwined in the process of modern institutionalization and privatization of religion as 

did ethnicity/race. 

 European scientific discourse about religion was a key factor in controlling and 

dominating people both at home and abroad (Orsi, 2005).  Peterson and Walhof (2002) 

argue that through secularization European powers distinguished themselves from what 

they considered more primitive societies.  As Christian capitalists and missionaries 

moved into the areas they wanted to colonize they made distinctions between the sacred 

and profane and categorized religions as a strategy of intellectual and political control.  

Chidester (1996) claims that the categorizing and control of the colonial peripheries 

served to establish the centrality of Europe in the world.  Colonization was facilitated by 



28 

 

a reconceptualization of religion from a knowledge-producing, creative way of being in 

the world, to a passive, otherworldly repository of belief (Peterson, 2002).  Like the 

Inquisition, this was achieved violently.  By making distinctions between what was 

considered properly religious and what was not both at home and abroad, Western 

Europeans were able to materially and ideologically disempower “others.”   

 In defense of human agency, Diouf (2003) claims that the violence of 

colonization did not destroy the religious innovation and creativity among the colonized 

but subverted it.  Dominated people strategically exploit opportunities for religious 

hybridization and selective acculturation living with the institutional domain of violence.  

Likewise, McGuire encourages sociologists to look past the sacred/secular dichotomy by 

focusing on the everyday lived religion of women and the meanings that they give to 

their practices.  She theorizes that lived religion is a dynamic, strategic and reflexive 

response to changing circumstances.  The dominated and the colonized “others” have 

continued to act religiously throughout history and this is not simply due to false-

consciousness.    

 In tracing the process of secularization during the transition to modernity in the 

Ottoman Empire, Gelvin (2002) argues that religious institutions did not become 

centralized like they did in Western Europe.  As nation-states gained prominence in 

Europe, the Ottoman elites had to find ideologies in order to unite people around a central 

focus.  They originally capitalized on the idea of the equality of all citizens regardless of 

religion, but rather than becoming a force of unity, this created further divisions.  Later, 

cultural and religious elites focused on the differences between "East" and "West" with 

Islam bearing the distinctiveness of the East.  This led to an increasing standardization of 
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Islamic belief in some countries and the blending of political and religious ideals.  Islam 

moved beyond being a religion to also being a national identity.  This occurred through 

missionary activity throughout the Ottoman Empire, the dissemination of Islamic texts, 

patronage and employment of religious scholars by the state, and state support for 

religious infrastructure.  But it is important to note that Islamic religious obligations, and 

thus duties to the state, differed for men and women.  Women’s responsibilities for the 

home and child care were constructed as a more important expression of faith than 

participation in public worship (Aune, et al., 2008).    

 Based on her research of an Egyptian women’s mosque movement, Mahmood 

(2006) theorizes that there are at least two models of feminist agency – liberal and non-

liberal.  Both forms of agency can be part of social transformation and political change.  

She describes liberal feminist agency as resistance to patriarchal structures and norms 

that prescribe women’s thinking and actions.  Liberal feminist agency is predicated on the 

assumption of the individual woman as autonomous and free.  Non-liberal feminist 

agency, Mahmood suggests, is women’s capacity for moral action and can take place 

within structures of subordination.  Mahmood strives to detach the concept of agency 

from exclusive notions of resistance to gendered norms by asking researchers to consider 

women’s moral agency within religious structures of desire.  She argues that “the mosque 

women’s practices of modesty and femininity do not signify the abjectness of the 

feminine within Islamic discourse but articulate a positive and immanent discourse of 

being in the world” (Mahmood, 2006, p. 198).  Bullock (2012) makes the analytical 

distinction between women who are “Islamic” or “Muslim” activists.  The identity of the 
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former is more narrowly defined through the lens of the Qur’an and jurisprudence.   The 

identity of the latter is more contextual. 

 The adjective “Muslim” – in its Arabic understanding, “one who submits” – 

allows for a broader canvas since how one submits varies greatly depending both 

on the various  interpretations and orientations of Islam and on the way that the 

lived experience of being a Muslim is also inflected by local culture, customs, and 

socio-economic and political  conditions (Bullock, 2012, pp. 95-96). 

 

 Canada is a part of the historical processes of modernity, globalization, 

secularization, and the privatization of religion (Beyer, 1994b).  Christianity remains the 

dominant institutional form of religion in the country and even though multicultural 

policies do not allow for the favouring of one religion over another in the public sphere, 

the influences of Christian hegemony pervade Canadian political and social institutions.  

At the same time, a form of naïve secularism dominates public life in which political and 

social elites largely misunderstand the role that religion continues to play in many 

people’s daily lives, especially its newest citizens (Bramadat, 2007).  They have 

difficulty seeing minority religious social capital as a value in Canadian society rather 

than a social problem (Bramadat, 2005b).   

 Women are not powerless when it comes to the intersecting structures of gender, 

ethnicity and class within religions (Neitz, 2003).   Women’s practices of lived religion 

may actually constitute the “religious iceberg beneath the often-secular surface” (Davie, 

2007, p. 30) because much of it takes place at the margins rather than at the centers of 

religious institutions.  This makes the methodological task of capturing women’s lived 

religion practices challenging.  Riesebrodt (2010) asserts that every religious experience 

is expressed through concrete practices and that religious actions are distinct from other 

forms of social action.  He defines as specifically religious, actions that are based on the 
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belief in a personal super-human being or non-personal higher powers.  “Religious 

practices normally consist in using culturally prescribed means to establish contact with 

these powers or to gain access to them” (Riesebrodt, 2010, p. 74).  Religious actions are 

influenced by culturally and contextually specific intersections of gender, ethnicity and 

class.  Riesebrodt claims that people want to establish contact with divine powers via a 

variety of religious practices in order to avoid misfortune, overcome crises and achieve 

salvation.  Put another way, religious practices provide women with hope and assurance 

of divine assistance in this life and in the life beyond death.  The core of women’s 

religious practices revolves around human relationships which they believe to be 

permeated by divine powers.  Religious women draw upon another source of power in 

what can be understood as a three way relationship between social structures, human 

agency and the sacred.  Religion involves a dynamic relationship between the religious 

structures that condition or sanction particular practices, the individuals and collective 

groups of people who reflexively choose which practices they will incorporate into their 

lives and a sacred power which can be disruptive of both the religious structures and 

practices.   

 Women’s lived religion includes many practices that facilitate their connection 

with the divine and with those around them.  Prayer, individual rituals and devotions, 

fasting, eating, clothing, adornment, keeping religious objects and icons, tending to grave 

sites, undertaking pilgrimages and time spent in nature, are just some of the individual 

ways that women cultivate a personal relationship with the sacred.  In many cultures 

women are responsible for religious practices in the home.  Much of mothers’ lived 

religious practices are personal and collective at the same time.  They are a means by 
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which women creatively shape and transmit religious practices and beliefs to the next 

generation.   

 Some of women’s lived religious practice takes place outside of the home in 

public spaces such as churches, temples or mosques.   The congregational form of 

religious practice is one that has come to dominate religion in Canada and minority 

religious groups tend to gravitate towards this form as a means of creating social support 

networks (Beyer, 2007; Ebaugh & Chafetz, 2000).  For women this can mean 

participation in a variety of communal activities such as worship, textual and theological 

study, faith-based social action, religious education of children and youth, organizing 

social activities for members of the congregation, participation in decision-making 

structures, and different forms of ritual leadership.  The nature of women’s participation 

in collective religious practices are subject to the pressures of religious institutional 

structuring of gender, ethnicity and class at the macro-level but women do create formal 

and informal religious social networks in gender segregated and/or gender inclusive 

groups. 

 Women’s relationship to the sacred serves to regulate behaviour and influence 

everyday life in ways that may not appear to be explicitly religious (Riesebrodt, 2010, p. 

76).  Moral action is often motivated by religion and is always relational.  Religiously 

motivated ethical action ranges from various forms of self-discipline or empowerment to 

influencing how women spend their money to whom they can marry and how they should 

raise their children.  In applying religious moral values to public life, the agency of 

religious women is a component of the public sphere in Canadian society.  For example, 

self-sacrifice for the sake of others and in relationship with the divine is a powerful form 
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of religious agency but it is complex because it subverts the relational dynamic between 

structures and agency in which structures exert directional pressure on agents.  The 

impetus or desire for religious self-sacrifice comes from a relationship with the divine 

which is beyond religious and secular institutional structures.  For religious women, the 

framework for the emergence of power is expansive.  Throughout history, religious 

individuals who possess the ability to serve others at great personal cost have been 

considered conduits of divine power.  They are revered as prophets, mystics, and saints.  

These individuals and their followers were always a threat to the institutional leaders of 

their time.  Women’s religious self-sacrifice can be interpreted as maintaining structures 

of gender, ethnicity and class but it can also be interpreted as subverting them within a 

divine frame of reference.  

 The feminist intersectional framework that guides this research is an examination 

of the influence of the intersecting complex inequalities of gender, ethnicity and class on 

the practices of religious women who have immigrated to Canada in recent years.  The 

research will analyze the strategic responses of religious immigrant women to the 

pressures of intersecting structures sequentially at the national and then the regional 

levels.  The relationship between intersecting structures and religious immigrant 

women’s agency is mediated through social networks.  Social networks in the new 

society can offer immigrant women opportunities in which to use their existing social 

capital, build new cultural capital and enhance their abilities to act in strategic ways.  

Social networks in Canada can also pose barriers to the building of positive social capital 

by magnifying the social inequalities that already exist and continue to persist because of 

native-born citizen’s interests in maintaining in the status quo.   
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 Identifying which networks are effective in immigrant women’s lives – especially 

the place of ethno-religious social networks - is central to understanding the process of 

strategically negotiating the structuring of complex inequalities in the Canadian context.  

Analysis of empirical evidence from quantitative and qualitative research methods will be 

used to test the usefulness of this theoretical framework.  The following chapter will 

review the existing literature based on research on immigrants, women, and religion in 

Canada in order to more precisely identify the specific contributions that this sociological 

research makes to these fields. 
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3.0 Literature Review  

 This chapter contains a review of the social scientific literature from three 

thematic areas that are relevant to research on the social network participation of 

religious immigrant women: immigration in the Canadian context; immigrant religion; 

and religion and gender.  This literature makes reference to the theories and concepts that 

were addressed in chapter two.  Together chapters two and three lay the foundation upon 

which the research on immigrant women, social networks and religion was built.  

Therefore this chapter concludes with the research questions that were the roadmap for 

the research methods, data collection and analysis used in the study. 

3.1  Canadian Immigration 

 

 The conditions of contemporary globalization have produced an acceleration of 

international migration (Warburg, 2007).   The number of international migrants 

throughout the world more than doubled between 1970 and 2000 (Legrain, 2007) and the 

latest figures from the United Nations indicate that more than 214 million people are on 

the move (2012b).  More people live outside their country of origin than ever before.  

Global migration is not a new historical phenomenon yet much of today’s migration is 

not freely chosen.  Millions of people leave their traditional homelands in search of a 

basic livelihood (Li, 2003), fleeing political, social, economic and environmental 

instability.  The majority of international migrants are moving from poor countries in the 

South to rich countries in the North (UN, 2012a).  About one million people legally 

migrate to the United States each year, the European Union admits 2.5 million foreigners 

annually, and around 170,000 people migrate to Australia (Legrain, 2007).  Immigration 

can have many benefits for receiving societies: it increases diversity, promotes 
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intercultural understanding, stabilizes declining populations, meets the demands of local 

labour markets, and sparks creativity and innovation.   

 Canada’s annual immigration rate relative to population size is the highest in the 

world.  In 2012, a total of 257,730 people immigrated to this country (StatCan, 2013).  

According to Statistics Canada immigrants are “persons who are, or have ever been, 

landed immigrants in Canada. A landed immigrant is a person who has been granted the 

right to live in Canada permanently by immigration authorities” (StatCan, 2009).  It was 

the migration of French and English European colonizers in the late eighteenth century 

that led to the establishment of a modern nation.  Canada then relied on subsequent waves 

of immigration to populate its provinces and territories, exploit its natural resources, and 

build its national institutions.    

 Social scientists of immigration are giving increasing attention to studying the 

conditions of receiving societies including pre-existing ethnic relations, government 

policies, as well as labour market conditions and related institutions (Reitz, 2003).  

Canada’s official immigration policies have played an historical role in determining the 

fate of immigrant groups with different ethnic origins in this country (Troper, 2003).  

During earlier periods in our history, immigration policies favoured certain European 

ethnic groups while discriminating against others, contributing to their social 

marginalization after arrival.  In 1967, changes to Canada’s Immigration Act removed 

restrictions based on ethnic origins leading to the immigration of increasing numbers of 

people from non-European countries.  This led to greater diversification of the ethnic 

composition of the population.   
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 Today, approximately one in five Canadians are foreign born (Frank & Saunders, 

2009).   Official multiculturalism policies promote the understanding of cultural diversity 

as a fundamental characteristic of Canadian identity as well as the equality of all citizens, 

regardless of their background (Troper, 2003).   Freedom from discrimination on the 

basis of race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical 

disability is enshrined for all citizens in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 

(1982).  It can be argued that diversity has become a Canadian value.  Multicultural 

values must, however be borne out in the reality of daily living.  Visible minority groups 

are expected to account for 29 to 32 per cent of the Canadian population in twenty years, 

which is double the proportion reported on the 2006 census (Hansen, 2010).   

   Statistics Canada socially constructs the ethnicity of immigrants in ways that 

likely coincide and diverge from their own preferred identity constructions.  In order to 

track the number of immigrants, the range of different ethnic groups and the size of these 

groups, Statistics Canada collects data.  For example, the Ethnic Diversity Survey (EDS) 

was conducted in 2002 and collected information distinguishing between an individual’s 

place of birth, mother tongue, ethnic identity, ethnic ancestry and religion as well as the 

individual’s spouse’s and parents’ places of birth, mother tongues, ethnic ancestries and 

religions.   This survey also has data related to immigration history categorizing 

individuals as belonging to the first generation of her/his family to immigrate to Canada 

or belonging to the second or third generation of a family that had immigrated (StatCan, 

2005).  The EDS data greatly expanded the understanding of the complexity of ethnic 

diversity among the Canadian population and the difficulty involved in attempting to 



38 

 

categorize ethnicity according to just one characteristic such as country of birth for 

example. 

 Another measure of the population’s changing ethnic diversity has been the 

national census.  Census data has categorized individuals both according to place of birth 

and ethnic origins.  In 2006 the Canadian population included a total of 6,186,950 

immigrants from over 200 different countries of origin (StatCan, 2008).  Among those 

who immigrated between 2001 and 2006, over 155,000 were born in India, more than 

129,000 in China and nearly 78,000 in the Philippines (StatCan, 2009).  These were the 

countries of birth of the three largest groups to immigrate during this period.  Using 

census data, multiple places of birth are combined into ethnic origins groups.  The 

complexity of ethnic origins categorizations in the Census data has increased over time 

due to greater specificity of places of birth used during the data collection.  However, the 

places of birth are more geographically specific for groups that have historically 

dominated Canadian public institutions – those with European ethnic ancestry.  For 

example, in the 2006 Census European countries of birth are divided among five ethnic 

origins groups of Western, Northern, Southern, Eastern and Other Europeans (this is 

excluding those of British or French ethnic origins who have separate categories) while 

all African countries of birth belong to one group sharing African ethnic origins.  These 

categories implicitly reflect the government’s attitudes about what is important and what 

is not when it comes to understanding ethnic diversity in Canada and this in turn shapes 

the attitudes of the Canadian public towards particular ethnic groups.   

 Data released thus far from the 2011 Census provides a description of the 

Canadian population according to language which is another characteristic associated 
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with ethnicity.  Currently immigrants in the country speak more than 200 different 

mother tongues at home which were categorized in 23 major language families.  The 

largest language family is that of the Romance languages of Spanish, Italian and 

Portuguese, the second largest are the Indo-Iranian languages of Punjabi, Urdu, Persian, 

Gujarati and Hindi, and Chinese languages comprise the third largest language family 

made up of Cantonese and Mandarin (StatCan, 2012).   

 Since the late 1970s, Canada’s immigration policy has tried to ensure that well-

educated, highly skilled, and relatively young immigrants are attracted to the country in 

order to meet the labour demands of the Canadian economy (Creese, Dyck, & McLaren, 

2008).  Priority is given to immigrants entering Canada in the employment-class (skilled 

workers, entrepreneurs, investors and self-employed) while immigrants coming in via the 

family- and refugee-classes are deemed less economically beneficial to Canada.  Potential 

immigrants are evaluated using a points system that assesses them based on their age, 

level of education, work experience and ability to speak one of Canada’s official 

languages (Li, 2003).  The federal government claims that this system will help give 

Canada a competitive advantage in the global economy (Man, 2004).  Recent immigrants 

account for 19.2 per cent of the labour force (Li, 2003).  Some argue that since women 

have less access to higher education and employment globally, our immigration policies 

are gendered.  Between 1994 and 2003 37% of foreign-born women entered Canada as 

the spouse or dependent of economic-class immigrant, 36% of women entered under the 

family-class, 11% came as principal applicants in the economic-class, 10% entered as 

refugees, and the remainder were comprised of live-in caregivers or temporary foreign-

workers (VanderPlaat, 2007). 
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 All immigrants arrive to find a Canadian society that is stratified along the lines of 

ethnicity, class and gender.  Studies have shown that despite their high levels of 

education, skills and language capabilities, immigrants’ entry-level incomes have actually 

been decreasing over the past twenty-five years (Buzdugan & Halli, 2009; Ostrovsky, 

2008; Worswick, 2004) and only forty-two per cent of immigrants actually find 

employment in their field of expertise (Frank & Saunders, 2009).  The average hourly 

wage gap in 2008 between Canadian-born workers and immigrant workers between the 

ages of 25 and 54 was $2.28 per hour or almost 10% (StatCan, 2009).  The wage gap 

increased to 21% or $5.04 per hour when comparing workers who immigrated within the 

last five years and Canadian-born workers.  When comparing immigrants with university 

degrees with their Canadian-born counterparts there was a 21% hourly-wage gap in 2008.  

The proportion of immigrants earning less than $10 per hour was 1.8 times higher than 

the Canadian-born.  At the other end of the spectrum, there was a lower share of 

immigrants earning $35 or more per hour than Canadian-born workers.  Visible minority 

immigrant men, particularly of Chinese and Black origin, earn substantially less than 

majority immigrant and Canadian-born men (Li, 2008).  Immigrant men’s earnings tend 

to catch-up with non-immigrant Canadian men’s earnings over a period of about ten 

years.  The picture for immigrant women however, is even bleaker.   

 Immigrant women come to Canada with higher levels of education than 

Canadian-born women (Boyd, 2008; Chui, 2011) but they have a difficult time finding 

jobs commensurate with their education. Ten years after arriving in Canada, immigrant 

women with comparable education and job status earn less than their non-immigrant 

female peers (VanderPlaat, 2007; L. Wilkinson, Peter, & Chaturvedi, 2006).   Visible 
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minority immigrant women fare even worse, earning an additional 20% less than 

immigrant women who resemble the white majority (Tastsoglou & Preston, 2006).  

Immigrant women are more likely than Canadian-born women and men and immigrant 

men to be unemployed with rates of unemployment among recently arrived immigrant 

women nearly twice that of Canadian-born women. 

 There are several explanations for this in the literature.  One explanation involves 

the failure of employers and professional organizations to recognize their foreign degrees 

and work experience as equivalent to Canadian standards (Man, 2004).  Some research 

attributes the difficulties that immigrant women encounter in the Canadian labour market 

to discrimination based on ethnic origins or that they speak English or French with a 

strong accent (Miedema & Nason-Clark 1989).  Other research indicates that in Canada, 

immigrant women have an increased unpaid workload compared to daily life in their 

countries of origin.  Mothers with families shoulder the responsibilities for running the 

household without the support they may have previously enjoyed from extended family 

networks.  They may also spend a lot of time and effort making sure their children’s 

education experience is successful (Creese, et al., 2008) preventing them from seeking 

employment commensurate with their credentials (Hardill, 2002).  With increased 

responsibilities for household work or oversight of their children’s education, some 

women are only able to take on part-time jobs.  Some immigrant women decide to retrain 

or pursue post-migration education.  Responsibilities for care work in the home makes it 

difficult for some immigrant women to attend language classes, upgrade their education, 

utilize support networks, or access health care services (Adamuti-Trache, Anisef, Sweet, 

& Walters, 2011; A. W. Chen, 2010).   
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 Choosing to immigrate can be understood as decision for the future – whether that 

be for oneself or for one’s children (Holtmann & Nason-Clark, 2011).  It is not a step 

taken lightly and comes with tremendous personal and social costs with the hopes that the 

long-term benefits will outweigh them.  Bearing the primary burden for domestic 

workloads along with unfulfilled expectations for their personal career goals and helping 

other family members navigate the difficulties associated with the transition to the 

Canadian context can adversely affect the well-being of immigrant women.  Experiencing 

emotional distress and mental health problems are more of a concern for immigrant 

women than are other health risks (Morris & Sinnott, 2003).  

 Research on immigrant health in Canada has focused more on physical than on 

mental health measures but an analysis that considers the social determinants of health 

makes connections between them (Khanlou, 2010).  Newbold (2010) argues that the 

majority of immigrants coming to Canada arrive healthier than their Canadian-born peers 

because of the propensity of healthy people to self-select in deciding to take on the 

challenges involved in immigration as well as the health screening of new immigrants.  

Declines in immigrant health are attributed by some researchers to the difficulties 

associated with the finding employment, unemployment, and underemployment and the 

devaluation of immigrant qualifications (C. Chen, Smith, & Mustard, 2011).  Dean and 

Wilson (2010) argue that the stress of  multiple aspects of the migratory and settlement 

process affect the physical and mental health of newcomers.  Dion and Dion (2001) 

found that for immigrant women both employment and unemployment can adversely 

affect their health status, leading them to suggest that it is the renegotiation of family and 

gender roles as result of migration that is the contributing factor to immigrant women’s 
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increased emotional distress after arrival in Canada.  Chen (2010) argues that a 

comprehensive approach to immigrant mental well-being should include a recognition of 

ethno-cultural groups’ success in overcoming emotional hurdles without reliance on 

formal mental health services.    

 Immigrant women facing the challenges of the settlement process in Canada have 

several options in terms of seeking and finding social support.  They can turn to their 

families, neighbours, ethnic peers, work colleagues, fellow students, and co-religionists.  

They can seek out other immigrants with different ethnic backgrounds but similar 

experiences of settlement or they can access public social support services available in 

their local context.  In his research on ethnic groups in Montreal, Breton (1964) showed 

that immigrants become part of social support networks in order to meet their basic needs 

for employment, housing, learning a new language, and participating in social life.  The 

existence of formal support networks established by ethnic groups will attract new 

immigrants into those networks rather than leaving them to seek out social supports 

established by the native-born population.  Formal structures developed by ethnic groups 

include religious, educational, political, recreational and professional organizations.  

Breton refers to the capacity of ethnic groups to provide formal social support networks 

as “institutional completeness.”  His research suggests that the more institutionally 

complete an ethnic group is the more likely that new immigrants will establish social ties 

with their ethnic peers than with the native born population.  Even the establishment of 

one formal institution such as a church, social welfare agency or cultural association that 

provides support and information in immigrants’ native tongue is enough to attract 

newcomers in the early years of settlement.  Breton’s study did show that over time (after 
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six years) immigrants develop further ties with social networks in the host society.  

Putnam’s (2007) research in the US also suggests that although initially immigrant 

religious groups and their divergent practices and beliefs can result in social divisions 

within neighbourhoods and cities, these barriers will diffuse over time and ethno-

religious differences will end up benefitting local contexts through increased diversity.   

It is precisely to the high degrees of diversity in Canadian cities that Kazemipur (2009) 

attributes the high levels of trust among citizens.  His statistical analysis of Canadian data 

indicates that the more diverse the city, the more likely people are to trust others.  The 

greater the ethnic segregation in a city, the less its residents trust one another. He 

suggests that this may be a case of Canadian exceptionalism in contrast to the findings of 

Putnam and other researchers in the US as well as research on immigrants in Europe.  

Both Putnam and Kazemipur attempt to measure the social capital that immigrants 

develop through multiple dimensions of social life including participation in voluntary 

associations, political engagement, religious involvement, membership in labour or 

professional organizations, volunteering, informal associations and subjective feelings of 

trust (Kazemipur, 2009, p. 13).  Little research has been done in Canada concerning the 

creation of social capital among immigrant women.  McLaren and Dyck (2004) studied 

the relationships between immigrant mothers and their teenage daughters in Vancouver 

and are critical of discourses on human capital that are limited to its market value.  Their 

research highlighted the multiple skills that immigrant women develop through a 

combination of paid employment, care work, language learning, retraining and 

educational support in the post-migration context.  The authors argue that most of these 
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skills are unrecognized by market discourses yet play an essential role in securing a 

viable future of their families.   

 This study contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of immigrant well-

being by identifying which social networks are important sites for the creation of social 

capital in immigrant women’s daily lives.  In particular, it highlights the contributions of 

ethno-religious social networks and lived religious practices to immigrant women’s 

emotional health.   

3.2   Immigrant Religion 

 Beyer (2007) suggests that religion has always been integral to historical world 

developments.   This is as true for today’s Canada under the conditions of globalization 

as it was during the periods of European colonization when missionaries introduced 

Christianity to the natives (or forced it upon them) and early immigrant settlers relied on 

their Catholic and Protestant beliefs and practices to provide meaning and stability in a 

new homeland.  The forms and functions of religion in Canada have changed over the 

years.  Globalization in the 21
st
 century, characterized by the ubiquitous use of digital 

communication technologies, has had paradoxical consequences for religion.  On the one 

hand, the emergence of a global society has had an homogenizing effect on institutional 

forms of world religions and on the other hand, local forms of group identity have 

become increasingly important (Beyer, 1994a).  Immigration has made Canada more 

religiously diverse and religion is an important component of the identities of many 

Canadians (Beyer, 2005).   

 According to the 2001 Census data, seven out of ten Canadians identify 

themselves as either Catholic or Protestant.  Due to changes in Canadian immigration 
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policies in the early 1970s, the population of Canadian Catholics has grown to 43% of the 

population.  Although mainline Protestant denominations have witnessed declining 

numbers over the past seventy years, evangelical Protestants have seen increases of up to 

48% in the decade from 1991 to 2001.  The number of Canadians who identified with 

religions such as Islam, Hinduism, Sikhism and Buddhism has increased substantially.  

Muslims showed the biggest increase, more than doubling from 253,300 in 1991 to 

579,600 in 2001, representing 2% of the Canadian population.  Hindus increased 89% 

during that same decade to 297,200 as did Sikhs who rose to 278,400. Buddhists 

increased to about 300,300 adherents. Together these three religions made up 1% of the 

Canadian population in 2001 (StatCan, 2003).  Data from the EDS indicates that older 

Canadians are more likely than younger ones to consider religion to be important, to 

attend religious services and to engage in private religious practices.  More women than 

men are affiliated with every religious group.  Immigrants to Canada are more likely to 

be religiously engaged than Canadian-born people but there is considerable variation in 

religiosity among different immigrant groups (Clark & Schellenberg, 2006).  For many 

immigrants, the migration process increases their personal and/or collective religious 

engagement (Ebaugh & Chafetz, 2000; S. Warner & Wittner, 1998) but for some it does 

not (Connor, 2009).  In his quantitative study of immigrant social networks, Kazemipur 

(2006) hypothesized that religious groups in the Canadian context have tremendous 

potential in enabling immigrants to build bridging social capital because they are 

religiously homogenous yet heterogeneous in terms of the class and ethnicity of their 

membership.  His results show that this applies more to religious groups established by 

the Canadian-born majority.  Recent immigrant groups in Canada have a high degree of 
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religious diversity which can result in the smaller density of individual immigrant 

religious groups and lower levels of ethnic and class diversity within those groups.  

 Bramadat (2005a) argues that we cannot understand ethnicity in Canada without 

considering its relationship with religion.  The two are closely intertwined and practically 

impossible to distinguish.  As claimed above, shared ethnicity among immigrants in 

Canada may include common geographical origins, as well as language, symbols, 

traditions and values.  Even though most world religions have become globalized, their 

particular expressions or lived practices are tied to local contexts making it often difficult 

for people to differentiate whether or not a traditional practice that they hold near and 

dear is cultural or religious in nature.  In many cases it is both making it appropriate at 

times to refer to “ethno-religious” identities and practices.   

 Religious immigrants come to Canada having engaged in local forms of religion 

that were highly influenced by their countries (or regions) of origin.  They then reshape 

and transform those religious ideas, practices, symbols and institutions in the Canadian 

societal context.  Although there are continuities with the globalized forms of religions, 

immigrants recreate Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, etc. in Canada depending on where 

they come from and where they settle.  For example, there is no single Canadian Islam.  

Moghissi et al’s (2009) study of Muslims immigrants from Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran 

and Palestine who live in Ontario shows that there is remarkable diversity in perspective, 

lifestyle, gender roles and religious identification between these four groups.   Muslims in 

Canada come from more than 85 countries of origin with dozens of linguistic groups.  

Just as immigrant ethnic identity is part of a process of social construction in the 

Canadian context, so too is religion.  The use of native languages and ethno-religious 
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practices can help new immigrants to feel a sense of comfort in a strange land.  Familiar 

words and music evoke strong memories and emotions among those coping with the 

stress of rebuilding their lives in a new economic, political and social context.  The 

practices of ethnic and/or religious minority groups sometimes challenge Canadian 

understandings of societal accommodation because they are different (L. G. Beaman, 

2008; Cowan, 2008).  In particular, the religious practices of immigrant women often 

highlight Canadian ethnocentric stereotypes and can contribute to their racialization and 

marginalization. 

3.3   Religion and Gender 

 Despite the fact that most religions have patriarchal theologies and endorse 

gendered social structures, many of the world’s women understand their bodies, concepts 

of justice and equality through the lens of the sacred (Fernandes, 2003).  However, the 

rise of conservative or fundamentalist factions within most world religions today, which 

include an emphasis on what Nason-Clark and Fisher-Townsend (2005) refer to as 

“gender inerrancy,” has led to the mistaken assumption that all religious people believe in 

the second class status of women and act in accordance with those beliefs.  Patriarchal 

religions are not unproblematic for women yet Beaman (2007) cautions that current 

concerns in Canada about the protection of the rights of women in minority religious 

groups expressed in popular discourse may not be based on what religious women 

themselves need or want.  She argues that a discourse has been developed around 

Canadian nation preservation which includes the making of a religious "others" who are 

targeted as the cause of social and cultural erosion or disintegration.  This targeting of 

religious women in minority groups, especially Muslim women, diverts attention from 
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the persistence of the inequalities associated with the structuring of gender, ethnicity and 

class that impact the lives of all Canadians.  This review of some of the literature on 

religion and gender will show that women’s religious beliefs and practices can be a 

source of resiliency upon which they draw during times of challenge.  Women’s religious 

practices are also employed strategically in facing societal conditions in specific local 

contexts.  Religion is not fixed or static aspect of women’s identity and changes 

dynamically according to particular social situations (Ammerman, 2003).  Nevertheless 

there is always the potential for elements of religious traditions to be sources of 

vulnerability in women’s lives as is the case with all other social practices that have their 

historical roots in patriarchal structures.   

 Seven out of ten families in Canada rely on double incomes (Mandell & Duffy, 

2005).  There is an association between increases in women’s paid employment and a 

decline in their participation in mainline Protestant religious institutions.  But this does 

not necessarily mean a decline in women’s religiosity or spiritual practice (Long Marler, 

2008).  Woodhead (2008) claims that many women associated with liberal Protestant 

traditions pursue a part-time project of spiritual self-hood while simultaneously carrying 

out their traditional roles as domestic caregivers.  Social scientific research shows that 

shifts towards gender equality in public life and paid employment for women outside the 

home have altered the lifestyles of conservative Christian families in North America even 

though the rhetoric of religious leaders about preserving family values has not changed.  

Beaman’s (1999) research on evangelical Protestant women in Atlantic Canada showed 

that the bible is the final authority on matters of faith and for them, being mothers and 

wives was the most important aspects of their identities.  Nevertheless the women viewed 
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themselves as equal but different from men.  Similarly Gallagher’s (2003) study of 

evangelical Protestant family life in the United States explored how husbands and wives 

lived with both religious traditionalism and pragmatic egalitarianism.  Parenting and 

homecare practices reflected a more pragmatic division of labour and responsibility 

within families than might be expected given their conservative religious beliefs.  

 Nason-Clark’s (1997; 2001) research on conservative Christian women reveals 

that they feel that it is their responsibility as wives and mothers to preserve the family 

unit.  Their obligation to these responsibilities means that they are willing to pay a high 

emotional cost in maintaining their marriages.  Conservative Christian women have 

difficulty identifying patterns of emotional, financial, spiritual, sexual and physical abuse 

in their marital relationships and seeking help.  Although they are at no greater risk than 

non-Christian or non-religious women for experiencing these kinds of behaviours in 

intimate relationships, they remain longer in abusive relationships due to the emphasis on 

the sacredness of marriage in their religious tradition.  Beliefs and practices concerning 

the holiness of marriage, the need to make sacrifices and an over-emphasis forgiveness 

can make Christian women vulnerable to male power and control and compromise their 

safety in situations involving violence.  

 Studies of post-Vatican II Catholics show that they too manage multiple 

commitments to faith, family, career, health and standard of living (D'Antonio, Davidson, 

Hoge, & Meyer, 2001).  According to Baggett’s research (2009) in conservative and 

liberal Catholic churches in California, contemporary Catholics, regardless of their 

theological positions, continually disrupt and appropriate their tradition.  Their approach 

to Catholic practice takes seriously the reality of the American cultural context and 
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includes a concern for the common good.  Orsi’s studies of Catholic practice among 

minority ethnic communities in the US (2002, 2005) illustrate how women used the 

traditional symbols and rituals of their faith in empowering ways.  Their homes and 

neighborhoods were the center of family and religious life for Italian immigrant women.  

My own study of the experiences of Catholic women in the institutional mainstream in 

New Brunswick (Holtmann, 2009) showed their concern for social equality through 

charitable work for the poor in their communities.  The study participants expressed a 

desire that their local churches provide more support for Catholic families struggling with 

the pressures of contemporary life, particularly single parents, seniors and youth.  

Concern for the social well-being of Catholic families in their midst as well as for others 

on the margins of society was an important component of the faith of these women.  

Catholic women tend to adopt an ethic of care when it comes moral decision-making.  

For example, both Catholic lay women and members of vowed religious orders will 

choose to support women instead of their tradition’s abstract moral principles despite the 

clergy’s condemnation of any form of reproductive choice (Holtmann, in press-b).  

Empirical evidence shows that Catholic women support the choices of their friends and 

family members who become pregnant as a result of sexual assault by intimate partners.  

The Vatican’s censure of individuals and groups within the church who support the 

primacy of a women’s conscience in regards to reproductive choice coupled with the 

hierarchy’s silence when it comes to the problem of violence against women mean that 

supportive faith networks can become harder for Catholic women to access as they 

grapple with complex moral problems.  This can leave them vulnerable to feelings of 

guilt and shame, social isolation and abuse (Holtmann, in press-a).   
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 Researchers have shown that exposure to the conditions of North American 

society can lead to shifts in gender roles in immigrant families and that these shifts have 

both positive and negative consequences for religious women.  Ethnic origins, cultural 

traditions, religion and pre-migration socio-economic status have shaped gender roles in 

immigrant families.  Gender roles and perceptions of gender inequality can persist or 

change depending on conditions in the new society.  In their study of thirteen immigrant 

religious institutions in Houston, Texas which included Christian, Muslim, Hindus, 

Buddhists and Zoroastrians, Ebaugh and Chafetz (1999) found that women’s social status 

in the transition to life in American society generally improves compared to that in their 

country of origin due to opportunities for education and employment.  Conversely men’s 

social status often suffers in the new context, at least in the early years of settlement.  The 

collective activities of the immigrant religious groups in Houston offered women 

opportunities for acquiring and practicing leadership skills that they did not have in their 

countries of origin.  In addition to providing a space for communal religious practices, 

immigrant religious institutions also acted as community centers that provided multiple 

opportunities for the perpetuation of ethnic practices and the fostering of social support 

during the settlement process.  Immigrant women were involved in preparing food for 

major social gatherings, teaching religious and cultural education classes to children, 

leading youth groups, and organizing women’s groups either with explicitly religious 

aims such as bible study or missionary work or with the aim of social service delivery.  

The latter included providing outreach services to new immigrant women offering 

material, practical and emotional support.  The researchers stressed that the services 

provided by immigrant women’s religious social networks were particularly important to 
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Hindu and Muslim women whose traditions concerning marriage and family differed 

greatly from those of the US (Ebaugh & Chafetz, 1999, p. 598). 

 Pearson’s research (2004) on Hindu women in Ontario has shown that many do 

not realize the tremendous diversity of religious practices within their religion until they 

immigrate to Canada and come into contact with other Hindus.  In India women hold 

primary responsibility for the home where much of Hindu religiosity is centered.  The 

home is considered the first temple.  In the Canadian context temple attendance can 

become more common due to immigrants’ desire for social support in a minority ethno-

religious context.  Like their American counterparts, immigrant religious institutions in 

Canada can also become central to cultural community life.  Pearson argues that when 

temple attendance becomes more central to religious practice, Hindu women’s role in the 

transmission of religion can be diminished.  Pearson also found that women’s traditional 

fasting practices were adapted to life in the Canadian context.   

 A recent study of second generation and generation 1.5 Canadian Hindu women 

in Canadian universities found that engagement in religious practices waxed and waned 

at different stages in the settlement process.  The women spoke of how in the early years 

after arrival their parents were simply too busy working, retraining or establishing 

businesses to pray or offer pujas on a regular basis.  It was often only after the families 

were well established in their new home that they had more time to devote themselves to 

regular religious practices.  Many of the young women were less actively engaged in 

home-based Hindu ritual practices than their mothers (N. Nason-Clark & Holtmann, in 

press).  They did however, look forward to opportunities to connect with their ethno-

religious heritage through temple or family celebrations whenever they had a break from 
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their studies (Holtmann & Nason-Clark, 2011).  The young women anticipated that 

religious practices involving food, prayer and ritual offerings to the gods and goddesses 

in household shrines would play a larger role in their lives following the completion of 

their post-secondary education.  In the meantime an important issue that the young Hindu 

women grappled with in the Canadian context was their ethno-religious tradition’s 

prescription against dating.  Many of them would state emphatically that, “Hindus don’t 

date,” but then proceed to explain how they did manage to have boyfriends by keeping it 

a secret from their parents.  The practice of secrecy around dating relationships in Hindu 

families means that second generation women are unable to access support from their 

parents, aunts or uncles should they find themselves in unhealthy or abusive situations.  

The research also revealed that separation or divorce in immigrant Hindu families 

sometimes resulted in the loss of the religious and cultural social support networks for 

women and their children.  The high cost of being alienated from ethno-religious social 

networks may make Hindu immigrant women vulnerable to remaining in situations of 

isolation or abuse because they do not know about or trust the alternative options for 

social support following settlement in Canada. 

 The population of Muslims in Britain has grown steadily since the end of World 

War II.  Hussain’s analysis of data from the 2001 British census (2008) shows that 

Muslim women are more likely to be married and have more children than women of 

other faith groups. They are also more likely than other religiously affiliated women to be 

doing full-time care work in the home.  In the same study data from a 1999 national 

health survey indicate that Muslim men were the least likely among British males to do 

housework.  Hussain claims that these results provide evidence that despite Muslim 
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women’s exposure to and participation in the public sphere of British society it has not 

decreased their religious commitments to home and family.   

 Muslims in Canada have come under intense public scrutiny following the 

terrorist destruction of the World Trade Center and loss of lives in New York in 2001.  

Moghissi et al argue that the 9/11 attacks, the subsequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, 

the 2006 Israel/Lebanon war, and the occupation of Palestine have politicized many 

Muslims in Canada.  The words and actions of a few have implicated all Muslims and 

have affected their perception in Canadian society (Moghissi, et al., 2009, pp. 11-12).  

The prevalence of negative stereotypes of Muslims in public discourse have resulted in 

pressure from within the Canadian Muslim community for everyone to be more 

religiously engaged than they might have been in their countries of origin.  Moghissi and 

colleagues argue that Muslim immigrants manage multiple identities which should not be 

reduced to just one dimension in the public imagination.  The combination of external 

stereotypes and internal pressures can result in frustration and polarization among 

Muslims.  “Opposition develops to moderating ideas and practices that otherwise might 

help break down stifling gender and age hierarchies” (Moghissi, et al., 2009, p. 15). 

 Based on the analysis of data derived from questionnaires completed by Muslim 

couples originally from Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran and Palestine living in Ontario, the 

researchers assert that many of them admit to feeling threatened by the prevailing climate 

of suspicion and hostility.  For many new immigrants, these intense feelings are confined 

to the home and processed at the level of the family.  Muslim women experienced the 

settlement process differently than their husbands and these differences were a source of 

tension in some families.  Women saw migration as an opportunity for change and were 
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disappointed when their dreams for a better family life were unfulfilled in the Canadian 

context.  Couples with higher levels of education reported less tension in their families.  

Those who felt fairly treated in their places of employment were more likely to report 

equal sharing of power within the family.  The research found an association between 

religious engagement and higher levels of marital satisfaction.  Religiously engaged 

Muslim women were more likely than religious men to admit to problems in their marital 

relationships but would not choose divorce as an alternative.   

 Two situations that have sparked intense debate concerning Muslim women in 

Canada include a proposal to use Sharia law in family arbitration cases in Ontario and 

calls for a ban against Muslim women covering parts of their faces either when working 

as public employees in Quebec or when testifying in court.  The restrictions for 

provincial employees was justified as a measure to ensure the “fundamental equality 

between men and women” in Quebec (CP, 2012b) and the ban on the niqab was to ensure 

the women received a fair trial.  Hoodfar (2012) carried out a study with Muslim women 

between the ages of fifteen and thirty-three in Quebec to explore their reasons for 

wearing the hijab, a headscarf or veil.  Her analysis led her to suggest that these practices 

must be understood within a broader history of “clothing as a vehicle for political and 

social expression and action” (Hoodfar, 2012, p. 210).  Her research participants chose to 

wear the hijab because it gave them social power within their families and ethno-religious 

groups.  Rather than understanding the veil as symbolic of patriarchal control, they felt 

that it symbolized their commitment to religious values and demonstrated that they were 

faithful Muslim women.  As a result of their choice to cover their hair (none of the 

participants indicated that they were forced to wear a veil by their families) they had 
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gained greater respect from their parents and peers.  This reduced conflict with their 

parents and allowed them a measure of autonomy in achieving their academic goals and 

getting a good job.  Thus the veil aided their empowerment in the Canadian context.  This 

strategy also implies that young Muslim women who choose not to veil may be treated 

with less respect, at least within some sectors of the Muslim community in Canada.  

Muslim women are thus vulnerable both to the violation of their religious freedom in the 

public sphere and their personal freedoms in the private sphere. 

 A proposal to use Sharia law in family law arbitration in Ontario erupted in a 

highly publicized debate concerning Muslim women in 2004 (Selby, 2012).  Legislation 

in that province had allowed for the use of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) 

arrangements in cases of family law disputes since the early 1990s.  Alternatives could 

include faith-based arbitration meaning that Orthodox Jews, for example, could obtain a 

gett in a Beit Din (divorce in a rabbinical court).  Korteweg (2008) and Selby (2012) 

write about how the issue was perceived by Muslim and non-Muslim women in Canada.  

Korteweg focuses on the reactions of secular feminists and stresses that decisions reached 

via ADR process could not contradict Canadian civil laws.  The ADR would have 

enabled Muslim women to share the benefits of the work of the Canadian feminist 

movement for women’s equality within a faith-based dispute resolution framework.  

Korteweg contends that the Ontario government’s decision to disband the ADR process 

completely, despite the recommendations of an official commission not to, may actually 

increase religious Muslim women’s vulnerability in abusive marriages.  Selby’s 

qualitative research shows that the push to secularize the public sphere in Ontario in order 

to protect Muslim women felt paternalistic to Muslim women from the greater Toronto 
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area.  Generalizations about Muslim women made by politicians, feminist activists and 

the media during the debate did not capture the diversity of lived experiences among 

Muslim women in Ontario.  Muslim women are not a singular entity and cannot be 

essentialized (Zine, 2012).   

 In summary, this literature review has shown that high rates of immigration in 

Canada have increased the diversity of ethnic origins among the population.  The 

country’s immigration policies which favour the selection of young, well-educated and 

skilled principal applicants can reinforce married immigrant women’s dependency on 

their husbands during the settlement process.  Immigrant women are more likely than 

Canadian-born women to be unemployed or underemployed in the early years of 

settlement despite their higher levels of education.  This is particularly the case for 

women who belong to visible minority groups.  Research shows that part of this is due to 

discrimination.  Another part of the story of immigrant women’s performance in the 

Canadian labour market may be explained by their commitment to domestic 

responsibilities and child care.  Performing care work in the home and full-time 

employment are both choices that can prevent immigrant women from participating in 

formal and informal social networks that can assist them in the creation of social capital 

during the settlement process.  This situation can lead to the development of mental 

health problems.  Religious practices can be a source of personal and collective resiliency 

in the face of the challenges of settlement and some immigrant women become more 

religiously engaged as a result of migration.    

 The literature review shows that religion and ethnicity are closely entwined and 

ethno-religious practices are one way for immigrant women to preserve and recreate their 
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identities in the Canadian context.  Immigrant women’s lived religious practices are 

influenced by the settlement process – the length of time since arrival and the necessary 

tasks (housing, transportation, income, health care, documentation, etc.) during different 

stages of settlement.  Religious practices are also subject to the pressures from the 

different regimes of gender, ethnicity and class in the move from their countries of origin 

to Canadian society.  The transition to the structures of gender, ethnicity and class in the 

Canadian context can have benefits as well as negative consequences for religious 

immigrant women.  Conservative religious women feel strong religious obligations for 

domestic duties and child care whether or not they are employed outside of the home.  

This is especially true for Muslim women, many of whom appear to choose domestic 

care work over paid employment.  For some women from minority religious groups, the 

home is the primary site of their ethno-religious practices – they do not have obligations 

to participate in regular public religious rituals.  The combination of these two factors 

may make them even more vulnerable to social isolation.  The public debates about the 

agency of Muslim women that have erupted recently in Canadian society means that their 

religious practices have come under public scrutiny creating tensions within minority 

Muslim ethnic groups.   

 The literature review makes clear that further research is needed to better identify 

the different social networks of which immigrant women are a part, especially the nature 

of immigrant women’s religious social networks and the role these networks play during 

the settlement process.  The concept of agency in the lives of religious immigrant women 

needs to be broadened beyond individualistic conceptions to include the social networks 

with which they interact.  Lived religious practices are relational.  This will provide a 
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more balanced approach to theoretical conversations about the relationship between 

structure and agency, particularly when dealing with the intersecting structures of gender, 

ethnicity and class.  It will also contribute to critical discussions concerning social capital 

among Canadian immigrant researchers.  There are many unanswered questions about 

how the social capital that religious immigrant women are creating in their social 

networks is helping or hindering them during the settlement process.   

3.4  Research Questions 

 This research project uses the concepts of structure and agency in the lives of 

immigrant women in identifying the social networks with which they interact.  

Explaining how immigrant women’s lived ethno-religious practices impact their social 

network access can reveal the different kinds of social capital they are utilizing and 

developing.  It will also highlight how their social capital may be contributing to their 

vulnerability in dealing with the intersecting structures of gender, ethnicity and class in 

the Canadian context.  The following questions have guided the research project: 

1. Are there differences in immigrant women’s experiences of the challenges during 

the settlement depending on ethno-religious identities and practices? 

2. Are there differences in immigrant women’s experiences of dealing with the 

challenges during the settlement depending on the length of time after arrival in 

Canada? 

3. What role do social networks play when religious immigrant women experience 

challenges during the settlement process?   
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3.5 Mixed Methods Approach 

 This study’s analysis of immigrant women’s participation in social networks will 

provide empirical evidence of their agency in relationship to the intersecting structures of 

class, gender and ethnicity.   The analysis will show how they create social capital under 

the influence of the structural pressures they inevitably encounter as part of minority 

groups in Canada.   Identifying which networks are operative in immigrant women’s 

daily lives – especially the place of ethno-religious social networks - is an important 

component in understanding their agency.  The nature of religious immigrant women’s 

social ties has an influence on their ability to strategically negotiate the structuring of 

complex inequalities in the Canadian context. 

 Quantitative and qualitative methods were used sequentially during the research 

in order to answer the research questions.  The triangulation of results from the 

quantitative and qualitative analyses can ensure the validity of the research.  Quantitative 

methods were used at the outset of the project to provide an overview of the situation of 

immigrant women in Canada during the early years of the 21
st
 century.  To this end, the 

analysis of two large data sets compiled by Statistics Canada provided valuable 

information on the lives of immigrant women.  These data sets were created from 

information collected via large stratified samples drawn from the population.  There are 

few quantitative studies of immigrant women and religion in Canada and the data sets 

from Statistic Canada are rich in information about ethnic origins, religion, immigrant 

status, family structure and subjective perceptions about life in Canada.  Preliminary 

analysis of the Ethnic Diversity Survey (EDS) revealed the limitations of the data in 

terms of finding a measure of social integration beyond income and employment.  Cross-
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sectional data can provide a picture of the immigrant population at a specific point in 

time but cannot be used to explain processes of change.  A gendered analysis of a large 

sample from the Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada (LSIC) allowed me to 

make some generalizations about the interaction of ethnicity and religion for different 

groups of immigrant women.  The fact that this data is longitudinal made it possible to 

track changes over time.  In this way one aspect of the settlement process was illustrated, 

comparing patterns of change between different groups of immigrant women with a focus 

on ethno-religious groups.   

 Qualitative research methods were used to answer some of the questions which 

the quantitative analysis could not.  For example, I was unable to use the EDS or the 

LSIC data to analyze how immigrant women created social capital within particular 

social networks.  It would have been informative in the statistical analysis to compare 

patterns of change during the settlement process with the forms of social support women 

in different groups utilized.  The findings of the quantitative analysis were used to 

construct a purposive sample for the qualitative portion of the study and provided the 

basis for questions to pursue with research participants.  The qualitative field work was 

carried out in the Maritime provinces of New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island.  The 

qualitative sample also included professionals who deliver public services to immigrant 

women.  This provided additional perspectives on social networks available during the 

settlement process.  By its very nature, the qualitative data are rich in detail and provide a 

complex picture of ethno-religious immigrant women. 

 The quantitative methods are outlined in chapter four and the findings of the 

analysis are presented in chapter five.  The qualitative methods are explained in chapter 
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six and the results of the analysis are described in chapters seven, eight and nine.  The 

findings from the quantitative and qualitative portions of the research are compared in 

chapter ten. 
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Part Two: Ethno-Religious Immigrant Women in Canada 

 

4.0  Quantitative Data and Methods 

 

 Arrival in Canada and the subsequent settlement process is a time of tremendous 

change in the lives of immigrant women.  Theoretically I define this time of change as a 

process of increased diversification.  Change is taking place both in the lives of 

immigrant women but also in the lives of the people already living in the community in 

which immigrants settle.  For the purposes of this study, evidence of change is tracked 

through the identification of the social networks in which religious immigrant women 

take part. It is within different social networks that immigrant women can utilize existing 

social capital and create new social capital in order to face the inevitable challenges of 

the settlement process.  This means that there are two elements that can be used to 

analyze social capital during settlement – the number of social networks that immigrant 

women utilize and evidence of the efficacy of their social capital.  The first element 

seems rather straight forward, but the second is not.  As the literature review has shown, 

researchers investigating immigrants and social capital have tried to study social capital 

accumulation using both elements.  Quantitative methods have been used to count the 

number of different social networks that immigrants access in order to develop a social 

capital index (Kazemipur, 2009).  However, when it comes to determining the efficacy or 

consequences of social capital, most often it is measured in terms of immigrants’ ability 

to obtain employment and their levels of income, both of which exclude much of the 

activity of immigrant women, especially those with families.  Using immigrants’ 

subjective feelings about their experiences of settlement is another option and some 

quantitative studies have done this using variables indicating trust in neighbours, trust in 



65 

 

various levels of government, and feelings of safety.    The analysis of cross-sectional 

data can be used to create a portrait of aspects of immigrant social capital creation at a 

particular point in time but it cannot be used to track changes in social capital 

development over time.  Longitudinal data are necessary in order to analyze processes of 

change.  A researcher’s ability to track changes in a sample of the population is 

dependent on the nature of the available data. 

 Data collected by the Canadian government reflects the priorities set by 

government policies.  For example, labour force surveys are conducted on a monthly 

basis and data on the consumption of goods and services are readily available.  There is 

far less information collected by government about aspects of social cohesion.  Statistics 

Canada does collect data concerning immigrants but variables that could be used as 

outcomes of the settlement process reflect narrow conceptions of immigrant life.  Income, 

labour market performance and education are only a few aspects of the challenges that 

face immigrants when they begin life in Canada.  Likewise, the Statistics Canada data on 

religion is limited in scope.  Up until 2011 the Census had included one question about 

religious affiliation every ten years and this has been continued with the 2011 National 

Household Survey.
2
  Identification with a recognized religious group however, explains 

very little about the role that religious practices play in the lives of Canadians and the 

diversity of religious practices even within the same religious group.  Data sets that 

contain detailed information on Canadian immigrants, ethnicity and religion are limited.   

  

                                                 
2
 Results from the 2011 NHS cannot be meaningfully compared with data from previous Censuses due to 

the different methods of sampling, in particular the high non-response rate in the NHS. 
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4.1 Ethnic Diversity Survey 

 Statistics Canada has conducted two large surveys with data on recent immigrants 

- the Ethnic Diversity Survey (EDS), a cross-sectional survey which took place in 2002 

and the Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada (LSIC) for which data collection 

took place from 2001 to 2005.   The questionnaire and documentation about the EDS are 

available on the Statistics Canada website.  The EDS data are available to university 

researchers through the Data Liberation Initiative, which facilitates access to public use 

micro-data files (PUMF).  Using the University of New Brunswick libraries online 

resources, I was able to download the EDS data file and analyze it using SPSS statistical 

software program.  The EDS included data which was helpful in conducting a 

preliminary exploration of the effects that participation in ethno-cultural groups and 

activities have on immigrants’ subjective feelings of integration in Canadian society. 

EDS coded variables on ethnic ancestry, ethnic identity, place of birth, visible minority 

status, religion, religious participation, knowledge of languages, family background, 

family interaction, social networks, civic participation, interaction with society, attitudes, 

satisfaction with life, trust, and socio-economic activities (StatCan, 2005). Combining the 

available indicators of sense of belonging, feelings of satisfaction, and level of trust in 

others, I constructed an index of feelings of integration; I regressed the index on markers 

of ethno-cultural involvement, including regular participation in religious and cultural 

activities, and found a significant and positive effect of ethno-cultural involvement on 

immigrants’ feelings of integration.  Identifying as being religious and belonging to a 

non-Christian religious group was also a significant predictor of feelings of integration.  
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These results are consistent with the literature that shows that participation in social 

groups can serve in the creation of immigrant social capital (Kazemipur, 2009).  

 In a second round of analyses, I focused on explaining the main activities of 

working age immigrant women, distinguishing between women who were employed, 

those who were studying and those who were doing care work in the home.  Employment 

is often used a measure of immigrant societal integration given Canada’s immigration 

policy which is designed to attract highly educated and skilled workers for the labour 

market.  But the literature also indicates that many immigrant women sacrifice their 

careers to ensure the success of others, either their husbands or children.  To identify 

significant predictors of immigrant women doing care work in the home, I applied 

multivariate logistic regression analysis (R. M. Warner, 2008), with employment status as 

the dependent variable (dichotomized as employed and unemployed) and marital status, 

level of education, presence and number of children, as well as ethno-cultural 

involvement entered as predictors. Being married appeared to be a significant predictor 

with the largest effect size. 

 These basic analyses of cross-sectional data from the EDS provided me with 

information about two aspects of immigrant integration: 1) positive feelings of 

integration into Canadian society are related to high levels of ethnic and cultural 

participation, particularly among non-Christian immigrants; and 2) married first 

generation immigrant women are the most likely to be doing care work in the home.  But 

these results left some unanswered questions.  For example, the first result begs the 

question as to whether or not immigrants with positive feelings of integration are more 

likely to be members of ethno-cultural organizations in the first place.  In other words, if 
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these organizations are founded by immigrants who already feel integrated do they 

actually help create social capital or are they simply the product of those with social 

capital? It is impossible to determine with cross-sectional data what impact membership 

in particular organizations or social networks has on immigrant social capital over a 

period of time.  Tracking a process of change over time requires longitudinal data. 

4.2 Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada 

 Information about LSIC is publically available through the Statistics Canada 

website including a guidebook, questionnaires, and codebooks without frequencies but 

the data set is not.  The microdata files contain confidential information that could be 

used to identify the participants in the survey.  In order to ensure confidentiality is 

maintained, the LSIC microdata files (StatCan, 2007a) can be accessed only through 

Statistics Canada's Research Data Centres (RDC) one of which is located on the UNB 

campus and staffed by a Statistics Canada analyst.  I applied to Statistics Canada for 

access to LSIC data in February 2011 and was granted access until April 2013.  The 

Statistics Canada data are assembled on RDC terminal computers in the lab and all 

analysis must be conducted there - personal laptops cannot be used.  Any analytical 

output that a researcher wishes to use must go through a disclosure risk analysis.  Outputs 

submitted for disclosure must include weighted and unweighted tables of descriptive 

statistics as well as weighted and unweighted results of statistical models.  Tables of 

descriptive statistics must also meet minimum cell counts for unweighted results which in 

the case of LSIC data was five.   A request for output disclosure must be made to the 

Statistics Canada analyst and approved before the analyst provides a disclosed version of 

the results that can leave the lab.  The analysis of the LSIC microdata files for this 
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research was conducted in the UNB RDC lab periodically between April 2011 and 

February 2013. 

 Statistics Canada undertook the LSIC with the purpose of providing indicators of 

how immigrants are meeting the challenges of integrating into Canadian society over 

time and what factors hinder or help their settlement.   The target population for the 

survey consisted of economic class (skilled and business), family class, independent 

immigrants, and refugees who arrived in Canada between October 1, 2000 and September 

30, 2001; were age 15 or older at the time of landing; and landed from abroad, having 

applied outside of Canada.  The survey used a stratified sampling method: 

The sample was divided into two components - the core and the additional 

samples. The core sample represents the target population, while the additional 

samples target specific sub-populations. These specific sub-populations were 

determined by analysing the expected sample allocation at Wave 3 and also by 

various requirements of federal and provincial government departments. The 

following subgroups have been over-sampled: 

1) government sponsored refugees; 

2) refugees other than government sponsored; 

3) contractor and investor immigrants (economic-business); 

4) family immigrants in British Columbia; 

5) overall immigrants in Alberta; and 

6) economic immigrants in Québec (economic-skilled and economic-business). 

The stratification allowed for control over the sample sizes for each of the 

additional samples’ subgroups (StatCan, 2007b, pp. 30-31). 

 

The survey has a longitudinal design with immigrants being interviewed at three different 

times: at six months after arrival, two years later, and then four years after landing in 

Canada.  The interviews were conducted in fifteen languages most frequently spoken by 

the target population.  Only one person was interviewed in each immigrant household, 

and s/he was asked about other members of the household.  The first wave included 

sufficient data from 12,040 participants but because of attrition by the end of the third 

wave of data collection this number had dropped to 7,716 participants.  The subsample 
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used for this research consists of the female participants that remain at the end of the third 

wave, a sample size of about 3900.  The attrition rate for LSIC participants was estimated 

at a loss of 25% between waves, meaning that 75% of those who participated in Wave 1 

would participate in Wave 2 and that 75% of those who were in Wave 2 would remain in 

Wave 3.  That works out to a total loss between Waves 1 and 3 of 44% of the sample.  In 

this analysis of mental health trajectories, Arab, African and Latin American religious 

groups were found to have had the highest rates of attrition but these were below the 

estimated attrition rate of 44%.  There were four possible classifications of immigrants 

that were accounted for in the weights at Wave 3: respondent, non-respondent in the 

population of interest, non-respondent out of the population of interest, and unresolved.  

At Wave 3 the weights are biased to account for those immigrants who left Canada as 

well as those who still reside in Canada (StatCan, 2007c).  Topics covered in the survey 

include language proficiency, housing, education, foreign credential recognition, 

employment, health, values and attitudes, the development and use of social networks, 

income, and perceptions of settlement in Canada.   

4.3 Statistical Methods 

   The availability of Canadian longitudinal data on immigrants, ethnicity and 

religion made it possible for me to undertake a study of gendered change in immigrant 

social capital over time.  Advances in statistical methods in the analysis of longitudinal 

data (Gibbens, Hedeker, & DuToit, 2010) allowed me to distinguish between two types 

of change in social capital:  1) changes in an individual woman’s social capital over time 

and 2) differences in changes in social capital between groups of immigrant women.  The 

first type of change can be characterized as positive or negative, linear or nonlinear, as 
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well as constant or fluctuating.  The second type of change is relational and attempts to 

determine if there is a relationship between certain predictors and patterns of change in 

social capital.  Particular predictors may be associated with particular patterns of change 

in groups of individuals.  The two types of change are related because individual change 

takes place in the personal lives of people who are at the same time part of identifiable 

social groups.  The statistical model takes into account both individual change and the 

influence that belonging to a group has on individual change.  This type of data is 

referred to as nested data.  It is possible to statistically distinguish between these two 

types of change.    

 The particular model used in this analysis of the LSIC data is a growth model.  It 

begins with analyzing changes within the same individual over time.  These are referred 

to as level one changes or within-person changes.  An immigrant woman’s personal 

change trajectory can be described in the way that the designated measure of her social 

capital increases or decreases over time.  The individual rate of change can also be 

characterized by the model.  For example, the model can be used to determine whether an 

immigrant woman’s social capital increases at a steady rate over the time since she has 

arrived in Canada or whether her social capital accumulation has risen rapidly in the early 

stages of the settlement process.  Each individual’s change trajectory can be illustrated as 

having a particular shape or smooth curve.  The next step involves the analysis of 

changes between individuals which are described as level two changes or between-person 

changes.  The determination of differences between individual trajectories in measures of 

social capital over time depends on identifying differences between persons that serve as 

good predictors of patterns of change.  For example, the LSIC data will be used to 
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investigate whether women’s immigration status, such as being a principal applicant, 

spouse or dependent, are good predictors of different trajectories in social capital.  If they 

are the reader should expect to see differently shaped trajectories in social capital change 

for immigrant women who are principal applicants compared to those who are not.  The 

two levels of analysis - the within-person changes and the between-person changes - are 

linked in the hierarchical linear model.  Before going into the details of how the model is 

constructed, a few important considerations must be explained.   

 Statistical methods used in the analysis of longitudinal data depend on three 

conditions:  1) there are at least three waves of data; 2) the measure of change is 

consistent; and 3) the measure of time is appropriate to the study (Singer & Willet, 2003).   

An accurate estimation of individual change over time requires data that has been 

collected from the same individuals at least three times.  Each collection of data at a 

particular time point in an overall time frame from individuals is referred to as a wave of 

data.  Two waves of data collection from the same individuals are insufficient in 

describing a process of change because under those conditions change can only be 

described as an increment or a step.  With only two waves of data, individual immigrant 

women could only be described as either increasing the amount social capital they have 

from their initial state or losing it by the same amount.  Data on incremental change 

between only two points in time cannot be used to describe the rate of change or the 

shape of the individual’s change trajectory over time. Furthermore with only two waves 

of social scientific data it is extremely difficult to distinguish between sampling error and 

the true incremental change.  For example, if the initial measure of an immigrant 

women’s social capital is too high and the second measure is too low, using regression to 



73 

 

estimate the incremental change in social capital would compound the error of the two 

measures leaving a result that is too imprecise.  Three waves of data are sufficient for 

modelling change that is linear over time (Singer & Willet, 2003).   The outcome used to 

measure change in an individual growth model needs to be consistent, which means that 

the metric of the selected outcome must be the same each time that data are collected.  In 

the case of a longitudinal survey about immigrant experiences, the same question about a 

particular experience must be asked each time the survey is conducted.  The consistency 

of the outcome measurement has consequences in terms of the precision of the estimates 

and the validity of the model results.  Imprecision in the measurement of the outcome, 

which is inevitable to some extent given the nature of statistical data about experiences of 

social life, can be offset by the number of waves of data collection and the timing of each 

wave.  Finally, the measure of time also has an effect on research validity and must be 

appropriate to the study at hand.  Measuring time in terms of the age of the longitudinal 

respondent might be appropriate in a study of language acquisition among immigrant 

youth but it would less suitable for a study of immigrant experiences of settlement.  Since 

this study is interested in the change in immigrant women’s social capital during the 

process of settlement it makes sense to measure the time elapsed since their arrival in 

Canada.  The time metric increases with each wave of data collection.  However each 

wave of data does not need to be collected at identical intervals.  The space between 

waves of data collection can differ.  The data available from the LSIC adequately 

satisfies these three conditions for the statistical modeling of change over time but a 

detailed explanation of the outcome is warranted. 
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4.4 Outcome – Mental Health 

 There is evidence that self-reported health variables can provide an accurate 

measure of immigrant health.  Research on immigrant health in Canada has focused more 

on physical than on mental health measures, yet a social determinants of health 

framework makes connections between them (Khanlou, 2010).  Utilizing this framework, 

Dean and Wilson (2010) show that the stress of  multiple aspects of the migratory and 

settlement process affect the physical and mental health of newcomers.  Chen (2010) 

argues that a comprehensive approach to immigrant mental well-being includes the 

recognition of ethno-cultural groups’ success in overcoming emotional hurdles without 

reliance on formal mental health services.  The emotional costs of the settlement process 

can used to track changes in social capital during the settlement process.  Just as positive 

feelings of trust and safety in the Canadian context have been used by researchers as 

indications of the creation of social capital, negative feelings of loneliness, sadness and 

depression can be used a measure of a lack of social capital creation or the inadequacy of 

existing immigrant social capital in overcoming the challenges of the settlement process.  

Social capital has both positive and negative consequences (Portes, 1998).  Tracking 

changes in an immigrant woman’s emotional health over time can reveal different stages 

of the settlement process.  Comparing mental health trajectories for different groups of 

immigrant women can show that there are those who are paying a higher emotional cost 

during the settlement process than others, indicating that there may be problems in their 

utilization of social capital.   

 The question of whether mental health outcomes can be used as a valid measure 

of changes in social capital during the settlement process for immigrant women must be 



75 

 

raised, given cultural differences when it comes to expressing emotions (Gudykunst & 

Ting-Toomey, 1988).  For example, research shows that cultural values that prioritize the 

needs of the collective over the individual decrease the willingness of Asian Americans 

to publically disclose feelings of distress (Leong & Lau, 2001).  However, cultural values 

are influenced by individual concerns and while cultural values take a long time to 

change, individuals can learn to change their communication patterns when living in a 

new cultural context (Oetzel & Ting-Toomey, 2003).  What this means is that immigrant 

women from some ethnic origins may be less likely to disclose emotional distress shortly 

after arrival in Canada than women from other ethnic origins due to the influence of 

cultural values from their country of origin.  As they create social capital in the Canadian 

context, immigrant women from all groups may become more likely to disclose 

emotional distress the longer they live here.  That being said, however, there remains a 

certain stigma in the disclosure of mental health problems in the Canadian context.  It is 

not easy for anyone, regardless of their ethnic origins to admit to experiencing emotional 

distress.  A further complicating factor in this comprehensive approach to immigrant 

emotional health is the consideration of the role that religious beliefs and practices play in 

mitigating or exacerbating the emotional costs of the settlement process for immigrants.  

In many religious traditions, notions of struggle, sacrifice and the acknowledgment of 

human weakness are central to religious discourses.  Admission of one’s frailties and 

requests for and reliance on the aid of divine power are important religious practices, 

especially when it comes to personal and collective acts of prayer.  Reaching out to assist 

those who are struggling emotionally and materially through acts of charity or working 

for social justice plays an important role in the lives of many religious women.  Religious 
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practices may actually encourage the disclosure of emotional struggles among immigrant 

women.  In this context, the admission of mental health problems may be part of a 

religious process of change that leads to getting assistance, both practically and 

spiritually, in overcoming life’s inevitable challenges.  The admission of mental health 

problems in order to get help in the work for positive change may be an indication of the 

development of social capital within religious groups.  

 In each wave of data collection for the LSIC, participants were asked about their 

experience of mental health problems.  In wave one survey participants were asked: 

“Since you came to Canada, have you had any emotional or mental health problems?”  In 

waves two and three the question changed slightly and the participants were asked: “In 

the past 12 months, have you experienced any emotional problems?  By emotional 

problems, I mean persistent feelings of sadness, depression, loneliness, etc.” The change 

in the wording of the question raises concerns about the consistency of this measure of 

mental health in the LSIC data.  In waves two and three, the phrase “mental health” is not 

used in the question and the participants are given examples of the kinds of emotional 

problems they might have experienced.  This could have an effect on the precision of the 

metric since some may not have considered sadness or loneliness as mental health 

problems when asked the question in wave one.  Another concern about the measure of 

mental health used in LSIC is that participants could only answer either yes or no to the 

question each time it was asked.  This introduces the possibility of even greater 

measurement error since only two choices are available when the range of emotional 

responses that an immigrant woman might have experienced over the course of the time 

between the waves of data collection is vast.  The fact that the data on mental health were 
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only collected over a four year period is another reason for caution.  The longer term 

trajectories for immigrant mental health may differ substantially from this early period.  

There are limitations to the validity and precision of using the reporting of mental health 

problems as a consistent measure of change in immigrant women’s social capital during 

the settlement process.   

 While these limitations may raise questions about what type of change is actually 

being measured in the lives of immigrant women, the variable remains a viable option for 

a statistical study of the trajectories of change within individuals and between individuals 

using a hierarchical linear model.  From this point forward, the basic description of the 

model in this chapter and the results of the statistical analysis in chapter five will simply 

refer to the outcome of mental health rather than continually making the link to social 

capital.  The discussion in chapter five will return to the ambiguity of whether or not 

change in social capital was actually being tracked.  Because of the highly technical 

language of the following sections, readers who are less interested in the description of 

the statistical model may wish to skip to section 4.6.1 for the model results or section 4.7 

for the descriptive statistics of the women in the LSIC data.   

4.5  Predictors of Change in Mental Health 

 The variables selected for analysis as predictors of changes in mental health over 

time are based on the literature review. They include information about: gender, age, 

level of education, family structure, visible minority status, immigrant status, 

immigration category, ethnic origins, religion, household characteristics, participation in 

religious, ethnic and cultural organizations, experiences of financial stress and main 

activities.  Data screening and cleaning of the variables was done using SPSS version 19.  
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This involved checking the descriptive statistics and frequencies of the variables of 

interest and examining how each variable was coded.  The multilevel modeling was 

carried out using HLM 6.08 software.  In order to prepare the data for use with HLM, 

distinctions were made between variables that are time-varying indicators of change and 

those that are non time-varying.   Time-varying variables are those with values that can 

potentially change with each wave of data collection, like main activities.  Non time-

varying variables have data that was collected only during the first wave and which did 

not change over the course of the longitudinal survey, such as gender or ethnic origins.  

These were separated into two SPSS data files.  Each SPSS data file included the ID of 

the longitudinal respondent in order to link the two files when running the models in 

HLM.  All of the variables used were recoded.  

 Time-varying variables were recoded as follows:  time was coded in the number 

years after arrival with time at arrival coded as zero.  Financial stress was dichotomized 

assigning one to those who reported financial stress and zero for those who had not.  

Organizational membership was recoded into three dichotomous variables of ethnic 

organization, cultural organization and religious organization.   Household characteristics 

were recoded into four dichotomous variables of high population (five people or more), 

low population (four people or less), school kids, and elders.  Main activities were 

recoded into three dichotomous variables of employed, care and study.  Interaction terms 

were created by multiplying time by the time-varying variable.  Missing values are not a 

concern for the preparation of time-varying variables as the HLM software can handle 

this.   
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 Non time-varying variables were recoded as follows:  gender was dichotomized 

into one for females and zero for males.  Age at arrival was recoded into three 

dichotomous variables of young (16-25 years), working age (26-65 years) and senior 

(66+ years).  Level of education at arrival was recoded into three dichotomous variables 

of graduate, undergraduate and high school.  Family structure at arrival was recoded into 

a dichotomous variable of with children.  Visible minority status was dichotomized.  

Immigration category was recoded into five dichotomous variables of skilled worker, 

family, refugee, business, and provincial nominee.  Immigration status was recoded into 

three dichotomous variables of principal applicant, spouse and dependent.  Religion was 

recoded into five dichotomous variables of no religion, Christian, Muslim, Eastern 

religions and other religion.  Ethnic origins were recoded into nine dichotomous variables 

of European, Eastern European, West Asian, East/Southeast Asian, South Asian, African, 

Arab, Latin American and Other.  Missing values in the level 2 variables were dealt with 

using appropriate methods of imputation.  Interaction terms were created by multiplying 

religion variables and ethnic origins variables.  The size of the ethno-religious groups 

vary widely and the results of the models for small groups should be interpreted with this 

in mind.  

4.6 Growth Modeling  

 In an hierarchical linear model, the first level models with-in person change over 

time:     Yij = β0j + β1jtij + rij   (Equation 1) 

Yij is the score or outcome for person i at time tj.  The parameter β0j is the intercept for 

person i and represents her initial status when time equals 0.  The parameter β1j is the 

person i’s rate of growth or the change in the outcome associated with a one unit increase 
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in time.  The model then fits a regression line for each person’s trajectory of change.  

Figure 4.0 below is an illustration of individual growth curves based on hypothetical data.  

The outcome is the probability of experiencing mental health problems measured at three 

times over the course of four years, once at arrival, once at two years and once at four 

years.  Each individual trajectory is linear and has a different starting point or intercept 

and a unique rate of change or slope.  In Equation 1 above, rij is the residual scores for 

person i, that is, the discrepancies between the observed scores for the intercept and slope 

and the fitted linear trajectory.  The residuals at level 1 are assumed to be normally 

distributed with a mean of zero and a constant variance.  Persons two and three have a 

very similar probability of reporting mental health problems at arrival, about 0.3.  But 

after four years, person two has lower probability of reporting mental health problems 

than does person three.  This is because the rate of change or slope differs between the 

two individuals.  In this example, all individuals report mental health problems at 

increasing rates over time but this may not necessarily be the case for the LSIC sample.   

 

Figure 4.0 Individual growth trajectories using hypothetical data 
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The average mental health trajectory for the four individuals is calculated based on the 

average probabilities of reporting mental health at arrival (intercepts) as well as the 

average rate of change (slopes).  The differences in the mental health trajectories between 

persons are accounted for in the second level of the model.   

 At level 2 the model is specified to analyze the patterns of growth trajectories for 

different groups of individuals.  The following equation models the differences between 

males and females at level 2.  The growth parameters from level 1 become the outcomes 

at level 2:  β0j = γ00 + γ01female + u0j  

   β1j = γ10 + γ11female + u1j     (Equation 2) 

 

The intercepts γ00   and the slopes γ10 have fixed effects (means) as well as random effects 

or residuals.  The variances of the random intercepts and slopes, u0j and u1j are assumed to 

be normally distributed and they also co-vary.  The model can be used to determine the 

amount of variance that is attributable to being a member of a group.  The ratio of level 2 

variance to the total variance is a measure of intraclass correlation.  

 Equation 1 is the statistical model at level 1 for a linear relationship between an 

individual’s initial status and changes in that status over time and assumes a continuous 

outcome.  The outcome chosen for this study of changes in immigrant women’s mental 

health is a dichotomous measure of 0 for no experience of mental health problems and 1 

for experiences of mental health problems over three points in time.  The dichotomous 

outcome can be transformed for a hierarchical linear model through a three step process.  

The first step is the level 1 sampling model: 

    Yij | φij  ~ B(mij, φij)      
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Yij is the number of times person i reports experiencing mental health problems, mij is the 

number of times the question about mental health was asked and φij is the probability of 

reporting mental health problems.  The B indicates that Yij has a binomial distribution.   

The expected values of Yij =  mij * φij and the variance of Yij = mij* φij(1- φij).  When mij 

is equal to one, Yij can have a value of zero or one.  This is known as a Bernoulli 

distribution (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002, pp. 293-296).   

 The second step is called a logit link function which is done in order to create a 

linear expression at level 1 of the statistical model:   

    ηij = log(φij/1- φij)    (Equation 3) 

 

ηij is the log of the odds of reporting mental health problems.  While φij can only have 

values between zero and one, the logit or ηij can have any real value.  The logit is called a 

link function because it maps the dichotomous range of probabilities onto a linear range 

of logits.   

 The third step is level 1 structural model:  

    ηij = β0j + β1jtij  + rij    (Equation 4) 

This structural model is similar to equation 1 except for the outcome, which in this case is 

a logit.   

The parameter β0j or intercept is the log odds of experiencing of mental health problems 

for person i at the initial time and the parameter β1j is the rate of change in log odds for 

the outcome associated with a one unit increase in time (Gibbens, et al., 2010).  The level 

2 structural model has the same form as equation 2.  The variance in the random effects 

of this particular level 1structural model is heteroscadastic because of the logit link 

function.  This means that it is not possible to determine the intraclass correlation.  In the 
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model specification at level 2 for this study of change in immigrant mental health, the 

intercepts were allowed to vary but the slopes were fixed.   

 For reporting the findings of the statistical analysis in this chapter and the next, 

the logits have been converted back into probabilities and then expressed as percentages 

in order to graphically illustrate the findings.  This is done using smooth growth curves 

(based on the actual model results) which illustrate the initial status (intercepts) and the 

rates of change (slopes) for reporting the experience of mental health problems over time.  

In this way the curves from different groups in the immigrant population can be 

compared.     

 The unconditional statistical model for analyzing change in mental health 

outcomes was tested and the results showed that there are changes in participants’ 

reporting of mental health problems over time.   The unconditional model results showed 

that on average immigrants report mental health problems at increasingly higher rates the 

longer they are living in Canada.   

4.6.1 Interpreting the Results of Growth Modeling 

 This description of the model results will explain in detail the patterns of 

intercepts and slopes for different groups of immigrants reporting mental health problems 

using one predictor.  In Model 1 gender was added to the unconditional model as a non-

time-varying predictor and the results are illustrated in the graph in Figure 4.1 and in 

Table 4.0. The horizontal axis indicates the number of years after arrival in Canada in 

half year increments with the time of arrival being 0.  The vertical line at 0.5 years is the 

time of the first wave of data collection.  The scale of the vertical axis is the percentage 

of immigrants reporting mental health problems.  The smooth curves on the graph show 
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that gender accounts for different patterns in reporting both at arrival and over time. 

10.76% of immigrant women report mental health problems upon arrival in Canada 

(intercept) compared to 8.83% of immigrant men.  After living for four years in Canada, 

38.41% of immigrant women report mental problems, compared to only 28.6% of 

immigrant men.  The prevalence of mental health problems for women increases by 

almost 28 percentage points in four years compared to an increase of only about 20 

percentage points for men.  The rate of increase (slope) in reporting mental health 

problems over time is higher for immigrant women than it is for men.  This is shown in 

Figure 4.1 by the steeper slope of the women’s growth curve compared to the men’s. 

Figure 4.1 Mental health trajectories by gender 
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Given the results of Model 1, only data from women were used for all of the subsequent 

models.  

Table 4.0 Model 1 results  

Model 

1 

Intercept 

logit 

Standard 

error 

Intercept 

odds ratio 

Slope 

logit 

Standard 

error 

Slope odds 

ratio 

Gender       

male 

(ref) 

-2.335* 0.044 0.096* 0.355* 0.014 1.427* 

female 0.219* 0.059 1.245* 0.056* 0.019 1.057* 
 

 In addition to the graphs with smooth growth curves, the results of the Model 1 

are reported in Table 4.0 as logits and odds ratios along with standard errors and p values.  

Males are the reference category in this model.  The intercept logit is the coefficient for 

the intercept expressed as log odds or -2.335.  The coefficient for the intercept increases 

by 0.219 for females.  The intercept odds ratio indicates that at arrival, the odds of 

females reporting mental health problems shortly after arrival in Canada is 1.245 times 

higher than the odds for males reporting mental health problems.  The coefficient for the 

slope for the males is 0.355 logits and increases by 0.056 for females.  The intercepts and 

slopes for females are statistically significant when p<0.05 and when time is centered at 0 

or time of arrival in Canada.  Significance testing is only one assessment of the model 

results and in this case is likely influenced by the large sample size (N=7,716).  Another 

method of assessment of the model results involves examining the effect size.  In this 

case the difference in the effect size of being female rather than male is best assessed by 

looking at differences in the growth curves as illustrated in Figure 4.1.  The coefficients 

and odds ratios as well as standard errors and p values for all of the statistical models 

used in the study can be found in tables in Appendix A.    
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 Table 4.1 below summarizes the different statistical models used in the analysis of 

the LSIC data.   

Table 4.1 Description of statistical models used in the analysis 

 

Model # Predictors of Change in Mental Health Type of Variables 

1  Gender non time-varying 

2  Age at arrival non time-varying 

3  Education at arrival non time-varying 

4  Family structure at arrival non time-varying 

5  Visible minority status non time-varying 

6  Immigration category non time-varying 

7  Immigration status non time-varying 

8  Religion non time-varying 

9  Ethnic origins non time-varying 

10  Christian ethnic origins non time-varying 

11  Muslim ethnic origins non time-varying 

12  East/Southeast Asian religion groups non time-varying 

13  Asian ethno-religion groups non time-varying 

14  Financial stress time-varying 

15  Organizational membership time-varying 

16  Household characteristics time-varying 

17 Main activities time-varying 
 

 

4.7 Descriptive Statistics 

 

 Table 4.2 provides a summary of the descriptive statistics for the women in the 

LSIC data.  Over three-quarters of the women are working age and almost seventy per 

cent arrived with the equivalent of an undergraduate degree or higher.  Over half entered 

via Canada’s skilled worker immigration category and sixty per cent of the women had 

been employed full-time before arrival.  Almost half of the women are married and 

slightly over half arrived without children.  Over sixty per cent of the sample share Asian 

ethnic origins, the largest group being East/Southeast Asians.  Forty per cent of the 
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women are Christians, twenty per cent do not identify with a religion category used by 

Statistics Canada and twenty per cent are Muslims.  

Table 4.2 Descriptive characteristics of the women in LSIC 

Variables  Percentage of LSIC sample 

Age at arrival  

   Working age (26-65) 75.4 

   Young (16-25) 21.3 

   Senior (66+) 3.3 

Family structure  

   Without children 50.4 

   With children 49.6 

Visible minority status  

   Visible minority 79.6 

   White majority 20.6 

Immigration category  

   Skilled worker 53.8 

   Family  33.5 

   Refugee 6.2 

   Business 5.8 

   Provincial nominee 0.7 

Immigration status  

   Spouse 46.2 

   Principal applicant 44.3 

   Dependent 9.5 

Level of education at arrival  

   University undergraduate degree or equivalent 55.5 

   High school 30.3 

   University graduate degree or equivalent 14.2 

Employment status prior to migration  

   Full-time employed 63.1 

   Not employed 30.6 

   Part-time employed 6.3 

Ethnic origins  

   East/Southeast Asian 34.5 

   South Asian 25.0 

   European 9.8 

   Arab
3
 7.0 

   Eastern European 6.3 

   Other 5.6 

   West Asian
4
 5.4 

                                                 
3
 Arab ethnic origins include: Egyptian, Iraqi, Jordanian, Kuwaiti, Lebanese, Libyan, Algerian, Berber, 

Moroccan, Tunisian, Maghrebi, Palestinian, Saudi Arabian, Syrian, and Yemeni (Statistics Canada, 2007). 
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   African 3.2 

   Latin American 3.1 

Religion  

   Christian 39.5 

   No religion 22.5 

   Muslim 18.7 

   Eastern religions (Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh) 18.6 

   Other religions 0.7 

Ethno-religious groups
5
     

   East/Southeast Asian no religion 19.0 

   South Asian Eastern religions 16.0 

   East/Southeast Asian Christians 14.0 

   South Asian Muslims 7.1 

   European Christians 6.4 

   Arab Muslims 5.7 

   West Asian Muslims 4.8 

   Latin American Christians 3.3 

   African Christians 3.0 

   South Asian Christians 2.8 

   East/Southeast Asian Eastern religions 1.9 

   Arab Christians 1.6 

   Eastern European Christians 1.5 

   European Muslims 1.3 

   West Asian Christians 0.6 

  

 N=3,897 
 

 The LSIC data allow for only some distinctions to be made within some religious 

groups.  Christians are identified as Catholic, Protestant or Orthodox.  However, this is 

not the case for the Muslims who belong to a religious tradition with at least as much 

internal variability as Christianity (Bramadat, 2005a).   Hindus are lumped together with 

Buddhists and Sikhs and categorized as Eastern religions, eliminating any means of 

distinguishing between these three faith groups, each of which has internal variability.  

The category of “No religion” includes all those who do not identify with one of 

                                                                                                                                                 
4
 West Asian ethnic origins include: Afghan, Armenian, Assyrian, Azerbaijani, Georgian, Iranian, Israeli, 

Kurd, Pashtun, Tatar, and Turk (Statistics Canada, 2007).   
5
 Only ethno-religious groups included in the analysis are listed in the table. 
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Statistics Canada’s religion categories.  Many East Asian Canadians when asked to 

identify their religion by Statistics Canada employees will respond with “none” yet 

research reveals that their lives are permeated with religious practices and beliefs 

(Chuenyan Lai, Paper, & Chuang Paper, 2005).  For this reason, the category “no 

religion” is included in the analysis.  In order to keep the ethno-religious group sizes 

large enough for comparison, religion was recoded into Christians, No religion, Eastern 

religions, Muslims and Other religions. 

 Parts of this chapter have relied on technical language in describing the statistical 

models and in the interpretation of the findings of the Model 1.  The next chapter will 

explain the findings from all of the subsequent models in language that is more accessible 

to those unfamiliar with statistical modeling.  The findings of the quantitative analysis 

will help in identifying which social networks are associated with particular patterns of 

change in the emotional well-being of immigrant women during the early months and 

years of the settlement process.   
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5.0 Changes in Immigrant Women’s Mental Health During Settlement - The 

Findings of the Quantitative Analysis 

 

 The quantitative analysis was carried out in order to examine changes in Canadian 

immigrant women’s mental health during the early months and years of the settlement 

process and to determine if immigrant women’s ethno-religious identities are good 

predictors of patterns in mental health trajectories.  This pertains to the first two research 

questions posed at the end of chapter three.  Growth modeling was used to analyze the 

data from women who participated in the Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada 

(LSIC) over a four year period from 2001 to 2005.  The technical details of the 

hierarchical linear model used in the statistical analysis were explained in chapter four 

and the analysis was carried out systematically in a series of sixteen models to determine 

how a variety of factors influenced women’s mental health at different points during the 

settlement process.   

5.1 Pre-migration Predictors of Changes in Mental Health  

 In chapter four the results of Model 1 showed that the trajectory of immigrant 

women’s mental health during settlement differed from immigrant men’s.  Being male or 

female is a personal characteristic that was established before migration.  In other words, 

the difference between male or female immigrants is apparent and identified by 

immigration officials before they arrive in Canada.  Likewise an individual’s immigration 

category, her highest level of education and religious affiliation can also be considered 

pre-migration characteristics.  Models 2 through 12 were formulated to explore pre-

migration differences between groups of immigrant women and their influence on mental 

health trajectories.  The results show that pre-migration differences between immigrant 

women do account for variations in mental health trajectories.  The results for Models 2 
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through 5 are illustrated in the four graphs in Figure 1 (a table with logits, standard errors, 

odds ratios and p values for the Models is in the Appendix A).  The horizontal axis in 

each graph depicts the years after arrival in six month increments.  The vertical axis 

represents the estimated percentage of women reporting mental health problems.  The 

range of the vertical axis in the graphs in this chapter is from 0% to 60% and from 0% to 

70%.  The vertical line drawn at 0.5 years is six months after landing in Canada and the 

first point of data collection.  The broken black line in each of the graphs is the average 

mental health trajectory of all immigrant women in the LSIC sample, the result of Model 

1 and explained in detail in chapter four.  The smooth white curves depict the mental 

health trajectories for different groups of women and are labeled from the highest to the 

lowest point at the end of four years in all graphs.   

 The graph in the upper left quadrant of Figure 1 illustrates the relationship 

between immigrant women’s age and mental health problems.  The prevalence of 

working age women (26 to 65 years of age) with mental health problems is higher than 

for young or elderly women shortly after arrival in Canada and over the course of the first 

four years.  Since seventy-five per cent of the women who participated in the survey are 

working age, it makes sense that their trajectory follows the average mental health 

trajectory.  Immigrant women sixty-six years of age and older have the lowest prevalence 

of mental health problems among the age groups both upon arrival and throughout the 

first four years of settlement.  It is worth pointing out that young adult women - those 

between sixteen and twenty-five years of age - have the sharpest rise in mental health 

trajectories among the three age groups.   
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Figure 5.0 Mental health trajectories by demographic characteristics 

 The graph in the upper right quadrant of Figure 5.0 depicts the relationship 

between mental health and the women’s highest level of education before arrival.  

Women whose highest level of education is the equivalent of a high school diploma have 

a lower prevalence of mental health problems both upon arrival and throughout the early 

years of settlement in Canada than those who are more highly educated.  At the time of 

arrival, the prevalence of mental health problems reported by immigrant women who 

have university degrees is slightly higher than for those with high school diplomas, but 

the prevalence of mental health problems among the most highly educated immigrant 
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women increases more sharply over their first four years here than it does for immigrant 

women with lower levels of education.   

 There are slightly different patterns for the mental health trajectories for 

immigrant women depending on whether or not they arrive in Canada with children.  

Immigrant women without children have a lower prevalence of mental health problems 

both upon arrival and during the early years of settlement than those who arrive with 

children as shown in the graph in the lower left quadrant of Figure 5.0.  The differences 

in mental health trajectories between these two groups of immigrant women remain 

constant throughout the four years following arrival.  The graph in the lower right 

quadrant compares the mental health trajectories between visible minority immigrant 

women and non-visible minorities.  There is little difference between the final prevalence 

rates of the two groups after four years of living in Canada but the graph highlights 

differences in the prevalence of mental health problems upon arrival in the country.  The 

prevalence of mental health problems for visible minority women is actually lower than 

for those who do not belong to a visible minority group. Over time the trajectories 

converge due to the sharper slope of the mental health trajectory of visible minority 

women.  

 The results for Models 6 and 7 are illustrated in two graphs in Figure 5.1.  These 

models use the pre-migration differences established by Canadian immigration policies as 

predictors of mental health trajectories.  The graph on the left illustrates the relationship 

between mental health and immigration categories.  Women who were accepted into 

Canada as refugees actually have a slightly lower prevalence of mental health problems 

at arrival (13.03%) than do women who arrive as provincial nominees (13.67%).  The 
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mental health trajectory for refugee women is the steepest among the five immigration 

categories resulting in the highest prevalence of mental health problems after four years 

in the country.  Immigrant women who arrive as provincial nominees or in the business 

or skilled worker categories have similar mental health trajectories during the process of 

settlement.  Women who come to Canada through the family class category have the 

lowest prevalence of mental health problems both at arrival and after four years of living 

here.  

 

Figure 5.1 Mental health trajectories by immigration category and status 

The graph on the right in Figure 5.1 depicts the relationship between trajectories of 

mental health and a woman’s immigration status.  The graph shows that the differences 

between being a principal applicant, the spouse of a principal applicant or the dependent 

of a principal applicant do not lead to substantially different patterns in mental health 

trajectories.  Women who are the principal applicant in the immigration process have a 

slightly higher prevalence of mental health problems at arrival and this remains constant 

during the years of the settlement process.  Women who are dependents of principal 
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applicants, most likely dependent children or seniors, have the lowest prevalence for 

mental health problems both at arrival and after four years in Canada.   

 Figure 5.2 illustrates the results for Model 8 which analyzed the relationship 

between religion and mental health trajectories.  Women who identify with Eastern 

religions (Buddhist, 

 

Figure 5.2 Mental health trajectories by religion 

Hindu and Sikh) have the lowest prevalence of mental health problems among all 

religious groups upon arrival in Canada while Christian immigrant women (the largest 

group with almost 40% of the sample) have the highest.  Immigrant women in “other” 

religious groups, that is, those who affiliate with a religion other than Christianity, 

Buddhism, Hinduism, Sikhism or Islam, have only a slightly lower prevalence of mental 

health problems upon arrival than Christians.  The prevalence of Muslim women 
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reporting mental health problems upon arrival in Canada is lower than for Christian 

immigrant women and slightly higher than women who arrive with no affiliation to a 

recognized religion.  During the years of the settlement process the average mental health 

trajectories for different groups of women vary according to their religious affiliation.  

Muslim women’s mental health trajectory increases more steeply than those of all other 

religious groups as well as those with no religious affiliation.  The mental health 

trajectory for women in Eastern religion groups is shallower than for Muslim immigrant 

women but does move them from being the group with the lowest prevalence of mental 

health problems to a position closer to the Christians over the course of the settlement 

process.  The mental health trajectory for Christian women starts relatively high but 

increases less steeply in comparison to the Muslims and women from Eastern religions.  

Women from “other” religious groups (less than 1% of the sample) have a mental health 

trajectory with the shallowest curve of all religions over the years of the settlement 

process.   

 The results from Model 9 are illustrated in the graph in Figure 5.3 which depicts 

the relationship between mental health and immigrant women’s ethnic origins.    
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Figure 5.3 Mental health trajectories by ethnic origins  

The graph highlights the different patterns of mental health trajectories between 

immigrant women from six ethnic origins groups (for the results for all ethnic origins 

groups included in Model 9 see the table in the Appendix A).  The most dramatic change 

in mental health is in the curve for women who share Arab ethnic origins.  They arrive in 

Canada with the lowest prevalence of mental health problems but the trajectory increases 

sharply over the subsequent four years resulting in the highest prevalence of mental 

health problems of all ethnic origins groups.  Theirs is the curve with the steepest slope 

indicating the greatest change in the prevalence of mental health problems during the 

settlement process.  Women from Latin America have the highest prevalence of mental 

health problems shortly after arrival in Canada and their mental health trajectory remains 

consistently high during the early years in this country resulting in the second highest 
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prevalence of mental health problems after four years.  The prevalence of mental health 

problems at arrival is somewhat similar for women with African and East/Southeast 

Asian ethnic origins.  However the patterns of their mental health trajectories differ 

throughout the settlement process.  Similar to their Arab counterparts, African women 

have a sharp increase in their mental health trajectories during the early years of living in 

Canada.  They join women with Arab and Latin American ethnic origins in having a high 

prevalence of mental health problems after four years. In contrast to the African women, 

the curve of the East/Southeast Asian women’s mental health trajectory is much 

shallower, resulting in the lowest prevalence of mental health problems among all ethnic 

origins groups by the end of four years.   The mental health trajectory of Eastern 

European women also has a shallow curve throughout the settlement process.  Although 

they arrive in Canada with a lower prevalence of mental health problems than Eastern 

European women, the mental health trajectory of South Asian women converges with 

that of Eastern European immigrant women after four years.   

 Models 10 through 13 explore the interaction of ethnic origins and religion and 

their relationship to mental health trajectories.  Model 10 analyzed the relationship 

between mental health trajectories and ethnic origins differences among Christian 

immigrant women.  According to Table 4.2 in Chapter four, Christian immigrant women 

comprise almost forty per cent of the LSIC sample and it is informative to explore 

differences in mental health trajectories among Christians.  East/Southeast Asian women 

comprise fifteen per cent of the Christian immigrant women and are the largest Christian 

ethnic group in the sample while Eastern European Christians and Arab Christians are the 
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smallest Christian ethnic groups, each at about one and a half per cent.  Figure 5.4 

illustrates the findings for this model.   

 

Figure 5.4 Mental health trajectories by Christian ethnic origins 

Overall the graph shows that the mental health of some Christian ethnic origins groups 

changes dramatically from low prevalence to high prevalence during the settlement 

process while other Christian ethnic groups begin with high prevalence rates and their 

mental health trajectories diverge or fan out over the course of the settlement process.  

Christian women with Arab ethnic origins arrive in Canada with the lowest prevalence of 

mental health problems among all Christian immigrant women.  The curve for their 

mental health trajectory indicates the greatest change in mental health among Christian 

ethnic groups during the settlement process.  Likewise Christian women from Africa 

arrive in Canada with a low prevalence for mental health problems but their mental health 
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follows an increasingly steep trajectory throughout the next few years.  In contrast, 

Christian women from Latin America have the highest prevalence of mental health 

problems among all Christian ethnic groups both at arrival and after four years, meaning 

that their mental health trajectory starts with a high prevalence for problems and just gets 

higher.  The steep mental health trajectories of Arab Christian women and African 

Christian women converge by the end of four years in Canada.  Like their Latin 

American counterparts, Christian women with European and South Asian ethnic origins 

all arrive in Canada with a similarly high prevalence of mental health problems.  Their 

mental health trajectories during the settlement process differ.  While the mental health 

trajectory of the Latin American Christian women remains high, the trajectories of 

women from the other two groups are shallower.  The shallowest curve of the three 

groups belongs to South Asian Christian women while that of European Christian women 

falls between the two.  The mental health trajectories of Eastern European Christian 

women and East/Southeast Asian Christian women illustrate another pattern of 

divergence.  These two groups arrive in Canada with very similar prevalence rates for 

mental health problems but over the course of the settlement process the mental health 

trajectory of Christian Eastern Europeans rises sharply while that of Christian 

East/Southeast Asians is much more smooth.  In fact, after four years of living in Canada, 

East/Southeast Asians Christians have the lowest prevalence of mental health problems. 

 Model 11 analyzed the relationship between the mental health trajectories among 

Muslim women with different ethnic origins.  Muslim women comprise almost a fifth of 

the entire LSIC sample and the mental health trajectories of the four largest Muslim 

ethnic groups are compared in Figure 5.5.   
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Figure 5.5 Mental health trajectories by Muslim ethnic origins 

There is more consistency between the patterns of Muslim ethnic groups’ mental health 

trajectories in Figure 5.5 than there is for Christian ethnic groups in Figure 5.4.  Muslim 

women with European ethnic origins arrive in Canada with the highest prevalence of 

mental health problems among Muslim ethnic groups and the trajectory becomes 

increasingly steep during the period under study.   After four years of living in Canada 

European Muslim women have the highest prevalence for mental health problems among 

the four Muslim ethnic origins groups.  The mental health trajectories illustrated in Figure 

5.5 indicate another dramatic change in the mental health of women with Arab ethnic 

origins between the time of their arrival in Canada and over the course the coming years.  
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The sweeping curve shows a change for Muslim Arab immigrant women from having the 

lowest prevalence for mental health problems among the four Muslim ethnic groups upon 

arrival to having the highest after four years of living in Canada.  The mental health 

trajectories of West Asian Muslim and South Asian Muslim women share some 

similarities.  Muslim women with West Asian ethnic origins have a higher prevalence for 

mental health problems upon arrival than do South Asian Muslims and the trajectory for 

West Asian Muslim women increases fairly steadily over the course of the settlement 

process.  While they arrive in Canada with a lower prevalence for mental health problems 

than the West Asian Muslims, the mental health trajectory of South Asian Muslim 

women is slightly steeper in the months and years that they are living in Canada.   

 Figure 5.6 below combines the graphs built from the results of Models 8 through 

11 for easier visual comparison of the patterns of mental health trajectories between when 

ethnic origins and religion are analyzed separately and when they are analyzed as 

interactions. 
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Figure 5.6 Comparison of the results of Models 8 through 11 

 Model 12 analyzed the relationship between the mental health trajectories among 

of the three largest religion groups among women with East/Southeast Asian ethnic 

origins.  East/Southeast Asian women comprise over one third of the LSIC sample and 

are the largest ethnic origins group of Asians.  Fifty-five per cent of the East/Southeast 

Asian women have no affiliation to a recognized religion, thirty-seven per cent are 

Christians and only six per cent belong to Eastern religions.  Figure 5.7 shows that 

women from all three of these East/Southeast Asian religion groups arrive in Canada with 

a similar prevalence of mental health problems.  During the course of settlement, their 

mental health follows different trajectories.  Of the three groups, East/Southeast Asian 
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women who do not affiliate with a recognized religion in Canada have a mental health 

trajectory that increases more sharply than East/Southeast Asian women who identify 

with an Eastern religion or those who are Christian.  East/Southeast Asian women who 

are Christians as well as those who identify with Eastern religious traditions have similar 

mental health trajectories both of which have much shallower curves than that of  

 

Figure 5.7 Mental health trajectories of three East/Southeast Asian religion groups 

East/Southeast Asian women with no religious affiliation.  After having lived for four 

years in Canada, Christian East/Southeast Asian women have the lowest prevalence of 

mental health problems. 

 Model 13 analyzed the relationship between the mental health trajectories of all 

Asian women in the LSIC sample from the five largest ethno-religion groups.  Taken as a 
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whole, immigrant women with Asian ethnic origins comprise slightly over two thirds of 

the LSIC sample.  Almost one third (29%) of the Asian women are East/Southeast Asians 

with no affiliation to an identified religious group, one quarter are South Asians 

belonging to Eastern religions, twenty per cent are East/Southeast Asian Christians, 

eleven per cent are Muslims from South Asia and West Asian Muslims make up eight per 

cent of all the Asian women.  The relationships between the mental health trajectories of 

these five ethno-religious groups are illustrated in Figure 5.8.  South Asian women who 

identify with Eastern religions (Buddhist, Sikh and Hindu) arrive in the country with the 

lowest prevalence of mental health problems of the five groups included in this model.  

Over the course of the settlement process the curve of their mental health trajectory rises 

slowly but steadily and remains among the lowest of the five  

 

Figure 5.8 Mental health trajectories of five Asian ethno-religion groups 
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groups.  The prevalence of mental health problems among East/Southeast Asian Christian 

women upon arrival in Canada is quite a bit higher than that of South Asian women who 

affiliate with Eastern religions but of all of the five groups in the model, the 

East/Southeast Asian Christian women have the shallowest mental health trajectory 

resulting in the lowest prevalence of mental health problems at the end of the study 

period.  South Asian Muslim women and East/Southeast Asian women with no religious 

affiliation arrive in Canada with similar prevalence of mental health problems yet their 

mental health trajectories diverge slightly during the settlement process.  South Asian 

Muslims’ mental health trajectory of is somewhat steeper than that of East/Southeast 

Asian women with no religious affiliation.  Among the five ethno-religious groups in 

Model 13, West Asian Muslim women have the highest prevalence for mental health 

problems both upon arrival in Canada and after having lived here for four years.   
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Figure 5.9 Comparison of results from Models 8 and 9 with Models 12 and 13 

 Figure 5.9 allows for the comparison of the graphs of the findings from Model 8 

(mental health trajectories by religion) and Model 9 (mental health trajectories by ethnic 

origins) with the graphs from the results from Model 12 (mental health trajectories of 

East/Southeast Asian religion groups and Model 13 (mental health trajectories of Asian 

ethno-religion groups).   

5.2 Post-migration Predictors of Changes in Mental Health  

 Post-migration differences between groups of immigrant women were included as 

predictors of the prevalence of mental health problems as well as mental health 

trajectories in Models 14 through 17.  These predictors provide information about the 
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changing circumstances of immigrant women during the settlement process.  They 

distinguish between immigrant women according to their experiences of financial stress, 

their membership in cultural, ethnic and religious organizations, the characteristics of 

their households, and their main activities after arrival.  All of the post-migration 

predictors used in these models are time-varying meaning that their values can potentially 

change during the settlement process.  For example, six months after arrival, a wealthy 

immigrant woman may indicate that she is not experiencing financial stress.  At that point 

she and her husband may not have jobs but they are able to house, feed and clothe 

themselves and their children on the savings that they brought with them to Canada.  

After having lived in a condo in Toronto for two years without finding employment in 

their fields of expertise she may indicate that she is experiencing financial stress.  If her 

husband gets a management position six months before the Statistics Canada employee 

calls for the third time and asks if she is experiencing financial stress, she may indicate 

then that she is not.  The inclusion of time-varying predictors in Models 14 to 17 

compounds the effects of time.  In the graphs this makes it appear that there is higher 

prevalence of mental health problems in comparison with the graphs from the previous 

models using only non-time varying predictors.  However it is the relationship between 

the smooth white curves in the graphs that illustrate the results of the models rather than 

the relationship between the white curves and the dotted black curve which is the average 

mental health trajectory of all immigrant women in the LSIC sample with gender as the 

only predictor.  Similar to the previous ten figures, the reader is invited to note the 

patterns of mental health trajectories when the women are grouped according to 

differences 
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Figure 5.10 Mental health trajectories by post-migration predictors
6
 

in their post-migration circumstances. 

 The graph in the upper left quadrant of Figure 5.10 compares the mental health 

trajectories between women who experience financial stress at different times during the 

settlement process with those who do not experience financial stress (results of Model 

14).  Both groups of women have a very similar prevalence of mental health problems 

after having lived about six months in their new home.  However, the paths of their 

mental health trajectories over the next three years diverge to tell a very different story 

between the two groups.  Immigrant women who experience financial stress have a 

                                                 
6
 Please note that in these four graphs the scale on the vertical axis ranges from 0% to 70% of women 

reporting mental health problems in order to adjust for the compounding of time with the inclusion of time-

varying predictors. 
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mental health trajectory that rises sharply during the coming years while those who do 

not experience their financial situation as stressful have a much shallower mental health 

trajectory.   

 Model 15 analyzed the relationship between immigrant women’s membership in 

three different community organizations and their mental health trajectories.  The 

findings are illustrated in the graph in the upper right corner of Figure 5.10.  The 

organizations include ethnic, cultural and religious organizations.  Ethnic organizations in 

the LSIC are defined as associations of immigrants who share similar ethnic backgrounds 

and examples of cultural organizations include dance troupes and choirs, or film, art and 

drama clubs (StatCan, 2007).  The prevalence of mental health problems is highest 

among women who join ethnic organizations shortly after arriving in Canada.  The 

mental health trajectory remains the highest during the settlement process for women in 

ethnic organizations compared to those involved the two other organizations.  Immigrant 

women who belong to religious and cultural organizations have fairly similar mental 

health trajectories, with those in religious organizations having a slightly higher 

prevalence of mental health problems than those involved in cultural organizations.   

 The post-migration circumstances of immigrant households are diverse with the 

number of people, their ages and stages of life having an impact on women’s mental 

health.  The results the analysis of changes in mental health in relationship to 

characteristics of immigrant women’s households (Model 16) are illustrated in the graph 

in the lower left quadrant of Figure 5.10.  The presence of either school age children or 

seniors has differing effects on changes in mental health for immigrant women.  In 

immigrant households that include school children women have a higher prevalence for 
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mental health problems in the months after arrival than do women in households in which 

seniors are present.  The women’s mental health trajectories also differ in that the former 

have a steeper incline than the latter.  The size of an immigrant woman’s household 

inversely influences changes in her mental health - the larger the number of people in the 

household, the lower the prevalence for mental health problems.  Women with 

households of four or less people have a more rapid incline in their mental health 

trajectory than do women in households of five or more people. 

  The graph in the lower right quadrant of Figure 5.10 illustrates the results of 

Model 17 which analyzed the relationship between mental health and immigrant 

women’s post-migration main activities.  Six months after arrival in Canada women 

performing care work have a lower prevalence for mental health problems compared to 

women who are employed outside the home.  The prevalence of mental health problems 

for women who are studying within six months of landing in the country is slightly 

higher than for women doing care work at home.  The highest prevalence for mental 

problems in the first year after immigrating is among employed women.  The relationship 

between these three groups of women changes in terms of their mental health trajectories 

during the settlement period.  Women whose primary activity during settlement is 

studying have the sharpest rise in their mental health trajectories.  Four years after 

coming to Canada, the prevalence of mental health problems is highest among women 

who happen to be pursuing post-migration education at that time.  The mental health 

trajectory for women who care for others at home also rises during the early years in this 

country but it is shallower than for students.  Over the course of the settlement process, 

the women who started out with the highest prevalence of mental health problems, 
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namely those who are employed, become the group that has the lowest prevalence of 

mental health problems after four years in the country.   The smooth curve of the mental 

health trajectory for employed women indicates that during this period employment is 

more protective of immigrant women’s mental health in comparison to pursuing post-

migration or staying home to care for others. 

5.3 Discussion 

 The statistical analysis of longitudinal data on immigrant women in Canada has 

shown that their mental health changes during the early months and years after entering 

the country.  In choosing to use the deterioration of immigrant women’s mental health as 

a means of tracking change during the settlement process, I suggested that an increasing 

prevalence of mental health problems was an indication of either a deficiency in 

opportunities for social capital creation or in the utilization of existing social capital.  

This suggestion came with at least two reservations.  First, there may be cultural factors 

that hinder some women’s disclosure of mental health problems and second, there may be 

religious practices that encourage some women’s disclosure of mental health problems.   

These two reservations mean that perhaps the most meaningful way of discussing the 

findings of the statistical analysis is to compare the patterns of mental health trajectories 

between different groups of immigrant women, rather than focus on the prevalence of 

mental health problems of any individual group.  Mental health trajectories that are 

strikingly different among groups of immigrant women based on pre- or post-migration 

characteristics will be highlighted in order to shine a light on the efficacy of social capital 

among women who belong to those groups. 
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 The settlement process has an emotional cost for immigrant women and this cost 

generally increases over the first four years in Canada.  With the passage of time, more 

and more immigrant women report persistent feelings of sadness, loneliness and 

depression.  But there are interesting differences between groups of women.  The average 

mental health trajectory of all immigrant women is influenced by the presence of large 

numbers of women who are of working age and arrive in Canada with at least an 

undergraduate university degree.  This finding confirms many qualitative studies that 

argue that despite the success of policy goals in immigrants with desirable human capital 

in order to bolster the workforce and stabilize declining fertility rates among the 

Canadian-born population, immigrant hopes for a better life in Canada are being fulfilled 

at the expense of women’s emotional well-being (Creese, et al., 2008; Li, 2003).  

Immigrating with children and having school age children in the household during the 

first few years in Canada extracts a greater toll on women’s emotional well-being when 

compared with immigrant women who arrive without children.  These findings confirm 

previous research that claims that many immigrant mothers sacrifice their personal 

aspirations for the sake of their children (Creese, et al., 2008; Holtmann & Nason-Clark, 

2011; Man, 2004; McLaren & Dyck, 2004). These women use their existing social capital 

performing care work.  The presence of elderly persons in some immigrant women’s 

households in Canada seems to ease the emotional struggles.  This result speaks to the 

important relationship between immigrant women’s emotional well-being and the support 

of extended family or friendship networks (Creese, et al., 2008). Another finding that 

points to the importance of the family for immigrant women is that performing care work 

in the home is more beneficial to their mental well-being in the early months after arrival 
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than is paid employment.  The structuring of gender in their country of origin likely 

means that immigrant women shoulder responsibility for making sure that the home-life 

of their families is stable and having the opportunity to do this full time after the initial 

move to a new country is of benefit to the women themselves.  However, this does not 

appear to be a good strategy over the longer term since immigrant women whose primary 

activity after four years is still in the home pay a higher emotional cost than do those who 

are employed in the labour force.  Perhaps working in the home is part of a strategy that 

includes eventually finding employment once the rest of the family is settled.  It could 

also indicate a lack of affordable child care.  This finding raises questions about the 

structuring of gender in the Canadian context, questions that are unanswered in these 

findings.  It is important to note that after four years, the immigrant women whose main 

activity is care work may not have been doing this throughout the four years since arrival.  

The high emotional cost of immigrant women’s care work after four years may be 

attributable to a choice to stay out of the labour market for all of those years but it may 

also reflect the unavailability of secure or well-paying employment in the Canadian 

context.  Both explanations point to the impact of Canadian gender structures on 

immigrant women’s social capital. 

 Some researchers argue that Canada’s immigration policies are gendered favoring 

men as principal applicants and increasing women’s dependence on their husbands (Dion 

& Dion, 2001; McLaren & Dyck, 2004).  The findings show that differences in the 

immigration category and status under which women enter the country have only a 

marginal influence on their mental health trajectories.  In comparison with all other 

immigration categories, immigrant women in the family class category have better mental 
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health trajectories, a further confirmation of the findings by other researchers that the 

decision to move because of family ties contributes to women’s emotional well-being.  

On the other hand refugee women have a dismal mental health trajectory.  The findings 

that refugees having a higher prevalence of mental health problems shortly after arrival is 

understandable given the circumstances that lead them to seek asylum.  However, the fact 

that their mental health progressively deteriorates is concerning and begs the question 

about the adequacy of social support for refugees in Canada both in terms of public 

mental health services and the ability of informal social networks to respond 

appropriately to the emotional struggles of refugees in their midst.  This finding is 

particularly troublesome in light of the federal government’s plans to reduce health care 

benefits for refugees in the early stages of settlement (CP, 2012a; Williamson, 2012).  

Another red flag is raised by the mental health trajectory of women entering via 

Provincial Nominee Programs (PNP) which is not all that different from that of refugees.  

The refugee category can be conceptualized as push-migration (Kazemipur, 2012).  

Refugees do not necessarily want to leave their countries of origin and have experienced 

tremendous social turmoil which has pushed them to come to Canada for refuge.  The 

PNP category, on the other hand, is a pull-category.  Provincial governments are working 

hard to attract immigrants that will fill labour and investment gaps in regional economies.  

Successful PNP applicants have shown evidence of work experience and economic 

success in the country of origin which may explain their emotional distress upon arrival.  

These immigrant women are taking a gamble – betting that the social capital accumulated 

through successfully navigating the intersections of gender, ethnicity and class in their 

countries of origin will bring even greater returns in the Canadian context.  This is a high 



116 

 

stakes gamble.  The finding that their mental health trajectory is comparable to that of 

refugees indicates that this was not a successful wager.  Legrain (2007) argues that 

governments are poor predictors of labour market needs because of rapidly changing 

market demands and these results could be a confirmation of this.   

 Immigrant women who resemble the white Canadian majority have no emotional 

advantage during the settlement process over those who do not.  This is a somewhat 

surprising finding, given that much of the literature on immigrant women refers to the 

problem of racialization (Tastsoglou & Jaya, 2011).  What this finding suggests is that on 

their own, visible differences between immigrant women have little relationship to social 

capital development during the settlement process.   

 The finding that financial stability is more conducive to mental health than 

financial stress is not surprising given the results of extensive research on immigrant 

women, labour and the Canadian economy (Tastsoglou & Preston, 2006; VanderPlaat, 

2007).  This result can be related to the finding that employment has lower mental health 

costs for women after four years.  Employment may or may not lead to financial stability 

depending on whether or not immigrant women are underemployed.  The experience of 

financial stability is linked to class structures both in women’s country of origin and in 

Canada.  Women who experience a downward shift in class status following migration 

may find it more difficult to create social capital than those who experience the opposite.  

The majority of women are accepted as immigrants to this country because they are well-

educated and have foreign work experience – sixty-three per cent were employed full-

time before arrival.  Poor mental health trajectories for those having to retrain or enroll in 

post-migration education despite having these credentials makes sense in light of the 
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literature (Abada & Tenkorang, 2009; Adamuti-Trache, et al., 2011).  Embarking on 

post-migration education in order to increase one’s chances of getting employment can 

further deplete dwindling financial resources.  On the other hand, some immigrant 

women seize the opportunity for a Canadian post-secondary education.  Poor long term 

mental health trajectories among international students could also be an indication of 

problems in social capital creation within the post-secondary education milieu.   

 There is considerable variability in mental health trajectories according to ethnic 

origins. The ability to distinguish patterns between groups of immigrant women 

according to ethnic origins illustrates that the intersecting structures of gender and 

ethnicity do not have the same impact on all ethnic minority groups.  The mental health 

of women with Arab ethnic origins undergoes the most dramatic changes of all ethnic 

origins groups during the settlement process.  One possible explanation is that the data 

collection occurred immediately following the events of September 11, 2001 when all 

people of Arab ethnic origins were subject to intense public scrutiny.  Yet Arab women 

are not alone in their emotional struggles as those with Latin American ethnic origins as 

well as women with African ethnic origins also pay a high emotional cost while settling 

into Canadian social life.  In contrast to these groups, having Asian ethnic origins 

translates into lighter emotional burdens and this is noteworthy given that Asian women 

are the majority of immigrants coming to Canada.  Like visible minority status, ethnic 

origins are only one indicator of the structuring of ethnicity in Canada.  The differences 

in mental health trajectories between Arab, Latin American and African immigrant 

women in comparison with Asians may be an indicator of the differing densities of these 
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ethnic groups in Canada.  The larger the ethnic group the more likely that ethnic 

institutions and social networks exist to aid members in building social capital.   

 The initial findings for the relationship between religion and changes in women’s 

mental health seem to confirm common assumptions or even stereotypes about religion.  

It makes sense that the emotional well-being of Christian immigrant women settling into 

a Christian majority cultural context is not impacted in the same way that it is for Muslim 

women in the post-9/11 period.  Christian immigrant women have access to well-

established religious institutions and social networks in which they can build both 

bonding and bridging capital (Beyer, 2007; N. Nason-Clark, 2001).  Even though the 

numbers of Canadian-born Christians are declining, what the general public understands 

about religion is based on suppositions about Christianity (Bramadat, 2008).  For 

example, civic holidays in Canada reflect lasting Christian hegemony.  Eastern religions 

such as Buddhism or Hinduism are romanticized in the popular imagination as providing 

adherents with inner peace and meditative calm (at the very least when it comes to yoga).  

The high emotional toll of the settlement process reported by Muslim immigrant women 

can be interpreted in two ways.  It can be understood as providing evidence of the 

oppressive nature of their religion and this would thus confirm popular stereotypes.  

However, it can just as plausibly be interpreted as evidence of religious discrimination 

against Muslim women in the Canadian context (Korteweg, 2008; Zine, 2012).  

Canadians may be unwilling to interact with Muslim women in ways that help to create 

social capital.  That is why it was necessary to build more complex models to further 

explore the effects of religion on women’s mental health trajectories.  The interaction of 

ethnic origins and religion adds more texture to the picture painted in the initial results.   
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 Ethnic origins and religious institutions matter when it comes to understanding 

the complex effects of religion on immigrant women’s well-being during the settlement 

process.  Not all Christian immigrant women enjoy the advantages that come from being 

part of Canada’s majority religious group.  Christian immigrant women with Latin 

American, Arab, and African ethnic origins have distressing mental health trajectories in 

comparison to Christian immigrant women of other ethnic origins.  These trajectories 

may be an indication that religious affiliation for Latin American, Arab and African 

Christians does not facilitate their ability to create social capital.  This finding provides 

evidence that the intersecting structures of gender and ethnicity within Christian religious 

groups in Canada is not the same for women of all ethnic origins.  The advantages of 

religious affiliation do hold when comparing two East/Southeast Asian religion groups.  

East/Southeast Asian Christian women pay a lower emotional cost during the early years 

of settlement than East/Southeast Asian women who do not identify with a recognized 

religious institution in Canada.   

 Like their Christian counterparts, some ethnic groups of Muslim women pay a 

higher emotional cost than others during the settlement process.  This finding is further 

evidence that the intersection of gender and ethnicity within Muslim Canadian groups has 

diverse impacts on women’s well-being.  However there are more similarities than 

differences when comparing patterns of change among Muslim ethnic groups.  Muslim 

women with European ethnic origins have mental health trajectories that should be cause 

for concern.  That they arrive in our country with a high prevalence for mental health 

problems is not so surprising given the political actions of countries like France, 

Denmark, and Switzerland to curb the religious freedom of Muslims, including bans on 
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women’s wearing of head coverings in the public sphere (Nussbaum, 2012; Riis, 2007; 

Selby, 2012).  But the fact that things get increasingly worse for them calls into question 

the success of Canadian multicultural policies, often held up in contrast to the failure of 

multiculturalism in European countries (Zine, 2012).  The finding that immigrant women 

of Eastern religions have better mental health trajectories than women of other religions 

holds even when controlling for ethnic origins.  The conflation of three different religions 

in this group makes it difficult to surmise why this is the case but one explanation may be 

that the density of South Asian ethnic groups in large Canadian cities is quite high, 

facilitating their creation of social capital.   

 It must be kept in mind that any single predictor used in the analysis of the LSIC 

data is not the sole cause of immigrant women’s mental health trajectories.  The 

intersectional theoretical framework assumes that social life is complex and the women’s 

mental health trajectories are influenced by the intersection of multiple factors, many of 

which were outlined in the literature review.  It is possible to model more complex 

intersections of pre-migration identity characteristics with post-migration contextual 

factors (Holtmann & Tramonte, under review) but that is beyond the scope of the 

statistical analysis necessary for this dissertation.   

 Further research was needed to determine the specific sources of immigrant 

women’s emotional distress and precisely how the disclosure of mental health problems 

is linked to social capital.  Research was also needed to better understand what resources 

immigrant women’s social networks provide for coping with emotional distress (A. W. 

Chen, 2010).  The qualitative portion of the study was necessary in order to identify 

which networks are important in immigrant women’s lives, especially the place of ethno-
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religious social networks and their role in the creation of social capital.  The relative 

strength of immigrant women’s social ties and the nature of those ties influence their 

ability to strategically negotiate the intersecting structures of gender, class and ethnicity 

in the Canadian context.   It would have been unwise to try to include women from too 

broad a range of ethno-religious immigrant groups in the qualitative sample.  The value 

of qualitative data is in their ability to provide a much more detailed description of the 

settlement process.  Given the quantitative findings, it made sense to include Muslim 

women from several different ethnic origins in the qualitative sample.  The ability to 

compare the settlement stories of Muslim women from Arab, West Asian and South 

Asian ethnic origins will help to further understanding of the diversity among Muslim 

Canadian women and prevent essentializing them (Zine, 2012).  It will also illustrate how 

different groups of Muslim women experience the intersecting structures of gender, 

ethnicity and class in one region in Canada.  The qualitative sample was also used to 

compare the settlement experiences of Muslim immigrant women, whose lived religion is 

centered in the home, with Christian immigrant women whose lived religion includes the 

obligation to participate in regular public religious practices.  The experiences of 

Christian immigrant women with Latin American and African ethnic origins is compared 

to those with Asian ethnic origins to increase the understanding of why these groups fare 

so differently in terms of their mental well-being in the quantitative findings.   

 In addition to exploring the influence that different ethno-religious practices have 

on the settlement experiences of immigrant women, the qualitative research design drew 

elements from the LSIC data structure by including women who have lived in Canada for 

different lengths of time and who are engaged in a variety of post-migration activities.  
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While the qualitative research was not longitudinal, it did provide further details about 

the complex relationship between immigrant women’s different activities at different 

stages of the settlement process.  Finally the qualitative research portion of the project 

supplies much needed information on the role that particular social networks play in the 

lives of Muslim and Christian women (Kazemipur, 2006).  According to the LSIC 

analysis, women’s membership in cultural organizations can cushion the impact of 

settlement on their mental health, seemingly more effectively than membership in 

religious organizations but why this is the case is unknown.  The analysis of the 

qualitative data reveals the ways in which Muslim and Christian women’s social 

networks in the Maritimes help and hinder them in building social capital during the 

settlement process.  Different social networks help women to create varying degrees of 

bonding and bridging capital contributing to their resiliency and vulnerability. 
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Part Three: Muslim and Christian Women in the Maritimes 

6.0   Qualitative Data and Methods 

 In the last chapter, the findings of the quantitative analysis of the Longitudinal 

Survey of Immigrants to Canada highlighted the relationship between different groups of 

immigrant women and variability in patterns of their mental health trajectories.  

Deteriorating mental health trajectories over the early years of the settlement process 

were interpreted as a sign of deficiencies in social capital among immigrant women, 

either because the social capital that they had created in their country of origin was 

inadequate to meet the challenges they face after arrival in Canada or because the social 

networks they were accessing in their particular post-migration circumstances were not 

enabling them to build new social capital.  It is within various social networks that 

immigrant women exercise agency – they gather information, gain emotional support and 

they make choices about how they will act on a day-to-day basis.  They utilize social 

capital in the face of structural challenges that they inevitably encounter.  The results of 

the statistical analysis provided some answers to the first and second research questions 

posed at the end of chapter three – the impact of ethnic origins and the passage of time on 

the lives of immigrant women.  But the statistical findings could not shed light on how 

social capital is utilized or created in various social networks.  Qualitative data can 

provide a thick description of social relationships helping to provide more detailed 

answers to all three research questions.  Qualitative research methods are suitable to a 

feminist theoretical framework which posits that women’s experiences at the intersection 

of the structures of gender, ethnicity and class result in distinctive ways of being and 

acting in the world.  
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 The quantitative findings showed that the immigrant women’s ability to 

effectively draw on social capital is impacted by their ethno-religious backgrounds, their 

main activities as well as the amount of time spent in their new social context.  But the 

quantitative results could not provide answers as to why some groups of immigrant 

women are able to strategically utilize their social capital at different points in the 

settlement process when others cannot.  Nor could it supply information on the cultural 

resources or specific social networks upon which women rely.  Thus it was important to 

hear stories from immigrant women from different ethnic origins and religious 

affiliations who were engaged in a variety of post-migration activities including paid 

employment, care work or continuing education and training.  It was also important to 

include immigrant women who had been living in Canada for varying lengths of time - 

from the months just after arrival up to four or five years.  It was necessary to talk to 

them about their experiences and social network access at different junctures in the 

settlement process before their memories of that period in their lives began to fade or take 

on a rosier hue.  In the qualitative research, time becomes a framework for determining 

which social networks are most important for immigrant women at specific stages of the 

settlement process rather than a variable for tracking change.  Since the quantitative 

findings highlighted consistent patterns of emotional distress among Muslim women it 

was decided that a comparison between Christian and Muslim immigrant women would 

be fruitful for the qualitative portion of the study.   Professionals providing public social 

support services and programs available to immigrant women in the region were also 

included in the qualitative research.  Their stories can provide another perspective on 

immigrant women’s utilization of formal social support networks.  The qualitative data 
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provide at least five perspectives from which to analyze immigrant women’s social 

networks during the settlement process: 1) Muslim immigrant women of various ethnic 

origins; 2) Christian immigrant women of differing ethnic origins; 3) Muslims engaged in 

three different main activities; 4) Christians engaged in different main activities; and 5) 

the community professionals providing services to all immigrant women and not simply 

those who participated in the research.  These multiple perspectives will add to the 

analysis of the complexity of the settlement process. 

 The qualitative data collection was conducted in the Maritime provinces for two 

reasons.  Firstly this was a cost-effective option in a social context with which I am 

familiar.  I could rely on my social networks for participant recruitment.  Secondly the 

Maritime provinces are part of a region with low levels of ethnic and religious diversity 

compared to the rest of the country.  Immigrant retention since the post-war years has not 

been particularly successful.  The stories of the immigrant women in the early years of 

settlement in the Maritimes might provide insights into why this is the case.  The original 

plan for the qualitative data collection was to begin in New Brunswick and then proceed 

as necessary to Prince Edward Island and Nova Scotia in order access sufficient numbers 

of research participants in accordance with the purposive structure of the desired sample.   

6.1 The Maritime Context 

 Even though at present approximately twenty per cent of the Canadian population 

is foreign-born, the number of immigrants who settle in the Atlantic region is 

considerably less than elsewhere.  The four provinces of the Atlantic region receive only 

about two percent of all the immigrants who enter Canada each year (Akbari & 

Rankaduwa, 2010).  In recent years, provincial governments have stepped up efforts to 
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recruit more immigrants to the region.  New Brunswick signed an agreement in 1999 

with the federal department of Citizenship and Immigration creating a Provincial 

Nominee Program (PNP) and PEI signed one in 2001.  This allows the provinces to 

screen and nominate immigrants to meet their population growth, labour and investment 

needs (Ramos & Yoshida, 2011).  As a result there has been a rise in the number of 

people immigrating to the region since 2003 as well as an increase in the visible minority 

proportion of the population. In addition to those who immigrate, in 2005 more than 

7,000 international students were pursuing post-secondary education at a university in the 

region.  The majority of these students originate from East/Southeast Asia (Akbari, 

Lynch, McDonald, & Rankaduwa, 2007).   

 According to the 2006 Census, almost half of the population in the region 

reported that their only ethnic origin is Canadian (46.2%).  The two other highest 

reported ethnic origins were British and French.  Two-thirds of Prince Edward Island 

(PEI) residents reported some British ethnic ancestry (68.1%) and almost one third of 

New Brunswick citizens reported French origins (28.7%).  Visible minorities only 

accounted for 2.6% of the region’s population, far below the national average of 16.2% 

(StatCan, 2008).  According to the 2011 Census data, 3.5% of the PEI population and 

2.5% of the New Brunswick population speak a mother tongue other than English or 

French.  

 Immigrant retention or stopping the outflow of immigrants from the region is a 

perennial concern.  Many immigrants have chosen not to remain but relocate to the 

provinces of Alberta, British Columbia, Ontario and Quebec and to the larger cities of 

Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver.   There are several reasons given for the secondary 
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migration of immigrants from the region including the fact that larger, visible minority 

ethnic groups with well-established social networks and institutions exist in those 

provinces and cities, there are more employment opportunities in other parts of Canada, 

and there are greater barriers to immigrant employment in Atlantic Canada than 

elsewhere (Akbari, et al., 2007).  Akbari and colleagues posit that one of the primary 

barriers to immigrant employment is that Atlantic employers do not recognize the foreign 

credentials of immigrants.  Using data from LSIC, Ramos and Yoshida (2011) tried to 

find evidence for why so many immigrants leave the region.  They studied patterns of 

immigrant mobility between six months and two years after arriving in Canada.  They 

found that immigrants left the Atlantic provinces not because they could not find work 

but rather because they were under-employed.  Highly skilled immigrants were looking 

for better jobs.  Those with higher levels of education were also more likely to leave than 

those with lower education and this is also part of a quest to find jobs that were 

commensurate with their education and experience.  Another interesting finding was that 

immigrants who had not been involved social groups or organizations left at higher rates 

than those who were not connected through a formal social network in some way.  This 

means that even in the first two years after arriving in the Atlantic region social ties do 

play some role in immigrants decision whether or not to stay.  Finally, the research 

revealed that 29% of immigrants who initially landed in Atlantic Canada experienced 

some form of discrimination.  This finding provides an indication of problematic attitudes 

of a sizable portion of the regional population towards newcomers to the region.   

 In order to effectively respond to the issue of immigrant retention, the New 

Brunswick government established the Population Growth Secretariat in 2007 which 
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funds non-profit agencies to deliver settlement services to newcomers (Theriault & Haan, 

2012).  Currently there are fourteen different agencies and organizations throughout the 

province helping immigrants to get settled (GNB, 2011).  The Prince Edward Island 

government has an Office of Immigration, Settlement and Population.  Services in this 

province are centrally delivered through the PEI Association for Newcomers.  While 

most of the work of these agencies is helping immigrants integrate into Maritime society 

with language training and employment counseling, through the promotion of 

multiculturalism they also work to increase awareness of immigrant cultural diversity 

among the native-born population.  As already mentioned above, an important aspect of 

cultural diversity among immigrant populations is religious diversity. 

 Based on data from the EDS and the GSS, Clark and Schellenberg (2006) found 

that immigrants are more likely to be religiously engaged than Canadian-born citizens.  In 

the same study they report that Atlantic Canadians are more likely to be religiously 

engaged than people living in British Columbia, despite the low levels of ethnic diversity 

in the region.  What this means is that religiously engaged immigrants are settling into a 

region that has high levels of religious involvement among the native-born population.  

According to the 2001 Census the majority of the population in New Brunswick at that 

time was Catholic at 54%.  Protestants made up 37% of the population and the largest 

Protestant denomination was the Baptist with 11% of the population.  Catholics are also 

the majority religion in PEI at 47% and Protestants are second at almost 43%.  Between 

1991 and 2001 the number of Muslims in New Brunswick increased fourfold to a total of 

1,275.  Only 195 Muslims were enumerated as living on PEI in 2001.    
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 There has not been a great deal of social scientific research on immigrant women 

who have settled in the Atlantic provinces since the changes to Canadian immigration 

policies of the 1970s.  Analysis of secondary data collected by Statistics Canada with a 

focus on both male and female immigrants in the Atlantic region is hampered by 

insufficient numbers in the data sets (Ramos & Yoshida, 2011).   Qualitative research 

with immigrant women in the region is challenging due to the low density of ethnic 

origins groups and the small number of formal social networks and institutions that can 

be utilized to access research participants.  One of the earliest studies was carried out by 

Ralston on South Asian immigrant women (1996).  She interviewed first generation 

immigrant women who had originated from India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Burma, West 

Indies, Uganda/Kenya, Singapore, and Indonesia and identified their religious affiliations 

which included Hindu, Sikh, Muslim, Christian, Zoroastrian and Jewish.  There are 

several aspects of Ralston’s research that relate to the present study.  The research used a 

“lived experience” theoretical framework which allowed her to focus on the practical 

activities of the women’s daily lives.  Ralston argued that the women’s lived experiences 

in Atlantic Canada differed according to ethnic origins as well as pre-migration class 

differences.  As with other research on immigrants in Canada, Ralston found that cultural 

associations and religious groups acted as surrogate social networks for immigrant 

women in the absence of extended family and friendship networks.  The larger the ethnic 

origins group the more likely that a formal social network existed in a particular context.  

Immigrant women from South Asian ethnic groups with higher densities were better able 

to maintain and foster distinct ethnic identities in their families as opposed to those from 

smaller groups with no formal social networks.  In the analysis Ralston distinguished 
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dual-earner families from dual-career families and found that gender roles in dual-career 

families tended to be more equal.  This is evidence of the intersection of class and gender.  

Many of the women in her research felt pressured to participate in mixed gender social 

interactions in Canadian society whereas in their countries of origin they were 

accustomed to gender segregated social spaces.  A major conclusion of Ralston’s 

research was that the socio-economic context of the Atlantic region had an important 

impact on the experiences of immigrant women.  Most of the women in her study had 

immigrated to the region because of their husbands’ professional careers and the families 

had remained because it was a good social context in which to raise children.  Thus the 

middle class South Asian women who had settled in the region had a different experience 

than working class South Asian women who had settled in major urban centers in other 

regions of Canada – places where the overwhelming majority of research on immigrant 

women has been conducted.  

 A smaller yet similar study of the lived experiences of immigrant women was 

conducted by Miedema and Nason-Clark in Fredericton, New Brunswick (1989).  The 

sample included visible and non-visible minority immigrant women, half of whom were 

English-speaking and half of whom were not.  In contrast to Ralston, they claim that the 

skilled and educated women in their sample were exploited in low wage jobs not suited to 

their credentials.  The women took these jobs because they felt socially isolated and 

lonely.  However employment did not lead to acceptance by their Canadian-born 

neighbours.  The lack of acceptance was not simply disinterest or apathy but included 

acts of hostility towards the women.  Discrimination was based on differences in physical 

appearance in some cases but in others it stemmed from the fact that the women simply 
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spoke English with a strong foreign accent.  Many of the women also reported negative 

experiences with public social services such as health care, immigration and public 

transportation.  This research shows that the immigrant women did not develop bridging 

social capital through their interactions in the formal social networks of employment and 

the public service sector due to discrimination. 

 The establishment of the Atlantic Metropolis Center of Excellence for Research 

on Immigration, Integration and Cultural Diversity in Halifax in 2003 has stimulated new 

research on gender and diversity in the region (Tastsoglou & Jaya, 2011).  Based on her 

research on immigrant women in the Maritimes, Tastsoglou (2006) works with the 

concept of living in the “borderland,” which she describes as a psychological space where 

cultural affinities are negotiated in an ongoing way.  She argues that there are shifting 

cultural, religious and linguistic boundaries that all Canadians have to negotiate but 

immigrant women in particular occupy a liminal space between borders because they 

occupy multiple “homes” in Canada and transnationally.  As a result immigrant women 

develop multiple cultural lenses.  Immigrant women learn that gender operates differently 

in multiple cultural contexts.  Immigrant women tend to deal more with public social 

service providers in the host society than immigrant men and they are often responsible 

for the maintenance and transmission of ethnic identities in their families.  Tastsoglou’s 

research found that immigrant women maintain stronger emotional ties with family and 

friendship networks both overseas and in the local community.  Gender roles in 

immigrant families also mean that women are more likely to be unemployed or 

underemployed and therefore less integrated professionally and economically in the new 

society. In Tastsoglou’s study some women had adjusted to living in the borderlands but 
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it was more difficult for those who were part of visible minority groups due to 

racialization and social exclusion.  Tastsoglou stresses the importance of immigrant 

women’s membership in ethno-cultural groups, engagement in community work, making 

friends from a variety of social groups, and maintaining transnational connections with 

family in this process.  She also mentions that religious groups play a role in initially 

welcoming and helping women to integrate into the new society.  All of the women, even 

those who had experienced tremendous challenges and who did not feel like they really 

belonged in the Maritimes indicated that they had experienced personal growth in the 

face of adversity.  They did not regret the experience of immigration, in fact they 

indicated that it would be impossible to go back to being the women they were before 

migrating.   

 In their study of immigrant women in New Brunswick, Ku and colleagues 

attempted to construct the women as agents of social change despite the undermining of 

their multiple identities during the settlement process (Ku, Doyle, & Mooney, 2011).  

They found that women’s immigration to the province was a strategy for improving the 

future of the family, usually done by subsuming women’s personal career aspirations.  

Nevertheless, the women were frustrated at their inability to find satisfactory employment 

so that they could help provide a better life for their children.  In addition to worries 

about employment, the women encountered many problems in simply coping with day-

to-day life in a new society, problems which were magnified by their experiences of 

discrimination.  The researchers argue that the women constructed individual narratives 

of self-reliance in order to give themselves a sense of efficacy.  However, the structural 

barriers that these women face in the settlement process in New Brunswick are the result 
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of transnational and global social and political forces beyond individual control.  The 

women placed their hope in their children’s or husbands’ futures rather than their own.   

 None of the research conducted with immigrant women in the Maritimes 

specifically focuses on ethno-religious factors in the interactional processes between 

Canadian-born and immigrants in the region.  This research project will make 

contributions to the field in this regard.  Comparisons are made between existing and 

emerging Christian and Muslim social networks and their place in the lives of immigrant 

women, especially when they seek help or need information.  The capacity of ethno-

religious social networks in enabling immigrant women to create bonding and bridging 

social capital is assessed.  The research also includes an analysis of the women’s access 

to formal and informal secular social networks.     

6.2  Ethical Considerations 

 Immigrant women, particularly those who belong to visible minority groups in 

Canada are considered to be members of a vulnerable population.  The population is 

vulnerable to social exclusion due to the intersecting inequalities of race, gender, and 

class.  Drawing attention to social problems within minority ethno- religious groups 

within society is always risky because research data and analytical results can mistakenly 

be used to reinforce stereotypes held by members of the dominant culture.  As a 

researcher who is not a member of the vulnerable population the risk of misunderstanding 

or misrepresenting the stories of women is also present.  Nevertheless qualitative research 

that has a sound design, is ethical in its treatment of research participants and uses rigor 

in the analysis of the data can contribute to a better understanding of the challenges that 

women from ethnic and religious minorities face when they settle in the Maritimes.   
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 Ethical treatment of the participants meant providing the women with full 

information about the scope of the research project prior to their participation, letting 

them know that there would be questions about religion in the interviews and focus group 

sessions and that some of the questions would invite them to talk about challenges which 

might bring up painful emotions.  As a researcher with experience in pastoral care, I was 

prepared to provide participants who experienced emotional distress during the data 

collection with compassion and comfort as well as information about local public 

services.  In the event of disclosure of experiences of domestic violence or abuse, I would 

inform the participant that she was welcome to contact me at any time and I was prepared 

to make follow-up contact.  Ethical treatment of research participants also included 

consideration for the burden that participation might place on their daily lives.  Offers of 

assistance with translation, child care and transportation were made with the indication 

that if a woman accepted this kind of assistance she would still be able to withdraw from 

the project at any time.  Immigrant women’s experiences with authority were also 

considered.  Requiring some women to sign a consent form, particularly if they did not 

completely understand that content of what they were signing, could be considered 

unethical treatment.  Therefore the application for ethical review of the project requested 

that some women could give verbal rather than written consent to their participation.   

 All research involving human subjects undertaken by researchers associated with 

the University of New Brunswick must comply with the Tri-Council Policy Statement: 

Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans, 2
nd

 edition.  The application for the 

review of the qualitative data collection of this doctoral project for compliance with the 

Tri-Council Policy was first submitted to the Sociology Department for review and then 
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on to the University of New Brunswick Research Ethics Board (REB).   The application 

included letters of invitation, focus group and interview questionnaires, contact forms, 

consent forms, and examples of texts to be used in emails, posters and other 

announcements seeking participants.  Approval for the qualitative research was granted 

after some modifications were made to these documents.   Two of these modifications 

included limiting the minimum age for participation in the research to nineteen years of 

age and adding a statement in the letter of invitation informing potential participants that 

“Canadian law requires a researcher to report any cases of ongoing child abuse that are 

disclosed.”   

 During the initial phase of research as participants were being recruited it was 

necessary to inform the REB at St. Thomas University of the project in the event that 

women from its international student population wanted to take part in the project.  After 

receiving a copy of the UNB REB approval of the research along with accompanying 

documentation, the STU REB informed me that recruitment of international students 

could proceed on its campus. 

 Staff at two different multicultural organizations which were invited to take part 

in the research, indicated that their organizations had an ethical review processes for 

researchers.  After supplying the requested documentation, both of the organizations 

declined to participate in the research.  One organization had provided assistance to at 

least two previous academic research projects and it is likely that the staff felt they had 

contributed enough to this kind of work.  The other organization declined to participate in 

the research “due to the sensitive nature of religion for many of [their] newcomer clients 



136 

 

in the early years of settlement, some of whom have come from countries in which their 

religion was a source of persecution” (email correspondence). 

 Several months into the data collection phase of the project, it became apparent 

that the process of recruiting Muslim women needed to be altered.  The path to finding 

recent Muslim immigrants seemed to be through meeting Muslim women who had been 

living in the Maritimes for longer than five years.  A request for a change in the research 

protocol in order to recruit Muslim women who had arrived in the region up to ten years 

ago was submitted to the UNB REB and approved. 

6.3   Qualitative Data Collection Methods 

 The initial recruitment of research participants began in two ways: by contacting 

staff in organizations that provided specialized services to recent immigrants and by 

contacting people in churches that were known to have immigrant populations.  Meetings 

were held with staff and administrators at multicultural organizations and settlement 

services throughout the region to explain the research project and to invite their 

suggestions concerning effective ways to recruit immigrant women from their cities and 

regions to participate in the research.  Similar meetings also took place with clergy and 

lay leaders in churches.  These initial meetings were important in gaining the trust of 

organizational leaders as well as their willingness to participate in interviews themselves.  

They then encouraged members of their staff to participate in the research and provide 

me with contacts for immigrant women active within formal and informal social 

networks.  Staff at several multicultural organizations offered to help organize focus 

group discussions with immigrant women who attended language classes.  Likewise 

religious leaders and laity from churches with immigrant populations, volunteered to 
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inform immigrant women in their congregations about the research and assist in the 

organization of focus group discussions.   

 Contact was made with staff at the international student offices of three 

universities in the region as well as with management in local businesses that were 

known to employ immigrants.  Members of these organizations helped with the 

recruitment of research participants by distributing notices about the research via email to 

international students and employees.   

 The early interviews and focus groups were used as opportunities to recruit 

immigrant women participants through the method of snowball sampling.  This worked 

successfully with Christian immigrant women but not with Muslim immigrant women.  I 

did not initially contact leaders at mosques throughout the region because I did not think 

that this would be the best way to recruit Muslim women.  I believed that recruitment 

would be more effective through informal social networks beginning with Muslim 

women that I already knew or with the help of staff at multicultural and settlement 

organizations.  Through these people I was able to interview a few Muslim women and 

they suggested some other women for me to contact, but recruitment among this 

population was slow.  Eventually I made contact with male leaders at three mosques, two 

of whom put me in touch with their wives.  These women who had immigrated to the 

region over twenty years ago were key organizers of Muslim women’s social networks in 

their cities.  They assisted in the recruitment of participants by explaining the research to 

recent immigrants in their networks and providing me with contact information.   In the 

case of the third male leader, he invited my husband and I to attend the local Eid-al-Fitr 

dinner and it was there that I met many Muslim women in the city.   
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6.3.1  Focus Groups 

 Six focus group discussions were organized, the largest with fifteen participants 

and the smallest with five.  Forty-four immigrant women participated in the focus groups.  

Five focus groups were comprised of either exclusively Christian or Muslim women who 

shared the same ethnic origins.  The sixth discussion took place at a multicultural 

organization and was a mixed group of women according to religion and ethnic origins.  

One group of Korean Christian women had received information about the research 

project that had been translated into Korean prior to the discussion.  The session also 

included their evangelical pastor who provided translation.  The discussion with the 

mixed group of immigrant women included their female language instructor.  Although 

the offer of financial assistance for transportation and/or child care was made, none were 

requested by participants.  Each of the discussions followed the same format.  After 

initial introductions and small talk, the session began with an explanation of the research 

project and requests for the participants’ permission to digitally record the discussion as 

well as their verbal consent to participate.  One focus group was not recorded due to 

human error with the technology.  The first half of a focus group session began with my 

telling of the story of my mother’s family and their experiences of immigrating to Canada 

following the end of the Second World War (see Appendix B).  The story was designed 

to create a connection between the participants and the researcher through an element of 

shared history.  It also introduced examples of workplace discrimination, religious 

practices, and overcoming challenges during the early years of settlement.  The telling of 

the story was followed with a series of questions aimed at inviting the participants to tell 

their own stories of migration and settlement.  After about an hour, the group would take 
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a short break in order to share food and drink.  I intentionally brought a traditional cake to 

share that I had made from my mother’s recipe and would ask the women to talk about 

their ability to find the ingredients necessary to cook familiar dishes.  This was another 

way in which to create a shared connection with the women. 

 After the break, the second half of the focus group process began with a short clip 

from the movie “Heaven on Earth,” an NFB film by Deepa Mehta that depicts domestic 

violence in South Asian immigrant families in Canada.  The video clip includes both the 

physical and psychological abuse of a new bride by her husband and mother-in-law.  The 

viewing of the clip was followed by a series of questions designed to get the participants 

talking about their understanding of and attitudes towards domestic violence and their 

knowledge of the social support available to victims in their countries of origin.  The 

session concluded with an explanation of the Canadian laws regarding family violence 

and the public services available to victims in the region.   

 The focus group process works well in drawing out personal experiences of the 

participants and although the questions are intended to get them to talk about particular 

topics, inevitably the group discussion venture in unanticipated directions.  For example, 

following the video clip several groups spoke at length about the role of their mother-in-

laws in their married lives.  Inevitably one participant would share a personal story and 

that would prompt others to share theirs.  Some women were not hesitant to voice 

opinions that were not shared by others in the group.  The women also asked a lot of 

questions about different aspects of Canadian society and culture. 

 I kept detailed field notes throughout the research process.  I transcribed all of the 

recordings of the focus group discussions myself.  In one case when the technology failed 
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to record the session, I wrote down all of my memories of the discussion in my field 

notes shortly after it concluded.   

6.3.2  Interviews 

 Sixty one interviews were conducted with sixty-six people.  Forty-five of the 

interview participants were immigrant women and twenty-one were community workers.  

The interviews took place in the location that was most convenient for the participants.  

Many immigrant women asked to meet me in public places such as coffee shops or 

multicultural organization offices and some accepted the offer to be interviewed at my 

office on campus.  Several women invited me to come to their homes for the interview 

and were gracious hostesses.  Although offers of financial assistance with child care or 

transportation were made none were requested.  One interview with two Korean Christian 

women who had arrived just a few months prior to speaking with me included a third 

Korean woman who provided translation.  The translator was an undergraduate university 

student who agreed to keep the content of the conversation confidential and also 

participated in a research interview scheduled for a different time. 

 The interviews always began with a detailed explanation of the research project as 

well as some details about my personal background in regards to immigration.  I would 

let the immigrant women know that while I was Canadian-born, I was not originally from 

the Maritimes, was married to a European immigrant, and my mother had immigrated to 

Canada as a teenager.  Community workers were informed that following the completion 

of the project, their organizations would be provided with a summary of the results.  

When I asked the participants for permission to record the interviews, several immigrant 

women requested that only written notes be kept of the conversation.  The interview 
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questionnaire for immigrant women was lengthy but the flow of the questions depended 

on the answers that each participant provided.  The interviews usually lasted an hour 

although some went longer.  See Appendix B for a copy of the interview questionnaire. 

 I transcribed thirty-four of the interviews myself and hired three university 

students (two undergraduates and one graduate student) to transcribe the remaining 

thirty-two.  Each of the students signed a confidentiality agreement prior to beginning 

their work.  After all of the interviews were transcribed, I reviewed them in order to 

remove any proper names of people or places that could be used to identify the 

participants.  Then the transcripts and files were numbered and labeled according to the 

participants: Muslim or Christian, ethnic origins, and community organizations.  Digital 

copies of the transcription files were stored on the university server (password protected) 

and printed copies were arranged in binders for analysis, along with copies of the field 

notes. 

6.4  Qualitative Analytical Methods 

 The data analysis began early in the research process through the keeping of 

detailed field notes.  In these notes I would record visual observations of the settings in 

which the conversations were conducted as well as my thoughts about the progress of the 

interviews and focus groups.  The formal analysis of the qualitative data began by 

carefully reading through all of the transcriptions.  The first time through I simply read all 

of the data which were categorized according to religion for the immigrant women and in 

the case of workers, according to type of community organization.  It was during this 

initial reading of the data from immigrant women that I developed a framework for 

assessing their access to and involvement in social networks. 
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The social networks utilized by the immigrant women during the settlement process in 

the Maritimes are categorized in Table 6.0 below.   

Social Network Type Nature Ties 

family and friendship private/informal transnational  

local  

marital relationships 

children 

dating 

religious and cultural  public/formal 

private/informal 

local 

transnational 

churches 

mosques 

cultural associations 

education public/formal 

 

local 

international 

schools 

universities 

employment public/formal local 

national  

transnational 

social services public/formal multicultural organizations 

settlement agencies 

international student 

advisor 

family resource centers 

shelters 

second stage housing 

health care  
 

Table 6.0 Framework for analyzing social networks 

 The second time I read through the transcripts of the immigrant women, the data 

were categorized according to the methods used in the 2006 Canadian census and the 

LSIC, namely countries of birth and ethnic origins groups (see Chapter 2 for a fuller 

explanation of the social construction of ethnicity in Canada).  The analysis of the 

influence of ethnicity on religious immigrant women’s access to or participation in 

different social networks was done according to the social network framework and 

illustrated below in Table 6.1.   
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Social 

Networks 

 

Ethnic Origins 

East/ 

Southeast 

Asian 

West 

Asian 

Arab South 

Asian 

African Eastern 

European 

South 

American 

Western 

European 

family and 

friendship 

        

religious and 

cultural 

        

education         

employment         

social service         

 

Table 6.1 Framework for analyzing social networks according to ethnic origins 

 The analytical distinctions between the influences of ethnicity and the length of 

time after arrival in the lives of immigrant women were not always easy to make. The 

guide in making these distinctions prioritized the stories of the women.  If they 

emphasized that a particular practice or situation contrasts with what they knew or did in 

their country of origin, then this situation was identified as being influenced by ethnicity.  

If the situation was influenced by practices associated with ethnicity such as language, 

food, or cultural values then it was also included in the analysis of ethnic origins.  

However, some practices and interactions associated with ethnicity were concurrently 

influenced by how long the women had been living in the Maritimes.  Therefore these 

were considered twice, once in terms the influence of ethnic origins and secondly in 

terms of how being in a particular stage of the settlement process either exacerbated 

vulnerabilities or helped women to utilize their strengths. 

 The third time I read through the transcripts, the data from immigrant women 

were categorized according to religion and length of time after arrival and analyzed using 

the social network framework.  In order to analyze immigrant women’s interaction with 
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various social networks at different stages during the settlement process, the data from 

Christian and Muslim women were divided into three groups, according to the length of 

time after the women had arrived in Canada.  Women who have been living in the 

Maritimes three years or less are categorized in the early group.  Women who have been 

living here between four and six years are placed in the mid group and women who have 

been living here for seven years or longer are in the late group.  The data from each 

group were analyzed looking for evidence of social network participation.  Table 6.2 

below illustrates the analytical framework used during the third reading of the transcripts 

from immigrant women according to religion.   

 

Social Networks

  

Stages in the Settlement Process 

Early 

(1 month – 3 years) 

Mid 

(4 years – 6 years) 

Late 

(7 years – 10 years) 

family and friends    

religious and cultural    

education    

employment    

social service    
 

Table 6.2 Framework for analyzing social networks according to length of time after 

       arrival 

 The size of the groups of immigrant women varied whether they were categorized 

according to their ethnic origins or by the length of time they had been living in the 

Maritimes.  The analytical process of identifying social networks, themes and concepts 

for each group of was the same regardless of the number of women.  The aim was to do a 

balanced analysis of all groups.  This means that I had to restrict the findings in the larger 

groups for which there was much more data.  I was, however able to identify patterns of 

social network access among larger groups with greater confidence than for smaller ones.  
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However the richness and complexity of the women’s stories of the settlement process 

was available to me for analysis, even if there was only one woman in a group.   

 The transcripts from community workers were categorized according to the type 

of services offered by the organization for which they worked.  These categories included 

specialized immigrant services, community services for women, public services open to 

everyone that immigrant women might access and other services.  The transcription files 

were analyzed in order to determine whether or not the professional training of service 

providers includes information on working with women of diverse ethno-religious 

backgrounds, to assess the familiarity of service providers with Muslim and Christian 

immigrant women from different ethno-religious groups in their local areas; and to 

identify if there were differences in the provision of social services depending on 

immigrant women’s ethno-religious backgrounds.  I also wanted to determine if 

community workers had identified particular strengths and vulnerabilities among the 

immigrant women that they had served.   

6.5     Description of the Qualitative Sample 

 

 Eight-nine immigrant women participated in the research, fifty-eight of whom 

identified as Christians and thirty-one Muslims.  Table 6.3 describes the qualitative 

sample according to the number of women in eight ethnic origins groups.  Over half of 

the women share East/Southeast Asian ethnic origins.   
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Ethnic Origins Groups Christians Muslims N 

East/Southeast Asian 50 2 52 

West Asian 0 11 11 

Arab 0 9 9 

South Asian 0 5 5 

African 2 3 5 

Eastern European 3 0 3 

South American 2 1 3 

Western European 1 0 1 
 

Table 6.3 Immigrant women according to ethnic origins groups and religion 

 Thirty one Muslim women from six different ethnic origins groups took part in 

the research via twenty-four personal interviews and two focus groups.  The Muslim 

immigrant women come from a total fifteen different countries, the majority of which 

comprise the Arab ethnic origins group.  As shown in Table 6.4, the largest Muslim 

ethnic origins group is West Asian with eleven participants.   

Muslim Ethnic Origins Countries N 

West Asian Iran, Afghanistan, Uzbekistan 11  

Arab Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Egypt, Libya, Morocco 9 

South Asian Pakistan 5 

African Somalia, Congo, Chad 3 

East/Southeast Asian Indonesia, Malaysia 2 

South American  1 
 

Table 6.4 Muslim women according to ethnic origins and countries of birth 

For reasons of confidentiality, the country of origin of the South American woman is not 

disclosed.  The research participants live in New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island 

(PEI).  Sixteen of the women (52%) are mothers.  Sixteen women wore a scarf or hijab 

during the data collection and fifteen did not.  The average length of time that all of the 

women have been living in the region is four years and four months and the average age 

is thirty-four years.  Ten women arrived here within the three years prior to the project.  

Fourteen women have been living in the Maritimes between three and six years.  Seven 
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women have lived here longer than six years, with the longest resident being here for nine 

years.  Six Muslim women arrived as refugees from countries where there is considerable 

political instability and social unrest.  Sixteen of the women (52%) are mothers, fifteen of 

whom have children living at home; nine are university students; and nine women have 

paid employment.  Table 6.5 provides a snapshot of the main activities for Muslim 

immigrant women according to the length of time they have been living in Canada.   

 

 

Main Activities 

Stages of Settlement Process 

Early 

(1 month – 3 

years) 

Mid 

(4  – 6 years) 

Late 

(7  – 10 years) 

Total 

Doing care work 

in the home 

7 6 2 15 

Employed 

outside the home, 

full-time or part-

time 

1 5 1 7 

Studying or 

retraining 

2 3 4 9 

Total 10 14 7 31 

 

Table 6.5 Muslim women’s main activities according to length of time after arrival 

 Fifty-eight Christian immigrant women took part in the research through five 

focus group discussions and eighteen personal interviews.  The women belong to five 

ethnic origins groups and are from twelve different countries of origin.  According to 

Table 6.6 the largest Christian ethnic origins group among the women is East/Southeast 

Asian and it also has the most diversity as to the women’s countries of origin. 
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Christian Ethnic Origins Countries N 

East/Southeast Asian Philippines, South Korea, Vietnam, China 50  

East European Romania, Ukraine, Russia 3 

African Congo, Cameroon 2 

South American Argentina, Ecuador 2 

Western European Germany 1 
 

Table 6.6 Christian women’s countries of birth by ethnic origins 

 

Thirty five of the women (60%) are mothers.  The Christian immigrant women all live in 

New Brunswick and identify with a variety of denominations including Catholic, 

Protestant, Orthodox, Mormon and Jehovah’s Witness (see Table 6.7).  The local context 

has a long history during which the majority of the population has been affiliated with 

Christianity and some of the diversity of Christian religious practices is institutionally 

differentiated.  For this reason it is easier to categorize differences in immigrant women’s 

Christian denominations as well as according to ethnic origins.  However, 

denominational differences are not equivalent to differences in ethnic origins. 

Catholics Protestants 

31 Roman Catholics 23 Evangelicals 

1 Ukrainian Orthodox  1 Mormon 

1 Romanian Orthodox 1 Jehovah’s Witness 

 

Table 6.7 Christian women by denomination 

 The average length of time after arrival in Canada for Christian immigrant women 

was about two years and four months.  Forty-one of the women had been in New 

Brunswick less than three years; fourteen women had been living here between three and 

six years; and three Christian immigrants had been living in the province more than six 
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years, two of them had arrived ten years ago as university students.  Only one Christian 

woman entered Canada as a refugee.  Three women out of the sixty are university 

students, thirty-five have paid work outside the home, and twenty-two women are doing 

care work for their families in the home.  Thirty-five of the Christian women are mothers 

(60%).  Table 6.8 shows the diversity of post-migration activities that Christian women 

are engaged during the years following arrival in New Brunswick. 

 

 

Main Activities 

Stages of Settlement Process 

Early 

(1 month – 3 

years) 

Mid 

(3 years – 6 

years) 

Late 

(6 years – 10 

years) 

Total 

Doing care work 

in the home 

15 5 0 19 

Employed 

outside the home, 

full-time or part-

time 

24 8 2 34 

Studying or 

retraining 

2 1 1 5 

Total 41 14 3 58 

 

Table 6.8 Christian women’s main activities according to length of time after arrival 

 

 The Christian and Muslim portions of the sample are both diverse in terms of the 

ethnic origins of women.  The Christian portion of the sample is larger and has a bigger 

proportion of women in the early group.  The Christian portion of the sample also has a 

larger proportion of women whose main activity is paid employment.  The Muslim 

portion of the sample has more refugees and is more evenly distributed in terms of the 

length of time the women have been living in the Maritimes.  It has larger proportion of 

women whose main activity is doing care work in the home.  Despite these differences, 
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the sample is large and diverse enough in order to analyze how different aspects of the 

women’s identities and activities influence their experiences of the settlement process.   

 Twenty-two workers from community organizations and agencies and one 

business participated in the research.  Table 6.9 below categorizes the organizations and 

workers according to the type of service provided and the identity of the worker.  

Immigrant workers are more likely to be found in immigrant serving organizations than 

in any other type of community organization.   

 

Organization Type 

Units 

organizations workers interviewed immigrant workers 

among those 

interviewed 

Multicultural and 

settlement service 

organizations 

6 12 6 

Social services for 

women 

4 5 0 

Public social services, 

not-for-profit 

organizations and 

business 

5 5 2 

 

Table 6.9 Community organizations and workers serving immigrant women 

 The findings of the qualitative analysis are presented in the next three chapters.  

Chapter seven provides a detailed analysis of the influences of ethnicity and social 

networks on the settlement process for Muslim and Christian women.  Chapter eight 

presents the analysis of the impact of time and main activities on the experiences of 

Christian and Muslim women.  Chapter nine highlights the perspectives of community 

workers who have provided a variety of services to Christian and Muslim immigrant 

women in the Maritimes. 



151 

 

7.0  The Influence of Ethnic Origins – Findings of Qualitative Analysis 

 

 The first research question focuses on the diverse ethnic origins of religious 

immigrant women who have immigrated to the Maritimes and prompted the analysis of 

differences in their experiences of the settlement process.  The analysis of qualitative data 

highlights the influence of ethnic origins on the type of social networks that religious 

women access in their new home.  Ethno-religious practices developed in pre-migration 

social networks provide structure and meaning to women’s daily lives.  But in the 

transition from one cultural context to another the practices of Muslim and Christian 

immigrant women may promote or hinder their access to formal and informal social 

networks in the Maritimes.  Ethno-religious values steer women towards some social 

networks and away from others.  Ethno-religious diversity among immigrant women is 

transforming existing religious and secular social networks in the Maritimes.  A focus on 

immigrant women’s lived religion helps to explain how they strategically navigate the 

intersecting structures of gender, ethnicity and class in the Maritime cities where they 

settle.   

 The chapter begins with a brief overview of the major themes that arose from the 

analysis of the qualitative data in relation to ethnic origins and social networks.  This 

overview is followed by a detailed description of the findings from Muslim women 

according to six different ethnic origin groups.  The findings from all of the groups of 

Muslim women are compared and then strengths and vulnerabilities are identified.  The 

analysis of the Christian portion of the sample comes next.  The analysis of data from 

Christian women includes a detailed description of the five different ethnic origins from 

which they immigrated.  The Christian ethnic origins groups are then compared and the 
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strengths and vulnerabilities of Christian immigrant women in the study are explained.  

Among both the Christians and Muslims, some ethnic origins groups are larger than 

others but the analysis aims for balance, relying on the richness and complexity of the 

women’s stories of their ethno-religious practices for themes and concepts.  The chapter 

concludes with a discussion which compares the similarities and differences between 

Muslim and Christian women as a result of the detailed analysis of the influence of their 

ethnic origins on their daily lives during settlement. 

7.1  Major Themes for Immigrant Women of all Ethnic Origins  

 

 The key findings in the relationship between ethnicity and immigrant women’s 

access to social networks include similarities and differences between Christian and 

Muslim women.  There are four areas of similarity between women from all ethnic 

origins groups: the effects of globalization, heterogeneity within ethnic origins groups, 

experiences of being a visible minority, and the different structuring of gender in their 

countries of origin and Maritime society.  Both groups of women are influenced by 

globalization and its associated effects. Their reasons for immigrating to Canada can 

generally be categorized between: 1) those who migrate from countries of origin where 

there are situations of political turmoil and economic and social instability and 2) those 

who migrate from stable social contexts because they have the economic resources to do 

so.  Truly the women in the study are global citizens, some elite and some doing what 

they need to do, but all seeking a better future.  Another commonality among all ethnic 

origins groups is that they are heterogeneous.  Most groups, with the exception of South 

Asian and Western European, are comprised of women from different countries of origin 

who speak different languages.  All of the groups include differences in terms of class 
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and regional particularities in their countries of origin.  Five of the eight groups include 

religious diversity, both inter- and intra-faith.  Most of the women participate in some 

form of public religion as both Muslims and Christians celebrate some religious rites 

collectively on an annual basis.  The women’s lives have changed in the transition from 

being part of an ethnic majority to becoming part of a visible minority in the Maritimes.  

All of the women want to have more Canadian-born friends but have difficulty 

establishing friendships with locals.  Finally, women in ethnic origins groups do work 

dealing with the different structuring of gender.  Maritime social life is a context in which 

women’s differences are valued and a source of inequality but the expectations for 

women’s and men’s roles are not the same here as what immigrant women describe 

learning in their countries of origin. 

 There are four important differences between the women depending on their 

religious and ethnic origins which have consequences for their participation in social 

networks and these include: migration between majority and minority religious contexts 

differs between Christians and Muslims; the density of Christians from some ethnic 

origins groups in the region is higher than that of any Muslim group; Muslims are dealing 

with a wider range of ethno-religious diversity within fewer religious organizations than 

Christians; and the religious differences between Christian ethnic origins groups have 

structural support in the Maritime context while those between Muslims are not familiar 

to the wider public.     

 Many Christian ethnic origins groups are migrating from one religious majority 

context to another.  Being part of a majority religious group means there are established 

social networks to access.  The region’s Christian hegemony is evident in that even 
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public social networks are more compatible or sensitive to Christians of all ethnic 

backgrounds than to those belonging to religious minorities.  Most of the Muslim ethnic 

origins groups are migrating from a context in which they were the religious majority to 

one where they are both a religious and an ethnic minority.  The density of ethnic origins 

groups in the region makes a difference.  The majority of Christians in the study share 

East/Southeast Asian ethnic origins and join a large contingent of recent migrants who 

share the same ethnic origins.  It is becoming easier for a Christian East/Southeast Asian 

woman to find others like herself in the region.  None of the Muslim ethnic origins 

groups is as large as the Christian East/Southeast Asian group.  The likelihood of some 

Muslim women meeting others who share their ethnic origins in some Maritime cities is 

very low.  On the other hand, the ethnic diversity among Muslim women in the 

Maritimes is much greater than it is among Christian women.  Ethnic diversity within a 

religious group can be a source of strength when religion rather than ethnicity becomes 

the focus of a group’s shared experiences.  Ethnic concentrations within religious groups 

can be a source of division when the ethnic particularities appear to overshadow religious 

values of another ethnic group.  The Christian ethnic origins groups are comprised of 

both Catholics and Protestants.  The structural differences between these two Christian 

denominations have an effect on the experiences that immigrant women have in the 

Maritime context.  While the Muslim ethnic origins groups are linguistically diverse and 

religious practices are heterogeneous, these differences are not structurally supported in 

the Maritime context.  The wider range of diversity in Muslim women’s home based 

religious practices, the center of their lived religion, is not part of public religious life 

either.   
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7.2  Muslim Ethnic Origins Groups 

 The following sections present the findings of the analysis of qualitative data from 

31 Muslim immigrant women focusing on their access to and participation in social 

networks according to their ethnic origins.  Before turning to the findings, the story of 

Abir,
7
 a typical South Asian woman, will highlight some common themes found in the 

Muslim sample. 

 Abir turns off the tv and gets a cloth to dust the screen – didn’t she ask Amina to 

do that a few days ago?  Her middle daughter is practically addicted to the movie 

channel.  Abir wonders how she is able to get such good marks in her science courses 

because that girl seems to spend so much time in the evenings watching tv.  As Abir dusts, 

the images from the news go through her head – she didn’t realize that a car bomb can 

cause so much damage.  The reports of violence from the region near her home town in 

Pakistan trouble her.  She will have to call her brother to make sure the family is ok.  She 

feels a pang of homesickness when she thinks about them gathering together at his house 

to eat together after sundown.  Her stomach rumbles as she thinks about them.   

 She remembers when her husband got the job offer to join the R & D team at a 

large forestry company in Canada two years ago.  He had not even told her he’d applied!  

They had talked about leaving Pakistan during the chaos after the Bhutto assassination 

but had never done anything then.  She agreed with Umar that immigrating to Canada 

was a great opportunity for his career and for their children’s future.   

                                                 
7
 The name is a pseudonym and the story is based on parts of several stories of Muslim women shared 

during the data collection.  Abir’s story portrays an ideal type. 
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 Canada feels like a safe place.  There are not many Pakistani families in the city  

– there aren’t a lot of immigrants here in general, let alone Muslims.  But Umar loves his 

work and their two oldest daughters had no trouble getting accepted into the university.  

The youngest likes high school and has become one of the top athletes.  He doesn’t mind 

all the attention he’s getting from the local girls either.  Abir needs to remind Umar to 

talk to him about this – dating Canadians is not something she ever anticipated they 

would have to deal with.   

 Abir finishes up the dusting and starts to get ready to leave the house.  Her eldest 

daughter Farida will be back soon from the university to drive her to the grocery store.  

She puts on lipstick and looks for her scarf.  She needs to buy a few things for this 

evening’s meal as well as for the potluck at the mosque on Saturday.  Abir smiles when 

she thinks about last week’s potluck.  A group of Libyan graduate students and their 

wives came to the mosque without any food!  Those poor women were mortified that their 

husbands hadn’t explained this Canadian custom to them beforehand.  Of course there 

was more than enough to go around, but she understood the women’s frustration and the 

blow their pride suffered even if she doesn’t speak Arabic.  They may not have a lot but 

the Libyan women she knows are excellent cooks.  Some men have no idea about this kind 

of stuff – especially those that expect their wives to wait on them all the time like that 

bunch.  Farida has mentioned that the Saudi Arabian men in the engineering faculty 

won’t even bring their wives to the mosque potlucks because they think the Muslims here 

are too liberal.    

 Abir is grateful that Umar has always been pretty open-minded.  Every once in a 

while they wonder if the kids are becoming too Canadian but realize that things are 
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different now.  Adjusting to life here has not been easy given that most people are 

ignorant about their Muslim religion and Pakistan.  She can’t imagine what it’s like for 

the Saudi wives being cooped up in an apartment all day with their young children and 

waiting for their husbands to take them to the mall.  Even she catches herself staring at 

them sometimes because they’re so bundled up.  And it’s so sad that they celebrate 

Ramadan all alone.  There must be something that she and some of the other women at 

the mosque can do to help the Saudi wives feel more at home here.  Abir picks up the 

phone to call her friend Yasmeen whose husband is the chair of the board at the mosque 

when she hears a car pull into the driveway.   

 Like many Muslim immigrant women in the study, Abir and her family chose to 

immigrate to Canada in the face of turmoil in their country of origin.  Their economic 

class provides them with resources for mobility in order to deal with social unrest while 

at the same time offering career and educational opportunities for all family members.   

The fact that the family is South Asian and speaks English helps them in their adjustment 

to social life in Canada, sometimes too quickly when it comes to immigrant youth.  

Parents feel pressure as part of a religious minority to instill Muslim values in their 

children as they navigate secularism in Canadian educational institutions.  Another theme 

in Abir’s story is that of the ethnic diversity of the small Muslim population in her city.  

Even though she is Muslim, Abir is learning firsthand that ethnicity impacts Muslim 

family life for other women in ways that are different from her own.  These themes will 

be further explained as they appear in the stories of the Muslim immigrant women from 

different ethnic origins groups in New Brunswick and PEI who participated in the 

research.   
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7.2.1  West Asian Muslim Women 

 The Muslim women in the sample who share West Asian ethnic origins come 

from three different countries.  Nine of the women are Iranian and the other two women 

are from Afghanistan and Uzbekistan.  The latter both entered Canada as refugees.  The 

hallmark of this group is the movement from turbulence to stability.  All of the women 

experienced social turmoil in their countries of origin.  It was these experiences that led 

to migration for most of the participants either for their own sake or for the sake of their 

children.  The particular configuration of religion and politics in the country of origin has 

a lasting effect on the women and shapes their experiences of religion and culture in their 

new home.  This is most apparent in the case of the women from Iran.   

Family and friendship social networks 

 For the women of West Asian ethnic origins, settling in Canada is one stage of a 

journey that involves several moves to different countries in the search for stability.  The 

decision to leave one’s birth place means a physical separation from extended family 

networks and an increased emotional reliance on the nuclear family.  The widespread use 

of communication technology and its affordability allows for the maintenance of ties with 

extended family members, despite frequent upheavals.  Everyone who participated in the 

research project uses mobile phones and the internet in order to stay in touch with family 

members no matter where they are in the world, including the West Asian women.  The 

ability to communicate from any place at any time is helpful when families are on the 

move. 
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 The participant from Afghanistan said that her family had lived in at least three 

different countries prior to arriving in Canada.  Her young family fled Afghanistan after 

her father-in-law went missing. 

 Participant: Our government was at that time a monopoly – like no government.  

Like everybody could do anything they want.  If you were on the power you could 

do anything, nobody asked you why you did this – nobody questioning.  So we 

feel like we can’t live like this.  That’s [when] we said, “Leave everything in 

here.”  What we had,  our home, our . . . anything like this [gestures around her 

living room] and we left at night with our family.  It was our last day in 

Afghanistan. 

 

 Cathy: Wow. 

 

 Participant:  My husband, son and my daughter and I left Afghanistan.  Right now 

I have five children - three of them are international children. 

 

 Cathy:  You had them while you were traveling? 

 

 Participant: Yes, two of them in Turkey and one in Russia (laughs).  Our life is 

like very, very difficult, it was difficult but now we are so happy (Muslim #17). 

 

This Afghan family came to the Maritimes to join other members of their extended 

family, including the woman’s mother-in-law.  She still has no idea what happened to her 

father-in-law twenty years after his disappearance.  Her dramatic tale of quickly leaving 

her homeland and moving with young children in tow is echoed by the woman from 

Uzbekistan.  Her husband left her and three young children in their rural village to attend 

a large rally during which the poor were protesting intolerable living conditions.  The 

rally ended violently when government troops shot at the demonstrators which included 

women, children and seniors.   

 Participant: . . . and meeting - many people also – these people, who I don’t know.  

And president and peoples fighting, fighting.  And a lot people go Kyrgyzstan and 

. . . [gestures like she is firing a gun] 

 

 Cathy:  Shooting and fighting? 
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 Participant:  Yes, yes.   

 

 Cathy:  And your husband went? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, yes.  No died, my husband.  Maybe five hundred no died and 

go. 

 

 Cathy:  But lots of people died? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, very, a lot, how many I don’t know. 

 

 Cathy:  But lots? 

 

 Participant:  Yes.  And this, my president and Muslim peoples thinking terrorists.  

And I sit home.  I scarf [points to her hijab] and I no terrorist. 

 

 Cathy:  Yes. 

 

 Participant:  I homemaker, babysitter . . .  

 

 Cathy:  Mother? 

 

 Participant: Yes, and my husband also no terrorist, good Muslim . . .  

 (Muslim #16). 

 

In the aftermath of military violence and accusations of Islamic terrorism the woman’s 

husband fled to Kyrgyzstan and then on to Romania.  Eventually the woman and her 

children went to Kyrgyzstan to reunite with her husband only to learn that he had been 

accepted as a refugee in Canada.  She and her children lived for a year in a camp in 

Kyrgyzstan after they too applied for refugee status.   

 None of the Iranian women were refugee claimants but some of them had lived in 

other countries before coming to Canada.  Several of them had lived in Dubai and one 

woman and her husband had studied and worked for years in Malaysia.  A woman whose 

husband is a graduate student explains their reasons for leaving Iran and coming to 

Canada:  
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 Participant #2:  O.K. when we want to decide to immigrate here, we just, you 

know, immigration is a really hard process now.  One side in this country and the 

other side in the home country – both of them is hard.  Ours happened actually 

after the election in Iran – I don’t know if you know about the political problems 

in Iran? 

 

 Cathy:  Tell me about it. 

 

 Participant #2:  Three years ago after they have some lie in the election in Iran, 

many people have problems in that place.  After that we couldn’t stay there.  We 

decided that o.k. we want to [leave].  One way is you must have money to go to 

another country or to continue to study.  Again to have a degree and continue to 

have a job, to find a job or a good place to work.  For this reason we decided to 

study again.  My husband applied for many universities here and after that he had 

an opportunity at [this university].  He came here about two years ago but I came 

about one year, about eight months after him.  I had many problems at times there 

too . . . (Focus Group #6) 

 

Most of the Iranian women have some connection to universities in the Maritime region 

and feel that they are free from the political stress of their homeland.  Life in their new 

home is not without problems particularly when it comes to finding secure employment.  

Iranian parents want good paying jobs so that they can finance their children’s university 

educations and Iranian graduate students want to remain in the region with work in their 

field of expertise.  Unfortunately this kind of employment is hard to find.   

Religious and cultural social networks 

 The unstable social situations in the homelands of the West Asian women all 

involve the intersection of religion and politics.  In Iran there is an Islamic state so that 

public religious observance is controlled by law.  In Afghanistan the Taliban is a potent 

social force whose foundation rests on a particular interpretation of Islam and the troubles 

that took place in Uzbekistan in 2005 led to a profiling of the Muslim portion of the 

population as terrorist and subject to repression by the state.  These experiences of the 
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volatile mix of religion and politics colour the women’s experiences of religion in 

Canada.   

 Most of the Iranian women in the research indicate that they are not very 

religious.  Only one woman wore a head scarf and she said,  

 You know, how to say, when we are Muslim, automatically when you are born, 

you are Muslim.  No need to do anything or no need to go to mosque.   For 

example, people go to church for some special ceremony.  We are not like this.  

We are born Muslim and we are automatically Muslim (Muslim #4). 

 

In Canada they appreciate their religious freedom because in Iran they are required by 

law to wear the hijab in public, whether they want to or not.  During Ramadan restaurants 

are closed to Iranian citizens during the day and all Muslims need police approval to visit 

a Christian church.  Several student wives regularly attend language programs hosted at 

Christian churches in the Maritimes.  Some of the women are active members of Iranian 

associations and emphasize that these are cultural organizations with little relationship to 

religion.  In fact, the Iranians are the only group in the research from a Muslim majority 

country to have formal cultural associations.   

   In contrast to the Iranian women who choose to emphasize the cultural aspect of 

their Muslim identities, the religious identities of the women from Afghanistan and 

Uzbekistan are marked by their choice to wear the hijab in Canada.  The woman from 

Uzbekistan says that women in her country can be fined for wearing the hijab in public.  

In the Maritime city where she now lives, she makes the distinction between “simple 

Muslims,” or women who do not cover their hair, and Muslims like herself who do.  She 

is wearing a long dress with long sleeves as well as the hijab during the interview.  When 

asked about her religious practices she responds: 
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 Participant:  (laughs) I long dress and my scarf and my neighbour no, like [the 

Muslim settlement worker who is wearing a sleeveless, short summer dress and 

no veil].   

 

 Cathy:  Ok, now you, is this because this is the way your family was?  Did your 

mother always cover? 

 

 Participant: No, it’s my choice.  If I want not long [dress] -  my choice. 

 

 Cathy:  Ok, but you choose to wear long? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, my choice if I want.  Only scarf every day, but not long . . .  

 

 Cathy:  Not long every day? 

 

 Participant:  No.  If I want, not too much long.   

 

 Cathy:  Ok. 

 

 Participant:  Long dress, but every time I [gestures to her hijab] . . .  

 

 Cathy:  Wear a scarf? 

 

 Participant:  Yes (Muslim #16). 

 

The woman from Afghanistan is the only West Asian participant in the study who 

chooses to regularly participate in social activities at the mosque in her city.  This is 

because she wants support in raising her children as Muslims in a predominantly 

Christian environment.  She said, “My children have one day of school at our mosque 

and they are studying religion stuff.  They are studying the Qur’an and they talk about 

religion” (Muslim #17).   

 Coming from situations where religion is closely intertwined with volatile politics 

in the public sphere, West Asian women are deliberate about their religious and cultural 

choices.  They defend their choices in a multicultural context of religious freedom.   
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7.2.2  Arab Muslim Women 

 Nine women share Arab ethnic origins and come from six different countries: 

Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Egypt, Libya and Morocco.  This group contains tremendous 

diversity and this is especially apparent in terms of social class.  However they are united 

by the understanding of a common language – Arabic.  The other important theme that 

characterizes this group is how the women deal with patriarchy, navigating gender roles 

in their countries of origin and in Canadian society. 

Employment social networks 

 Social class is relative to context.  Judging from the stories of the Arab women, it 

is likely that the majority of them come from middle and upper class backgrounds in their 

countries of origin.  However, migration for some results in a shift in economic class 

status for some, but not for all, depending on the wealth of their home country relative to 

the Maritimes.  Even among women from the same country there are class differences.  

For example, a mother and her adult daughter from Iraq entered Canada as refugees along 

with the rest of their family and live in low income housing while the third Iraqi woman 

has an affluent background.  When asked about her family’s decision to immigrate to 

Canada, the woman responds: 

 The situation in almost all Arab countries and especially in Dubai - living there is 

awesome. Like for sure, you know it’s a really rich country and all of that, but 

you are not secure. Since I'm Iraqi . . . like Iraq and Palestinian people are the 

most unsecured Arabs. Like you know they say, "You are fired! Go - leave the 

country in two days!" And you will have to leave the country. Like we are not 

secured because we are Iraqi's or whatever, even if we are educated. My father is 

an engineer and my mom is a doctor, and they used to work there but it is not 

secure life. That’s why my dad decided that we need to move (Muslim #10).   

 

The Iraqi refugee woman and her husband work at low skill and low wage jobs in order 

to support their three children and pay back what they owe the Canadian government for 
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air travel to the Maritimes.  But even this kind of work is difficult to find in the city 

where they live due to their low level of English proficiency and the lack of work for 

manual labourers.  When asked about their housing situation, she explains how their 

apartment compares to what they were used to in Iraq: 

 Cathy:  How many rooms in your apartment?   

 

 Participant mother:  Three, just small. 

 

 Cathy:  Is it too small? 

 

 Participant mother:  Too small? 

 

 Cathy:  No, is it too small – would you like a bigger apartment or is it o.k.? 

 

 Participant mother:  Because from Baghdad, very big. 

 

 Participant daughter:  Like the house there is really big. 

 

 Cathy:  In Baghdad the houses are very big? 

 

 Participant mother:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  Ah, o.k. 

 

 Participant mother:  My home again, this [gestures to the size of the room in 

which we’re speaking], again, one again, for sleeping. 

 

 Cathy:  Twice as big as this? 

 

 Participant mother:  Two and this two. 

 

 Cathy:  Ok - your bedroom? 

 

 Participant mother:  Yes, I come in here and just, just . . . one put in here for 

sleeping? 

 

 Participant daughter:  She saw the bedroom and it’s like this size. 

 

 Participant mother:  Again here so small.  Ok.  I sit in one year and half and again 

talk to [settlement volunteer], “Please this is small for me.  I am four, my family, 

this is small, you look at me – where is sitting?  Where is sleeping?”  (Muslims #8 

and #9).  
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Not only was the apartment small, it was located in an area of the city where crime rates 

are high.  Shortly after the family had moved into the apartment, they were robbed.  The 

thieves stole cash and mobile phones to support their drug addiction.  Eventually the 

family was able to obtain a larger apartment in a better neighbourhood but now they have 

a problem with mice.   

 In stark contrast to this Iraqi family’s living situation and loss of social status 

from their country of origin is the participant from Jordan who is also the mother of four 

children.  She works at home caring for their young children while her husband works as 

a medical specialist in a local hospital.  He did his training in the United States.  

Provinces in this region of Canada are experiencing a shortage of medical doctors and 

actively recruit physicians, luring them with some of the highest salaries among all 

professional groups.  The interview took place in a large and luxurious home located in a 

quiet subdivision.  Despite living in Canada for only five years, the family owned this 

home – an indication of their financial stability.  Many immigrant families, regardless of 

their assets are denied loans or have to provide a down payment of almost 50% in order 

to get a mortgage because they have no established credit rating in this country.  Another 

indication of their class status is the frequency of international travel.  The interview took 

place just prior to this family’s trip to Jordan for part of Ramadan.  When asked how 

often family members from Jordan have been to Canada, the woman replied:  “My family 

- every other year. His family - every other year. So my family comes [when] his family 

doesn't” (Muslim #11).   
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Family social networks 

 It is not unusual for Arab women from affluent families to travel back and forth 

between Canada and their country of origin several times a year.  This is the case for 

several women from the Arab group.  For those living more modest lifestyles it takes 

time to save up enough money for return visit but it is a priority in terms of maintaining 

ethnic identities.  The woman from Libya had just returned from a visit with her family 

during Ramadan, something she had not done in six years.  Her husband is a PhD student 

and two of their three children were born in Canada and had never met their cousins or 

seen their grandparents’ homes.  It was important for her that her children celebrated 

Ramadan among their large extended family and gained a deeper sense of the collective 

nature of this religious practice.  She describes the home she grew up in: 

 Participant: My mom’s house is a lot like this area [the interview is taking place 

in the food court of a mall and she gestures around us].   

 

 Cathy:  It’s big? 

 

 Participant:  It’s big because each house in my country has big, I don’t know, 

living room – it’s not exactly living room.  

 

 Cathy:  Yes, but a sort of a public area? 

 

 Participant:  Public area for parties because in my country, if someone died, for 

example, many, many people, sometimes around one thousand. 

 

 Cathy:  Wow, coming to the house? 

 

 Participant:  Coming to the house to say sorry or something like that.   

 

 Cathy:  So it’s all done at home? 

 

 Participant:  At home [nodding] - henna party at home, and wedding party, and 

many, many parties (Muslim #24). 
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The houses are big and aspects of religious and ethnic social life are lived large.  In 

describing a wedding, the Libyan participant emphasizes the many people that are invited 

to a series of different events over several days in the bride’s family home.  When asked 

about why the henna night is so important, she replied: 

 Participant: Because most of the ladies wear traditional dress and gold and henna, 

they do henna, and so strong makeup – very.  And each lady go to salon. 

 

 Cathy:  It’s a big deal? 

 

 Participant:  Big.  We spend a lot of money.  I’m comfortable here - because in 

Libya we spend a lot of money.  Even if it’s your friend, or someone of your 

husband’s family, you have to show up.  Your dress, your hair, your . . .  and the 

second day, and the food in henna night, oh my gosh!  Couscous with meat with 

fruits with salads with many kinds of drinks, oh my gosh! And around eight kinds 

of sweets – handmade (Muslim #24). 

 

Weddings in Arab countries are described as elaborate affairs designed to bring together 

large networks of families and friends.  However, most of the different events are gender 

segregated – an example of a different form that patriarchy takes beyond Canada’s 

borders. 

 The Libyan woman above makes a passing remark that she is comfortable here.  

In the context of the conversation, she refers to her lower class status in Canada.  She 

does not miss the social pressure of her family class status in Libya but she does not 

enjoy the benefits of a higher class status in Canada which would enable her to travel 

more frequently.  Yet the structuring of class among women of Arab ethnic origins 

intersects with gender.  Gender and class structures are global but are relative to local 

contexts.  According to women, the social construction of gender in Arab countries of 

origin differs from the social construction of gender in Canada.  The ability of the 
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affluent Arab women in the sample to travel frequently between their countries of origin 

brings these differences to the fore.   

 The two women from Saudi Arabia are sisters.  One of them explains that among 

the reasons that her family immigrated to Canada, one was gendered:  

 Where we’re from it’s a big city and it’s busy and it’s not . . . my dad’s mentality 

- he wanted us to grow as individual women, not as back home where you grow 

up as a woman but you also depend on this guy with you, either your dad or your 

brother or your husband.  So coming here would make us individual, like 

independent (Muslim #14). 

 

In Saudi Arabia she and her siblings had lived in a palatial house with servants and 

drivers.  Coming to the Maritimes as a teenager, the many adjustments to life in a new 

society were challenging. 

 Participant:  I never carried my own groceries, ever.  Coming here, parking the 

car, going far, because everyone parks close to the door in the winter time, 

parking it far and then coming back in, taking the groceries and putting it back in 

the car, scratching the car off, the snow – would make me cry, I’d be crying doing 

all of that.  If I was back home . . .  

 

 Cathy:  Someone would be doing this!  Yes, it’s quite the change, I can imagine. 

 

 Participant:  See but that’s what my dad wanted, he wanted us to not be that type 

of girl – spoiled, not independent, all that.  He wanted us to be here (Muslim #14). 

 

Over the years, all of the women in this family learned how to take care of themselves 

and help run the household.  For a time in high school, this woman also had a part-time 

job as a cashier – something she could never have done because of her social status in 

Saudi Arabia.  Her father wanted the family to experience and to learn from the gender 

practices in Canada.  These norms include women doing most of the household labour 

and child care without servants, moving freely without male accompaniment in the public 

sphere, participating in the paid labour market and choosing what they want to wear in 

the public.   
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 The Saudi sisters speak to their female cousins at least weekly via Skype or 

iPhone and visit them at least once a year.  They explain that their cousins are not 

independent in comparison with them.  The women in the extended family are close but 

there have been tensions because the Canadian cousins are perceived of as being a 

negative influence.  Her sister recalls the early visits: 

 And our friends and people that thought of us different.  At first some of our aunts 

didn’t  want to talk to us either, they talked to us but they were so distant and 

their kids were distant.  They told my mom that they didn’t want their kids and us 

to go out a lot just because we give them a bad image of not putting the head scarf 

(Muslim #15). 

 

Gender norms are enforced by both women and men.  The tensions between the women 

in this transnational family due to differing expectations of women’s roles have eased 

over the years but other concerns arise.   

 When the Saudi sisters began university, their parents started finding them 

suitable husbands.  One of the women is married and the other is not.  The practice of 

arranged marriages is part of the gender norms of their home country, as it is part of 

many Muslim majority contexts.  The sisters do not have a problem with the practice per 

se.  They want to be in intimate adult relationships.  Where the problem arises is in their 

parent’s choice of potential partners.  Their parents want them to marry men who share 

their religious, ethnic and social class origins.  The single sister says, “My mom now, is 

ok with me dating a guy as long he’s Muslim and, it sounds funny, but can afford me type 

of guy - like how my dad made me live.  Like she doesn’t want me to have to work or 

have to do anything” (Muslim #14).  The Muslim men that their parents suggest they 

marry are from Saudi Arabia.  This too is not the problem for the sisters, since they have 

been traveling back and forth between the two countries for many years.  The problem is 
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in the gender role expectations of their potential spouses.  The men live and work in 

Saudi Arabian society and expect women to act according to local gender norms.  The 

Saudi sisters prefer the gender norms associated with their Canadian identities.   

 The married sister believes that she has become more open-minded than her Saudi 

Arabian peers as a result of living for eight years in a Maritime city.  When asked about 

her husband, the married sister reveals how their gender role expectations are conflicting. 

 Cathy:  And since your husband has studied abroad, would you say that he has 

that kind of open-mindedness as well? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, he did, but I’ve been noticing for the past, we were together for 

three years, and before the wedding I noticed, he’s moved back for a while, and 

he’s getting back into the closed-up mind.  His family is a little tighter than mine.  

He’s been getting really closed-minded about things.  Like right now, I was 

talking to him on a face chat thing and he was saying that I was wearing opened 

up clothes but I was going to yoga.  Do you know what I mean?  So I feel like 

he’s getting closed-minded as he’s staying there.  It’s scaring me. 

 

 Cathy:   Ok so there’s definitely an influence. 

 

 Participant:  Definitely, it’s strong.   

 

 Cathy:  Ok, do you think you could ever live there again?   

 

 Participant:  No, because I tried that semester.  I was there from December until 

July and it was so hard.  I’m from there, I’m not trying to be spoiled or anything 

but living here made it so hard for me to go back.  I couldn’t go out whenever I 

wanted.  My dad was  always at work.  I lived with my dad, at my dad’s house.  

He’s always at work and my husband’s always at work.  And my driver is mine 

and my grandmother’s but her, some  of her cousins think that it’s hers so they 

take him whenever they want.  So I don’t go out.  I just sit at home.  Even if I 

want groceries, I’d have to walk which is dangerous so I don’t walk.  And if I 

went to a mall alone, I don’t know what it’s called, it’s when guys,  not flirt, they 

like talk to you and disrespect you because you’re walking alone.  It was 

uncomfortable and I always had to go to a mall with someone, so I had to like see 

who could go out with me and who couldn’t. 

 

 Cathy:  So you can’t do things on your own? 

 

 Participant:  Not really, no (Muslim #15). 
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This woman is finishing her university studies in Canada and only time will tell how she 

and other women with Arab ethnic origins will continue to navigate between the gender 

role expectations of their countries of origin and those they encounter in the Maritime 

context. 

7.2.3 South Asian Muslim Women 

 All five women who share South Asian ethnic origins come from Pakistan.  Thus 

they are the most homogeneous Muslim ethnic group according to country of origin.  As 

in other ethnic origins groups, there are class differences in this group of women but 

overall there seems to be more similarities than differences among these women in terms 

of the structuring of ethnicity.  This commonality distinguishes this group of Muslim 

women from the others in the study and enables them to enjoy the advantages of social 

power in several mosques throughout the Maritime region.  The women in this group are 

also characterized by their widespread and sometimes unique use of public social 

networks in their new home. 

Religious social networks 

 The large number of Pakistani women in the sample is due to the informal 

leadership of Pakistani women in two mosques.  These key informants were able to help 

in the recruitment of research participants because of the social capital they have built in 

their religious social networks.  This social power is a result of several factors.  One is the 

length of time that Muslims from Pakistan have been living in the region.  This factor 

will be analyzed more thoroughly in the next chapter.  From the point of view of 

ethnicity, Pakistani families are among the founders of local mosques and make up the 

contemporary leadership.  Thus their language, economic resources and their particular 
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ways of practicing Islam provide power within local religious social networks.  Pakistani 

women who have immigrated in recent years benefit from this social capital built by 

earlier waves of immigrants.  Someone who speaks their native language can visit them 

in their new home and call them on the phone.  They can understand announcements 

from group leaders and join in informal conversations with strangers at social gatherings.  

As a result they are likely to feel welcomed and comfortable among Muslims in their new 

home.   

 A mother originally from Rabapundi with four young adult children has been 

living in the Maritimes for only two years.  Her husband operates his own retail business 

and their children are either in university or employed.  She and her family are regular 

participants at events at the local mosque.  For example, they took part in Eid Al-Adha or 

the Feast of the Sacrifice. 

 Participant:  We celebrate that here.  The people that go there [to Mecca] for the 

pilgrimage, for the Hajj, they sacrifice their animal over there and the people who 

behind, like here. 

 

 Cathy:  Who stay home? 

 

 Participant:  We stay here, so we will celebrate that Eid here. 

 

 Cathy:  Will you do that together at the mosque? 

 

 Participant:  Oh yes, no, we order the animal and then they sacrifice it for us or 

maybe  some people they like . . . [the mosque organizers] and some other people 

who know how to sacrifice the animals. So they all go there and they sacrifice the 

animal and then after  two or three days they make the pieces and . . .  

 

 Cathy: They divide it up? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, then they give us the animal, the whole animal in the tray or 

something like that. 

 

 Cathy: Oh wow, I didn’t know that - that’s interesting. 
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 Participant:  And then we make three parts of that animal, like when we get the 

meat, the whole animal is meat, then we bring it at home.  We pray on that and 

then we make three pieces of that.  One piece is for the family, one is for the poor 

people – those who can’t afford that meat, and the other is for the friends and 

family.  As we don’t have a family here, so we do that in the potluck because 

friends are over there.  And sometimes then I, like I don’t satisfy with that 

because the meat is always home - I can’t give it to the poor people.  Yes, that is a 

problem, so then I divide that money, like if I have bought for $25.00 an animal 

then I have $25.00.  I send those money to Pakistan for the poor people, like for 

the flood. 

 

 Cathy:  For the flood survivors? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, survivors of the earth quake and you know . . . yes (Muslim 

#20). 

 

This is a religious celebration with which she is familiar and she can meet all of its 

requirements in Canada.  The religious community of which she is a part has made the 

local connections necessary to ritually slaughter an animal.  She has friends within the 

religious social network with which to celebrate the festival and she has figured out a 

way to support the poor.    

 Despite the fact that she is a newcomer, she has already celebrated the marriage of 

her eldest daughter to a Muslim Canadian.  She describes how the marriage was 

arranged:  

 Participant: That family [her daughter’s husband’s] is in Edmonton and they are 

from Karachi, from Pakistan.  And they live here for about 25 years. 

 

 Cathy:  Here in [this province]? 

 

 Participant:  In Alberta. 

 

 Cathy:  So how did your daughter meet him?  Or how did your families get to 

know each other? 

 

 Participant:  Back in Pakistan there are some people, some women, they work for 

the matches. 

 

 Cathy:  Ok. 
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 Participant:  So she told me about that family and they were also looking for a 

girl. 

 

 Cathy:  For a mate for their son? 

 

 Participant:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  Ok, so did you meet that family?   

 

 Participant:  Then they send me the email address and then we talk on the email.  

Then we emailing, then Skype, and then the picture, because as you know girls 

they want the picture first and then they talk about that!  (laughs) 

 

 Cathy:  They don’t want to talk to an ugly guy, right? (laughs) 

 

 Participant:  So (laughing) she said, “OK.”  And I was very much worried about 

all those hurdles and all those things and I was worried about her and how will 

she get married here because I don’t know nobody.  So thanks God (Muslim #20). 

 

Following the interview she shows me photo albums from the wedding over a cup of tea.  

She mentions that this is the first wedding of its kind to take place in a local hotel.  

Although she misses her home and family terribly, this woman is able to maintain aspects 

of her minority ethnic and religious identity in the Canadian context. 

 In contrast to Iranian women who have utilized public cultural social networks to 

facilitate the development of social capital, for Pakistani women, their primary means of 

interacting with others who share their ethnic origins is through public religious social 

networks.  This is a distinctive characteristic because for this group because Muslim 

women from other ethnic origins groups are not as closely associated with public 

religious social networks.  This utilization of religious social networks by Pakistani 

women has two consequences, one intentional and the other unintentional.  First off, 

through these religious social networks women with Pakistani ethnic origins are able to 
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welcome new immigrant families and to initiate the building of bridges between Muslims 

of differing ethnic origins.  A participant gives an example of how this happens: 

 Participant: So when I came here we found out about the mosque and we go 

directly to the mosque.  So the whole community sort of helps the new immigrant, 

it’s not just like one person helping. 

 

 Cathy:  So there’s a real strong sense that the community gets together and helps 

the new ones? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, yes, and by just asking them to come and have a dinner at your 

house.  It’s in a way letting them know that we’re here for you so if you need us 

for anything just let us know.  But it’s hard to ask for help sometimes. I would say 

that because the reason being, not everybody is fortunate enough when they come 

here that they can have a very good lifestyle.  But back home they’re coming from 

really good families and highly educated and that’s why they were able to 

immigrated to Canada – good solid financial backgrounds, let’s just say that.  So 

when they come here it’s a little bit difficult for them to just approach someone 

and ask for help.  So we do it in our own way.   

 

 Cathy:  Ok, so that the community feels like they embrace everybody that comes, 

regardless? 

 

 Participant: Yes, yes, but not in the Pakistani community that we need to help out 

financially but if somebody else.  Our mosque is not just Pakistani and they’re 

from Africa, people are from Middle East and you know, the European Union 

everywhere.  So if the students need help, we would give money, we would give 

food, we would give clothes.  So in a way we help out that way, so you can say 

we can help out immigrants by providing them what they need (Muslim #13). 

  

 At the same time, the social power of those with Pakistani ethnic origins 

unintentionally alienates Muslim women accustomed to different religious and cultural 

practices.  Muslims are one of the fastest growing minority religious groups in the 

Maritimes.  They are experiencing the arrival of Muslims who are very different from 

one another and who are unaccustomed to practising Islam in a multicultural context.  

Religious community building among such an ethnically diverse group of Muslims 

requires both patience and intentionality among those in leadership.  
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Social service networks 

 In addition to their use of public religious social networks Muslim women of 

South Asian ethnic origins access a wide variety of public social networks.  Some have 

access to employment social networks through their participation in the labour force.  

Some have made friendships with Canadian-born mothers through their children’s 

participation in the education system.  Several women utilized the services of 

multicultural organizations for language learning.  But it is through their experiences of 

accessing health care services that the most distinctive stories arose for this group of 

Muslim women.    

 As mentioned in the analysis of the experiences of Muslim women with Arab 

ethnic origins, gender is structured differently in different contexts. In some Muslim 

majority cultures, the interaction of women and men is highly segregated.  Muslim 

women’s bodies in particular are shielded from the male gaze.  The contrasting public 

display of Canadian women’s bodies makes an impression on Pakistani immigrant 

women.  In adjusting to life in Canada a woman remarks: 

 Participant: . . . the Canadian lifestyle . . . going out with someone, like an older 

person  with you to . . . I would say to the mall and you have this big banners of 

girls – so it’s a little uncomfortable, even now for me.   

 

 Cathy:  So the visual kinds of . . . ? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, because we’re not used to such an . . . like we’re not used to 

showing ourselves that much.  So in the beginning when I came here it was, it was 

. . .  

 

 Cathy:  It was a shock? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, I would just get shy a little bit and you know.  But now I’m used 

to the  fact that . . .  and I don’t mind.  Even if I go to the beach, I don’t care what 

anybody is wearing or what and I don’t care what I’m wearing even though 

people point out, “You’re wearing too much.”  And I say, “Yes, I know and you 



178 

 

are wearing too little!” (laughs)  But other than that, no, no, but yes, this was a 

transition for me to understand the people here and to make them understand not 

to judge me also (Muslim #13). 

 

After a few years of living in the Maritimes she has found female professionals to look 

after her needs when it comes to her body – such as a hairdresser, esthetician, dentist and 

doctor.  The intersection of gender, class and ethnicity in this woman’s situation provides 

her resources to support practices gender segregation. 

 Another situation that highlights cultural attitudes towards women’s bodies is 

described by a Pakistani woman (Muslim #23).
8
  She does not touch men beyond her 

husband or immediate family members.  This presented a challenge when she and her 

husband decided to have children.  She had three miscarriages before she was able to 

remain pregnant beyond the first few months.  When she did, her female doctor urged 

that she seek the care of a male gynecologist in the city who had extensive experience 

with high risk pregnancies.  The Pakistani woman is married to a physician who not only 

recommended his colleague but assured his wife that he was comfortable with her being 

under the care of a male doctor.  She consulted with other Pakistani women from the 

mosque and they all agreed that she should seek the care of this Canadian-born doctor for 

the sake of her baby.  She was very nervous at her first appointment.  Upon meeting the 

gynecologist for the first time, he extended his hand to greet her and she apologized, 

informing him that she does not shake hands with men.  He told her that she need not 

apologize for her beliefs and that he would do everything that he could to respect them 

while helping her carry her pregnancy to term.  She asked that female health care 

providers conduct all possible examinations, tests and procedures and this request was 

                                                 
8
 This participant asked that the interview not be recorded so there are no direct quotes.  Evidence is drawn 

from my notes taken during the conversation. 



179 

 

carried out.  The male doctor performed two surgeries during the pregnancy.  Proudly 

holding her six month old healthy baby, this young mother had only praise for her city’s 

health care system.   

 These examples illustrate the ability of South Asian Muslim women to advocate 

for themselves within the public health care system and manage the public exposure of 

their bodies in ways that accommodate values shaped by the intersection of gender, 

ethnicity and class.  This is evidence of the success of this particular group of Muslim 

women in creating the necessary social capital needed to build bridges between two 

differing cultural contexts.   

7.2.4 African Muslim Women 

 Three Muslim women come from African countries of origin, one from Chad and 

two from Somalia.  Both of these countries in recent years are marked by social unrest 

and have large populations living in extreme poverty.  The two Somali women arrived in 

Canada as refugees, one having lived for many years in Botswana and the other in Egypt.  

The majority of African Muslims in the Maritimes live in Francophone centers but all 

three of the women in this research were living in predominantly Anglophone cities.  The 

lives of the Muslim women from Africa are influenced by the collective values of their 

ethnic heritage.  Another aspect of this heritage that acts as an identity marker is dietary 

restrictions. 

Friendship social networks 

 Canadian society is characterized by its emphasis on the values of individualism 

and independence while other societies emphasize the importance of collective values.  

The African women come from contexts in which gender is structured to facilitate the 
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collective action of women.  All three women live in apartment buildings.  In the case of 

the Somali women, who are not related, the building where they live is home to several 

other Somali families.  The interview with one Somali woman who had arrived in Canada 

five months prior, was interrupted several times by neighbours wanting to visit with her 

and her teenage daughter.  At one point a young man dropped by and was invited in for a 

plate of macaroni and cheese.  He had lived in the same refugee camp with them in 

Botswana and had no relatives in Canada.  When asked how they furnished their modest 

apartment, the daughter says, “This stuff was left by another Somalian family who went 

to Calgary.  Yes, they went to Calgary so they left all this stuff for us so we didn’t buy 

anything since it’s only me and my mom” (Muslim #21).   

 The other woman is part of that same Somali community.  When asked whether 

she has had the opportunity to help another immigrant woman since she arrived in 

Canada, she replies, 

 Participant: Yes, I guess, yes.  There was a new Somali family that came here one 

year ago.  She has like three beautiful kids and I love them.  They love me too.  

Sometimes I bring them out and people think they’re my own kids.  Sometimes I 

lie to them, I say, “Yes, they’re my own kids.”  Just for a joke.  Anyways, there 

was a baby girl, like she’s born here in Canada, she’s now one year old.  Yes, I 

bring her mom in hospital and I was  there when she was doing the delivery.   

 

 Cathy:  Wow. 

 

 Participant:  Yes, I took her hand. 

 

 Cathy:  That’s amazing. 

 

 Participant:  Yes, and it was my first experience to see babies coming out.  It was 

like, “Ohhhhh!”  And the nurse let me cut her cord - the baby girl’s (Muslim #22). 
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Gender structures that prioritize the collective agency of women are helpful for those 

immigrant women struggling to begin a new life in a foreign country with little material 

resources.  They are able to help one another and willing to share whatever they have. 

 The Muslim woman from Chad lives in a city where there are no other families 

from her country of origin (Muslim #1).
9
  She does have a few friends from the Sudan 

and Ethiopia that she made through the local multicultural organization.  She has a 

toddler and likes to take him to the mall so that he can play with other kids on the play 

structure while she can be in the company of other adults.  When asked about what it was 

like raising a child in Canada, she remarks that in Chad she would have received help 

from the women in her extended family and neighbourhood.  After the birth of a child, 

the women there take over the running of the household for months so that a new mother 

can rest and feed her baby.  Here she must rely on her husband who works full-time.  

Now that their child is older, she had hoped that he would have playmates in their 

apartment building, since several families with young children live there.  But this has not 

happened. It is difficult for her to get to know her neighbours even though she has an 

outgoing personality.  She does not understand why the Canadian-born mothers in her 

building do not reciprocate her efforts at becoming friends so as to make it possible for 

all the children to play together.  Living close together and yet not being friends with 

one’s neighbours is an aspect of life in Maritime urban contexts that contrasts with this 

woman’s experiences of the intersecting structures of gender, class and ethnicity in her 

country of origin.   

                                                 
9
 This participant requested that the interview not be recorded.  Evidence is drawn from my notes taken 

during the conversation. 
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 All of the women in the study were asked whether or not they are able to find the 

foods they need to cook and eat like they did in their countries of origin.  Because locally 

produced foods are dependent on regional geography and climate, food can be 

understood as a marker of ethnicity.  For the most part the women said they are able to 

maintain their traditional ethnic diets but there are exceptions in terms of particular spices 

as well as some fresh fruits and vegetables.  For example the mother from Chad could not 

always find fresh Okra and had to use frozen.   An additional consideration for Muslim 

women is Islamic dietary restrictions.  Most do not eat pork and or drink alcohol but there 

are a variety of interpretations of what foods are considered halal.  The women from the 

African group are an example of Muslim religious diversity within one ethnic origins 

group.  The mother from Chad said that all food is halal as long as she recites a prayer to 

Allah before she eats.  She explained that the prayer is a request for blessing on the food 

and to prevent evil from entering her body.  Thus she felt fine buying something to eat at 

the mall food court.  This explanation of halal, or others like it, is similar to that of other 

women in the sample.   

 In contrast, the mother from Somalia defines halal in a different way.  When 

asked about her plans in terms of employment, her daughter translates: 

 Translator: She said that she would like to get a job but she doesn’t speak English.  

And besides here we can’t get jobs because most of the stores and the places to 

work at, the restaurants and grocery stores, those stores they sell pork and beer 

and alcohol and stuff  like that so we’re not allowed to work there.  She said, if 

you can get a store where they sell clothes and accessories, she would work there.  

But she doesn’t speak English, that’s a problem.  And most of the stores here, 

they sell pork and alcohol.  

 

 Cathy:  So once your English though, is better, you think you might like to work 

in a clothing store or a store that doesn’t sell food? 
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 Translator: Yes she would like to work there.  The others are not halal (Muslim 

#21). 

 

Some women in the study have a stricter definition of halal than the mother from Chad 

but not the same as this one from the Somali mother.  Most women speak about halal in 

terms of being able to purchase meat that has been slaughtered according to Islamic 

custom.  In cities in which the research took place there are grocery stores owned by 

Muslims that sell only meat that is halal according to this definition.  Likewise, the 

women spoke of restaurants run by Muslims where they can choose to order a variety of 

meals, all of which are halal.  But in other cases Muslim women purchase halal meat 

from larger grocery chains where there is also non-halal meat and they speak of eating 

out at restaurants and only ordering vegetarian meals.  This is an indication that Muslim 

women’s practices of halal are diverse.  The Somali mother is the only Muslim woman in 

the study whose definition of halal prevents her from pursuing certain employment 

opportunities.  It is possible that other Muslim women in the study share this definition 

which restricts their participation in the public social sphere. 

7.2.5 East/Southeast Asian Muslim Women 

 Two Muslim women in the study have East/Southeast Asian ethnic origins, one 

from Malaysia and the other from Indonesia.  Overall the women in the study are diverse 

in terms of their ages and the particular stage of their life course.  The two women from 

East/Southeast Asian ethnic origins are both in their early twenties and university 

students.  This narrowness in terms of age and stage of life in this group provides a 

window into how some Muslim women from a younger generation with relatively 

newfound independence use Maritime religious social networks for support.  They utilize 

the social capital public they have developed in their families and countries of origin to 
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access social networks in a new social context.  These two women are also examples of a 

new generation of global citizens.  A particular intersection of gender, ethnicity and class 

provides them with the opportunity to study as international students in a Western context 

- something they both eagerly chose and work to make the most of. 

Religious social networks 

 Both of the East/Southeast Asian Muslim women grew up in contexts in which 

Muslim social capital was valued.  Indonesia and Malaysia are countries in which the 

majority of the population is Muslim.  Public institutions there are sympathetic to the 

needs and practices of Muslims just as in Canada people who work in government, 

education and health care systems have a basic understanding of Christian worldviews 

and fundamental practices.  Indonesia upholds the principle of religious freedom while 

the status of Malaysia as an Islamic state is contested.  At the very least, Islam enjoys 

state support over other religions in Malaysia.   

 Before coming to Canada to study, the Malaysian woman’s religious formation 

took place both within her family and in public school. 

 Cathy: Ok. So you said you are Muslim. So explain a little bit to me… tell me 

about your upbringing as a Muslim? Would you say your family is quite 

religious? 

 

 Participant: My family is quite in the middle. I live in the city. So we are more 

open so I  know MTV and stuff. If I'm a really good Muslim I will take care of 

what I watch. We practically go…. we are not really that religious but hold strong 

to it.   

 

 Cathy: So say for example, you celebrate Ramadan and you celebrate… 

 

 Participant: We fast and do all the things that are obligatory. We fast at Ramadan, 

pray 5 times a day. So what I mean by not 'really religious' is you know, not really 

like… some people are so obsessed… but we go to the mosque and stuff. The 

boys need to go to the mosque every Friday, like how people here go to church 

every Sunday. Yeah, just normal.  We live in the city so we are more open to the 
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world.  

 

 Cathy: Yeah. And this is not judging how religious you are, this is just explaining, 

because I know that people are all on a big spectrum. So when you were raised 

were there classes you had to go to learn about the Qur'an or being a Muslim? 

 

 Participant: From our primary school we had one course that was for religions. So 

the  Muslims we have the Muslim course, just how to read the Arabic words. 

Because we don't know Arabic, we read the translations unless we take the Arabic 

course. But generally at the government school they just taught us how to read 

and stuff. So during the religion class we will separate… the Muslims go to one 

class and then the non-Muslims will go to another class so they just learn the best 

in terms of what is good attitude, but they don't basically learn anything religious, 

but just the good kind conduct basics, yeah (Muslim #12).  

 

She insists that her family is not “really that religious” but explains that over the years 

she has become more conscious of her personal responsibility for her religious practice.  

For example, she identifies going to boarding school at age thirteen as the time she 

became more religious because she was required to wear the hijab.  At home in Malaysia 

her parents would remind her to pray.  In school coursework and the dress code would 

guide her in thinking about the teachings of Islam.  At university in Canada she 

appreciates the support she gets from other Malaysian students in order to live her 

religion on a daily basis. They get together to pray at home and chat online through 

Facebook. She also participates in culturally sensitive recreational activities on campus.   

 Cathy: I have heard that some Muslim women wanted a special time to swim.  

 

 Participant: We had that last year, from 8-10.  

 

 Cathy: And what would you do there? 

 

 Participant: It’s just the girls. In Malaysia sometimes you can make it separate, 

certain hours for girls and then boys. So sometimes the girls want to swim with 

children and stuff so the Muslim Society [on campus] requested a special night 

for girls. So sometimes I don't bring trunks, if I want to swim we don't have to 

wear a swimsuit or cover everything. But there is this suit made for when you 

mingle (Muslim #12).  
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This student is aware that as a member of a religious and culturally minority on campus 

the choice is hers about how she expresses her identity.  When asked if she thinks she has 

become more religious as a result of studying abroad, the following dialogue takes place: 

 Participant: I'm not sure, kind of. I think if I am really sure I practically really 

change, like start learning about the religion, a year before I came here. So during 

the preparatory [for international study] I met friends who were religious and they 

kind of asked me to join them and before I was skeptical about the religion. And 

so they helped me learn more about it.  

 

 Cathy: So this started before you even came? 

 

 Participant: Yeah.  

 

 Cathy:  Ok, good . . . what . . . 

 

 Participant: But it’s true in some cases because . . . why do people who go abroad 

they are stronger in their faith than those who stay at home? So I guess that’s the 

reason because  they see the world, because they try to find out their identity in the 

community. So that’s why they become religious because they actually learn 

through research and stuff (Muslim #12).  

 

She has participated in Eid al-Fitr celebrations in the city which mark the end of 

Ramadan but she prefers to be with her family during this festive time if possible.  This 

young adult relies on private and public religious social networks among Muslim 

university students to support her in living her faith.  

 The woman from Indonesia does not have a cohort of international peers from her 

country of origin at the university where she studies.  Like most Muslim women in the 

study, she did not go to the mosque on a regular basis before coming to Canada but her 

parents encouraged her to get connected with other Muslims through the local mosque.  

She says, “As much as I can I go to the mosque, especially during Ramadan.  And every 

Friday I try, if I don’t have any classes or anything, because I just miss the sermons and 

stuff.  You know, I don’t get that a lot so I go every Friday even though I’m not required 
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to participate” (Muslim #18).  Like her East/Southeast Asian counterpart, she too is in a 

process of choosing which religious practices to manifest in her daily living.   

 Cathy:  I’m just trying to pick up on some of the things you’ve mentioned.  Your 

parents gave you the option of whether to wear the hijab or not.  So you’ve 

chosen in Canada to not wear it.  Did you ever choose to wear it?   

 

 Participant:  Actually because I came to Canada, I’ve been thinking for the past 

two or  three years that I want to start but it’s hard for me because I was always 

more of the rebel.  My parents were always pissed off at me because of the way I 

dressed so I’m starting to cover up little by little.  Not wearing shorts that are too 

short and at least everything to my knees.   

 

 Cathy:  Why is that changing for you? 

 

 Participant:  I just feel, when I came here, I don’t know, I’m not forced into 

praying or anything but it’s already a part of my life that I can’t let go of.  And . . . 

I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s stronger when you’re not forced, you 

know?  You want to do it because of God and not because your parents are going 

to be angry at you.  So that’s why I like it – it’s my own will and not because my 

parents are like, “Oh . . . !” (Muslim #18). 

 

Without a cohort of Indonesian Muslim students readily available to her, she finds 

support in making her religious choices from other religious students she knows, most of 

whom are also international students.  She explains: 

 I have a friend who is sort of Jewish, but not really, and friends from the Catholic 

church  who are Ethiopians and all from other countries but not Canada, who are 

like really strongly into their beliefs and that inspired me to be even stronger in 

my belief.  And we remind each other like, “Hey you have to go to church 

tomorrow.”  And they remind me, like “You have to fast.”  And sometimes they 

even stay up with me throughout Ramadan and eat with me in the middle of the 

night.  But as for my Canadian peers, I don’t see that they have a strong belief in 

anything.  I don’t understand how they do that because I’ve never had anything 

like that.  And then I see that they just do whatever they want.  They drink every 

day and party and stuff. I don’t know, not all of them, but a lot of them, especially 

freshmen.  When we came here with a scholarship, working so hard since high 

school, all into classes and stuff, and then we see our peers partying every day and 

I just, “Don’t you see what your parents have been working hard to bring you 

up?” And this  student loan money is not for drinking – it’s for school.  I don’t 

know, it just puts my values back to me and saying, why did I want to do this 

when I see it first hand?  I don’t want to do it anymore.  I did go to parties and 

stuff in my second year, as soon as I turned nineteen basically (laughs). But this 
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year, I don’t go to bars anymore and anything like that and I try to cover up and 

stuff too (Muslim #18). 

 

The Indonesian woman differentiates herself from many of her Canadian-born peers in 

terms of her lifestyle but admits that she has tried aspects of Western university culture.  

She build bonding and bridging social capital through access to informal networks among 

religious international students and the public religious network at the city’s mosque 

community.   

Education social networks 

 Both of these East/Southeast Asian Muslim women are examples of what it means 

to be global citizens.  Post-secondary educational institutions in particular foster the 

development of global consciousness through programs which enable students to study 

abroad. The Malaysian woman passed state exams in order to qualify for a scholarship to 

study at a Western university and then spent a year preparing for the experience.  It is her 

first time living outside of Malaysia but something that will likely alter her for the rest of 

her life.  She feels she is gaining self-confidence.  She and her Malaysian peers are also 

likely having an impact on their Canadian-born classmates.   

 Studying in Canada is not the first time the woman from Indonesia has lived 

abroad.  The daughter of a diplomat, when asked in what countries she has lived she 

replies: 

 Participant:  When I was nine months old my dad had his first post in Afghanistan 

during  the Taliban war and everything.  So we had to go to India for a bit, for six 

months, I think we lived there because of the war.  Then we went back home and 

then went to Vietnam  for two years.  Then went back home and then we were 

sent to Iran for four years.  And then went back home and then we were sent to 

Yemen and then from Yemen to Uzbekistan and then now I’m here. 

 

 Cathy:  And is your father posted here in Canada? 
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 Participant:  No he’s at home right now. 

 

 Cathy:  O.K. so what were your reasons for choosing to come to Canada? 

 

 Participant:  I wanted to do journalism somewhere far from home.  I didn’t want 

to go to Australia or Malaysia, places where I’m going to find Indonesians 

because I wanted to learn more about other cultures and stuff.  So I chose 

somewhere far and I’ve never gone to – North America is one part of the world 

where I’ve never gone to and I’ve always wanted to come.  So I got a scholarship 

here and voila (Muslim #18). 

 

She was raised a globe trotter and made her choice of university because she is 

comfortable with diversity, in fact she was seeking further multicultural experiences.   

 Both of the East/Southeast Asian women indicate that they talk to Canadians 

about being Muslims.  They want to dispel myths and stereotypes.  The Indonesian 

student explains some ways that she does this: 

 Participant: I do write for the [student newspaper] sometimes, they always send 

me especially when there’s stories about international stuff, like the Middle East 

especially.  That’s my favourite area – I actually wanted to go back to the Middle 

East and work  there.  That was my dream job, was to work for Al Jazeera.  Those 

are the kinds of the things that I do, like know people from the Muslim 

community because of the stories that I write about them.   

 

 Cathy:  So that’s kind of given you an in, a window into the community? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, and I like to write about the Muslim community here in my 

journalism classes [at university] or like do a tv story about them and something 

because not a lot of people know about us so it’s nice to share at least (Muslim 

#18). 

 

There is a sizeable population of international students of East/Southeast Asian ethnic 

origins at universities in the Maritimes.  The density of this visible minority group on 

most campuses at least provides strength in numbers.  Muslims are a religious minority 

within this visible minority.  Certainly East/Southeast Asian Muslim women who wear 

the hijab are an even smaller proportion of this ethnic origins group.  This choice marks 

them as a very visible minority.  It takes courage, self-confidence and social support 
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networks for young adult women to live their religion in this context.  In choosing this 

path they are increasing the awareness of diverse intersections of gender, ethnicity and 

class among the population in post-secondary education in the region. 

7.2.6 South American Muslim Woman 

 There is only one woman with South American ethnic origins.  Not only is she 

unique in the research sample in terms of ethnicity but she also grew up as part of a 

Muslim minority in a Christian majority context.  All of the other Muslim women in the 

research formed their religious identities in contexts where they were part of a religious 

majority.  She is part of the third generation of a Muslim immigrant family (Muslim 

#6).
10

  She said that as a teenager she became resentful of her religion because it made 

her different from her peers but that she learned more about her faith as she matured.  

Working as a social service professional in her thirties she started asking a lot of 

questions.  She loved what she learned and realized that Islam was much more beautiful 

than she had previously imagined.  She developed pride in her religious heritage and this 

helped her to extend her faith roots as well as her branches.  After 9/11 there were many 

public acts of discrimination and violence against Muslims in her home country and she 

felt compelled to do something about the injustice.  She believed that she could be a 

source of information about Islam to others and decided to begin wearing the hijab.   

 This decision had consequences for her personal and professional life.  People 

would stare at her in public and many would stop her on the street to ask questions.  

Contracts in her field of expertise slowed to a trickle.  The only place she could find 

steady work was at a mosque.  She describes the urban mosque where she worked as 

                                                 
10

 This participant requested that her interview not be recorded.  Evidence is drawn from the notes taken 

during our conversation which lasted approximately two hours. 
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relatively new and located in a neighbourhood where the residents belonged to a variety 

of faith groups – Christians, Jews and Muslims.  She worked with staff at the mosque to 

organize inter-faith activities and outreach programs that served all neigbourhood 

religious groups.  Her lived practice of Islam involved creative approaches to fostering 

social cohesion amidst religious diversity and she exercised religious leadership.  She 

assumed that these experiences of Muslim solidarity in the face of public discrimination 

were normative for those living in religious minority contexts and was looking forward to 

immigrating to Canada.  She tried to maintain connections with Muslims from the 

mosque in her country of origin via an online group that she created.   

 In the Maritimes she was married to a leader in a local mosque and thus had 

access to information about the context and its history that other Muslim immigrant 

women in the study likely did not have.  Her early experiences at the mosque were not 

positive.  She found the community divided along ethnic and linguistic lines.  At social 

gatherings, women would be speaking in their native languages which she and other 

Canadian-born Muslim women did not understand.  When she asked if they could speak 

in English, a second language they all shared, they refused.  While she was used to the 

fact that the prayer space in mosques are gender segregated, she was surprised to find that 

social spaces were too.  She said that in her home country she would greet all Muslims by 

saying, “Salam” but here only the women would say “Salam Sister” and the men would 

not speak to her.  They would only greet other men.  She found this rude and 

disrespectful.  She believes that the hijab is more than just a veil or clothing.  The hijab 

allows women and men to interact honourably in public.  The focus is not just on women 
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veiling to protect their honour but it is also up to the men to behave honourably toward 

women.   

 There is much that this woman could have contributed to the local mosque 

community given her prior experiences of leadership and outreach to women in a Muslim 

minority context.  This did not happen because her Canadian-born husband was abusive.  

The violence that began in her home shortly after her arrival in the Maritimes undermined 

her confidence.  He was her primary connection to other Muslims in the city and one of 

the strategies she used to try to keep the peace was not to say or do anything in public 

that might upset her husband.  Because she was on a visitor’s visa she could not work and 

was financially dependent on her husband.  They lived in the suburbs and she relied on 

him for transportation. With her first pregnancy, the violence escalated and she disclosed 

the abuse to another Muslim woman.  The woman told her that the violence would stop if 

she obeyed her husband.  After this she no longer looked to the Muslim community for 

support and eventually sought safety at a local shelter fearing for her life and those of her 

young children.  Throughout the years of isolation and violence, this woman says that she 

relied on her personal religious practices, particularly prayer.  As a survivor of domestic 

violence, she believes that her faith grew stronger.   

 This woman’s story is an example of the intersection of gender, ethnicity and 

class in the Maritimes is not necessarily “better” than in other countries.  Multiple factors 

in each context shape relationships between women and men, including economic, 

employment, public social services, the criminal justice system, religion, and ethnicity.   
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7.2.7 Comparison of Muslim Ethnic Origins Groups 

 Ethnic origins do influence Muslim immigrant women’s experiences of settlement 

and access to social networks in the Maritimes.  The analysis indicates both similarities 

among ethnic origins groups as well as differences.  One thing that most of the Muslim 

ethnic origins groups have in common is diversity between the women within each group.  

Diversity is a hallmark among Muslim women who have settled here within the past 

decade.  This diversity is manifest in terms of a number of countries of origin, class 

differences, linguistic variety and religious practices.  Class differences exist in the 

women’s countries of origin and are recreated or exacerbated through the migration and 

settlement process.  The Maritime context is also socially stratified.  Muslim immigrant 

women in the sample speak many different languages.  Even those from the same country 

like Pakistan, for example, speak either Urdu or Pashto or other regional languages in 

addition to English.  Differences in the women’s lived religion are due to interpretations 

of some of the so-called five pillars of Islam (how many times to pray daily or how to 

give alms), but are more prevalent in relation to day to day concerns around food, 

clothing, and the extent of social interaction with men.  It is in these types of religious 

differences that the influence of ethnicity or localized practice is strongest.  This is 

important since the heart of Islam for most women is private rather than public.  They are 

most intimately familiar with Islam as it is lived in their homes.  In their country of 

origin, home based practices include extended family and friendship networks and are 

influenced by the structuring of gender which emphasizes collective action for women.  

In the Maritimes, immigrant families are reduced to nuclear units and in the attempt to 



194 

 

widen the circle to include others who at least share ethnic origins, country of origin 

differences between women become apparent.     

 Another similarity among Muslim ethnic origins groups is that all of the women 

are dealing with at least two different intersections of gender – that which influences the 

construction of gender roles in their countries of origin and that which they encounter in 

Canadian society.  In both of these contexts, gender roles are not static.  In each context 

gender values and inequalities differ in degree.  The women’s lives involve negotiations 

between these differing constructions of gender because they are not simply leaving one 

context and settling into another.  Through travel and communication, many Muslim 

women maintain transnational ties with their families. This means that they have to “do 

gender” in two different contexts on a regular basis.  For example, in many countries of 

origin represented in the sample, the women have less access to the public sphere than 

they do in Canada.  In cities in the Maritimes they can drive their own cars, go grocery 

shopping, meet with Muslim and non-Muslim women in restaurants or cafés, and have a 

part-time job in a service industry without experiencing social marginalization.  They 

become accustomed to this lifestyle and the skills they learn interacting in the public 

sphere build their self-confidence.  Yet when they return to their countries of origin, they 

cannot live this way.  In some circumstances it is illegal and in others doing so would 

bring dishonor to their families.   

 A third similarity between the Muslim ethnic origins groups is that they share 

collective values.  The needs of the individual are secondary to the needs of the group.  

This is in contrast to Canadian culture in which individualism is valued over collectivism.  

Collective values are apparent in the women’s desire to celebrate religious festivals, such 
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as Ramadan, with people who share their nationality, when it is not possible to celebrate 

them with extended family networks in the country of origin.  They also arise through 

providing assistance to newcomer families who share their ethnic origins.   

 The South Asian and West Asian ethnic origins groups are different from the 

others particularly in terms of their ability to utilize public social networks.  In some 

mosques in New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island, South Asian women exercise 

leadership in religious social networks that serve diverse Muslim communities.  These 

networks were created by families from Pakistan who were among the first Muslims to 

settle in the region.  Through these networks South Asian women come into contact with 

Muslim women from a wide range of ethnic origins and provide support to newcomer 

families.  Pakistani women’s leadership in these networks enables newcomers from 

Pakistan to feel comfortable participating in a religious social network despite the fact 

that public religious participation was not part of their lived religion before immigration.  

Muslim women from Pakistan are also able to negotiate public social service networks in 

ways that respect their ethnic and religious values.  In these ways, South Asian Muslim 

women develop the social capital needed to build bridges among women of diverse 

ethnic origins in their mosques as well as the self-confidence needed to sensitize non-

Muslims who serve them through public social service networks. 

 West Asian Muslim women, specifically those from Iran, tend to utilize public 

cultural social networks in order to create bonds with other immigrants from Iran. Their 

experiences of social stress due to the form of the Islamic state in Iran have led them to 

distinguish between religion and culture.  Cultural associations created by Iranians bridge 

religious differences among Iranian immigrants by emphasizing national origins.  
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Women exercise leadership in Persian cultural social networks helping to support other 

Iranian women and organize regular gatherings that are seasonal rather than religious 

celebrations.  Iranians are the only Muslim ethnic origins group to have formal cultural 

associations in the Maritimes.  These are part of multicultural networks and thus help to 

Iranians to build bridges with people of different cultural backgrounds regardless of 

religious affiliations.     

7.2.8 Summary: Strengths and Vulnerabilities of Muslim Immigrant Women 

 The lived religion of Muslim immigrant women is primarily focused on personal 

practices.  These can take place in the home and do not require Muslim women to take 

part in public religious institutions.  This means that women’s religious practices are not 

dependent on religious leaders or the size of local groups for the creation of infrastructure 

and can be considered a strength.  The lived religion of Muslim immigrant women is 

portable – they take their personal practices with them wherever they go, even to places 

like the Maritimes where Muslims are a religious and ethnic minority.  Personal religious 

practices are a resource that individual Muslim women draw upon to face the challenges 

involved in the settlement process.  The study shows that the personal religious practices 

of Muslim women have elements that are shared by all Muslims (dietary restrictions, for 

example) but there are also a variety of interpretations of these practices, largely a result 

of differences in the women’s countries of origin.  This is an indication that as a religion, 

Islam has been creatively adapted to a variety of cultural contexts.  This is also the case in 

the Maritimes as immigrant women adapt Islamic practices to the conditions of their new 

home.   
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 Many of the women indicate that as a result of immigrating to Canada, they have 

become more self-confident.  They take greater responsibility for their personal religious 

practices because they are no longer part of a Muslim majority society.  They feel that 

they have to be a good example of Islam for their children and for non-Muslims.  

Questions from children and non-Muslims lead them to reflect more about their religious 

and cultural practices.  Additionally, Muslim women have greater access to the public 

sphere in Canada.  They have the opportunity to learn new skills and gain independence.  

This also contributes to growth in self-confidence and social capital.  The type of 

independence that Muslim women learn is both normative for Maritime society and 

supported by their husbands or fathers to some extent.   

 Being Muslim in Canada has both religious and ethnic elements and the two are 

closely intertwined.  The relatively small number of Muslims in Maritime cities has led 

different groups to capitalize on different aspects of their Muslim identities in order to 

create social support networks.  Pakistani women have created religious social networks 

that enable them to build bridges between Muslims of diverse ethnic backgrounds.  In 

contrast, Iranian women are part of cultural social networks that enable them to build 

bridges between Iranians from different religious groups.  Both of these networks enable 

Muslim women to create the kinds of social capital that assists them in accessing public 

social support networks in ways that engender respect for their cultural particularities.   

 The private nature of Muslim women’s lived religious practices is also a source of 

their vulnerability in Maritime society.  There is nothing that compels Muslim women to 

participate in public religious social networks, so the potential for social isolation is high.  

If an immigrant woman arrives in a city where Muslim women do not actively reach out 
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to newcomers, it may take time for her to realize that in this new context religion works 

differently.  Islam in Canada includes a social component for women precisely because of 

the need for public networks of support.  Such religious networks provide women with 

information and assurance needed in living their religion in a minority context.  Women 

need to know that they are not alone in their efforts to choose religious practices.  They 

need to talk to other women about the challenges they face whether these include 

problems finding halal meat or ensuring that the money they give to charity actually 

reaches its intended recipients.  Muslim women can speak to each other about the ways 

that they creatively adapt religious and cultural practices, learning that all Muslims must 

do this to some extent.   

 Muslim immigrant women’s vulnerability to isolation is heightened if the men in 

a woman’s family prevent her from participating in the public sphere.  While Muslim 

women have the opportunity to participate in the public sphere in the Maritimes without 

legal prohibitions that does not mean that every Muslim woman does.  Not every local-

born woman does.  The structures of gender put greater responsibility for parenting and 

care work within the home on women’s shoulders.  These structures, combined with 

traditional Muslim religious expectations, enable greater access for Muslim men to the 

public sphere, social networks and more opportunities for building social capital.  Muslim 

women’s isolation in the home can prevent them from interacting with other women and 

getting social support thus increasing their isolation.  They cannot access language 

classes and it is difficult for them to develop friendships.  Women’s social isolation can 

contribute to the development of physical and mental health problems when they are 

unable to access social services for help.   
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 The social isolation of individuals or groups of Muslim immigrant women in 

Maritime society, whether a deliberate strategy on the part of their male relatives or a 

result of the lack of outreach from the wider Muslim community, means that some 

Muslim women are extremely vulnerable in the face of public and private abuse.  Hijab 

wearing Muslim women are a very visible minority and have become the target of 

irrational Western fears about terrorism.  Proposed laws preventing the wearing of the 

hijab in public institutions convey a message that there is something wrong about this 

practice and gives license to those without any knowledge of Islam or Muslim women to 

discriminate.  Such laws are discriminatory and they encourage discrimination of 

Muslims by the general population.  Hijab wearing Muslim women need the support of 

one another, as well as that of other Muslims in the face of public abuse.  Socially 

isolated Muslim women, whether or not they wear a hijab in public, do not have 

information or access to community support or public services in the aftermath of family 

violence.  In fact, they may not even know that they are being abused and that this is a 

crime in Canada.   

7.3 Christian Ethnic Origins Groups 

 Fifty-eight Christian immigrant women participated in the research.  The 

following sections will present the findings concerning their access to and participation in 

social networks according to ethnic origins.  Before turning to the findings the story of 

Nimfa,
11

 a typical Filipina, will highlight some common themes found throughout the 

Christian sample. 

                                                 
11

 The name is a pseudonym and the story is based on parts of several stories of Filipina women shared 

during the data collection.  Nimfa’s story portrays an ideal type. 
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 Nimfa carefully sips a hot cup of Tim Horton’s coffee and enjoys the feeling of 

being off of her feet for a few minutes.  It isn’t long before her phone vibrates – without 

taking it out of her pocket she wonders who is trying to message her now.  It could be 

Rachel, the woman that employs her as a nanny for three school-age children.  Or maybe 

it is one of her own two sons who live with her sister in the Philippines.  It is likely 

Maleah reminding her to bring her costume for the dress rehearsal tonight.  Whoever it 

is, they will have to wait until she’s finished her coffee.   

 Nimfa came to Canada five years ago as a live-in caregiver.  Before that she had 

been a domestic worker in Kuwait but left there when she got a two year contract 

working for a couple of lawyers in New Brunswick with a newborn baby.  Despite having 

to move half-way around the world, Nimfa was happy to sign a contract that limited her 

work day to eight hours and included time off despite slightly lower wages.  After her 

husband died she had been desperate for work abroad in order to keep their kids in 

private school and was willing to take almost anything but after a few years she was able 

to be more selective.  She’d heard from a cousin in Toronto that working conditions were 

better in Canada and that there were lots of Filipinos here.   

 Nimfa is thankful to have found work with Rachel’s family after she finished with 

the lawyers and got an open work permit.  Rachel’s children are in school during the day 

which frees Nimfa up to do other things.  She started going to the noon hour mass at the 

Catholic church in her neighourhood.  Rachel introduced her to some ladies at the local 

Baptist church who were looking for help with a refugee family that the church has 

sponsored.  Nimfa knows all about what it’s like to make do with very little so she offered 

to take them grocery shopping.  She showed them how to navigate the city transit system 
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and went with them to the best stores to buy fresh fruits and vegetables on a limited 

income.  Nimfa also got a part-time job cleaning the manse.  She doesn’t have many 

hours there but she got a lead from Maleah about cleaning work at a hotel.  She’ll talk to 

some of the Filipinas that work there about it at rehearsal tonight. 

 Maleah seems to know everything.  She and her husband Roland have been in 

New Brunswick almost ten years and have helped many Filipinas get settled.  They run a 

small grocery store that specializes in Asian foods to serve the growing immigrant 

population in the city.  That’s where Nimfa met Maleah.  Maleah has persuaded Nimfa to 

take part in the special dance performance that members of the Filipino Cultural 

Association are preparing for the upcoming Multicultural festival, even though she’s not 

very good.  Nimfa’s oldest son would be a big help to the group because he’s an excellent 

dancer.  She takes out her phone and scrolls through the pictures of the boys that her 

sister posted on Facebook last night.  They are growing up so fast.  It will only be about 

six more months until Nimfa can save enough money to purchase their flights to Canada.   

 The cell phone vibrates again and Nimfa sees that it’s Rachel reminding her that 

one of the kids has to be picked up after volleyball practice today.  If she moves quickly, 

Nimfa figures that she can pick up the dry cleaning before catching the next bus.   

 Like Nimfa, East/Southeast Asian Christian women are at the forefront of a recent 

wave of migration to the Maritimes.  Nimfa and her Filipina sisters are coming for 

employment opportunities.  Many Korean women come in order for their children to get 

an education in the public school system.   The face of public religion in the Maritimes, 

known to play a more important role among the region’s Christian population than 
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elsewhere in the country, is becoming more diverse.  Evangelical Protestant churches in 

particular are reaching out in practical ways to all new immigrant groups.  Cultural social 

networks are expanding as well.  Cultural associations enable new immigrants to 

celebrate traditions from different countries of origin and provide Canadian-born citizens 

with opportunities to learn more about their new neighbours.   These associations also 

help to connect newcomers with those who share their ethnic origins and native 

languages in the region.  This a potentially important source of support for immigrant 

women who, unlike Nimfa and her East/Southeast Asian peers, are not part of a large 

group of people with the same ethnic origins but are seeking to make new friends.  These 

themes will be further explained as they appear in the stories of the Christian immigrant 

women from the five different ethnic origins groups in New Brunswick who took part in 

the study.   

7.3.1 East/Southeast Asian Christian Women 

 Fifty Christian immigrant women share East/Southeast Asian ethnic origins.  The 

number of women corresponding to each different country of origin is displayed in Table 

7.0. 

Country of origin N 

Philippines 29 

South Korea 16 

Vietnam 3 

China 2 

 

Table 7.0 East/Southeast Asian Christians’ countries of origin 

 

East/Southeast Asian Christian women are characterized by differing intersections of 

gender, ethnicity and class as well as religious diversity.  Class differences are revealed 

depending on whether the women have come to New Brunswick for reasons of 
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employment or whether they are here for educational opportunities for their children.  

Religious diversity among East/Southeast Asians is shaped by denominational structures.  

Religion and cultural social networks are closely interdependent for most ethnic origins 

groups.    

Employment social networks 

 Class differences among East/Southeast Asians are most apparent between the 

women from South Korea who, for the most part are not looking for work, and all the 

other women who are here for employment.  Immigrant women from each country of 

origin in the East/Southeast Asian ethnic origins group are either employed in New 

Brunswick or actively seeking employment.  They came to Canada dissatisfied with their 

social position in their countries of origin.  The women are attracted to the employment 

and lifestyle opportunities presented to them by immigrant recruitment undertaken by the 

province.   

 Three focus groups were conducted with Filipinas who entered New Brunswick 

on the temporary foreign worker or live-in care giver programs.  For many of them, this 

is not their first time working outside of the Philippines and all of them come with high 

levels of English proficiency.  Filipinas in the study have experience working in Taiwan, 

Brunei, Bahrain, Kuwait and Qatar.  They work abroad in order to financially support 

family members in the Philippines, including aging parents and young children.  All of 

the women have college educations but are not able to earn enough money to meet the 

needs of their families working in the Philippines. Many Filipinas come to New 

Brunswick because they have guaranteed jobs with accommodations as well as 

government regulated wages and working conditions. One of the discussions includes 
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fifteen women who work at a food processing plant in a remote area of the province.  The 

women explain about their reasons for coming to work there. 

 Participant #3:  We came from Taiwan.  Half of us came from Taiwan. 

 

 Cathy:  And what were you doing in Taiwan? 

 

 Participant #4:  Three of them did not come from Taiwan, they came from the 

Philippines.  And the rest came from Taiwan. 

 

 Cathy:  And what were you doing in Taiwan? 

 

 Participant #4:  Factory work - electronics. 

 

 Cathy:  So the work here is in a [food] processing plant, so the work here is very 

different? 

 

 Many participant voices:  Yes.   

 

 Cathy:  In what ways is it different? 

 

 Participant #3:  The environment. 

 

 Participant #4:  Especially the hours, the hours that we work, because in Taiwan 

we work for long hours. 

 

 Participant #5:  There’s no day off in Taiwan. 

 

 Participant #4:  And sometimes they give us – at the beginning, just Sunday and a 

half day.  So in one week we have six days and a half to work and a half day of 

rest.  It’s really hard. 

 

 Cathy:  And here you don’t have many hours?   

 

 Participant #3:  Not much.  Just enough. 

 

 Cathy:  Just enough?   

 

 Participant #3:  Yes, just enough compared to what we worked in Taiwan because 

way back in Taiwan, for one month we only had one day off and some others just 

have two or three days off sometimes.   

 

 Participant #6:  We earn double. 

 

 Participant #7:  Double here. 
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 Participant #3:  And we work back in Taiwan sometimes for 16 hours – and here 

we have just enough - just work 11 or 12 hours – that’s the longest hours we have. 

 

 Cathy:  Here? 

 

 Participant #3:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  And do you get days off here? 

 

 Many participants:  Yes! 

 

 Participant #3:  One day. 

 

 Cathy:  One day a week? 

 

 Participant #3:   Yes, when we have big season. 

 

 Many participants: Big season! 

 

 Participant #3: But when we have this kind of low season, we have usually two 

days off. 

 

 Cathy:  Two days off on low season? 

 

 Participant #3:  Two or three days. 

 

 Many participants:  Four – sometimes! 

 

 Participant #7:  Low season - I think it’s five (laughter from the others). 

 

 Participant #3:  In the low season we did not pay for the rent. 

 

 Cathy:  So they [company owners] provide housing? 

 

 Many participants: Yes, for now, for now in low season. 

 

 Cathy:  Because it’s low season and then in high season you’ll have to pay rent? 

 

 Many participants:  Yes, that’s right. 

 

 Participant #6:  It’s a big help. 

 

 Cathy:  Ok, it’s a big help, but the wages here are better than they are in Taiwan? 

 

 Many participants:  Yes, double. 
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 Cathy:  What about your trip here? 

 

 Participant #5:  They pay for it. 

 

 Cathy:  Did they pay for it?   

 

 Many participants:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  And do you have to pay that back? 

 

 Many participants:  No (Focus Group #2). 

 

The Filipinas appreciate the labour regulations in New Brunswick even though the work 

is seasonal.  During the “big season” they take advantage of the opportunity to work extra 

shifts.  Likewise, some live-in caregivers take on a second low wage job during the day 

while the children they care for are in school so that they can earn more money to send to 

loved ones back in the Philippines. 

 Filipinas working as live-in caregivers or temporary foreign workers in local 

industries come to the province with time-limited work permits but are eligible to apply 

for permanent resident status as well as further work permits after arrival.  Many want to 

settle in Canada because of the social security life here offers in comparison to the 

Philippines.  Some of them hope to eventually sponsor other members of their families to 

join them.  Most of the Filipinas in New Brunswick develop emotional bonds with one 

another because of their national origins.  They love their homeland yet they share a 

common quest to support their families in the face of economic and social instability 

there.  One woman describes the bond she has with the others: “We are getting strength 

now from each other.  So, like we always go together.  We just have to be one family 

maybe here, although different characteristics or whatever, but we still meet in one thing 

that is like common to us.  That’s it.” (Participant #1, Focus Group #1) Filipinas utilize 
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low-cost communication technologies such as computers and mobile phones to quickly 

share information about employment opportunities and Filipino social gatherings 

throughout the Maritimes.  They live in shared housing and help one another with 

transportation.  This informal social network based on ethnic ties allows them to rapidly 

respond to opportunities that arise in a precarious labour market.   

 The desire for a better and safer future for their families also motivates women 

from other East/Southeast Asian countries to persevere with the challenges presented by 

the Maritime labour market.  Unlike the Filipinas, Vietnamese, Chinese and Korean 

women are more likely to come to Canada through the Provincial Nominee Program 

(PNP) which is open to investors, business entrepreneurs and skilled workers who meet 

specific criteria.   One Korean woman came to New Brunswick with her husband and two 

children via the PNP business program.  It took her several years to begin working.  She 

explains: 

 There was a program by the immigrant department - the mentorship program.  I 

joined the first year and it was really helpful because I was thinking to start a 

business similar to my background because I was a printer programmer and so I 

was looking for that kind of business.  And we met them once a month for I think 

probably 6 months and after spending the time with them I decided to go back to 

school because I realized that was difficult - even those starting a business and the 

printing business area is a little bit different from what I thought.  So after that I 

changed my mind - probably easier to start again even for a short period 

(Christian #9). 

 

She upgraded her computer skills at a private college and eventually got employment as a 

software tester.  Her husband also had to retrain.  She explains, 

 Participant: . . . he spend two years without job so . . .  

 

 Cathy: And does he work in the IT sector too? 
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 Participant: No, he’s now insurance broker.  His major was computer science too 

and he  worked for [a large company] as a sales man for 20 years.  It was hard to 

find a job so he changed his career here and now he’s good (Christian #9). 

 

It took about five years until both she and her husband had finished retraining and found 

permanent employment.  The years being unemployed were a difficult time for her.   

 I was frustrated to get employed because I always worked for all my life and was 

always busy.  I never expected, never imagined I have nothing to do. I didn’t 

think about that I couldn’t get employed for a long time but it was really hard too.  

So when it was after spending two years [unemployed] I was really considering 

going back to Korea but I think I got homesick then but yeah it was really hard, I 

really wanted to come back to my country but anyway (Christian #9). 

 

She had pondered other alternatives to going back to South Korea: “At first I thought that 

I should just stay here and after spending two and three years and I considered to move to 

the other province, Ontario, and other big cities like other people do and we see the city.  

But finally we decide to stay here” (Christian #9).  Reasons that make living in New 

Brunswick cities attractive to many East/Southeast Asian Christians, despite the 

difficulties in finding secure employment, is their small size, clean environment and the 

climate of the education system.  The East/Southeast Asian population is growing and 

this is partly driven by the migration of wealthy South Korean families to the region.   

 Thirteen of the sixteen Korean women in the study are not concerned about 

having paid employment and are caring for their children who are in school.  Their 

husbands work in Korea in order to finance their families.  Most of these mothers are in 

the province through the PNP investor class, an indication that this group of immigrant 

women has access to ample economic resources.  They are well-educated and many of 

them had jobs in Korea.   

 According to the women, the Korean education system is highly competitive, 

requiring students in primary and secondary school to spend long days in the classroom 
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and complete homework late into the night.  There is no time for extra-curricular 

activities or sports.  Students work hard to secure coveted spots at good Korean 

universities.  Bringing their children to New Brunswick is a strategy designed to ensure a 

secure future.  With permanent resident status, a Canadian high school diploma, and 

fluency in English, Korean students can apply to any university in North America.  In a 

focus group discussion Korean women said that whenever they question whether or not 

they made the right decision in immigrating to Canada they remind each other about the 

problems with bullying in Korean schools (Focus Group #4).  A Korean mother of two 

who had been living in the province for five months said through a translator that 

 before she moved to Canada, her son in grade five - his face was bluish.  But now 

her son is very happy and become clear.  Somebody’s daughter, a friend’s mother, 

called her, when she received a call, she always talks about studying – study, 

study, study.  She always talked about studying or the behaviour of the students in 

Korea.  When she listened to those, and the rate of suicide in Korea, especially for 

young students, the number of suicides is very high because of the stress of 

studying.  She feels like, “Ok, my decision was really, really good.  I did well for 

my children” (Christian #12). 

 

Class differences between East/Southeast Asian women in New Brunswick determine in 

part their different reasons for immigration.  Those in the labour force have access to 

public social networks that are not available to others whose main activities center around 

the lives of their children.  East/Southeast Asian immigrant women of all socio-economic 

circumstances participate in public religious and cultural social networks. 

Religious and cultural social networks 

 Christian practices and their associated narratives are a source of strength and 

hope that East/Southeast Asian women draw on during the settlement process.  Their 
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lived religion is both private and public and has diverse forms.  For example, regular 

participation in public worship is important to many Filipinas.   

 Participant #3: In our country we usually we go [to mass] every Sunday, but here, 

in our work, just two times every month.  So it could help us just to serve the 

Lord.  We are just working, working and we don’t give Him the time.   

 

 Cathy:  Because the work is just so busy? 

 

 Participant#3:  It’s quite good that there is even just two times we go to church.  It 

could help us to serve to God and then to Christian, it’s our . . . to go to mass. 

 

 Cathy:  It’s part of your practice? 

 

 Participant #3:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  And it makes you feel? 

 

 Participant #3:  Comfortable. (Focus Group #1) 

 

In a conversation with two Korean Catholics (with a translator who is also Catholic) 

about their religious practices, the women speak about praying with a rosary. 

 Translator:  She brought, she didn’t bring cross but she brought, do you know this 

is a rosary ring? [The participant shows me a ring she is wearing.]   

 

 Cathy:  I’ve never seen that before. 

 

 Translator:  This is a rosary but just one. 

 

 Cathy:  Just one decade? 

 

 Translator:  Yes, one decade.  And she brought this kind of ring, rosary ring and 

rosary long - the five decades. 

 

 Cathy:  The whole rosary beads? 

 

 Translator:  Yes. . . But me, in my case, if I meet any challenges, I usually pray 

the rosary – every day. 

 

 Cathy:  I have never seen a rosary ring before.  That’s the first time I’ve ever seen 

one. 
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 Translator:  Oh, I have a rosary.  [She shows me a bracelet on her wrist.] 

 

 Cathy:  So that’s a rosary bracelet? 

 

 Translator:  Bracelet. 

 

 Cathy:  Oh isn’t that handy? 

 

 Translator:  It’s one decade too. (Christians #11 and #12) 

 

 Of the fifty East/Southeast Asian women in the study, twenty-eight are Catholic, 

twenty-one are Protestant and one is a Jehovah’s Witness.  Differences in religious 

denominations among East/Southeast Asian immigrant women have a strong influence on 

the type of support they have access to from public religious social networks in the 

settlement process.  Evangelical Protestant churches have a strategy for welcoming and 

assisting new immigrants while the response of Catholic churches in the region is less 

systematic. 

 For example, one evangelical Protestant church with large numbers of Korean 

immigrants has developed a strategy to provide spiritual and practical hospitality to 

newcomers.  Three years ago the rapidly growing numbers of Koreans in the city who 

were meeting for faith-sharing in their homes invited a Korean-born pastor and his family 

to join them.  The pastor cultivated a partnership with a local evangelical congregation 

whose Canadian-born pastor shared a commitment to “welcoming the stranger” into the 

church.  The Korean pastor’s wife is an active volunteer with the local multicultural 

organization and works part-time.  She explains:  

 Participant:  Yes, actually my church has a settlement program too.  So we have a 

team, so somebody help with school, yes, visit together the district office and 

register their child.  And somebody - car – they visit cars and show them and they 
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decide how to pay, something like that.   Somebody find out housing.  Yes, 

something like that - individually they can do, they volunteer. 

 

 Cathy:  To help those people get those things? 

 

 Participant:  Yes and Korean is like, not very comfortable with English, you 

know, than the other countries’ people I think.  So church is a very good 

community you know?  And  we help, very important in immigrant society. 

Before they come to Canada, they decide, “Now I can go to church.”   

 

 C:  Oh really? 

 

 Participant:  Yes.  So yesterday and today we had a family, yes, from new landing 

so my husband need to help them today to find a house.  Yes, something like that.  

I can help with counselling, I do counselling for their children’s education.  Yes 

and summer time many people move. 

 

 Cathy:  Really in the summer? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, landing.  So they settle down and they start school in 

September.  So July and August is very active, we help them settle down, yes 

(Community worker #18). 

 

Immigrant women join small Korean faith-sharing groups at Protestant churches that 

meet on a weekly basis as well as Sunday worship services conducted in Korean.  

Women, who had not been Christian prior to arrival or those who were not religiously 

engaged before immigration, become more involved.   

 Participant: I didn’t go to church in Korea.  No reason at that time but here yeah, I 

started  to go to church when I arrived here. 

 

 Cathy: Ok, and so in Korea you didn’t go to church but were you a Christian or 

did you become a Christian when you came here? 

 

 Participant: I become Christian when I came here. I cannot say that I was a 

Christian here  but that time started to go to church. 

 

 Cathy: And why did you start going to church? Did you go because other friends 

or people were going or what made you decide to start going to church here? 

 

 Participant: In my case a little bit different because I had to fax him [her husband] 

in Korea.  But I met the pastor at the airport and he said that he can do on behalf 
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of me so I asked that.  And then went to church again to get it [the paper] back 

and then I was sorry to stop and then go and then meet the people and yeah that’s 

the reason why (Christian #9). 

 

This woman took an Alpha course at her church and joined a bible study group.  In 

evangelical Protestant churches Korean women receive a warm welcome, an 

understanding of their struggles among their immigrant peers, a common religious 

language with which to make sense of their experiences, and a source of strength.   

   Many Korean mothers are alone at the forefront of immigrant households, one 

characteristic they share with many Filipinas.  However, unlike the Filipinas who are 

accustomed to taking the lead in forging new futures in unfamiliar contexts, this is a role 

with which Korean women are not familiar and they adjust to it in a context where they 

do not speak the language.  They struggle with many day-to-day details of life.  One 

woman explains some of the problems she and her friends encounter. 

 It’s just daily lives. We are always facing some kind of challenges in our daily life 

because of the different systems, the different cultures, language barriers.  Like 

you know, for example I got a property tax invoice and I want to pay.  Actually I 

want to make some installment payments but I don’t know how.  I don’t know 

how at first because it’s . . . so I go to the website or something like that and I try 

to find out and call and find out how I can set up my installment.  But many 

women and many new immigrants, because of the language barriers even if they 

want to do something they are just reluctant or just shrink - something like that.  

Or even if I can communicate with the Canadians sometimes I don’t know how I 

express because we are different right?  I couldn’t say something what they want.  

They understand but my expression is not correct so I know when I’m saying 

something I say, “Oh my expression is a little awkward,” but I don’t know . . . 

(Christian #10). 

Not all Korean women in the study experience this kind of outreach to new immigrants 

from religious social networks.  From a conversation with two Korean Catholic women, 

the translator explains:  
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 Hopefully if she needs any help, some group in the Catholic church, Canadian 

society, if newcomers came to church, then they volunteer to welcome and help, 

they offer first to the newcomers.  If the small communities or large communities, 

if the people are there, it would be much, much better.  When she moved to 

Canada, she didn’t have any English  class in the multicultural center and she 

went to the Baptist church.  They offered a class for the beginning level and the 

advanced level. They offered and two of them went to the class before they 

started the class at the multicultural center.  They feel like it’s very  useful and 

they’re very thankful.  She feels like there’s not that kind of system in the 

Catholic church and there’s nobody who says hello to newcomers.  Both of them, 

feel like, “Oh I have a little bit of head pain,” deciding to go to the Protestant 

church or to Catholic church because of their offering for class.  If she didn’t have 

any religious background with the Roman Catholic church, then she would go to 

the Protestant church,  no hesitating and just go and pour her life into the 

Protestant church (Christian #11).   

 

 During the time of data collection there were two East/Southeast Asian priests 

working in the region, one from the Philippines and one from South Korea.  Each was 

appointed to serve a parish where there are numerous immigrants in the congregation.  

Foreign-language masses are celebrated in these parishes on an irregular basis.  The 

priests occasionally travel to other Catholic churches around the region celebrating mass 

in their native tongue for Filipinos and Koreans.  A Vietnamese Catholic describes her 

experiences of going to mass at a church where there is a Canadian-born priest 

administrator: 

 In the first few months, I would like someone to talk to but I didn’t know who. I 

came to the church but just entering the Mass and then everyone just came home, 

that’s it and I’m very sad. When I remember at that time, whenever I came to the 

church I cried, I’m very sad at that time.  I talk to God - maybe all the people 

close their door to me.  But God never - always open the door to me. Maybe 

people do not accept me to be with them but God accept me to be with Him. Have 

a feeling I’m lonely, I’m alone here in the city (Christian #8). 

 One thing that Catholic and Protestant East/Southeast Asians have in common is 

the interdependency of religious and cultural social networks.  Korean, Filipino and 

Chinese immigrants have formal cultural associations in several cities and leaders in 
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these associations are members of local churches.  When asked if she is involved with her 

local cultural association a Chinese participant responds: 

 Yes, currently I serve as the chief secretary at the Chinese cultural association.  

We host some activities year long, like we are hosting, no not hosting, but we are 

participating in the Asian Heritage Month in May.  So there is some Chinese or 

Asian cultural exhibition in the [local] museum at the moment.  And then in June, 

no July 1
st
 we are also part of the Canada Day celebration.  In August we have the 

dragon boat festival. 

 

 Cathy:  So those would be the major events? 

 

 Participant:  And then for our Chinese culture we have the Chinese New Year’s 

celebration next year, January or February, it all depends on the dates. 

 

 Cathy:  Right and you had that at your church last year, right? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, we did, we’ve had several. 

 

 Cathy:  I remember seeing it in the paper and I recognized the church.   

 

 Participant:  Oh good (Christian #15). 

 

Churches are large buildings with the capacity to seat lots of people and they have 

facilities for the preparation and serving of traditional foods.  Thus they make ideal 

venues for the cultural events of their members who happen to be organizers in cultural 

associations.   

7.3.2 Eastern European Christian Women 

 Three women in the research share Eastern European ethnic origins.  They come 

from three different countries and belong to three different churches representing a 

diversity of nationalities and religious practices.  These women are not part of a visible 

minority group but there are not a lot of people in the Maritimes from Eastern Europe and 

this means that the women rely on family and friendship support networks.  For two of 
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the three women public religious social networks do not exist but for the third, her 

religious social network plays a key role in the settlement process. 

Family and friend social networks 

 One woman is from Romania, another is from Ukraine and the third came from 

Russia.  The women from Romania and Russia speak about the unstable social conditions 

in their countries of origin.  The Russian woman is forty-six years old and married to a 

man originally from Somalia.  They came together to New Brunswick as refugees.  

During the interview she did not speak directly about the social conditions in the city 

where she lived about three hours outside of Moscow, but did explain her education and 

work experience. 

 Participant: I studied three years in the college after then I had a job.  I’m not 

owner but very good old woman owner, she’s my friend now and I worked bakery.   

I made bread  and cake and salad. 

 Cathy: And did you have full time work? 

 Participant: Full time work. 

 Cathy: And how many years did you work? 

 Participant: Eight hours daily. 

 Cathy:  Eight hours a day and how many years did you work before you came to 

Canada? 

 Participant:  How many years? 

 Cathy: Yes, how many years were you working? 

 Participant:  In bakery? 

 Cathy:  Yes. 

 Participant: I work a long time but different jobs.  Bakery I work six years. 

 Cathy:  And what other jobs did you do? 

 Participant:  I sell meat.  I cut and sell meat in the market. 

 Cathy:  Wow, you can do many things. 
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 Participant:  Yes (Christian #19). 

The apartment where she lives in New Brunswick is modest and the furniture, dishes, 

pots and pans were given to them by members of their church.  Prominently displayed in 

the living room are pictures of her grandson.  When asked about her extended family she 

responds: 

 Participant:  My daughter . . .  she’s married, she has a little son, my grandson.  

They live in Russia now and I miss her. 

 Cathy: How old is your grandson? 

 Participant:  Three years.  [She gestures to the pictures.] 

 Cathy:  Oh what a sweetie!  And how old is your daughter? 

 Participant:  My daughter is soon twenty-five (Christian #19). 

She uses Skype to speak with her daughter every day.  When asked about whether or not 

she feels lonely, she answers, “Yes, I very miss my family because I grew up my 

grandson.  My daughter and her husband work, usually work all day.  I grew up my 

grandson.  I very miss but I know, I hope we will together.  I hope.  I believe.” (Christian 

#18)  This hope is based on plans that she has to sponsor her daughter’s family to 

immigrate to New Brunswick.  She explains that even though her daughter and son-in-

law both work full-time it is very difficult for them to pay rent for a one bedroom 

apartment and buy food.  They cannot make ends meet in Russia.   

 She is a resourceful person with plans to work as soon as she becomes a 

permanent resident.  When asked about the help she receives from public social services 

she explains, “I have another help in Canada, a lot of help me.  [The city soup kitchen] 

sometimes I have food free - [the name of the soup kitchen].  Food bank organization, 

one or twice monthly give me food.  A lot of organization help me.” (Christian #18)  She 
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is grateful for the immigrant women friends she has made through the government-

sponsored English language classes she takes.  Her friends have a wide variety of ethnic 

and religious backgrounds and she likes to help them with child care when they ask.   

 The woman from Ukraine relies on her family for support because she finds it 

difficult to make friends.  She came to New Brunswick sponsored by her Canadian-born 

husband.  When asked how they met she answers, “We got acquainted through the 

Internet and we meet a couple of times in different countries - we had chances and then 

we decided to get married” (Christian #20).  Her husband has one sibling in the province.  

She speaks with her mother every day with Skype.  Before coming to Canada she worked 

for years as a university researcher.  She had her own apartment and had traveled 

throughout Europe. 

 In Ukraine during my last years I had many girlfriends and events.  For me it’s 

not a problem to invite and if I went somewhere with them for the weekend or to 

different events - so we had a rich culture life there.  We loved our friends and we 

usually had a good time at events and I had many friends my age and with similar 

interests.  And of course sometimes we just have to have a girlfriend because you 

cannot talk to your husband about everything. Some men don’t like shopping and 

other things, just things, which women can just ask among themselves.  I’m sure 

that my husband would, but usually you go with your friends, girlfriends and I 

don’t have that here.  But I wouldn’t  say that I feel very lonely but that is 

something that I’d like to have (Christian #20). 

She keeps up with her old friends through email.  While she has met a few other Eastern 

European women in her city, most of them are older.  Before leaving Ukraine, a 

colleague at work gave her the contact information for a Ukrainian professor in another 

part of Canada who has provided helpful professional advice.  She also found some 

information about Ukrainians in Canada online.   

 I learned about Ukrainian Congress of Canada.  I think it’s in Vancouver or 

Winnipeg I guess. Yes, so I just learned from that [web] page, I was trying to find 
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some organizations here in New Brunswick and so I looked on that page and I 

was trying to find information about people here.  But I couldn’t find it so I wrote 

them and in their letter they answered, “No unfortunately there are no people in 

your region but it’s an interesting idea maybe we can make out one more branch 

if more people are interested.”  I wrote them back, “I don’t know a lot of people 

but if you say they’re interested, I can help you try to find something.”  So I 

contacted some but after that they didn’t answer (Christian #20). 

This woman relies on her husband’s social networks and describes this time in her life as 

a new start.  She says, “I think maybe for seven or ten years my life was very stable and 

very predictable and at that point I felt I need some new stage.  I want a new stage and 

that’s what I hope I found here” (Christian #20).  She believes that she will establish her 

own friendship network once she can get her credentials recognized and find work. 

Religious social networks 

 Two of the women are Orthodox Christians, the Romanian is Romanian Orthodox 

and the Ukrainian is Greek Orthodox.  The woman from Romania explains the situation 

in terms of local churches: 

 Unfortunately here is very difficult for us because in all New Brunswick there is 

just one Orthodox church.  It is in [another city], it is a Greek church, it is not a 

Romanian one, but on a way, unfortunately.  On another way, I have to 

congratulate the priest from there because he comes, by himself, by his own, by 

his money, he comes monthly here in [this city] for us.  He does the service at [the 

university], there’s chapel there.  I don’t know how he could do that anyway, but 

monthly, like I said, on Saturday he comes here and he does services for us – for 

Romanians, Russians, Greeks, something like that – all the Orthodox, but we 

don’t have our own church and it’s very difficult (Christian #18). 

 

The woman from Ukraine knows a different Orthodox priest who works as a military 

chaplain.  He celebrates Orthodox services on an irregular basis for Ukrainians in her 

city.   

 In contrast, the Russian woman benefits from the fact that she is a Mormon and 

part of an established religious social network.  She met her husband at a church of the 
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Latter Day Saints (LDS) and they brought along books of Mormon teachings printed in 

Russian to Canada.  She describes how she and her husband got in touch with the LDS 

church in their city: 

 First time we came in Canada we lived in hotel.  And we went in grocery store 

and my husband went washroom and I spoke with one lady.  When my husband 

come back he says, “You know this woman?”  We talk same friend, old lady 

speak with me.  I say, “I know you because [here] people very like speak - a lot 

speak!”  Yeah, I wait [for] my husband.  Old lady come with me and talks with 

me.  She says, “My daughter work is here in grocery store - she’s manager.”  I 

talk my history and when my husband come  back he ask this lady, “This is my 

first day, maybe second day in [this place].”  Ask this lady, “You know LDS 

church in this town?” Lady says, “I don’t know but I help, I will help.” She went 

some place and come back and bring book, big book with telephone numbers.  

We find LDS church number and called (Christian #19). 

Ever since that first phone call made on a Friday, members from the church drive her and 

her husband to and from church every Sunday.  They are the only Russians in the 

congregation but there are other immigrants.  She enjoys being involved with the 

women’s Relief Society as it gives her the opportunity to get to know other women in the 

church, improve her English and help others.  This is another example of how the 

structural differences between Catholic and Protestant Christian groups in the Maritimes 

have implications for immigrant women’s ability to access social networks for the 

creation of social capital.  The Russian Mormon woman is rapidly building bonding and 

bridging capital.  The other two Eastern European women face more barriers in this 

regard due to the low density of informal Orthodox Catholic social networks. 

7.3.3 South American Christian Women 

 Two women in the study share South American ethnic origins but come from 

different countries.  One is married and from Ecuador and the other is single and from 

Argentina.  The analysis of their interview data reveals two interesting points: the 
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limitations of cultural social networks in the New Brunswick context and the 

phenomenon of non-engaged or cultural Catholics. 

Cultural social networks 

 The level of ethnic diversity among the population in New Brunswick is low 

compared to other provinces in Canada and the number of people belonging to any single 

ethnic origins group is relatively small.  This is the case of these women from South 

America.  There are some formal cultural associations for Latin Americans in the 

province and these represent people from twenty different countries.  The woman from 

Argentina had lived and worked in Buenos Aires, the second largest city in South 

America and home to many millions of people.  She moved to a province with a 

population of less than a million and lives in a city of thousands.  She is a professional 

and happy with her employment situation but making new friends has not been easy.  

Social life outside of the work place is different in her new home.  She describes some of 

what her social life was like before she immigrated: 

 Participant:  I mean you would go out Friday and Saturday night.  It’s a big city so 

you have to go out or you go out and have a drink with friends, which is important 

that we don’t have here. We usually go out for drinks or a coffee.  We have a lot 

of cafeterias so you call a friend and say, “Why don’t we meet in an hour or after 

work today or  tomorrow and have a coffee in the cafeteria?” And we just sit and 

chat.  Or you could go to that friend’s house, it has to be a good friend, and we 

have another drink that is maté.   So at home we will drink maté but the thing is it 

is a social thing - you get together to  talk.  And I may start here alone, and I only 

did it here a while ago, but I don’t do it much with anybody else. 

 

 Cathy: And would you do that back home, would you do it with your work 

colleagues or with your friends? 

 

 Participant: It would be with my friends. I would go out from work and my 

friends would be somewhere else and we would meet in between somewhere.  Or 

“Let’s go have dinner,” depending on the hour, or have a drink if it’s a Friday. 

Even if we don’t go anywhere, just to have a drink and chat. The main thing is to 

have a chat together. It doesn’t matter what you’re doing, you just have to be 
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sitting in some place, eating or drinking or whatever, that would be the main 

thing. 

 

 Cathy: And you would do that on a very regular basis? 

 

 Participant: Yeah, two or three times a week (Christian #14). 

 

After beginning her new job she found out that a group of Latin American immigrants 

met every couple of weeks at a particular restaurant.  She started going but getting 

together with people who share the same ethnic origins is different than making 

friendships. 

 

It was like, I like it or not the person, those were the ones I had.  And at the 

beginning it was so bad that I stopped going out because everything - I didn’t like 

any of the people there. I liked one but there was two or three I didn’t like and 

something happened and I was crying because he said something so I said, “I’m 

going there but I’m in pain when I go there.” It’s like I’m not enjoying it at all.  I 

cut everything out, I was like, “I’m going to choose the person that I want to be 

with for friends and if it’s just one, it’s going to be just one. If it’s none then it’s 

going to be none” (Christian #14). 

 

Socializing with people simply because they shared her ethnic origins was not enough.  

She wants friends who treat her kindly, share some common interests and with whom she 

can be herself.  She wants the quality of friendships she had in Argentina.  Over time she 

has met people with whom she can be friends – a mixture of Canadian-born and 

immigrants.     

Participant: And like some of them, like the Canadian guy, is more or less my 

friend.  I can talk to him about a lot of things.  [My new Italian friend], I can talk 

better than the Argentinian girl, she is really different than me. Yeah, we can go 

together some place but I wouldn’t sit with her. I mean I can chat with her but it’s 

not going to be from the heart. 

 

Cathy: So since you’ve made those kinds of heart friends it looks like you can 

make it here? 

Participant: Yes, that was like, now I can live here because I made some friends. 

None of them like except for the Canadian guy - he’s not actually Canadian 
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because, yeah he’s Canadian, but he’s interested in the Latin things. He dances 

Salsa.  He dances Tango. 

 

Cathy: So he’s not a typical Canadian? 

 

Participant: He’s not a normal Canadian. The Argentinian girl is more organized 

and she likes things some ways and she’s punctual and those kinds of things so 

I’m like, “You’re more Canadian then he is!”  He’s a man and he’s always late 

and he does whatever (Christian #14). 

 

She has definite ideas about the cultural differences between Canadians and South 

Americans and about the qualities that she is looking for in a friend.  People who share 

ethnic or national origins share the same language which facilitates communication but 

this does not mean they have compatible personalities.  This woman wants more than just 

to talk, she wants to be understood.  Although she is employed in her field of expertise, 

working in English all day is tiring and speaking in her native tongue is relaxing.  

Furthermore, she equates long, heart-felt conversations with friendships.  Formal cultural 

social networks are useful in connecting people who share common ethnic origins, 

particularly in a context where they are small in number and widely dispersed, but they 

cannot guarantee the development of friendships.   

Religious social networks 

 Both of South American women are Catholic.  Argentina and Ecuador are 

countries in which the majority of the population are Catholic, due to the history of 

colonization.  The women’s engagement in public religious practices is minimal in New 

Brunswick.  The woman from Argentina only went to mass occasionally, once, maybe 

twice a year, before immigrating but has not been to church since arriving.  She prays 

sometimes but explains how this has changed since immigrating: 
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I think at the beginning when I prayed it was more about my life - what to do.  

But I was more away from work, not focused on work and here I’m mainly 

focusing on work, especially at the beginning because that was the only thing I 

had. So I think I’m more connected with material stuff like work, it’s not material 

but it’s like I’m more away from my spiritual part (Christian #14). 

 

She is a cultural Catholic like many South Americans.  She does not participate regularly 

in public religious practices and does not describe her personal life as having a spiritual 

focus.  She identifies herself as Catholic but does not turn to personal religious practices 

or religious social networks for practical or emotional support. 

 The Ecuadoran woman describes her religious background: 

Participant:  Yes, we’re Catholic and we were born in a Catholic country, the 

Spaniards came over to our country and established that religion as a rule.  So yes, 

our parents are Catholics and our grandparents are Catholics and it’s kind of . . . 

all our churches are Catholic.  It’s very difficult to find another kind of religion 

but it’s nothing major.  

 

Cathy: How would you practice your Catholicism here? 

 

Participant: The first thing that I did when I came over from Ecuador was to 

contact my local church and get in contact with the priest or the father there and 

pray.  I mean for me it was very difficult at times - I was feeling very lonely so 

God gave me that strength that I needed (Christian #3). 

 

Like her Argentinian counterpart, she too is from a Catholic majority context where she 

says that it is difficult to find non-Catholics.  Unlike the woman from Argentina, she 

utilizes personal and public Catholic religious practices as a source of strength in facing 

the challenges of migration.  She feels more religious since leaving Ecuador but her 

reasons for this are not simply due to the big upheaval in her life.  She attributes the 

change in her religiosity to the different nature of Catholicism in New Brunswick. 

Participant:  The reason is very simple - our Catholic church in Ecuador is very 

political.  They have a very political interference to everything so we decided 

don’t go to church anymore there because of that reason. I think church is more 

for personal beliefs and knowing that it’s bringing you away more than for 

political rights.  And I know that there’s a lot of people who think it’s a good way 
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to go but I don’t think that.  I think my husband doesn’t either because we just 

decided to stop there.  And it was a very good surprise when we move and see 

how the priest behaves here because it was just more spiritual help then political 

or more like social you know?  So it was very good to find that part here. 

 

Cathy: And so you feel more comfortable with that? 

 

Participant: Yes, I am learning more about religion than political part of province 

in the country so it’s good, yes (Christian #14). 

 

South American countries like Ecuador and Argentina do not only have majority Catholic 

populations but the Catholic church has close ties with the government.  Like the 

Ecuadoran woman explains, Catholicism is a political as well as a religious force in these 

countries.  She recognizes the difference in the relationship between the Catholic church 

and the government in New Brunswick attributes this to her becoming more religiously 

engaged.  However there are limits to her involvement at her local parish.   

Cathy: Do you go to any of the events like if the church has a supper or anything 

like that? 

 

Participant: No, I don’t have.  What happened here - there is a positive part and a 

negative part too.  The people in the church don’t realize that we are Catholic by 

birth because a bargain in Canada is different than the bargain we have at home. 

At the beginning I was thinking they did know a little bit more about our history 

but it wasn’t like that.  So that information wasn’t there.  So when we moved to 

here I found out that the Father didn’t realize us actually Catholics.  So he was 

asking questions, “Why you’re Catholics?” you know - our history background, 

Catholicism in our country.  And maybe he thought we were new Catholics, new 

converts but I was like, “No, we have been Catholic religion for a long time,” and 

it was a very awkward moment.  So I pray and I go to church and I try to help in 

my best way but I don’t have that relation with my church yet because that I think 

it’s that and because of my accent - some people think it is strange.  Sometimes I 

am not very clear and sometimes my vocabulary is just missing, so it’s just 

difficult (Christian #14). 

 

Because of her experience with the priest and people’s reactions to her accent, she 

chooses not to become involved with social networks available at her church.   

 



226 

 

7.3.4 African Christian Women 

 Two Christian women share African ethnic origins, both originating from the 

central Africa countries of Cameroon and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).  

Two aspects that characterize these women according to their ethnic origins are their 

close ties to their husband’s families after marriage and the complications that arise when 

migrating from a majority ethnic cultural context to one in which they are an ethnic 

minority within a linguistic minority cultural context. 

Family social networks 

 The Christian women with African ethnic origins are similar to immigrant women 

from other ethnic origins groups in the research in that they come from cultural contexts 

where there is a strong social expectation that wives will leave their families of origin and 

join their husband’s families.  This is not only a move that is physical and material in 

nature, but it is also a transfer of loyalties.  Women’s primary loyalty and social 

orientation is expected to shift from that of their birth family to that of their husband’s 

family.  A wife establishes new social bonds with the women in her husband’s family and 

the bonds to the women in her birth family become secondary.  Her husband is expected 

to continue to be loyal to the women in his birth family with the addition of his wife.   

 The subject of the relationship between mother-in-laws and daughter-in-laws 

dominates one focus group discussion.  The woman from the DRC who is part of this 

discussion explains her ties to her mother-in-law:   

For me I have lived with my mother-in-law for one year and three months and we 

was like friends because I always feel like I’m most near my mommy because she 

takes me like her daughter.  I feel very well because I was not living with my 

mom and lot of years (Focus Group #5, Participant #2). 

 

She contrasts her relationship to her mother-in-law with that of her younger sister. 
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Her mother-in-law was not good to her.  When her husband comes back from 

work, he needs to pass first by their parents and his mom, who prepared food for 

him.  She give everything.  He goes back to his wife later, and when he goes back 

to her, his wife prepares food for him and he refused to eat.  Every day he says, 

“No, I’m o.k.”  “Why don’t you want to eat?” my sister asked him.  “Why do you 

not like to eat my food?”  He said, “I’m o.k. because I passed to my home and I 

ate there.”  And my sister, she was not, she feels bad.  She said to him, “Me, I’m 

still here.  Let me prepare food for my husband when he comes back.  And when 

you come you refuse my food every day.  But me, I not feel, because it’s not your 

mommy.  You need to forget your mommy.  Because me I have accepted to leave 

my mom and my father, my brother and sister and I accept to come back to you.  

Why don’t you refuse your mommy and we begin our family?”  But she’s still 

there since like one year – nothing, no change.  But one day she called me, but 

because I was gone very far and she was also very far, but one day she called me, 

“What happened to you? Because I don’t know if the life of marriage is like this.”  

I asked her, “Why?”  She told me, “If my mommy [mother-in-law] doesn’t cook 

food for my husband and who washes his clothes?”  She asked, “I don’t know – is 

it for you the same?”  I said, “It’s not the same.  We live together with my 

mommy [mother-in-law] but we are o.k.  I have a problem with my sister-in-law, 

but my mom [mother-in-law] no.” (Focus Group #5, Participant #2) 

 

Her sister became so unhappy with the situation of her husband choosing to eat with his 

mother rather than with her that she wanted to leave.  She told her sister that she was 

planning to come back to her birth family.  Her family advised her to stay with her 

husband: “No you are Christian and your husband has paid everything and you need to 

continue to pray for him, perhaps someday he can change” (Focus group #5, Participant 

#2).  The family emphasized the woman’s religious obligation as well as her obligation 

according to the dowry the family received in convincing her to stay.  The woman from 

the DRC said that things changed for the better after her sister’s mother-in-law moved far 

away from her sister and her husband.  This story reveals that in this particular family the 

intersection of gender, class and ethnicity creates the social expectation that a wife must 

remain loyal to her husband regardless of the difficulties this entails. 

 Multiple intersecting structures are supported by religious and ethnic practices 

which encourage women to be dependent upon their husbands.  Immigration can increase 
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this dependence.  The woman from Cameroon came to New Brunswick through the 

sponsorship of her husband, who had been living and working in the province for many 

years.  He too is originally from Cameroon.  She explains how they met: 

Time to time he goes back home to visit his family there and we met there in 

Cameroon because one of his sister’s was my friend and she introduced us. She 

said, “This is my brother - this is my friend,” and we got to made friendship and 

time goes and one day we are married (Christian #13). 

 

This is not the first time she has lived outside of her country of origin.  She had worked in 

another African nation for two years but her decision to marry and move to Canada 

meant the loss of all her friendship and professional social networks.   

My first year I would find myself totally alone at home because my husband has 

to go away for a conference.  And if you hide somewhere and hear me speaking 

like I’m speaking to somebody else, but I’m just speaking to Jesus, trying to kill 

that quiet. The good thing is that in general I am, like I like being a quiet [person], 

I like being in a quiet environment, it’s calming to go through but too much is too 

much (Christian #13). 

 

According to the story about the Congolese woman’s sister, the loss of social networks 

for a woman is part of what happens in the transition to married life.  A woman is 

expected to rebuild social networks with her husband’s family and friends.  This is not 

always easy within the African context, but it is even more difficult when marriage 

includes migration to a foreign country.  The reality of the loss of her social networks and 

dependence upon her husband was reinforced after she had a baby. 

I feel it very much when I gave birth. Some people like African people will come 

and they are trying to do like back home like being in Cameroon or Nigeria we 

have these things that some people will cook and will come and give the new born 

baby. Like people will be free to come to your home, come to see the baby, 

bringing food and things like that. Some African lady did it to me but it was not 

really like home. At home when you give birth people will treat you like the 

queen. People will bring food, like you don’t have to touch anything and you have 

to leave your home maybe back to your mother for almost three months because 

she wants to take care of you. So that’s when I left the hospital and came back 

home I felt like, “Yes I’m back home.” My husband brought one of his cousins 
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from Germany. She came and helped and that was good for the first month. As 

soon as she left, he went back to work and then like this, I remember my first day 

alone with the baby I felt like, “Yes I’m alone.” I remember thinking, “Oh Jesus 

you’re around? Ok, now I really need you!” (Christian #13) 

 

This new mother does not want to blame her husband or make him feel responsible for 

her isolation and loneliness.  She said, “Time to time we talk about it. But some of those 

things I don’t want him to feel bad about it. He tries his best to make me be happy - a 

happy married woman and then I try to tell him I’m happy and these things.  And then I 

tell it all to Jesus” (Christian #13).  She turns to her Christian faith for strength and 

understanding in the absence of an extended family or friendship network. 

Cultural social networks 

 Like women from other ethnic origins groups, these two African women have 

moved from majority Christian contexts to majority Christian contexts.  But in New 

Brunswick they are part of a visible, ethnic and linguistic minority.  The province has a 

history of social divisions between English and French linguistic groups.  The 

intersection of complex inequalities of ethnicity and class have shifted over time with the 

help of government programs, yet there remains segregation.  French-speaking African 

immigrants are therefore a minority within a minority.  Moncton is a Francophone city 

and Fredericton and Saint John are Anglophone cities with minority Francophone 

populations.  Most French-speaking immigrants settle in Moncton, and this is true for 

African immigrants.  The participant from DRC lives in Moncton and the woman from 

Cameroon does not.  Thus their experiences of the density of African cultural networks 

are different.   

 The woman from Cameroon explains the collective structuring of gender in 

African society: 
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If I take Zambia, Africa at work first of all the people are more, they don’t just get 

to know you as a colleague, they try to get to know you more and in Zambia I 

would say hi to the neighbor and I mean it’s just something different and if you 

have something at home you call the neighbor and the neighbor will invite you. 

At the end that is just an African way of doing things (Christian #13). 

 

She knows of only three other families from Cameroon in the city where she lives.  There 

are African international students at the local university and more recently refugees from 

the DRC have come to the city.  She knows two other African families at the evangelical 

Protestant church she attends, but she does not know them well.  When asked if she has 

participated in any programs offered by the local multicultural organization she responds, 

I got to know part of multicultural when my husband became the president of the 

African [cultural] organization.  I don’t even know if the multi-cultural 

organization is even existing. I think most of the people that go straight to 

multicultural when they come like refugee. Some can know about it but it’s 

difficult when you come like I came to try to know what is what. My husband was 

here to direct me in some things to go there but multicultural – himself, he said 

didn’t even know it was existing (Christian #13). 

 

The Congolese woman is familiar with her local multicultural organization since she 

participated in a focus group session which took place as part of an English language 

class there.  A staff person who has worked at this organization for nearly twenty years 

explains that the growing African immigrant population has close ties with local 

churches: 

We had the church, like when we had first group of Congolese, so they attended 

their churches and the church was very supportive. And also we had, I had a client 

and he finished his… he got his pastor degree and went to the religious university 

and that. So he got his degree and they offered him a position there and he could 

serve the clients in Swahili. So if I had family issues that were involved so we got 

together, we would discuss, we would address the issue together. So we work 

together with the families and the church itself, if we had a new family who 

needed some support moving clients, or they needed dishes, or they were in bad 

situation… so we always could rely on the church (Community worker #10). 
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These experiences of African Christian immigrant women illustrate that the structuring of 

ethnicity in the receiving context differs from city to city.  This is evidence of the utility 

of intersectional concepts in detecting differences at the local level of analysis. 

7.3.5 Western European Christian Woman 

 One woman in the study with Western European ethnic origins immigrated to 

New Brunswick.  Her situation is in many ways different from the majority of Christian 

immigrant women in the study due to her ethnic origins.  The majority of the province’s 

population has Western European ethnic origins although primarily from England and 

France.  She and her family are from Germany.  She immigrated with her family and is 

the oldest daughter. She explains her parents’ reasons for coming to Canada: 

My parents they wanted, it’s kind of we wanted an adventure, something different 

in life and also better opportunities just for us and my parents wanted to do 

something different and I came with them because I didn’t want to stay alone in 

Germany (Christian #6). 

 

They bought a house and her parents have employment, although her mother is under-

employed: 

 

Participant:  My father found work like a couple months because I don’t know the 

application process was a little different, but yes, he found work and then my 

mother too but yeah, she studied in Germany.  Like both my parents studied in 

Germany but she studied working with disabled people and now she faces the 

challenge that her degree isn’t recognized here because it’s so different. 

 

Cathy: So is she working in her field? 

 

Participant: She’s working in her field but not like in the position - she’s lower. 

 

Cathy: She’s overqualified for the position she’s working in? 

 

Participant: Yes (Christian #6). 

 

The transition to life in New Brunswick was likely eased by this woman’s ethnic origins 

and class status.  Her family is Catholic and like many Western European Catholics, they 
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do not participate in public religious practices.  Because she immigrated as a teenager, 

her primary social network is within the New Brunswick public education system. 

 

Education social networks 

 Germany has a stratified and specialized education system.  As the participant 

mentions, her mother’s degree is in education for disabled people.  Germany has separate 

schools for students with physical and intellectual differences.  Its public education 

system is also segregated.  While she is now attending university, she explains the 

differences that she experienced at the local high school: 

Participant:  The school is really different I find and even the attitude of the 

students is really different.  So I would say that would be something that I had to 

get used to but I didn’t, I would say I didn’t successfully get used to it. 

 

Cathy: When you say a different attitude, could you describe what the difference 

is between German students and Canadian students? 

 

Participant: Well in Germany I was in a Gymnasium.  Ok, this might sound bad 

but it’s like the good students so the work attitude.  I guess in high school 

everyone is in one pot right?  And in Germany you’re separated in different 

schools.  But I find the attitude when you are, say you have a test and then people 

start talking - in Germany nobody talks during a test.  And then one time we had a 

supply teacher and then the students were talking to him and then asking him if 

we could do the test on Monday when it was on Friday but they asked him for 

Monday and I was like freaking out because they distracted me and I wanted to 

finish my test!  Because in Germany you only have one day to write a test in a 

certain time.  And then they could convince him that we would have the test on 

Monday so had the whole weekend to study again and had the questions before so 

that was something that was really different to a German test in school.  And also 

I would say the German students are more, I don’t know how to say it, I guess it’s 

like a different mentality but in Germany you’re more like, you should study so 

that you get good marks and then when you have good marks you can go into a 

good job or so.  And here I got the feeling that it’s not so.  They don’t care so 

much about grades.  But certainly they have the AP courses and there the students 

kind of like the students I went with to school, but yes, that was something and 

then that might sound like stereotypes (Christian #6). 
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She was successful in the German education system because she was in a school that 

prepares the top students for state-sponsored university educations.  Most of her friends 

in high school were also immigrants.  She explains why she thinks this happened: 

Participant:  The immigration people were more easily come towards you than the 

Canadian students so. 

 

Cathy: Because you had something in common and they understood what you 

were going through? 

 

Participant: Yes, and then I would also say that they were more, I don’t know if it 

was the experience but I felt that they were more open towards others.  It wasn’t 

that the Canadian students were any sort of discriminating but they didn’t really 

come to you and talk to you or something. 

 

Cathy: And so the immigrant students would make the first move before the 

Canadian-born students? 

 

G: Yes (Christian #6). 

 

The structuring of gender, class and ethnicity in Germany is similar to New Brunswick.  

Because of her country of origin’s emphasis on education and the success she 

experienced there, she had no difficulties graduating from a New Brunswick high school 

and getting accepted into a local university.  Educational success is typical for the 

children of immigrant families in the research, regardless of their ethnic origins or 

religion, making this an important site for the creation of bridging capital. 

7.3.6 Comparison of Christian Ethnic Origins Groups 

 Ethnic origins do influence the experiences Christian immigrant women of access 

to social networks in the Maritimes.  The analysis highlighted the distinctive 

characteristics of each ethnic origins group and thus emphasized differences however 

there are similarities as well.  One thing that they have in common is that all of the ethnic 

origins groups have women from countries of origin where Christianity is the majority 
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religion.  Christians make up the majority of the population in New Brunswick and there 

exist diverse public religious social networks for them to access after arrival.  This is 

important since Christian women from all ethnic origins groups are migrating into 

communities.  Cities and towns in New Brunswick have not been very ethnically diverse 

in comparison to other provinces in the country and have little experience receiving 

immigrants from visible minority groups.  Public religious social networks regularly 

gather community members into shared spaces through shared practices.  Some public 

religious social networks are harnessing the potential to create social bridges between 

immigrant women and native New Brunswickers.  There are also Christian religious 

leaders in the Maritimes from some of the ethnic origins groups present in the sample.   

 Despite the existence of religious social networks and the expectation that 

engaged Christian women will participate in public rituals, Christian immigrants find it 

difficult to make friends with Canadian-born women in their churches.  They tend to 

befriend and interact with women who share their ethnic origins.  Women attribute this 

segregation in religious social networks to linguistic differences.  Christian immigrant 

women are well-educated and some have worked abroad before coming to New 

Brunswick, yet despite these experiences and their ability to speak English, they are more 

likely to socialize and participate in group faith practices outside of Sunday worship 

services either with those who speak their native tongue or share the experience of recent 

immigration.   

 A similarity among those who belong to ethnic origins groups that are small in 

number or have a low density in the region (four out of the five Christian ethnic origins 

groups) is that in the Maritime context the women become increasingly dependent on the 
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nuclear family for emotional support.  African, Eastern European and South American 

Christian women come from societies that value gender collectivism over individualism.  

It is normative in these societies that non-relative women offer practical and emotional 

support to other women, especially in apartments, neighbourhoods or villages.  The 

prevalence of individualist values in Maritime cities means that neighbours are not 

expected to become acquainted or interdependent.  This can lead to isolation and 

loneliness among Christian immigrant women, particularly in cases where a woman has 

migrated to Canada because of marriage.   

 There is religious diversity among Christian women from different ethnic origins 

groups.  Diversity is marked along denominational rather than ethnic or linguistic lines.  

Christian immigrants going to evangelical Protestant churches are more likely to 

encounter religious social networks that have a deliberate strategy for reaching out to 

newcomers than are Catholics.  A number of evangelical Protestant churches in the 

region reach out to new immigrants in different ways.  Immigrant outreach strategies 

include churches hosting conversational language classes for new immigrants, programs 

that pair immigrants with volunteer Canadian-born mentors, assistance with finding 

housing and transportation, advice on navigating the New Brunswick public school 

system, and some religious programs offered in native languages other than English or 

French (faith sharing and bible study groups, for example).   

 Beyond the presence of some priests who share the ethnic origins of the Christian 

women in the sample, there is little evidence of immigrant outreach strategies among 

Catholic churches.  There are individual examples of churches providing practical 

support to immigrant women through donations of household necessities.  Masses 
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celebrated in native languages other English or French take place on an irregular basis 

and are not publically advertised.  Eastern Orthodox Catholics have even less access to 

religious social networks than do Roman Catholic immigrants.  Because there is only one 

Orthodox church in the province and only a few Orthodox priests, women belonging to 

Eastern Orthodox faiths will attend Roman Catholic masses in the absence of Orthodox 

liturgies.   

 There are differences between the social network use of Filipinas and Korean 

women, both of whom share East/Southeast Asian ethnic origins.  Filipina immigrants 

transcend the denominational differences between Catholics and Protestants in the region 

through the creation of social networks based on national origins.  Religion is not absent 

or denied within these social networks, but it matters less if a Filipina is Protestant or 

Catholic or Jehovah’s Witness than the fact that she is from the Philippines.  Filipinas are 

united in their common goal of supporting one another in the pursuit of employment in 

the region so that they can support their families.  Some of them have family members 

living with them in the province, but all of them send remittances to help their loved ones 

in the Philippines.  Because many of the Filipinas have worked abroad before coming to 

New Brunswick, this is a strategy that they bring with them where ever they find work.  

The majority of Filipinas in the research are single and employed seasonally.  Thus their 

migration strategy includes shared accommodations and transportation in order to reduce 

the costs of living and provide emotional support.   

 South Korean immigrant women differ from other Christian immigrant women 

due to their reasons for migration to New Brunswick.  Many of them are here for their 

children’s education.  They manage households in New Brunswick while their husbands 
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remain in East Asia and work.  Finding employment is not a priority for them as many 

have ample financial resources.   While their children are in school, Korean women have 

time to participate in religious, cultural and multicultural social networks.  Many convert 

to Christianity or become more religious engaged as a result of participating in 

evangelical Protestant churches which are at the center of Korean women’s social life in 

New Brunswick. 

 A final difference between Christian ethnic origins groups in the study is found in 

the experiences of African women.  In contrast to women from the other ethnic groups, 

both African women come from French-speaking countries of origin.  While French is an 

official language in the province, the majority of French-speaking immigrants settle in 

Moncton.  Other cities in the province have minority French populations.  African 

immigrant women in French minority contexts become a visible minority within a 

minority, further exacerbating the social isolation that many immigrant women 

experience and increasing the need for the rebuilding of social network ties.  

7.3.7 Summary: Strengths and Vulnerabilities of Christian Immigrant Women 

 Most Christian immigrant women in the study are migrating from one majority 

Christian context to another.  This gives them access to religious social networks that 

have been established by the Canadian-born population.  The lived religion of Christian 

immigrant women in the research is comprised of both personal and public religious 

practices.  Personal practices such as prayer and reading scripture can be done anywhere 

and are not dependent upon the existence of particular churches, small groups or the 

ability to speak English or French.  Most of the immigrant women in the study depend on 

these personal practices for courage and hope in facing the challenges of living in New 
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Brunswick.  There is an emphasis in Christianity on women’s regular participation in 

public religious rituals.  Again, because the New Brunswick population is primarily 

Christian, there are many churches in cities and towns for immigrants to attend after they 

arrive.  It is through regular participation in public religious practices that immigrant 

women come into contact with others who share their beliefs and practices.  Through 

religious social networks Christian immigrant women have the potential means to 

establish friendships and find the support they need during the settlement process.   

 Diversity in religious practices among Christian immigrant women is another 

strength that they bring to the challenge of immigration.  There are a variety of ways to 

interpret and practice the core elements of the Christian tradition and immigrant women 

modify their lived religion depending on the circumstances of their lives.  Diversity is 

such a hallmark of what it means to be Christian in Canadian society that it has become 

institutionalized through denominations.  Not only are there a variety of Christian 

denominations available for immigrant women to join, there are also several churches of 

any single denomination in most urban centers, at least this is the case for evangelical and 

mainline Protestants and Catholics.  Christian immigrant women have choices when it 

comes to participating in public religious social networks.  Furthermore, if the choices 

available do not appeal to them because of the specificity of their religious practices in 

their country of origin, it is not unusual for immigrant Christians to create their own 

churches.  An example of this is the establishment of the missionary church Iglesia Ni 

Christo by Filipinos in New Brunswick.   

 Some Christian denominations in New Brunswick have a more well-developed 

strategy for welcoming and assisting new immigrants in their congregations than others.  
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Christian immigrant women who join evangelical Protestant churches have an advantage 

over those who join Catholic churches in this regard.  This advantage is likely due to 

structural differences between Catholic and Protestant institutions.  The leadership 

structures of the Catholic church mean that the resources needed to respond to shifts in 

congregation demographics come from a centralized authority structure rather than from 

the local level.  On the other hand, the decentralization of Protestant authority puts more 

power in the hands of individual churches and their pastors.  Because of this, Protestant 

churches can respond more quickly to demographic shifts such as the one that is currently 

taking place in New Brunswick than can Catholic ones.   

 Filipina Christians bring strengths to the settlement process through social 

networks based on national origins.  This group of immigrant women are part of a larger 

phenomenon that has been taking place for years in the Philippines in which educated 

citizens are expected to find work outside the country in order to support their families.  

Migrant Filipina workers in New Brunswick are looking for opportunities to both 

maximize their earnings and ensure safe and stable futures for themselves.  Staying 

connected with other Filipinas in the region (and abroad) through communication 

technologies, working together in factories, sharing housing, providing transportation and 

organizing social gatherings all combine to provide extraordinary social support in a 

precarious labour market.  Their migration to the region is a result of seasonal 

employment opportunities, local labour laws and the chance to become permanent 

residents but the social support networks that they have created are not dependent upon 

the resources or good will of local communities.  This ensures resiliency in the face of 

challenges. 
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 Christian women from Eastern European, African and South American ethnic 

origins groups in the research do not enjoy all of the strengths that East/Southeast Asian 

immigrants have due to the sizes of their groups.  There are a growing number of Eastern 

European immigrants coming to the region via the temporary foreign worker program.  

This means that cultural social networks within this group are likely growing.  However 

these networks are still informal as are religious social networks for Eastern Orthodox 

Christians in most cities.  African and South American immigrants have formal cultural 

associations and access to churches, yet the low density of African and South American 

immigrant groups in many areas of the province makes immigrant women from these 

groups vulnerable to social isolation.   

 Some degree of social isolation is expected in the migration process as a break is 

made with extended family and friendship networks in the country of origin.  Women 

who immigrate with their nuclear family in tact tend to become more dependent on their 

husbands for emotional support in the short term.  They can converse easily in their 

native language and understand one another’s worldviews.  Yet women in this situation 

in the study work to widen their social circles.  Single women, women living without 

their husbands or women who migrate to live with a Canadian-born husband may be the 

most vulnerable to social isolation among Christian immigrant women, particularly when 

they do not have information about or access to public cultural or religious social 

networks. 

7.4 Discussion 

 The analysis of qualitative data gathered from eighty-nine religious immigrant 

women living in New Brunswick and PEI indicate that differences in ethnic origins and 
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religion do influence their experiences of settlement.  However, there is much that 

Christian and Muslim immigrant women have in common despite their differences.  The 

discussion begins with a review of the similarities found between Muslims and Christian 

immigrant women in the analysis of the impact of ethnic origins on social network access 

during the settlement process.   

 The first similarity between Christian and Muslim immigrant women is that the 

current political and economic conditions of globalization influenced the women’s 

decisions to migrate to the Maritime provinces.  This finding is in line with other research 

that illustrates that religion is part of globalization and global flows (Beyer, 1994b; Beyer 

& Beaman, 2007; Meyer & Geschiere, 2003; M. Wilkinson, 2007).  While the nature and 

interdependence of global economic systems is complex, fundamentally they depend on 

the rapid movement of money, goods and labour around the world.  Some of the women 

in the study are on the move seeking employment opportunities while others are seeking 

educational opportunities either for themselves or for their children.  This finding is in 

contrast to other studies of immigrant women in the Maritimes in which the research 

sample was more homogeneous in terms of the ethnic and class backgrounds of the 

participants (Ralston, 1996; Tastsoglou, 2006).  All of the women, regardless of their 

class status share the goal of attaining a better future through migration. With the 

exception of the refugees, all of the women rely on and assume that they and their 

families have access to regular international travel.  They believe that global mobility is a 

positive means of attaining their goals.  The international students are part of a larger 

cohort who take for granted their ability to study abroad.  Many women believe that a 

Canadian university degree will help them to become familiar with Western culture and 
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give them an advantage in the global competition for jobs. Several women were willing 

to give up good jobs, leave their established social networks, marry a Canadian-born man 

they had met through the internet and live as a married woman in a foreign land.  Women 

who come to the region as temporary foreign workers and live-in caregivers come from 

middle class backgrounds in their countries of origin.  Yet political and economic 

instability prods them to move in the hope of a better future.  They migrate in order to 

fulfill two year contracts at minimum wage with the anticipation of better working 

conditions and the possibility of permanent residency.  Global flows of people result in 

the stabilization of elite classes because they have access to social capital advantages.  

They also result in shifting class statuses between countries of origin and Canada when 

immigrant workers have access to employment and citizenship opportunities. 

 Secondly, Christian and Muslim immigrant women arrive socialized according to 

the gender norms in their country of origin and learn that gender operates differently in 

the Maritimes.  The findings of this study lend support to other research that suggests that 

gender relationships are structured differently in different social contexts (Ebaugh & 

Chafetz, 1999; Song, 2005; Tastsoglou, 2006).  Some of the women come from cultures 

in which a woman’s loyalties shift from her birth family to her husband’s family 

following marriage.  The results show that in some cases this improves a woman’s social 

support in her country of origin but in other cases it does not. The migration process is a 

rupture in the networks of support between women in extended families and 

neighbourhoods.  For married immigrant women who have strained relationships with 

their in-laws, the move to Canada provides room to breathe and a break from tensions.  

Close knit families can be a source of social control and conformity rather than 
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supportive of women’s autonomy.  The lack of social support from extended family 

networks in the Maritimes can leave both Christian and Muslim women vulnerable to 

isolation and loneliness.  This was particularly evident in the cases of mothers with 

babies and pre-school aged children.  Immigration for some single women in the study is 

an opportunity deliberately chosen in order to become more self-sufficient and 

independent especially for those coming from cultures in which women’s activities in the 

public sphere are restricted.  Life in the Maritimes enables young immigrant women to 

take on a greater share of the responsibility for the practical details of financing and 

running a household while at the same time advancing their educational and career goals.  

International students have higher levels of satisfaction in this regard because the women 

do well in their studies and obtain scholarships and research grants that enable them to 

live here comfortably.  This confirms other research in this area (Beyer, 2005; Boyd, 

2008; Holtmann & Nason-Clark, 2011).  The step from post-secondary education to a 

career is a much more difficult step.  The research shows that well-educated and skilled 

immigrant women face greater obstacles realizing their professional career goals in the 

Maritime labour market (Ramos & Yoshida, 2011; Tastsoglou & Preston, 2006).  The 

international students would like to stay and work in the Maritimes but are not optimistic 

about finding employment in their chosen fields.   

 The majority of immigrant women in the study become members of visible 

minority groups with the move to the Maritimes.  This is evidence that the intersection of 

ethnicity, gender and class is influence by local context.  This third point of similarity 

between Christian and Muslim immigrant women in the study findings illustrates the 

dynamic nature of the social construction of ethnicity depending on the ethnic 
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composition of a local context (Walby, 2009).  Immigrant women in the study come from 

countries of origin where they are part of the ethnic majority.  With immigration they 

become visibly different from the rest of the population in cities where there are 

relatively low levels of ethnic diversity.  The majority of Maritimers have Western 

European ethnic ancestry.  Immigrant women bear no responsibility for the fact that they 

do not physically resemble the local-born population. Few participants indicated that they 

experienced racist comments.  However in addition to looking visibly different from the 

local population, many of the participants also speak with an accent.  This makes them 

part of an “audible minority” in Maritime cities.  In the study the women claim that their 

accent is more often the source of discrimination by locals than is their physical 

appearance.  This is similar to the findings from Miedema and Nason-Clark’s research in 

the region over twenty years ago (1989).  Constant remarks from native-born people 

about the way that immigrant women in the study speak English and continual requests to 

repeat what they have said leads to self-doubt and frustration.  Lack of confidence in their 

ability to converse with locals and can impede immigrant women’s involvement in social 

networks with the Canadian-born population.  This results in sub-optimal opportunities 

for creating bridging capital and a preference for bonding capital. 

 A fourth and final commonality between Muslim and Christian immigrant women 

in the study is the heterogeneity of their ethnic origins groups.  Most ethnic groups of 

Muslims and Christians are made up of women of varying social class, from different 

countries of origin, speaking different languages and living their religion in a variety of 

ways.  This finding is in line with other research on immigrants in Canada (Bramadat & 

Seljak, 2005, 2008; Kazemipur, 2006; McDonough & Hoodfar, 2005; Moghissi, et al., 
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2009; Zine, 2012).  For example, most Korean Christians have far greater economic 

resources than do Filipinas even though they share East/Southeast Asian ethnic origins.  

Muslim women in the research who share Arab ethnic origins have migrated to the 

Maritimes from six different countries of origin.  While different nationalities often 

translates into speaking different languages, even women from the same country may not 

share the same mother tongue as is the case for Pakistani Muslim women in the study 

who speak Urdu or Pashto.  Religious diversity within ethnic origins groups is most 

obvious in the East/Southeast Asian and African groups from which both Christian and 

Muslim women came.  But the religious diversity is also found in the variety of lived 

religious practices among Muslims of the same ethnic origins group or among Christians 

of the same ethnic origins group.  For example, Muslim women from Africa have very 

different interpretations of halal dietary restrictions.  Likewise, the three Christian women 

from Eastern Europe practised three different forms of public religious expression – 

Romanian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox and Mormonism.   

 Ethno-religious differences between Christian and Muslim women do result in 

different experiences of the settlement process.  Ethno-religious diversity is not the cause 

of different experiences of settlement.  A better explanation is the intersection of 

particular structures of gender, class, and ethnicity in the women’s home countries and 

their having to adjust to a new intersection of differences and inequalities in the Maritime 

context (Walby, 2009). Other research has shown that shifts in religious 

majority/minority statuses play a role in shaping immigrant experiences of settlement 

(Yang & Ebaugh, 2001).  In this study some women have moved from contexts in which 

they were part of a religious majority to a new context in which they are also part of the 
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religious majority.  Some have moved from being part of a religious majority to 

becoming part of religious minority in a new context.  Still others moved from being part 

of religious minority to continuing to be part of a religious minority in a new context.   

 A big difference between Christian and Muslim immigrant women is that the 

Christian immigrant women are settling into a Christian majority context.  Some come 

from countries in which Christianity is the majority religion and others come from 

countries where it is a minority faith group.  Christian religious institutions continue to 

play an important role in public life in communities in the Maritimes.  Many locals 

equate being religious with being Christian. Social networks in Christian religious 

institutions can put Christian immigrant women into regular contact with professionals, 

employers, educators, artists, and activists of varying social classes helping them to build 

bonding capital (Kazemipur, 2006).  In the case of the Korean and Chinese participants, 

some converted to Christianity during the settlement process because of the support 

offered by religious social networks.  In contrast, almost all of the Muslim women are 

migrating from contexts in which they have been part of the religious majority to one in 

which they are a religious minority.  This means that they are part of an ethno-religious 

minority whereas the Christian immigrant women are only part of a visible ethnic 

minority.  Discrimination on the basis of visible/audible minority status is evident in the 

analysis and in the case of Muslim women who choose to wear a veil in public this is 

combined with what may be considered religious discrimination.  None of the Muslim 

women who choose to veil made a distinction between cultural and religious reasons for 

the practice therefore acts of discrimination against these women based on their clothing 

can be described as ethno-religious.   
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 The second difference between Christian and Muslim immigrants is the density of 

ethnic origins groups.  The density of East/Southeast Asian Christians in the communities 

in the study appears to be greater than that of any of the Muslim ethnic origins groups.  

This difference in density may be contingent on the first difference concerning religious 

majority/minority status, since Christian immigrants may be attracted to the region and 

more comfortable settling here because of the predominance of Christianity among the 

native-born population.  The density of East/Southeast Asian Christian groups has grown 

so rapidly that ethnic Protestant churches are being established by immigrants such as 

evangelical Koreans and Filipinos.  Establishing a church requires a considerable 

investment of capital, time and effort and is an indication of the growing institutional 

completeness of an ethnic group (Breton, 1964).  In contrast, the density of 

East/Southeast Asian Muslim groups is so low that during Ramadan, for example, a 

female university student traveled to Malaysia in order to fast and celebrate with her 

family.   

 The ethnic origins groups of Muslim immigrant women are low in density and 

their religious groups are high in ethnic diversity.  The ethnic diversity among Muslim 

religious groups in the Maritimes is the third difference between Muslim and Christian 

women in the study.  One of the ways that Islam is recreated and reshaped by immigrants 

in the Maritimes (Bramadat, 2005a) includes the negotiations and compromises that must 

take place in order for Muslims who speak different languages and have diverse religious 

practices to function as a single religious group.  This process of creating unity from 

diversity is a challenge that many  Canadian Muslims share (McDonough & Hoodfar, 

2005).  The findings provide evidence that South Asian Muslims have social capital 
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within mosques in cities in the Maritimes.  Pakistani women have more social capital 

among Muslims and within other public social networks because they were the first 

Muslim ethnic origins group to migrate to the region.  Pakistani Muslim women are using 

their social capital to create opportunities for the creation of bonding among Muslims 

because they realize that some Muslim ethnic origins groups are extremely small in 

number.  Similar to the findings of McDonough and Hoodfar’s research on Muslims in 

large Canadian cities (2005), Pakistani Muslim immigrant women in this study are trying 

to create religious unity by bridging ethnic diversity. They are able to build bridges by 

focusing on the practical needs of new Muslim families for opportunities for socialization 

as well as the religious education of children.  They appeal to Muslim religious concerns 

for the social welfare of Muslim families in order to motivate the women from diverse 

ethnic backgrounds to work together.  In this way, Muslim women in the Maritimes 

become more active in the public life of religious groups.   

 The fourth and final difference between Muslim and Christian immigrant women 

from different ethnic origins groups highlighted by the analysis concerns the 

institutionalization of religious diversity among Christians in the Maritime context.  

Diversity in lived religious practices among Christians is normative and supported 

institutionally in New Brunswick and PEI.  The local population expects Christians to 

have diverse forms of religious practice.  For example, Filipinas regularly attend mass at 

any one of the many Catholic churches in the city of Saint John, New Brunswick.  If they 

are Protestant, they can choose from a range of mainline or evangelical Protestant 

churches with varying styles of public worship.  In contrast to these institutionally 

established choices for Christian immigrant women, there is only one mosque in each city 
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in the Maritimes.  There is little physical evidence in the Maritimes that Islam as a 

religion includes diverse forms of religious practice.  Furthermore public religious 

participation is not normative for Muslim women in their countries of origin.  Most 

women likely do not expect social support from the mosque when they immigrate.  The 

diversity in Muslim immigrant women’s lived religion is primarily private and expressed 

in their choices about prayer, food, dress and acts of charity.  Only Iranian Muslim 

women from the study participate in cultural social networks that are secular rather than 

religious in nature.   Their choice to organize secular social networks in order to help 

women create social capital in the Maritimes context is influenced by their experiences of 

the conflict between religion and politics in Iran.   

 The analytical findings in this chapter have shown that immigrant women from all 

over the globe have come to New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island in the last decade.  

The Christian and Muslim immigrant women in the qualitative sample share similarities.  

They are contributing to a rapid growth in ethno-religious diversity in a region that has 

been relatively ethnically and religiously homogeneous.  Their experiences of gender 

structures in their countries of origin contrast to those in the Maritimes.  Some are the 

targets of discrimination in the host society due to their visible and audible minority 

status.  There are also differences between Christian and Muslim immigrant women when 

it comes to the influence of their ethno-religious practices on their access to social 

networks.  The historical predominance of Christians in the Maritime context is an 

important factor.  Christian churches are important sites of potential bonding and 

bridging capital for immigrant women.  Universities are sites in which Muslim women 

create bridging capital.   Muslim women’s lived religion is primarily private giving them 
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infrequent access to religious social networks.  By virtue of the diversity of their ethno-

religious practices the immigrant women in the sample are transforming religious and 

secular social networks in the region.  Chapter eight will add to these research results by 

presenting the findings of the analysis of immigrant women’s main activities during 

different stages of the settlement process and how these impact their access to social 

networks.   
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8.0 The Impact of the Length of Time after Arrival: Findings of the Qualitative 

 Analysis 

 

 The second research question set out to identify differences between Christian and 

Muslim immigrant women’s experiences of the settlement process depending on the 

length of time after their arrival in Canada.  Knowledge of new social networks takes 

time to acquire.  The women’s realization that the social capital created in their countries 

of origin may be limited in realizing their hopes for a better life is also part of the 

settlement process.  The findings illustrate how immigrant women’s access to social 

networks differs depending on the particular stage of the settlement process and the 

activities in which they are engaged.  The barriers in social network access due to 

intersecting inequalities in the Maritimes become apparent.  The women have very 

pragmatic needs for housing, food, health care and transportation in the early months and 

years.  Over time they become more aware of the availability of a variety of social 

networks as their basic needs are met. 

 In analyzing immigrant women’s interaction with various social networks, the 

data were divided into three groups, according to the length of time after the women had 

arrived in Canada.  Women who had been living in the Maritimes three years or less are 

categorized in the early group.  Those who had been living here between three and six 

years are in the mid group and women who had been living here for seven or more years 

are in the late group.  The social networks are categorized according to religious, ethno-

cultural, education, employment, social service, and family and friendship networks.   

 The findings are introduced by briefly outlining the major differences between 

Christians and Muslim immigrant women depending on the length of time they have been 

living in the Maritimes.  Then the findings from the Christian women are explained in 
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detail.  Highlights concerning social network access from Christian immigrant women at 

different stages in the settlement process are introduced, followed by empirical evidence 

supporting each theme.  Evidence from the data is presented in three ways.  A story of an 

“ideal type” of immigrant woman in one time period has been constructed from the data 

of multiple women in the sample.  Her story includes typical patterns of the social 

interaction that will be further illustrated in the following sections.  Most of the empirical 

evidence for the themes is presented via direct quotes drawn from the focus group and 

interview transcripts.  In cases where the discussion was not recorded, relevant portions 

of the conversation are described and footnoted.  After the findings from the group of 

women that have lived here the longest are explained, the following section compares the 

results from all three Christian groups.   The comparison of Christian groups according to 

the stages of settlement includes the identification of strengths and vulnerabilities.  The 

second half of the chapter is structured in a similar way for the findings from the Muslim 

portion of the sample.  The chapter concludes with a discussion.  In this section the 

results of the social network analysis according to the length of time after arrival from the 

three Christian groups are compared in greater detail with the results from the three 

Muslim groups. 

8.1 Major Themes 

 The Muslim data are more evenly divided among the three groups than are the 

Christian data.  The majority of Christian women in the sample are in the early group (see 

chapter six for a full description of the qualitative sample according to the length of time 

after arrival).   The findings are categorized into five themes: the relationship between 

immigrant women’s post-migration activities and social networks; the challenges of 
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transnational family networks; the process of cultural adaptation and resistance in the 

Canadian context; the configurations of public and private religious and cultural social 

networks; and the social determinants of religious immigrant women’s mental health. 

 Post-migration main activities influence immigrant women’s access to social 

networks.  Most of the Christian women in the early stage of settlement are not concerned 

about finding employment – either because they have come to the region as temporary 

foreign workers with a guaranteed job or they are performing care work while their 

children get a Canadian education.  The Muslim women in the early group are more 

heterogeneous than Christians in terms of their reasons for migration and many of them 

arrive with a connection to a regional university.  Depending on their post-migration 

activities, some immigrant women have access to employment social networks in the 

early years after arrival, while for others religious and education social networks play a 

more prominent role in these early years. 

 Transnational family arrangements are normative for most Christian women in the 

early group.  Temporary foreign workers send remittances home to support family 

members or husbands continue to work in countries of origin, occasionally visiting their 

wives and children. Muslim families in the mid and late groups resort to transnational 

family configurations as a means of dealing with the problems of finding permanent 

employment in the Maritime region while their children complete a Canadian education.  

This means that sooner or later, Christian and Muslim women find themselves as the 

heads of households in the Maritime context.  The women speak about growing stronger 

and more independent over time.  This contributes to shifting gender roles in nuclear 

families and the collision of at least two sets of gender structures. 
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 In the early group of Christian immigrants, many East/Southeast Asian women 

convert and become active Christians after arrival in Canada in order to access social 

networks in evangelical Protestant churches.  These religious social networks offer 

practical and emotional support during the settlement process.  Public religious social 

networks only play a minor role in the lives of Muslim women prior to migration.  

Muslim immigrant women in the mid and late groups are acutely aware of their 

children’s status as part of a religious and visible minority in a predominantly white, 

Christian societal context.  Muslim women and their families in the later years engage in 

a process of resistance and adaptation of their lived religious practices.   

 East/Southeast Asian religious and cultural social networks are relatively well 

established in the region and are interdependent, playing a prominent role in the 

settlement process for Christian women especially in the early years.  Muslim religious 

and cultural networks are more or less fragmented along ethnic and linguistic lines in 

cities in the Maritimes.  Among the many Muslim ethnic groups, South Asian women 

have created religious social networks in connection with local mosques and West Asian 

women are active in public cultural associations. 

 Mental health issues were identified by some Muslim and Christian participants in 

the mid and late groups.  Mental health problems are best understood at the intersection 

of multiple structures of inequality.  For the Muslim women, mental health concerns are 

compounded by the shifting structures of gender between the Canadian and country of 

origin contexts which bring them into conflict with male family members.  For the 

Christian women, mental health problems are the product of the long-term, frustrating 
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challenges of finding secure employment in their fields of expertise.  In this case, the 

local structuring of ethnicity plays a prominent role. 

8.2 Christian Immigrant Women 

 Fifty-eight Christian immigrant women from thirteen different countries of origin 

took part in focus group discussions and personal interviews conducted in New 

Brunswick.  Forty-one women are in the early group, fourteen in the mid group and three 

in the late group.  Thirty-four of the Christian immigrant women are working in the 

labour force, nineteen are doing care work in the home and five are students in university.   

 The analysis of the effects of the length of time after arrival in Canada on 

Christian immigrant women’s participation in social networks is introduced by means of 

the story of Sandy (Sook Jo).
12

  Her story is based on some of the typical situations that a 

Christian immigrant woman faces in the early years. 

 It’s the middle of the night as Sandy looks in on her son who is sleeping soundly.  

His room is a disaster area – clothes, books and sporting equipment surround his 

beloved computer, the power supply of which glows green in the otherwise dark room.  

Sandy doesn’t mind the mess because Edward (Jung-Hwa) had a couple of friends from 

his volleyball team at school over for the evening to play League of Legends together.  

Sandy wonders if maybe they played for too long.  There was never too much time for 

that sort of thing back in Korea where most of his evenings were spent studying with a 

tutor.  Since coming to Canada, Edward and his younger sister Suzie (Hee-Young) have 

both been involved in extra-curricular activities at their new school.  It comforts Sandy to 

                                                 
12

 These are pseudonyms, but like many of the Korean Christian women in the sample, Sandy has two 

names, a Canadian name and a Korean name. 
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know that her children have friends, are physically active and that their English has 

improved so much in the six months since they moved to New Brunswick. 

 Despite attending classes at the multicultural association downtown, Sandy is still 

afraid to speak English with sales people when she goes to the grocery store or to the 

mall.  She is terrified when the phone rings.  She doesn’t want Canadians to think that 

she’s stupid.  Hopefully things will get easier.  The pastor’s wife at the church says that 

her English is improving.  Sandy thinks that she probably says that to all of the new 

Koreans!  Sandy knows that she’s not the only one struggling to learn a second language.  

The other women in her faith-sharing group also talk about the helplessness they often 

feel here sometimes.  The good Christians tell her that in weakness is strength.  Sandy 

wonders what that means.  Before the children were born, she trained in Switzerland to 

get a CIDESCO diploma in esthetics and back in Seoul was part owner of a spa.  But 

here she feels like everything she’s done with her life doesn’t count.  She should try to 

pray more . . . She walks down the hallway to check in on Suzie, who is also fast asleep in 

her very tidy bedroom. 

 Sandy and her husband decided to move the kids to Canada after Suzie’s 

boyfriend committed suicide – he was only sixteen.  Suzie had practically stopped eating 

in the months following his death.  She and her brother are both very good students, but 

the pressure to outperform their peers at their school in Korea had gotten out of hand.  A 

friend who had moved to this small coastal city in Canada a year earlier suggested that 

Sandy and her husband consider doing the same.  The kids could finish their high school 

education in English and then get accepted at a good North American university.  The 

friend was very enthusiastic about the new friends she had made at a church there.  So 
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even though there was a lot of paperwork involved, Sandy believes that moving halfway 

around the world was a small price to pay to ensure the future for her children.  Besides, 

their investment portfolio along with Sandy’s business experience put them at the top of 

the list for provincial nominees. 

 As Sandy climbs back under the covers of her king size bed, she wonders when 

she will see her husband again.  She misses him and wonders if he misses her now that 

they had been living apart for the past five months.  Whenever the kids ask, she always 

tells them that he will come as soon as he wraps up their affairs in Korea but will he 

really give up his job and join her and the kids here? She is beginning to doubt it because 

so many of the other Korean mothers she knows at the church have been living on their 

own for years now.  Pastor Lee says that she needs to have faith that things will work out 

- she needs to trust in Jesus who understands her loneliness and makes all things well.  

She’s not sure that she can do this – in Korea she always felt like there was no problem 

she couldn’t solve, but here . . . ?  Hopefully the local cosmetology association will reply 

to her application letter soon.  Thank goodness her new friend Daisy (Chan-Sook), who is 

taking courses at the university, was able to help her with the translation.  If only she 

could sleep . . .  everything seems so much more difficult at night. 

 Sandy’s story includes several of the themes derived from the analysis of the 

impact of the length of time after arrival on Christian immigrant women’s settlement 

experiences.  Like so many Christian women in the sample, Sandy has been living in 

New Brunswick for less than three years and her reasons for coming here are primarily 

related to the future of her children.  Sandy and her husband have deliberately chosen a 

strategy of transnational family life in order to provide a more secure environment in 
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which their children can pursue their education compared to their country of origin.  

Their class status in Korea enables them to do this.  Other Christian women immigrate 

without their families but a big reason for coming is so that they can pay for their 

children’s private education in the country of origin, providing them a measure of 

security in an unstable social context.  These women are taking advantage of the 

intersection of class and gender in a global labour market.  In both cases the women 

maintain transnational ties.  Technology enables the women to have continual contact 

with distant family members.   Sandy’s story also illustrates her hope that a combination 

of public religious and secular social networks will provide her with the information and 

skills that she needs in order to overcome the challenges she faces.  She is afraid and 

insecure but believes that her English will improve through language training and that her 

professional credentials will be recognized so that she can work.  Involvement in a 

Christian social network provides Sandy and her co-ethnic peers with a common 

narrative to describe and frame their struggles and a set of religious practices that provide 

comfort.  Religious practices of prayer and fellowship connect the women with one 

another and to God who comforts them and provides them with the strength to endure.  

These themes will be illustrated through empirical examples and explained in greater 

detail in the sections that follow. 

8.2.1 Christian Women in the First Three Years after Arrival (Early Group) 

 The data collection literally took place in the midst of a wave of immigration to 

the province of New Brunswick – a wave of Christian women.  The majority of the 

Christian women in the research (41 out of 58) had arrived in New Brunswick within the 

past three years.  Several interviews were conducted with women who had only been here 
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a few months and either required a translator or took place in very rudimentary English.  

Fifteen of the women in this early group are doing unpaid care work.  Twenty four of the 

women are employed and two are studying or retraining.  Three themes characterize 

Christian immigrant women in the first three years after arrival: transnational family 

networks, the importance of religious and cultural social networks, and their utilization of 

services provided through public social networks.  Transnational family arrangements are 

normative for this early group and this is part of their immigration strategy.  The women 

are at the forefront of this strategy, either heading up households in New Brunswick or 

using employment opportunities here to financially support family members who remain 

in their country of origin.  Transnational family situations are possible in a globalized 

world in which the use of communication technology is ubiquitous and international 

travel frequent.  In the local context, religious social networks play an important role in 

the lives of Christian immigrant women in the early months and these social networks are 

intertwined with the networks of secular cultural associations.  Christian immigrant 

women utilize the services of multicultural organizations and the public education 

system. The following sections will explain each of these themes in detail. 

Family and friendship networks 

 In the previous chapter, it was explained that the primary reason that most of the 

Korean women in the study had settled in New Brunswick was so that their children 

could get a Canadian education.  Most of these Korean participants are in the early group.  

Many Filipinas in the early group have come to the province on temporary foreign 

worker permits either as live-in caregivers or as shift workers in food processing plants.  

Like the Koreans, they migrated knowing that they would be living without their families 
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intact yet most had already been working abroad and sending remittances to the 

Philippines to support their loved ones.  For Filipina Christians, transnational family 

arrangements are a way of life.   

 Participant#3:  Like me, like I need to go outside from the Philippines to work to 

sustain my sister, to sending her to university to finish her degree.  Especially if 

we belong to a big family – we are eight children in the family and my mother is 

the one who give the financial for everybody - especially when we are in 

university.  I myself, I make my decision: “Ok I will go out of the Philippines,” 

and I need to earn something to help my mother send my sister to university.  

Something like that.  I start earning and I help my mother. 

 

 Cathy:  Now, a lot of women in the Philippines go abroad to work? 

 

 Many participants:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  Explain to me, like when you’re growing up, do you just assume that you 

will do that?  When do you start to think, “Maybe I’ll go abroad?”  Or does 

everybody think, “I’m going to go abroad?”  How does that happen? 

 

 Participant #1:  No.  Sometimes it comes when you suffer a hardship, a financial 

hardship in the family. 

 

 Cathy:  Yes, for example?  Give me an example of a financial hardship.  Like 

university costs money?  What else? 

 

 Participant #2:  Helping our parents. 

  

 Participant #3:  And if you want a better future, you start to go out from the 

country.  Because even though you are finished the degree, the doctorate, if you 

work in the Philippines, their salary was lower compared to going out from the 

country.  Even though she is a helper, but her salary is higher than . . .  

 

 Cathy:  Higher than a doctor? 

 

 Participant #3:  Yes.  Something like that. 

 

 Cathy:  Really? 

 

 Participant #3: Yes. 

 

 Participant #2:  Our country is good, it’s nice but you know the government? 

 

 Cathy:  Is the government what?  Corrupt? 
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 Participant#1:  Corrupt. 

 

 Participant #2:  Corrupted.  First they get some money, they get some taxes and 

they put it in their pocket.   

 

 Cathy:  You guys are smiling [speaking to the silent members of the group]. 

  

 Participant #2:  They fill their pockets and they’re rich.   

 

 Cathy:  O.k.  So are there some people in the Philippines that are very rich? 

 

 Many participants:  Yes!  Yes, of course. 

 

 Participant #2:  Yes, especially the political leaders. 

 

 Cathy:  Political leaders . . . but then most people? 

 

 Participant #5:  The majority are in the middle and the poor. 

 

 Participant #2:  Poor too – especially in the cities.   

 

 Participant #3:  Like, if you have a family in the Philippines, especially if your 

kids are in high school, before they go to college, they make their decision. 

 

 Cathy:  They think about it? 

 

 Participant #3:  Yes.  They are going to college.  After college they can go out of 

the country and earn more money than to stay.  The majority in their heads, of 

some kids right now, is that they are going out of the country.  Especially if they 

are working in a ship company, like cruise ships, something like that – they earn a 

lot more than to stay in the Philippines and working like an engineer – their salary 

is so low (Focus group #3).
13

 

 

The Filipinas in the early group indicate that the wages in the Philippines are not 

sufficient in order for them to send their children to college, to pay for extraordinary 

medical expenses, or to support their aging parents in retirement.  The majority of 

Filipina women who took part in the research are single but several had left husbands 

and/or children behind while others had followed husbands or friends in a chain of 

migration.  Friends and family members who are already living and working here could 

                                                 
13

 Five of Filipinas in focus group #3 are in the early group and two are in the mid group. 
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assist them in finding employment opportunities.  Whatever the particular situation, 

Filipina women use a variety of transnational family configurations as a strategy to 

improve their quality of life.  These configurations are dynamic, changing according to 

global employment markets and immigration opportunities that best serve the common 

good of their families.   

 Transnational family situations for Christian immigrant women in the initial 

months and years in New Brunswick are facilitated by low cost communication 

technologies and the ease of international travel.  Everyone who participated in the 

research project uses mobile phones and the internet in order to stay in touch with family 

members.  A Korean mother explains how this works in her family: 

 Participant:  You know what is internet phone? 

 

 Cathy:  Yes. 

  

 Participant:  It is almost for free to Korea, it is very cheap.  The situation I say in 

Korea,  like this, same situation, same cost so it is very, very cheap, not 

international phone calls.  So I contact with my husband every day or sometimes 

morning and evening and my  daughter and son also.  Recently my daughter 

bought a new cell phone - it is a technical something . . .  

 

 Cathy:  A smart phone? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, yes, I forgot the name – smart phone, I don’t have that one.  Do 

you know what is, karkat talk?  Karkat talk is the bubble, the bubble . . .  

 

 Cathy:  Speech bubble? 

 

 Participant:  Speech bubble between two persons in Korea and my daughter.  It is 

completely for free and my husband and my daughter usually contact with karkat 

talk and it was very useful. It is really significant.  And they, my husband is a 

little bit older generation than my daughter, but my son learned new language, 

kind of really, really, you know, the words who use young generation? 

 

 Cathy:  Yes, they just use letters, they don’t type out whole words.   
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 Participant:  Yes, letters, yes and it was really, k k k k k k is doing words, and my 

husband my daughter contact every day, every moment actually, every break time 

at school, so yes, we do this (Christian #17).  

 

Other married immigrant women from the early group speak with their husbands at least 

a couple of times a week.  Technologies allow transnational family members to stay in 

touch with each other any time of day or night.  It can also serve as a painful reminder of 

those left behind in the migration process.  In a focus group conversation with Filipina 

temporary foreign workers, three women were working to support their children back 

home. 

 Cathy: Do you talk to your kids or communicate with your kids every day?     

 

 Participant #9:  Not really – he’s busy. 

 

 Cathy:  They’re busy? 

 

 Participant #9:  No, he’s busy. 

 

 Cathy:  How old is he?   

 

 Participant #9:  Eight. 

 

 Cathy:  Eight. 

 

 Participant #9:  Yes.  Right now it’s night time there when it’s daytime here, so 

we don’t have time to chat.  After work he’s already sleeping.   

 

 Cathy:  Yes, ok, so that is difficult sometimes I imagine. 

 

 Participant #9:  Yes, I left him in the Philippines back home since four years. 

 

 Cathy:  Because you’ve been working in Taiwan, right?  So it’s something that 

you’ve had to get used to?   

 

 Participant #9:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  Your kids too [asking another woman directly]? 

 

 Participant #8:  It’s ok, but one of my kids is always telling me, “Mama, when are 

you back?  Please go home, please go home.”  So I told her, “What will I’m going 
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to do in there?  We are not financially stable.”  Like, this time we have to suffer 

but this is for our own good. 

 

 Cathy:  Yes. 

 

 Participant #8:  I’m going home someday, but many years more. 

 

 Cathy:  Now who else has kids?  There’s one more person who has kids. 

 

 Participant #13:  I have kids. 

 

 Cathy:  How old are your children? 

 

 Participant #13:  Ten years old and the other one is two years old. 

 

 Cathy:  Two!  Oh, who is looking after the two year old?   

 

 Participant #13:  My mother and sister. 

 

 Cathy:  Your mother and sister.  Ok, so, is your ten year old, is she used to it?  

You being away – is this your first time away from your kids?   

 

 Participant #13:  This is my first time. 

 

 Cathy:  Ok, so that’s new for them. 

 

 Participant #13:  I talked to her before I came here - just to understand why I am 

here in Canada – just for the future. 

 

 Cathy:  Yes.  Would it be right to say that, because so many people in the 

Philippines work outside of the Philippines, that people are getting used to that 

family members are away?  Or is that still very, very hard for people? 

 

 Some voices:  They are used to it. 

 

 Participant #8:  Actually for me, it’s during my early days here, I really go very 

homesick.  I even cried a lot because for twenty two years that I have been mated, 

I have never been away from them. But with the help of my God and with the 

help of my co- workers, the family, I was able to overcome.  But until now, there 

is still sometimes that I feel very homesick because I’m already a mother (Focus 

group #2). 

 

Some Filipina mothers sometimes dread the contact with their children because it makes 

them feel worse than before, wondering if they made the right decision in migrating to 
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New Brunswick for work.  Despite the comfort of her co-workers, one woman says, “But 

we cannot avoid during night time – my mind is sick again” (Focus group #2, Participant 

#9). 

 Many of the Korean and Vietnamese families in this early group are not hindered 

by economic considerations when it comes to using international travel in order to 

maintain transnational family ties.  In conversation with two Korean mothers who had 

been living in New Brunswick less than a year and a translator, their situation is 

explained: 

 Cathy:  Who came with you when you came here? 

 Christian #12:  My family, my husband and my son. 

 Cathy:  Ok, so your husband came with you when you came? 

 

 Christian #12:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  He wasn’t here before? 

 

 Christian #12:  No. 

 

 Cathy:  Ok you all came together.  What about you? [to Christian #11] 

 

 Translator: Her husband came to Canada together for immigration but he returned 

back to Korea for working.  Also [Christian #12] too the same situation because 

she came to Canada with her husband and her son.  She [Christian #11] came to 

Canada with one daughter and one son.  But the two husbands returned back to 

Korea for working.  But after a while [Christian #11’s] husband will come . . . he 

is preparing for something technical future working.  Now he’s preparing and in 

two or three . . . they don’t decide  yet but he will come, yes. 

 

 Cathy:  After he’s done that? 

 

 Translator:  After he’s done that, yes, he’s preparing for his future job. 

 

 Cathy:  So he’s training?   

 

 Translator:  Yes. 
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 Cathy:  And your husband [to Christian #12], he’s working in Korea? 

 

 Translator:  He’s working in Korea.  After, their plan is like this, after a couple of 

years later, anyway her husband will come to Canada and he will, I don’t know, 

open his business or find work here (Christians #11 and #12). 

 

In many cases the husbands accompany their wives and children on the initial move to 

Canada.  Some families come to the province having secured apartments or houses even 

before leaving their country of origin.   

 Participant: At first we planned to find an apartment but we know that some 

places are not good for raising kids so we tried to contact the Korean people who 

have a house but usually they just choose what’s available and then the price is 

not reasonable for us so we just decided to search on the internet to find an 

apartment.  But the problem is the apartment is very old and then the school is not 

good so after four months we decided to buy the house and then we heard that 

[this suburb] is good for kids and then anyways we  bought the house, a very 

small house so yeah I did that.  So when we decided to buy the house we are very 

new around this area but it’s a little hard and then actually usually the Koreans 

live in apartments so actually they don’t have any idea about the house. 

 Cathy: Do most of the Koreans that come here, do they start living in an 

apartment too? Is that how it works? 

 Participant:  I don’t know actually but I met many Koreans, yeah at first they try, 

yeah started to live in apartments but soon they buy a house or some people even 

if the immigration process they still going but they already bought a house 

because compared the house price in Seoul is very expensive compared to here.  

So people don’t know how to keep their house, to maintain their house so just 

they decide to buy a house because they are immigrants. 

 Cathy: There’s lots of work, yeah, there’s a lot of work, keeping a yard and a 

house. 

 Participant: Yeah but in certain areas there are no choices in some aspects because 

the apartments are usually very old and very small (Christian #10). 

After the initial move many husbands return to work in East/Southeast Asia.  The 

frequency of visits that Korean husbands make varies.  A Korean mother with two 

teenage children  explained in an email that she and her friends use three names for the 
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men who travel back and forth to visit their families: “wild geese” describes the husbands 

who make international journeys twice a year; “penguins” are unable (or unwilling) to 

fly; and “eagles” are frequent fliers (Christian #17).   

 Despite the high levels of contact with husbands who continue to work in their 

countries of origin, the circumstances of these transnational families complicate parenting 

for immigrant women.  Immigrant mothers in transnational families become the heads of 

households in the Canadian context.  In a focus group discussion with Korean mothers
14

 

several women said that this is the first time that they have shouldered the responsibilities 

for home repairs, vehicle maintenance, and financial management in addition to 

supervising and planning their children’s educational experiences.  All of these things are 

done alone by the women in a second language and in the midst of a culture with which 

they are unfamiliar.   One participant in this group said that it is difficult to live without 

her husband.  For example, she has problems with water in her basement and she did not 

know what to do to get it repaired.  She has asked her neighbours about what to do but 

they are old ladies and cannot help her (Focus group #4, Participant #3).  Her new social 

role is challenging due to limited social capital in the early years.   Technology and travel 

enable the Korean husbands to communicate with their families while providing financial 

support but physical separation means that the family members are living in two very 

different social contexts, creating the potential for misunderstanding and conflict between 

couples and between fathers and their children.   

                                                 
14

 The discussion from focus group #4 was not recorded due to technical problems.  The focus group 

included translation.  The description of the conversation is taken from my field notes. 
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 Not all of the Christian women who had arrived in New Brunswick within the 

past three years were coping with transnational family situations.  Some arrived here with 

their whole families intact and others are single and employed.  In only a few cases, the 

women or their husbands had relatives living in Canada who offered assistance in the 

early years.   

 Cathy: And you chose New Brunswick because that’s where your husband found 

work? 

 

 Participant: No, because his family is here. 

 

 Cathy: His brother’s family? 

 

 Participant: Yes, his mother, sister. 

 

 Cathy: How long have they been here? 

 

 Participant: I think in New Brunswick, I think 10 years but they stayed, the wife 

that my brother-in-law has, she is in Winnipeg, she grew up in Winnipeg. 

 

 Cathy: She grew up in Winnipeg? 

 

 Participant: Yeah. 

 

 Cathy: Ok because the Filipinos have been in Winnipeg for many years. 

 Participant: Yeah for many years and they moved to New Brunswick because 

she’s working [for a company], yeah it’s a transfer here so basically and the 

brother become the president of the Filipino community, [says his name] 

(Christian #4). 

 

After her husband got a job, this Filipina mother and their five children came to join him.  

Through her brother-in-law’s social networks she explains how she found work: 

 I was hired.  So I was like, “What will be my job?  Maybe a nanny or a dish 

washer?”  I mean a lady that washes the dishes or cook or something.  I was 

thinking like that even though I’ve been a boss in my country.   I know basically 

they will not acknowledge who I am so I decided.  But a friend, like the one that I 

work with, employ me as a marketing person because he knows my background 

because he is a friend of [my brother-in-law].  But I was hired as a machine 

operator for the transfer of VHS to CD, cassette to CD or whatever.  So I do that 
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the transfer of any movies to CDs. So what I did - that’s what I did.  I arrive in 

October I got that job in November (Christian #4). 

 

The majority of Filipina temporary foreign workers or live-in caregivers find out about 

job opportunities through social networking with other Filipina workers whom they refer 

to as friends.  These social networks are local and global.  Some say that they update their 

Facebook status during every break at work.  A couple of single Filipina women who had 

arrived in New Brunswick the day that a focus group discussion was scheduled explain 

how they had come to the province: 

 Participant #6:  With my friends. 

 

 Cathy:  With your friends? 

 

 Participant #6:  Yes, they are living in Halifax.  That’s why I came here because 

they found me work. 

 

 Cathy:  In [this city]? 

 

 Participant #6:  No, in Halifax, Nova Scotia and then I move here.   

 

 Cathy:  So how long were you working in Halifax? 

 

 Participant #6:  No, I just moved, because my employer is here but my friends are 

in Halifax. 

 

 Cathy:  So you went to Halifax first and then you came here? 

 

 Participant #6:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  Now did [the fast food company] employ you before you came to 

Canada?  Did  you have a job? 

 

 Participant #6:  Yes, a contract with the [fast food company]. 

 

 Cathy:  Interesting, and for how long? 

 

 Participant #6:  One year and two months.  When I was there and I applied here, I 

had an  LMO for a week, just for a week.  I just tried . . .  

 

 Cathy:  What is a LMO? 
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 Participant #7:  Labour Market Opinion. 

 

 Cathy:  Labour Market Opinion? 

 

 Participant #7:  Together with a contract and then since you have money, you will 

pay cash, they will process your papers very, very, very fast.   

 

 Participant #1:  Through an agency. 

 

 Participant #7:  So if you’re going to ask me who helped me?   

 

 Cathy:  Yes. 

 

 Participant #7:  Me, myself and I - nobody can help me. 

 

 Cathy:  Yes. Ok, wow.  So you’re here and where are you staying? 

 

 Participant#7:  In our employer’s house.   

 

 Cathy:  The guy that owns the [fast food restaurant]? 

 

 Participant #7:  Yes.  He’s got an apartment for us (Focus group #3). 

Both of these women had been working in the service sector in the Middle East prior to 

moving to New Brunswick.  With the help of networks of Filipina friends they migrated 

half-way around the globe with a contract for a minimum wage job for a little over a year.  

A group of Filipina women who had arrived on temporary foreign worker visas further 

explain why they take these risks: 

 Cathy:  Now why, outside of work, are there other reasons why you would stay 

here? 

 

 Participant #4:  Because they offer residency here, unlike in Taiwan we could 

only stay for three years and then extend for another one or something like that. 

 

 Cathy:  So it was always temporary? 

 

 Many participants:  Yes. 
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 Participant #4:  We can’t stay there for long, unlike here.  They could send us like 

citizenship or residency. 

 

 Cathy:  Right, so you can apply for citizenship here? 

 

 Many participants:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  So are you here now on a working visa?  Is that how you came in? 

 

 Many participants:  Yes. 

 

 Participant #6:  For now. 

 

 Cathy:  For now, and then as time goes on do you think some of you will apply to 

stay here? 

 

 Participant #3:  We already did. 

 

 Participant #8:  We already applied for residency. 

 

 Participant #4:  Some of us applied.   

 

 Cathy:  Now some of you, are you thinking that maybe you’ll go back? 

 

 Participant #5:  No – not me. 

 

 Participant #8:  We’ll go back for vacation. 

 

 Participant #3:  We’re happy here now. 

 

 Cathy:  So everyone wants to stay? 

 

 Many participants:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  Oh wow!  Nobody’s is sort of maybe, maybe not? 

 

 Many participants:  No (laughter). 

 

 Participant #8:  When we get old!  [lots of laughter and then some speak to each 

other in Tagalog] (Focus group #2) 

 

Temporary low-skilled jobs are the toe-hold that the women need in order to enter the 

country and potentially get permanent employment and citizenship.  They use their social 

networks strategically and some express a strong sense of independence.  The women are 
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making choices and leveraging the power emerging between them and the intersecting 

structures of gender, class and ethnicity in the global labour market. 

 With the exception of the Filipinas, many of the women in the early group 

indicate that the decision to migrate limited their friendship networks both here and 

abroad.  Leaving their country of origin is a kind of tear in their existing friendship 

networks.  For example, a university student explains how her support networks 

diminished in the three years that her family’s immigration application was processed: 

 Cathy: Ok during that stressful time in Germany when you were all in the same 

place, did you turn to anybody for help about that kind of stress? Or would you 

talk to anybody about that? 

 

 Participant: Well I talk to my friend and I also keep a diary so I wrote it in my 

diary and that helped I guess.  

 

 Cathy: Anyone else, like would you talk to any of your teachers or counselors or 

anything like that? 

 

 Participant: No because we went into the apartment and then we didn’t tell, like 

there were not many people who knew that we were immigrating because we 

didn’t want to  tell everybody and then let’s say we wouldn’t be accepted or 

something so that was kind of stressful because there were not many people you 

could talk to so. 

 

 Cathy: Yeah that makes sense because you don’t know if it’s going to work out or 

not. 

 

 Participant: Yeah and we didn’t want to tell and then they are like, “Hey why are 

you still here?” and oh yeah, you know. 

 

 Cathy: What about anybody in the church community that you went to? Would 

they have known or did they do anything when they realized you were leaving?  

 

 Participant: No. 

 

 Cathy: No kinds of support or anything like that? 

 

 Participant: No (Christian #6). 
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When asked about what she had learned about herself in the process of settling in New 

Brunswick, she answered: 

 [O]nce you come here you have to spend more time like thinking, because you 

can’t really talk about everything because of the English, but you find out like 

what your strengths are and what your weaknesses are and then also what you 

care for.  And then what I found out is like true friendships - like I don’t know if 

this counts as something for me - but because in Germany, let’s say before you 

immigrated you would say you have five close friends and then fifteen other 

friends but then once you move like after a couple months people, um I guess it’s 

natural that you don’t talk so much again, and then you find out that you have, 

let’s say, three good friends and then from those three good friends it becomes 

less and less.  But you find out who are good friends and also about what 

friendship is . . . (Christian #6). 

She feels that she has grown closer to her family as a result of the migration process and 

has less in common with friends back in Germany.  Friendships in her new home took 

time to develop, especially since she immigrated just prior to her final year of high 

school: 

 In high school I had some friends because we went, my sister and I went to the 

multicultural club in the school and then we met many people and we also had 

English as a Second Language so we kind of had spent more time with the 

immigrant children then with the Canadians (Christian #6). 

Like other Christian women in the early group, new friendships are most likely to be with 

those who either speak the same mother tongue or share the experience of being a new 

immigrant.  This participant explains why speaking in a second language is such a 

challenge: 

 I would say the hardest thing because of the language sometimes it’s hard to 

express yourself and then for example you meet friends and you want to tell them 

a story that you had over the weekend or so but then you miss words and so you 

don’t know how to express it but you know that you can say it in German.  It’s 

really frustrating because you feel kind of stupid because you can’t tell them or 

sometimes when people don’t understand what you’re saying.  And I also found 

like especially in university the way that I could express myself in English is more 

basic than my German so that’s something that for me personally is like kind of 
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annoying because I know I could express myself like in a broader vocabulary but 

my English has to improve.  It’s like, hard, like even right now when I want to say 

something it takes the time because I have to search for the  word or it’s not the 

right word.  You know that it’s not the right word and then it’s kind of . . . 

(Christian #6). 

 

Friendships for Christian women in the early group were usually formed through contacts 

made in religious, cultural or multicultural social networks.   

Religious social networks 

 For many Christian women in the early group, a church is among the first public 

institutions with which they have contact.  Some women bring strong religious 

convictions with them while others become more active Christians as part of the 

settlement process while others convert to Christianity after arrival. Only one woman 

from the early group had not been a regular participant of public worship in her country 

of origin and did not become part of a local church after arrival.  The women in the early 

group are mostly Catholics and Protestants.   

 Because the liturgical form and prayers of the Catholic mass are uniform 

throughout the world, even when there are language barriers in the early period of 

settlement, Catholic women are able to participate in collective religious rituals with 

which they are familiar.  Catholic immigrant women in the early group have joined 

parishes throughout the province.  A Vietnamese woman told me that as soon as she had 

rented an apartment, she went to find the nearest Catholic church.  In Vietnam she had 

attended a Catholic school and became a Catholic before she was married.  She attends 

mass every week and prays daily.  The interview took place in her apartment where there 

was a crucifix and a picture of Jesus on the wall as well as some other religious statues on 
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the furniture.  She told me that all of the furniture in the apartment had been given to 

them by people at the Catholic church (Christian #1).
15

   

 A Korean Catholic woman explains, “I’m not very religious but my husband, well 

actually my family and then his family are Catholic, but when I was 20s or 30s I didn’t 

go to church very often but after coming to Canada I’m getting more religious” (Christian 

#10).  When asked how she practices her religion she responds: 

 Yeah every Sunday I go to church.  Especially when living in Toronto we usually 

go to just Canadian Catholic church not Korean Catholic church, but when 

coming here my husband thought we need to have some connection with Koreans 

because of our culture background. Otherwise maybe we would be isolated and 

then he think about our daughter so every Sunday we go to Korean Community 

Catholic Church (Christian #10). 

In addition to regularly attending this particular  church so that her family has contact 

with other Korean Catholic families in her area, this woman said that, “Usually twice a 

month we usually, Korean women go to [a soup kitchen] as volunteers and then once a 

week we tutor English with a volunteer” (Christian #10).  She is not part of the local 

Korean cultural association but she provides further information about the reach of the 

social network at her church: 

 Participant: The Korean chairperson of the Korean Community Association from 

our Catholic church so many of the other Korean Catholics help him. 

 Cathy: Who is that? 

 Participant: [Name], yeah he’s chair person. 

 Cathy: And he goes to your church? 

 Participant: Yeah. 

 Cathy: So you guys know all the kinds of things going on? 

                                                 
15

 The interview was not recorded and this example is taken from my field notes. 
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 Participant:  Yeah. 

 Cathy:  Do they ever host anything at your church?  Do they ever have any 

Korean cultural events at your church? 

 Participant: Actually in the spring we hosted some kind of yard sale at the church 

and then nothing special (Christian #10). 

The Korean social networks at her church have helped her to become more regularly 

engaged in public religious rituals and more involved in her local community through 

volunteer work and social outreach.  She is building bonding and bridging social capital. 

 Many Christian immigrant women in the early group benefit from the hospitality 

practiced by members of evangelical churches.  An example was provided in chapter 

seven of the strategic settlement efforts of one Korean evangelical congregation in 

offering worship services in Korean and creating a structure for the social lives of many 

Korean immigrants.   In another city in the province, an evangelical Protestant church 

hosts regular English conversation opportunities for any immigrants regardless of their 

religious or nonreligious backgrounds.  Members of yet another evangelical church have 

organized a program to pair international students with Canadian-born Christians in order 

to provide friendship and practical support, including language learning.  Several 

Filipinas spoke highly about the Protestant church they attend: 

 Participant #3:  Iglesia Ni Christo – Church of Christ. 

 

 Participant #2:  It is established in the Philippines actually. 

 

 Cathy:  Ok, so it’s in the Philippines and so you knew that that church was in [the 

city] before you came?   

 

 Participant #2:  Yes. 

 

 Participant #5:  Because we have a magazine from the . . .  
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 Participant #2:  We have a central, a central in the Philippines and they know in 

other countries where the churches are.  They will tell you.  So if you came to 

other places, other countries, they will tell you (Focus group #3). 

 

This global Filipino missionary group publishes a magazine and has a website with the 

locations of churches around the world.  One woman explains how the church helped her 

after she arrived in New Brunswick: 

 Well for me, it’s like, for my experience, like I have been in Singapore and Hong 

Kong to work and so when I came here to Canada, I feel welcome because every 

time we work in different countries as a worker, we do, we do . . . as long as we 

have a church service, a church where we belong, we feel very comfortable and 

we are really very fast to adjust ourselves, that we are very welcome to any kind 

of country (Focus group #3, Participant #3). 

 

Social networks in this church provide spiritual and material support.  The women 

provide examples of the support they have received: 

 Participant #4:  Yes, especially when we were in PEI.  Then we are looking for 

another job.  We need to find.  And everyone was trying to help to find a job.  We 

stayed there for a week because we didn’t have a house yet.  To go to [a village] . 

. . then they help us to give us a ride to go to . . .  

 

 Participant #2:  The company - [food processing]. 

 

 Cathy:  To [the company in the village]? 

 

 Participant #4:  And to immigration. 

 

 Cathy:  And to the immigration office? 

 

 Participant #4:  Everybody tried to help a lot. 

 

 Cathy:  And are they Canadians in that church?   

  

 Participant #3:  Most of them are Filipino.  

 

The church is located in a house where Filipino immigrants live.  The members of the 

church helped the women to find further employment opportunities once their original 

work permits expired. 
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Social service networks 

 Multicultural organizations exist in every city in New Brunswick as well as in 

towns in rural areas where immigrants are employed in local industries.  These 

organizations play an important role in the lives of immigrant women in the early years 

of settlement, particularly in terms of language classes.  Permanent residents, refugees, 

temporary foreign workers and live-in caregivers have the opportunity to take 

government-sponsored language instruction after arrival.  Many of the women in the 

early group make regular trips to their local multicultural organizations to learn English.  

A Christian woman who arrived as a refugee ten months prior to taking part in the 

research comments on getting around in her city:   

 Participant:  It’s ok, very not bad because [settlement services] gift us, they gift us 

bus passes. This is good for us now because we don’t work now, they help us and 

it’s good, bus not bad. 

 Cathy: Does it come by right here? 

 Participant: Stops here near my home. 

 Cathy: Good. Does it stop near the [settlement services building]? Where do you 

get off  the bus at the [settlement services]? 

 Participant:  I have transfer, sometimes very often I took bus number twenty from 

my home to [downtown] and after then I walk because I have a little heavy weight 

(Christian #19). 

Her regular journeys to language classes through the city’s downtown to the settlement 

service agency have enabled this woman to get information about other services in her 

city, including additional language classes at another multicultural organization: 

 Yeah multicultural association - first time I went in [settlement services] because 

maybe  two months I wait and I went in multicultural and learn English in 

multicultural and when I study level one, this level finish very early after my class 

in [settlement services] level first I went in.  Multicultural now I study full time, 

multicultural helped me too (Christian #19). 
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Through language classes this woman has developed friendship networks with other 

immigrant women and they offer one another mutual support.   

 Not all of the Christian women in the early group are satisfied with the language 

learning services provided by the multicultural organizations.  Several women are in the 

process of starting up or already running their own businesses.  For them it has been 

difficult or impossible to access language classes.  For example, two women became 

acquainted in Vietnam and worked together on their immigration strategy.  One was a 

small business owner with ten employees and the other worked in a management position 

in another company.  They proposed to start a business together in New Brunswick and 

both families’ immigration applications were accepted by the PNP program.  The 

women’s husbands continued to work in Vietnam while their wives and daughters moved 

to New Brunswick.  One woman came with her eleven year old daughter in November 

and rented an apartment.  Four months later the other woman brought her five and fifteen 

year old daughters and joined her friend in the apartment.  With the help of relatives in 

Calgary and other Vietnamese families in the city, the women are making plans for their 

business.  This involves many meetings and some travel but they manage by helping each 

other out with child care responsibilities.  Both of the women struggle to speak fluent 

English.  However, their business plans make it difficult for them to attend the eight week 

language courses offered by the local multicultural organization.  Twice since arrival they 

began courses but each time had to interrupt their studies for various reasons and were 

not allowed to rejoin the course after having missed classes (Christians #1 and #2).
16

   

The women are learning English by regularly attending church and through the business 

                                                 
16

 The interview with these two participants was not recorded.  The description of their circumstances is 

based on notes taken during our conversation. 
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social networks they are accessing but they could benefit greatly from flexible language 

instruction.  Improved language skills have the potential to aid in the successful launch of 

their new company as well as help the women in communicating with their children’s 

teachers in the local schools.   

 The following story comes from a Filipina woman working in a call center 

franchise.  Her family began the company a little over a year after arrival.  The quote 

offers an example of why current government-funded approaches to language training for 

working immigrant women might not be the most helpful approach.  Prior to beginning 

work as a call center agent she did a thirty-six day online training course. 

 Just imagine, I just arriving here in Canada and I’m just talking to a Canadian 

like, “How can I help you?  This is [Nancy] from [Company X] calling,” like I 

pronounce like especially the data - they call it data - so basically I just have to be 

just so.  But they like my service because I have the heart, I know the problem 

and I want to help because I’m a business woman.  Once I pick up the phone I 

know the problem, I want to solve the problem because I know as a business 

woman, I have the heart for the people so that makes it fun.  Like, oh my God, 

this is funny like, “I don’t like your voice,” some people say.  “I don’t understand 

the way you talk, I want another agent!” “Oh?  Ok I’m sorry. I will speak so slow 

that I will be able to serve you.  Now what seems to be your problem?”  I just go 

so patiently talking to them, “Ok, I will make it slow, I cannot transfer you but I 

can help you.  Just tell me what the problem is.”  Like people when they argue, 

you can’t really understand them and especially that I’m not a Canadian in the 

way they talk or whoever.  It’s not only the Canadian but there is a Pakistan, there 

is a Chinese that is going to call but God is helping me.  I was able to ask, “Is it 

about your wireless phone?”  Yep. “Is it about the billing?”  Yes, yes, yes.  “Ok, 

what about the billing? Is it the payment?” Yeah! “Ok you understand me - you 

do it!” I was able to understand them but not the whole paragraph that they’ve 

said.  I just pick pieces like ok, it’s about the billing, it’s about this, it’s about that. 

I just try to pick pieces, I really have  to listen.  On my second day at my call 

center I was really crying. Like I feel so . . . I don’t know the word.  When they 

hear that you’re an Asian people, an Asian person, “I don’t like to talk to you, I 

want another agent.” 

 

 Cathy: They say that right away? 

 

 Participant: Right away when they are not in the mood or so irritated with [the 

company] and they will be like, “[This company] will just sell something and I 
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don’t want to talk to you. Are you from the Philippines? Is there a call center 

there?”  “No sir, I’m from New Brunswick and I’ve been here for a year or so 

basically I will be able to understand you.  Just tell me the problem.”  “I don’t 

think you will be able to understand.  I was talking to a certain agent and he gave 

me this plug and this plug will not work and what about this and I know you do 

that without understanding my need,” like something like that. “Ok sir, I will look 

at the billing and if I see the billing is more on the data rather than  texting.”  

That’s what I try to underline everything and then she will be happy and say, “Oh, 

I like your service and that I could understand!”  Now we’re talking (Christian 

#4). 

 

 In addition to providing language instruction, multicultural organizations also 

provide information to new immigrants about applying for permanent residency and 

Canadian citizenship as well as information about other services and organizations 

available in their communities.  Multicultural organizations have close ties to established 

cultural associations and can put newcomers in contact with others who share their ethnic 

and cultural heritage.   Multicultural organizations also offer volunteer opportunities for 

immigrant women looking to increase their Canadian work experience while seeking 

employment.   

 Since over half of the women in the Christian portion of the sample are mothers, 

having children in the New Brunswick public education system gives them the 

opportunity to interact with people from a variety of cultural backgrounds in another 

public social network.  Engaged in the daily routines of ensuring their children get to and 

from school and extracurricular activities, immigrant women come into regular contact 

with Canadian-born teachers and other parents.  These experiences are sometimes 

complicated.  A Korean mother expresses her views of the education system:  

 Participant: One of the reasons we left Korea was the education system, usually 

Asian countries especially Chinese or Koreans or Japanese are very competitive 

so actually we  don’t like that kind of system so that’s another reason we come to 
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Canada.  So we are very happy, in some respect we are very happy with the 

school system but sometimes we are a little bit sorry about the competitive 

motivation. 

 Cathy: Maybe not as competitive but maybe not as . . . ? 

 Participant: Push. 

 Cathy:  Maybe they should work a little bit harder? 

 Participant: Yeah actually we think a little bit motivated, a little bit more, how can 

I say it, a little bit more motivated, yeah, a little more to achieve to something but 

here they’re too free.  So we try to teach her a little bit harder than the schools 

yeah, the school curriculums, I know how to assess the situation . . . Actually my 

daughter went to school in Toronto for almost 10 months and then when we came 

here we were a little bit disappointed, their level is a little bit different, we were a 

little bit worried (Christian #10). 

A little bit later in the interview she provides more details about the situation: 

 Participant: The school system is a little bit different so sometimes we concern 

about writing behavior or studying.  But you know sometimes in Korea it’s very 

common to talk to the teacher about the school work or the studying but I found 

that some Canadian teachers feel a little bit uncomfortable especially talking 

about the studying stuff, the homework. 

 Cathy: They’re uncomfortable talking to you about that? 

 Participant:  I think because maybe, I don’t know, but when my daughter actually 

went to the school in [this area] it’s a very good school in [the city] and we found 

as I said, we found that in [this city] studying is very easy compared to Toronto so 

I asked the teacher. Actually at the time I didn’t want to show off my daughter’s 

abilities or something like that I just tried to ask something because different 

provinces means different systems because when my daughter was studying in 

Toronto, her grade three teacher told us, you know, Ontario has some kind of 

special programs for kids who did very well but the  program usually started from 

grade 4 so she expect my daughter to get into that program  when she would be in 

grade 4.  So when I came here I asked the teacher and her response was very 

offensive for me. 

 Cathy: What did she say? Can you tell me? 

 Participant: She gave my daughter a test and then show us and then, oh wow, she 

did very good. This is level in grade 6 but some kind of education problems she 
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has in some areas.  She needs some improve and then her math she is very good in 

grade 4 even if she’s in grade 3.  But her math skill is not in grade 5, something 

like that.  We don’t want to do something like that we just, I just want to know 

some kind of information but my impression is maybe give some 

misinterpretation but anyway at the time I felt very offensive so we just, at the 

time I didn’t want to talk to her anymore, something like that (Christian #10). 

This woman is torn between the high expectations she has for her daughter’s educational 

achievements and her desire to have a good relationship with her child’s teacher.  Her 

daughter plays basketball on the school team during the winter months, participates in 

two community organizations for youth and is learning to play the violin.  Yet the girl’s 

participation in the education system is also marked by discrimination.  Her mother said 

that her daughter has been bullied by a Canadian-born boy on the school bus:   

 Participant: Yeah, the boy at the time a little bit bullied or harassed her but the 

problem is that my daughter already saw him harass the . . .  

 Cathy: . . . the other kids? 

 Participant: . . . the other immigrant boy.  So she found he targeted her.  He pick 

on her  (Korean Christian #10). 

Her husband, having a Canadian university degree in social work, wrote a letter 

expressing their concern about this situation to their daughter’s teacher who gave the 

letter to the vice principal of the school.   

 Participant:  My daughter talk to us, what he said and what he did to her in the 

school bus but the vice principal on the line what my daughter said and then what 

the boy said and then he wrote that we are kind of exaggerated the situation. . . So 

that’s why we decided there is no hope, we just have to move to the other 

environment. 

 Cathy: Another school? 

 Participant: Yeah (Christian #10). 
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The Korean mothers in the early group had generally mixed feelings about their 

experiences of the New Brunswick education system.  For the most part they were 

pleased that their children were excelling academically in a safe and healthy environment 

but they felt that there was not enough effort being made on the part of teachers and 

administrators to reduce ethnic segregation.     

 Analysis of the qualitative data shows that in the first three years after arrival 

Christian immigrant women are accessing multiple social networks.  They maintain 

transnational family and friendship network ties through the use of technology.  They 

participate in religious and cultural social networks through local churches.  They also 

access public social networks for settlement and education services.  There are multiple 

opportunities for the creation of social capital. 

8.2.2  Christian Women Between Four and Six Years after Arrival (Mid Group) 

 Fourteen Christian women had arrived in New Brunswick between four and six 

years prior to participating in the research.  For this mid group, issues related to 

employment and public social services dominate.  Five of the women are doing care work 

for their families, eight are employed, and one is studying at university.  The initial 

excitement or chaos associated with arriving in a new country has been replaced by more 

pragmatic concerns.  Unlike their counterparts in the early years of settlement, those who 

entered the country on temporary foreign worker permits have to apply for open permits 

and find jobs in order to stay beyond the early years.  Language training and employment 

counselling offered by settlement services are limited in helping some women create the 

kinds of social capital they need.  Over time the reality of the economic and labour 
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situation in the province is becoming clearer.  The lifestyles of some Korean mothers 

caring for school-aged children are showing cracks – not having employment for which 

they are educated and a lack of career prospects has consequences. 

Employment social networks 

 The willingness of employers to hire someone with foreign work-experience is a 

key issue for immigrant women who are seeking jobs in New Brunswick.  This is not a 

unique predicament but is exacerbated by the labour market conditions in a province 

where unemployment is high and seasonal industries abound.  According to several 

Christian immigrant women, some of whom found employment after years of job seeking 

and retraining, the major hurdle is in the differences between cultures.  The women are 

learning about the intersecting structures of gender, ethnicity and class in New Brunswick 

and most local employers are not familiar with a multicultural workforce.  In many social 

contexts, the ability to secure employment depends upon familiarity with multiple social 

networks.  Evidence concerning this situation will be provided by two stories, one in 

which the Christian immigrant woman successfully secures employment and one in 

which she does not. 

 In the first story a Vietnamese woman decided to immigrate to Canada after 

visiting her sister in Vancouver.  She explains,  

 After that I’m thinking living in Canada is the thing I should consider about that 

when I came back to my country and then day after day a lot of problems, a lot of 

bad things happened in my country.  So I wanted to quit and looking for a better 

life and I’m thinking about Canada.  Firstly because I have my sister who live 

here more than 10 year in Vancouver and secondly because Canada is the place I 

came two time and I know what it is and I would really like to try changing the 

place I’m living (Christian #8). 
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In her professional work in Vietnam she dealt with English documents on a daily basis.  

It was not until after she arrived in New Brunswick that she learned that there is a 

difference between reading and writing English and speaking.   

 When I came here it’s totally different. I found that for the foreign people when 

they came to my country they speak English different way when they was in their 

country. When I came here, I couldn’t understand even I came to the grocery store 

or the  Superstore or somewhere I could not understand what the cashier talk to 

me.  Even with my English I couldn’t use it when I just go out to buy something 

(Christian #8). 

Shortly after arriving in the province she began looking for employment by applying for 

jobs in local companies.  Even before immigrating she had assumed that because of her 

work experience she would have no problem in finding a job. 

 Participant:  As I told you before I was working in the [international trading] 

company for 15 years and worked for operation like to prepare documents and 

I’m totally confident in myself about my skill, working skill because it’s an 

international company and I know what they do and I can do that and I feel 

confident about myself and my ability to work this job.  And [the international 

trading company] and other companies like [courier companies], other company 

they have a lot here in Canada - looking for a job with those company.  And that’s 

the reason why I take the condensed course study about transportation document 

then I could do the job with those company.  Then when I come back to [this city] 

. . .  and apply the job at [another company] that time I do not understand [that 

company], what they do here.  They do transportation of costs but what kind of 

transportation document they’re dealing with but my application, I cannot get the 

feedback for my application for many months and I think that was, I have 

experience so my application could not be accepted and I think that job 

opportunity here in [the city] is not easy to get.  And I totally, like before my hope 

is big like that and then it’s less, less, less and it’s hopeless for me to look for the 

job like I work before.  Then I’m thinking, I  kept looking for other thing to do 

and one of my friends she’s, at the time she’s pregnant, she asked me to babysit 

for her baby and I said yes I will do that because I love children.  I think I can do 

it well.  Then after that I saw another Vietnamese people, he got job because he 

got the opportunity, the help from [the multicultural organization]. 

 Cathy:  [The multicultural organization]? 
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 Participant: [The multicultural organization], they have employment department. 

 Cathy:  Employment counseling, yeah. 

 Participant:  And people try to get him match with the company and then after 

that he got job at that company at the same field he working before he working in 

our country.  So I think that [the multicultural organization] can help me and I 

came there asking for help and people there help me to have the informational 

meeting with [the shipping company] and then after that my application was 

accepted (Christian #8).  

It took over a year from the time this woman first met with the multicultural employment 

counsellor until she was hired.  Filling in job applications or sending her resume to 

different companies in her field of expertise did not work.  It was not until she learned 

about a friend’s job hunting strategy in her Vietnamese social network that she too 

utilized the services of an employment counselor at the local multicultural association.  

The employment counsellor was able to help her meet people working in the local offices 

of companies that dealt in international trade.  It was through these face-to-face meetings 

facilitated by a third party that she was able to get hired after spending nearly a year 

looking for work.  Now that she is employed she thinks that the work culture here is very 

different than what she knew in Vietnam.  

 When I go to work people talk so friendly whatever they thought, whatever about 

their family, about their parents, about their son, about their children, they talk 

easily and loudly but in my country people did not do that, they keep it something 

like private and they just talk low, quietly with their close friends.  And the other 

thing Asian comparison with European people, Asian people work hard more than 

the European.  Like I work for 8 hours a day and I just sit in my place and 

working but I see other people went out for  cigarette or they have to stop to take 

a break, talking and eating and something.  For me I can see that I concentrate 

more on working than other people at work (Christian #8). 

She hopes to continue working for this company for a long time and her employer is 

pleased with her performance.    
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 Participant:  So for the working opportunity here in [the city], for Vietnamese 

people or for Asian people is not easy, it’s not easy, totally not easy.  Like [the 

company where I work] has wide open door for everyone work there.  Because 

you know they have the customer center dealing with the customer clearance and 

document - just dealing with the computer.  But because it is a center they have a 

lot of shipment to do so they usually  have people work overnight shift.  People 

overnight shift, not much people working, they need people working overnight 

shift.  And so everyone, it’s a big open door - everyone can come to work.  The 

thing is a lot about that and so I think only that is the door for, the open door for 

people like me to work here in [the city], after me there are three Vietnamese 

people. 

 Cathy:  Oh, that have come since? 

 Participant: Yeah. 

 Cathy: To [the company where you work]? 

 Participant:  Yeah (Christian #8). 

She has been able to let other people in her Vietnamese social network know about the 

job opportunities at the company where she works.  Her work ethic also likely sends a 

message to her employers that her ethnic peers are hard workers.  The success of this 

woman’s employment search depended on accessing the informal social network of the 

small Vietnamese population in her city.  It was from this social network that she was 

able to access the public services available through the local multicultural organization.  

The employment counselor there was able to help her build social capital in employment 

networks in the city.  After she secured a job, she is able to provide members of the 

Vietnamese community with information about other available jobs in her company.   

 Things do not always work out this well for Christian immigrant women in the 

mid group.  It took many years of frustration for a Romanian woman to realize that the 

very qualities that she considers strengths when it comes to her employability can be 

considered weaknesses in the New Brunswick cultural context.  She came to the province 
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to join her husband who had found employment as a temporary foreign worker.  After 

working here, he applied through the PNP to bring his family – his wife and two sons.  In 

addition to her educational background in engineering she brings a wealth of employment 

experience: 

Me and my husband owned three companies in Romania.  Two making ready-

made clothes and one with catering, catering, yes, and we had a very good period 

in that period of time.  Like I said, unfortunately the laws were not stable.  That 

means like as a business woman, I had to have a business plan.  I had to see over 

five years, for instance, to manage my business, it was quite impossible, yes, 

because the laws were changed every year.  And being in this situation, this is 

first, and second, unfortunately Romania was led by, let’s say other height 

Communists – you know what I mean?  I mean second row from the Communist 

Party because they had all the information.  That means that quite all the 

legislations were for their pockets.  This is the reality, I’m sorry, I’m not happy 

saying that, but I have to be honest.  So, being in this situation in 2001 after ten 

years we had to close all our companies.  We lost everything – everything, I mean 

everything and we had to start again.  I found a job, I started to work but in the 

same time I started to be sick.  I started to take care of my parents, like everybody 

I had two parents unfortunately they passed away in 2005 and 2006.  My husband 

had to leave Romania because it wasn’t possible to earn such much money for 

survival, which we need for survival (Christian #18). 

Unlike her Vietnamese immigrant counterpart above, this woman knew from the start 

that she needed to make connections in employment social networks in order to find 

work.   

Being a small area, the easiest way to find a job is to have some connections.  

This is for sure.  Anybody cannot convince me that it’s another way. In Romania 

it’s the same but here it’s another scale of value - much better than in Romania, 

unfortunately for us. Yes, I can find a job easier in the [university], for instance, 

knowing you and having a recommendation from you instead of putting on the 

internet my CV.  It’s easier for sure and I have an example on my skin (Christian 

#18). 

Her strategy was to make connections doing volunteer work and taking courses to 

improve her English and learn about the local economy.  After a while she started to 

apply for jobs with no success.  She became frustrated: 
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I had to stay at home around my kids.  Kids – they are taller than me.  Yes and 

they started to work and I said, “Ok!”  Even my husband said, “Stay at home and 

cook for them.”  You know what I mean – until they will adjust just a few and I 

did that.  But in this time I continued to apply (Christian #18). 

She worked with an employment counsellor at the multicultural organization but this did 

not result in getting a job.  Eventually she befriended a Canadian-born woman managing 

her own not-for-profit business.  In conversations with her new friend who had extensive 

experience with both employment and public social service networks in the city, she 

came to realize that her style of communication is very direct.  She started to learn about 

cultural differences between Eastern Europeans and Canadians:   

 You know that one of the biggest differences of the cultures is the style of 

approach. So we can define in the world, three big groups: the group which have 

direct style to approach, indirect, and the group from the middle.  So you are, let’s 

say, between the middle and indirect. A person from East, I mean Asia, they’re 

indirect one hundred per cent and we [Eastern Europeans] are very direct.  This is 

a very big challenge because I can be misunderstood with my style, you know 

what I mean?  . . . I prefer to tell you, of course, without being rude, of course, but 

I prefer to tell you, in front of you, very honest what I think related to, I don’t 

know, whatever, anything, instead to prepare you a half of hour talking about the 

weather, the rain, about . . . anyway, and after hour and two minutes to say what I 

have to say.  For me, I feel that I wasted time.  I feel that I’m tired doing that and I 

feel that I can create a confusion in you (Christian #18). 

Her Canadian-born friend was able to connect this woman with another immigrant 

woman who helped her to secure a management job in the hospitality sector.  She thought 

things were going well when she was unexpectedly laid off.   

I’m very disappointed, very disappointed, but know all the history and I have all 

the proof.  And this is another thing, I don’t think that this labour law is very fair 

with employee.  It’s not normal for me, like employee, to work for you less than 

six months and in all this period you can fire me, just like that, without any 

reason, without any notification.  You have just put a reason there but it is 

nothing.  Where are my rights?  You know?  What can I do?  Yes, I can go to the 

labour board. So what?  What can they do?  Because it is my word against your 

word.  So yes, the law basically, it’s good but it’s not enough.  It was my situation 

after five months, my owner was [on vacation] in that moment, and I was at work 

like every time in the morning.  I started to do my papers and someone came to 
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me and the people said, “Owner’s daughter is waiting for you in downstairs 

office.”  I said, “Can I finish my papers?  Because I want to send the girls on the 

floor to clean the rooms.”  “No, no, no, you have to leave everything in this way.”  

In the morning at 8:30, “You have to go there.”  And she put in front of me an 

envelope, a blue envelope.  She said, “I’m sorry but I have to let you go.”  I said, 

“What? What?”  I think it’s a joke – why, what’s happened?  Anybody didn’t tell 

me anything (Christian #18). 

 

She is frustrated that her former employer did not adequately explain to her what was 

wrong with her job performance because she wants to learn from her experiences.   

 What this last situation illustrates is that communication is not simply about 

speaking a common language.  It is also about communicating across or between cultural 

differences in the structuring of gender, class and ethnicity.  This is particularly important 

in the workplace where most adults, foreign- or Canadian-born, spend the majority of 

their time.  Communication between persons of different cultural backgrounds is not 

straight forward.  The above examples show that native New Brunswicker employers 

have a particular style of communication and social interaction with which immigrant 

women are unfamiliar and vice versa.  It is impossible to categorize all of the different 

cultural norms for social interaction that exist but an important first step is to recognize 

that cultural differences exist and that these are not necessarily a bad thing.  They just are.  

From the point of view of immigrant women who have been here for more than three 

years and have had difficulty getting work, the awareness of cultural differences on the 

part of local employers is not always evident.  Building social capital in a multicultural 

employment context is bi-directional. 
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Social service networks 

 Christian immigrant women in the mid group have mixed opinions about the 

services offered by multicultural organizations at this later stage in the settlement 

process, depending on whether or not they are employed.  For the immigrant woman in 

the last story, the language and employment services of multicultural organizations are 

the target of criticism because they did not assist her in finding permanent employment.  

The Vietnamese woman in the first story was grateful that employment counselling from 

the multicultural organization helped her in getting a job in her field through expanding 

her social networks.  A Filipina woman who had entered the province five years ago as a 

live-in caregiver turned to the multicultural organization in her city when her original 

work permit expired: 

 Participant #1: Every day I went to the multicultural [organization] with [name of 

 settlement worker]. 

 

 Cathy:  [repeats the name] Yes? 

 

 Participant #1:  Volunteer. 

 

 Cathy:  Yes, you volunteer? 

 

 Participant #1:  I volunteer in the hospital, I volunteer in church and I volunteer in 

the multicultural. 

 

 Cathy:  Yes, and do you find that helpful? 

 

 Participant #1:  Yes, because before I had no permit to work.  I am waiting for a 

long time.  So I stay with the multicultural.  So they asked me if I can volunteer 

and I said yes.  [The settlement worker] sometimes goes around in the city and 

helps the kids.  I studied French.  I go with some different nationalities (Focus 

group #3). 

 



293 

 

The opportunities to volunteer in several different organizations, including the 

multicultural organization, helped this woman while she waited for her work permit to be 

processed.  She became more familiar with public services in her city and she found 

opportunities to help other immigrants and widen her social networks.   She was aware of 

the cost and availability of legal services: 

 Participant #1: Sometimes in the multicultural, like a week ago, I think there’s a 

lawyer  and it’s free and they can give you advice. 

 

 Cathy:  So how often does the lawyer come?   

 

 Participant #1:  It depends because I think they have a schedule for them.  The last 

was two weeks ago.   

 

 Cathy:  That’s good to know, you never know if something is going to happen 

with your immigration papers or if your employer is screwing you around, there’s 

laws against that in Canada. 

 

 Participant #1:  But I came here, but they can’t do anything.  I went there but they 

couldn’t help me so I went to an immigration lawyer to check my application for 

immigration.  They cannot help me about my situation before I had no open 

permit [from CIC].  And I’m lucky, my friend, her boss helped me to find that 

lawyer and he paid that lawyer.  I talked with the lawyer about 45 minutes and he 

paid $240 something and every time I emailed to her and she exchanged emails, it 

cost $28.50 (Focus group #3). 

 

 Many immigrant women in all time groups are concerned about access to health 

care.  Just as communication, employment and education systems in New Brunswick are 

different than in their countries of origin, so too is our health care system.   

 Cathy: What about health care? Have you had any difficulties getting health care?  

 

 Participant: Yeah that was the most bad part, when I came here. In Korea there 

are many hospitals and so we don’t have to wait more than 5 or 10 minutes if we 

have so many people there we just go to another hospital.  

 

 Cathy: Oh you can go wherever? 

 

 Participant: Yeah and there are many hospitals that we can easily go but here no.  

You have after clinic, starts at 5 o’clock or something like that, we can’t go 
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anytime. When I went to the hospital because my daughter was very young and 

she had fever and cough and everything but we had to wait.  If we go to 

emergency, we had to wait for about 4 hours and when we first came here it was 

after one month and she had a cut here and she had what do you call it? 

 

 Cathy: Stitches? 

 

 Participant: Stitches but she had to wait for four hours in the bleeding so I don’t 

like that because she had that same experience in Korea but we just waited two 

minutes or three minutes, there are so many hospitals.  So I really found that was 

really uncomfortable about the health care. 

 

 Cathy: Now have you been able to get a family doctor yet? 

 

 Participant: No I didn’t apply that yet, I always forget but she doesn’t have any 

problem with that so (Christian #7). 

 

Other women from the mid group indicate that it has taken years for them to get a family 

doctor and others still do not have one.  They are among the hundreds of people in the 

province without a primary health care provider and who wait long hours in emergency 

rooms for non-critical medical help.  For those who need to see a specialist, it is more 

problematic.  When asked about her experience of the health care system, an employed 

woman replies: 

 Participant: It’s really bad here - I think it’s really bad. I got a family doctor this 

year so that means I was waiting for it and I, when I was entering into the lease, 

the first two or three months when I arrived and . . .  

 

 Cathy: So it’s taken you almost five years? 

 

 Participant:  More like four I would say to get a family doctor and I went to the 

hospital for the walk-in clinics and sometimes the people from the hospital that 

you’re waiting for like 8 hours at the walk-in clinic send you to the next day, it 

doesn’t work very well. And  I mean don’t think about going if you have a flu or 

have a cold and a sore throat because if you see somebody at the most.  At the 

beginning, the first year I had bronchitis and I couldn’t breathe and they gave me 

antibiotics like 500 milligrams and like the minimum we give in Argentina is 1 

milligram so I was taking antibiotics for one month with 500 milligrams and I got 

the bronchitis anyway and I couldn’t breathe and they didn’t give  me anything.  

So when I went back home and I was still coughing, I had it for at least four 

months and I was still coughing after that.  And so my doctor in Argentina, my 
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family doctor gave me one of those pills because it’s like I was sitting on the bed 

because I couldn’t lay down because I couldn’t breathe. It was like you could 

have died from that!  It was like if you have something like that anyway you see 

some of the things like that happen and don’t happen there (Christian #14). 

 

After explaining how the two-tier health care system in her country works, she adds: “I 

go to a cardiologist every time I go there because she does some electro cardiac and she 

charges me 35 dollars for a visit with the thing and she sends me to the blood work I 

think it’s 10 dollars” (Christian #14).   

 Several women in the mid group spoke about dealing with mental health 

problems.  They talked about how the difficulties they encountered in making friends 

resulted in feelings of loneliness, sadness and despair.  It is not that the women did not 

have access to formal and informal social networks.   A Korean mother talks about her 

loneliness in the midst of an ethnic social network: 

 Participant:  When I first came here I don’t have many children and my daughter 

was too young so I was really lonely so I think I drank a little bit from that time. I 

mean I like to  drink but I didn’t used to drink everyday but when I come here I 

used to drink everyday one or two cans of beer everyday but now I’m not. For the 

first one year and a half I drank beer every day.  

 

 Cathy: And you think that’s because you were lonely? 

 

 Participant: Yeah I do.  

 

 Cathy: And now that you’ve made friends, it’s gotten better? 

 

 Participant: Yeah and because when I first came here the Koreans, even the 

Koreans because we are not friends from back in Korea, we just met so I couldn’t 

trust them and I don’t know their character so I felt do I have to be friends with 

her or her. I was very confused because everybody’s different. So even Koreans, 

with Koreans I felt lonely but now I have real friendships with some of the 

Koreans.  Now I feel good but when I first came here I couldn’t be friends with all 

the Koreans and it was hard to find really close friends. So yeah that took about 

one year (Christian #7). 
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Another woman from a much smaller ethnic group than the Koreans spoke about 

miscommunication in her place of work and how difficult it was to make close friends: 

Participant: Well I still have issues with, there are some things I still don’t 

understand how they work. At the beginning, the problem was I was thirty 

something years, 35 before coming so I knew how things worked and I knew how 

to get around whatever even talking to the people.  I knew if they were angry or 

you know how the people act.  You know the system.  You know it and I came 

here and nothing of that worked here. So I didn’t understand the people, I didn’t 

understand if they were angry or not and why they didn’t talk to me anymore.  

What did I do? I didn’t do anything wrong. But yeah, for their standards they 

don’t do it like that so I offend them sometimes.  So at the beginning I was alone, 

that was the main issue. I remember in Argentina we kiss each other on the 

cheeks, girls and boys and there were a lot of Latino people in my office so I was 

kissing them on the cheek.  Most were guys and there was a girl and she was 

Canadian so of course we say hello and if we don’t kiss the person on the cheek 

we haven’t said hello. 

 

Cathy: And you kiss both cheeks? 

 

Participant:  Just one cheek. So that’s hello and it was so bad that when I didn’t do 

it, the other guys were telling me, “You didn’t say hello today!  Yeah, just sit and 

say hello - that’s not hello!” 

 

Cathy: That’s not good enough? 

 

Participant: And so I was doing that because I can’t do when yes and when no and 

she had a problem with that and she asked me not to kiss her anymore and I was 

so mad like, what did I do wrong? So we were all together and it was like one 

table and the other table and I just stopped saying hello to everybody and the 

others were complaining and I was like I don’t say hello anymore because I 

couldn’t just skip her you know?   I just couldn’t do it. So that was a major issue, 

it was like three months after I arrived and she was basically my only friend, co-

worker friend, so it was like I don’t want to talk.  Even so we didn’t solve that, it 

still stays there but that was the only person I had a problem.  And the thing why I 

was so taken was I was sensitive.  Like if they looked me not in a good way or I 

didn’t [know].  I was always paying attention what the rest was saying because 

they were basically my friends.  I couldn’t choose.  They were my friends and it 

wasn’t the friendship I had, usually had. I was like, “I’ll make friends.”  It took 

me a lot (Christian #14). 

 

This woman wanted close friends – women she can share her heart with.  The emotional 

and mental work involved in day to day social interactions at work was overwhelming 
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sometimes and she needed a friend with whom she could be herself, relax and feel 

understood.  This is evidence that informal friendship networks can help immigrant 

women build bonding capital that is so necessary to well-being in a new social context.   

 Admitting to emotional struggles and seeking assistance for mental health 

problems is not easy for any woman.  For immigrant women who are unfamiliar with the 

services available in New Brunswick the process is even more daunting.   

Participant:  So I needed help and I didn’t know mental health.   I was like, that 

sounds really bad.  I didn’t want to be put you know . . . ? 

Cathy: In a psych ward, yes? 

  

Participant: That sounds so bad and mental health.  The clinic is the same name 

but at some point I just, it was so bad that I just called and they saw me and they 

keep me.  They saw me for several weeks but it was like I don’t know, five times. 

I was not going to kill myself so it was ok even if I was crying everyday so 

because I wasn’t going to do that [suicide?] it was fine. They sent me to a course 

to work on my depression.  It helped me but I have some downs, I’m not good all 

the time. And I think if you’re not really bad I don’t think you can get, I mean you 

can probably go to a private something but you have to pay $100 or $120 per 

session (Christian #14). 

 

This woman knew she had problems and needed help but the phrase “mental health” 

sounded much worse than the kind of services she was looking for.     

I mean I talked in the walk-in clinic so many times saying that I was bad and 

nobody told me.  There was one guy giving me the phone number - a mental 

health clinic and it was like “mental health” and I look at it in the website and the 

mental health association and I was like yeah, maybe.  But I can go to the courses, 

ah from 8 to 5 for sure I cannot go and everything is from 8 to 5 that’s the other 

problem.  If you work - screw you, you cannot go to anything that is public, you 

have to ask for permission. Eventually I did when it was so bad and they sent me 

to the course, well they referred me to the course and it was two hours once a 

week.  But two hours is a lot together one day plus you go and come back.  It’s 

like yeah, I have to tell work that I have a problem and I have to go to this course. 

That was my psychologist treatment (Christian #14). 

 

She did not understand what the phrase “mental health” meant in the local context and 

she felt bad about taking time from work in order to get help.    
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Religious social networks 

 Religious social networks can help foster emotional bonds between members of 

the same church who interact on a regular basis.  Bonds of trust develop over time 

enabling women to talk with each other about the challenges they face as well as their 

vulnerabilities.  Many of the East Asian immigrant women in the study find within 

Christianity a shared language of struggle that helps them to express their experiences of 

the migration and settlement process.   For Koreans this interest in Christian practice is 

fostered because churches are at the center of Korean social life in the Maritimes.  A 

woman who came to New Brunswick six years ago explains her struggles: 

I’m good now.  When the first year I was really happy, great to enjoy the new life 

here.  But when I was frustrated to get employed because I always worked for all 

my life and was always busy, I never expected, never imagined I have nothing to 

do. I didn’t think about that I couldn’t get employed for a long time but it was 

really hard to.  So when it was after spending two years I was really considering 

going back to Korea but I think I got homesick then but yeah, it was really hard.   

I really wanted to come back to my country but anyway (Christian #9). 

She became a Christian during this time and found support in her church involvements:  

“At the time I started the bible study and we only wanted to find a reason why I am here.  

Also Christianity- I was also wondering why so many people and wanting to know and 

starting at the time” (Christian #9).  Her situation did not improve when her husband 

joined the family after two years. 

 Participant:  I came here first and he came after that and we had no time to talk 

much in Korea because two of us too busy but after I moved to here, it was hard 

to spend too much time. 

 

 Cathy: So was there conflict? 

 

Participant:  A little bit yeah because both are stressed and he was unemployed 

and me either and so tried to find and everything is difficult so . . .  
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Cathy: When you talk about conflict, was it, what type of conflict was it? Would 

you be in arguments or would you have disagreements or would you just be 

annoyed with each other? What was sort of the nature of the conflict? 

 

Participant: I think I came here first and I know the society and I have many 

friends here but after, when he came here he was new.  I knew more than him and 

so whenever he has trouble or he has a difficult to do something . . . he was a 

higher position in Korea but I think he feels there is nothing he can do well so 

expectations should be low.  But I expect him to do something for us because I 

was so stressed.  And yes, so the higher expectation and the low reality so that 

was stress to me and stress to him.  And also sometimes it could be the anger to 

myself and himself sometimes goes to the kids.  We expected them to do well for 

everything that’s the reason why we are here but we can’t help them.  We can’t 

get my kids to do something when we don’t know the society - we expect a lot.  

Yes, so they do very well but sometimes it’s conflict with the kids - especially my 

husband with my son.  Yeah, there is still sometimes conflict because my son 

think his father is kind of easily get angry. I know that he never seen that before in 

Korea but we spent more time here also.  Even sometimes we don’t know about 

the kids and we don’t know the details but sometimes he responds with his son 

sometimes gets angry (Christian #9). 

 

In describing the support from her bible study group, she says, “the best thing is we can 

share my thoughts and my agony and that kind of thing” (Christian #9).  Several other 

participants said that the problems created by transnational family arrangements are a 

popular topic of discussion among Korean Christian women.  As a result, it is not up to 

an individual woman to summon the courage to initiate a conversation about her 

emotional struggles, in fact she is socially encouraged to express them in the context of 

the faith community.  Individual feelings of insecurity and misunderstanding become part 

of a broader narrative of meaning.   

 Different women react differently in this type of social context.  Some find 

validation for their emotional struggles and are supported in expressing them.  Some find 

strength.  An example comes from a focus group discussion which took place in an 

evangelical church with only Korean women participants.
17

  One woman said that she 

                                                 
17

 This focus group conversation was not recorded. 



300 

 

always has to explain to her husband who is working in China what is happening with 

their children.  She speaks Korean with her children at home but they are immersed in 

Canadian society.  She describes the children as 60% Canadian and 40% Korean while 

she and her husband are still 100% Korean.  Sometimes her son has problems in school 

and once the teacher was angry but she could not understand whether the teacher was 

personally angry with her or with her son or whether the teacher was angry for some 

other reason.  Communication with the school is difficult.  She says that her marriage has 

suffered because of being apart from her husband.  Her neighbour asked her once why 

she is not divorced since she does not live with her husband.  She tried to explain that her 

husband needs to work and that their marriage is still intact even though they do not live 

together but her neighbour has a hard time grasping that they can be living so apart 

(Focus group #4, Participant #1).  Another woman in the group described her time in 

New Brunswick as an adventure despite the fact that she has felt uncomfortable several 

times, especially when she goes to the bank or post office and the workers cannot 

understand what she wants (Focus group #4, Participant #2).  Their Korean pastor 

provided translation for the session and several of the women cried openly when 

speaking about their experiences of settlement.  Perhaps this happened because the focus 

group discussion took place in Korean and the women are able to more fully understand 

and answer the questions that are being asked.  Or perhaps the setting is one in which the 

women are regularly encouraged to express their deep emotions. Whatever the precise 

reason for this show of emotion, most of the women feel unsure about the future.    
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 The Vietnamese woman whose story was used at the beginning of this section 

speaks about the spiritual changes that took place within her as the result of the decision 

to immigrate and the challenges that she faces: 

 You know, when I was in Vietnam - like a big tree. I was born there and I grew 

up there and I stayed there until I was 46 years old and working for 15 years. I 

have two houses. I have parents. I have relatives around me. I have good husband 

– everything. So I think that I’m very strong like the big tree - I have a deep root 

and I think I am strong.  So I am a daughter with the Father. I’m thinking about, 

I’m imagining about a father and a daughter and when a daughter is grown up and 

she’s strong she has everything she wants with her life.  She did not rely on her 

father much but when I came here it’s completely different.  Like I became like a 

small tree.  For the first time I came here I could not . . . it’s very difficult for me 

to settle my life here.  So I’m so weak and I recognize I’m a daughter - so weak 

that I have to rely on the Father more than before, just feeling like that (Christian 

#8).  

Later on in the interview, after recounting the difficulties she had in finding employment, 

she continues:  

 I feel so sad because like every door is closed, I cannot get in anywhere. But I still 

keep hoping that I can live here and I felt and I strongly believe that God is with 

me so I feel sad and I know that every day like I’m worried.  But my Father worry 

more about my family, my kids, so I just like walking, walking, walking and 

knowing nowhere to go but I’m not alone. God is behind me I think so.  And then 

after that I got job, my husband got job, we bought the house and then I think, 

“Now I’m ok. My Father is still with me and he’s happy too.”  (Christian #8) 

For this woman, experiencing weakness as an immigrant without work, property or social 

status is a test of her faith in God and she believes that she has grown stronger as a result.  

She had religious hope even though she was feeling sad.  The paradox of Christian 

spirituality enables some immigrant women to find spiritual strength as a result of 

experiences of social vulnerability.   
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8.2.3 Christian Women Seven or More Years after Arrival (Late Group) 

  Three Christian immigrant women had arrived in the province more than seven 

years ago.  Two of them had originally come to New Brunswick as international 

university students and the other had entered the country via the live-in caregiver 

program.  One woman is employed, one is unemployed and looking for a job and the 

third is retraining at university.  Despite the women’s high levels of education and their 

familiarity with local society, their primary concerns are related to employment and 

similar to those expressed by women in the mid group.  There is also evidence of mental 

health problems.    

Employment social networks 

 Two of the three women in this late group had come to New Brunswick as 

undergraduate international students almost ten years ago.  Both had found work in their 

respective fields following graduation but had returned to university for further study.  In 

describing her experiences over the past ten years, one woman says, “Actually it’s a long 

story.  I finished the bachelor, went to work for several years and then I took a masters” 

(Christian #15).  After she completed her undergraduate degree she looked for work.  She 

said, “I was a student and my networking wasn’t that broad, so I went into an 

employment agency and they helped me” (Christian #15).  Her decision to immigrate was 

contingent on her finding employment.  She explains that,  

At that time, I wasn’t sure - things always go faster than planned, right?  And 

back at that time it was hard to stay here.  It was good, I mean it’s a whole lot of 

effort to study here and it wasn’t easy.  So if there is a chance for me to stay, I’d 

stay.  So after one year of working, I applied for the immigration and fortunately I 

got it (Christian #15). 
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Having just completed a master’s degree in business administration she is looking for 

work.  When asked how she feels about her future, she responds,   

Not having a job – not good.  But I mean, the unemployment is hard, the economy 

is hard.  It isn’t only me.  If I wasn’t doing everything I could - I could try harder.  

But I always believe in the future – there’s going to be something for me.  I just 

don’t think I’m that bad enough that God is going to just ignore me and leave me 

alone.  Hope for the best (Christian #15). 

Her social networks are somewhat helpful in providing short-term employment.  At the 

invitation from her co-ethnic peers she became involved with the local Chinese cultural 

association: 

Last year I came back from [China] after finishing my MBA studies, they said, “If 

you can help us preparing for the Chinese New Year?” and I said, “Yes.”  I 

couldn’t say no to my friends.  So that’s where we started and say “Yes, since you 

can help and you have the ability to help, why don’t you come and join the 

volunteer workers to make us a more huge service?”  I agreed. . . Right now being 

in the Chinese cultural association, also has the Chinese cultural center there who 

does some immigration for people from China to here.  So sometimes I do a part-

time job there just to show people around and translate for those people who don’t 

speak very well English.  I show them around, see how life is like in [this city], in 

[another city] and [another city] - show them the cities and see where they are 

interested or if they are on vacation, just show (Christian #15). 

 The other international student graduated with a degree in communication studies.  

When asked about what it was like to find work, she responds, “Oh finding work that was 

a big challenge.  I went to Halifax for two years.  I worked in a Chinese company, 

international one, a firm, so yes, I did a lot of communication back and forth from China 

and here too” (Christian #16).  When asked why she went to Halifax she responds, 

“Because I couldn't find a job in [this city].  It was really hard for, especially you doing 

communication and you have English as your second language, right?  And I wanted to 

move to a bigger city where it has more Chinese companies, like those kind of 

companies” (Christian #16).   Her New Brunswick-born husband also found work in 
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Halifax but she quit her job and moved back to the province with their young son in order 

to retrain as an LPN.  Despite her ability to speak two languages, she was not able to get 

a permanent position in the Chinese company.  The couple is still married.  When asked 

how she feels about the future, she responds, 

 Participant:  I feel secure and safe.  Yes, I feel my future is so bright, especially 

since I'm taking nursing right now.   

 

  Cathy: Yes, yes, because the work situation looks a lot better?   

 

 Participant: Yes, working as a nurse at least I know, no matter what happens in 

my future, in case something happens with me and my husband, I feel like my job 

is so secure to make sure me or my son have an ok life and we don't worry about 

unemployment or stuff like that (Christian #16).       

 

 The third person in this late group of Christian immigrant women has a PhD and 

had worked for years in the field of public health in the Philippines.    

 My designation I call myself an instructor but I’m a professor at the leading 

university . . .  for 5 years, I also worked part time for the medical school 

foundation.  I teach with an Ob/gyn in terms of health education. What we do is 

try to desensitize doctors-to-be as well as use terminology, layman’s term for the 

future of clientele that they’ll have - that they’ll have the patience rather than use 

medical lingo.  And then I worked as a full time researcher for seven straight 

years 24/7. A typical assignation would be researcher for gender sexuality and 

reproductive health (Christian #5). 

 

She entered the country via the live-in caregiver program and married a local man.  Her 

English language skills are strong and she has employment experience but is unable to 

find work commensurate with her education.  Presently she is working in a call center.  

She has been applying for jobs more in line with her expertise.   

 Participant:  I’ve been trying for the last 7 years.  I’ve been applying for not-for-

profit organizations, the hospitals and even the schools to no avail.  But yes, I 

would give anything to go back to health research.  For the teaching part I 

understand because where I’m from is a third world country, a progressive 

country, we are still a developing country so they are not recognized here. I’ve 

looked into the idea of having my credentials recognized but at that time they said 
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international accreditation I have to pay in order for  my credits to be accepted 

here. So it was way too expensive for us.  

 

 Cathy: How much do they charge, can I ask? 

 

 Participant: Three hundred, I think.  It’s called IQAS, International Qualification 

Accretive - something to that effect but it’s in the government website and it’s 

based in Toronto but they said if you send your transcript, because I bring my 

transcript with me, they said it’s three hundred per unit and I said, “Well I had 

four years of biology, two years of medical masters and a three unit Ph.D.”  I’m 

better off studying again and having my full tuition because it’s ridiculous 

(Christian #5). 

 

She feels that she has much to offer a community organization, especially one that works 

with immigrant women since she specializes in the area of reproductive health.   

 

 It’s finding a connection.  I’ve had meeting, ok I’ve met with, there’s a director 

[from the multicultural organization] that said, “Oh, we can have you as part of 

our violence against women team.” I followed up and followed up and nothing 

came through with that one. So it becomes a frustrating cycle for me because like 

- what am I doing wrong?  I had my resumé submitted to the employment 

counselors and I said, “Tell me what I can do to change this one.  Did I come on 

too strong or am I too soft?” And some will say, “Your voice is too soft.” Ok. I 

had an interview in which I was told, “You’re not confident enough.”  I said, “Ok, 

if talking to 300 people for 15 minutes is not confidence, I don’t know what is.”  

Because how do you define this?  So I wasn’t lucky on that score. So the 

frustration is there, that’s why I carry with me - it’s a prayer for depression so I 

turn to  that (Filipina Christian #5). 

 This woman is aware that there may be cultural barriers that prevent her from 

getting a better job.  Several immigrant women in the research indicated that they had to 

learn to visibly demonstrate their ability to be assertive in the public sphere and overcome 

behaviours that might be considered submissive, like not making direct eye contact with 

strangers or promoting their skills.  This is in contrast to the Romanian woman quoted 

earlier who was informed that she appears too forthright in comparison with local 

women.  Doing gender in the workplace in New Brunswick is different from what 

immigrant women have learned in their countries of origin.  Yet even knowing these 
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cultural differences and trying to adapt, the women are frustrated.  In the quote above, the 

Filipina says that she is not lucky, indicating that even if she knows the social rules here, 

getting a job is more about luck than skill.  But she and her husband own a house here, so 

she continues to work at the call center and feels that she is “dumbing down.”   

My English as my husband would say is book English even at work that’s always 

been a challenge to me because I find that a lot of the people still can’t talk to me. 

My accent comes forth when I speak on the phone so people assume that I’m 

Indian or Chinese - nowhere even close.  But the challenges are the slang and the 

correct grammar and spelling because for us, not all Filipinos speak the same way 

I do, not all of us, it depends where you studied, I studied at private school, it’s all 

Catholic schools all the way from prep to my higher education right. . . this is a 

major barrier that I’m at right now.  I work as a call center agent but I’m gunning 

for a position higher than what I am now.  Because I said to them that my problem 

is some of the things that like procedures are created in an English manner in 

which everybody thinks that they understood but if you really look at it and break 

it down I said it doesn’t make sense.  So what you think it is, what it should be, is 

not what it is technically speaking because it’s grammatically incorrect.  So I 

interpret it differently and I get dinged for it.  So I said, “No, listen to me if I do 

this and then . . .” They understood that the technical perspective if you break it 

down like that, this is correct but how you write it is incorrect but the problem is 

the majority understood it and I didn’t because I’m a minority on that score - 

that’s where the barrier comes in, the frustration (Christian #5). 

 

 Two of the three women in this late group are married to Canadian-born men and 

remain in the province, despite the limited employment opportunities for them.  One 

woman’s strategy is to retrain while the other’s is to work at a low skill job and continue 

to hope for a break.  The Filipina’s husband is retraining, further tying her to an insecure 

economic future.  The lives of these two women and their husbands are impacted by a 

regional labour context in which workers are vulnerable amidst the fluctuations of the 

global market.  All citizens of the province are subject to this labour climate but the fact 

that these women are from a visible minority group makes the challenges of finding 

employment even greater.  Time magnifies intersecting inequalities. 
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Social service networks 

 The women in this late group are familiar with the social services available in 

their cities and make use of them when necessary.  The Chinese woman is training to be a 

nurse because she believes that the health care system will provide secure employment.  

When asked about her opinion of the health care system, the Filipina responds, 

I love it here! One thing I really, really love about Canada health care system. I 

don’t care what people say about how shoddy our health care system is but one of 

the things is that the health care system here pays for a lot of things including 

major surgeries.  In the Philippines if you don’t have money you die - that’s how 

difficult it is. Insurance and everything else, school and health is not covered in 

the Philippines.  If you don’t have the money, you don’t go to school, if you don’t 

have the money, you die - that’s the reality. Here I said this I’ve taken for granted. 

I have a family doctor, I was lucky enough to get one and when I went, I had a 

major operation and it was free.  That was my major concern like, “Oh my God, 

I’m going to have a surgery.  How am I going to pay for this?” You know I told 

my husband, “Send me home because my mom was with the bill.” I had no 

problem but when they said it’s covered – ok (Christian #5). 

Despite her frustrations at being underemployed, there is much for which she is thankful.  

However, she has been the target of harassment and discrimination.  She lives on the 

outskirts of the city and takes the bus to and from work at the call center.   

I was inside the bus like we were waiting for the driver to, the driver will usually 

go out and were sitting there and the boy came up to me and he was saying, “Do 

you want to see my organ?” Like you know, he said that in his language and at the 

time it was just him and me.  You can tell that he was doing that but there was a 

video of that one because we were talking about pursuing that one but we never 

did follow through.  But anyways what happened was he was just a young boy 

probably about 15 at the time and I was there and I was by myself and when he 

came over - I for the life of me I didn’t know what - I jump at him and I start 

screaming at him.  I didn’t know I had that one but afterwards I ended up crying.  

I called up my husband and said, “I was bullied on the bus.”  I have a bus, I call 

them my bus regular buddies, and they were out smoking and they came to me 

and talked to the driver and they said, “If we have the video can we pursue that 

one,” but nothing came out of it. My supervisor, because they found out that even 

the HR, because my whole office when they found out, it wasn’t something 

major, but they knew because I was so shaken when I went to work.  They think I 

was targeted because I am foreign and I was small.   
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She did not call the police to report the incident because, even though she was shaken, 

she felt that she had defended herself well.  Yet given her professional background in 

public health, one wonders why she did not press charges given that there was video 

evidence.  She did mention that one of the long term effects of not being able to find 

work suitable to her education and experience and having to endure underemployment 

was depression.  The settlement process has eroded her self-confidence.  

Religious social networks 

 The women in the late group had differing levels of involvement in religious 

social networks.  The Filipina, although Catholic, could not regularly get to mass because 

the bus does not operate on Sundays.  She explains,  

I’m a Catholic, I used to be a devout Catholic until I moved to [this city] I became 

a non-practicing Catholic because I don’t go to church as much as I wanted to.  

But I pray the rosary, I pray every single day and every single night and before I 

start work I have a mini prayer.  They don’t allow that one because it’s not 

something that you involve your religious backgrounds there but I have small note 

on my screen to pray before I start my work to help me get through the day 

(Christian #5).  

 

The Chinese woman with the MBA became a Christian at the invitation of a Chinese 

friend while an undergraduate.  She said,  

Well at that time I was having some kind of emotional down side and then my 

friend said, “You need something to make you move forward.”  So she took me to 

the church and meet all those wonderful people and I started to go and participate 

in some events that they hosted.  So that’s how it started (Christian #15). 

She explains why becoming a Christian was a big step for her: 

It’s like in China, in the textbook, we never seen anything about Jesus Christ, it’s 

like it never existed.  And we are taught not to believe in anything that we don’t 
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see or we can’t touch.  So on that base, Jesus Christ is more like some ghost for 

us.  It’s hard for us at the beginning to adapt something that we’re not familiar 

with.  And my friend, she is from China as well but she was from the southern 

half.  That’s where Jesus Christ is more popular, in that part of China.  So she was 

a person who believed in Jesus Christ and God, that’s my friend who took me to 

church, and I think it’s some because of the people that I got involved with.  I 

wasn’t sure if that’s the proper thing to say, but for some people I know, before 

this friend, I know other people who wanted to take me to the churches and attend 

their praise, but I found them a little bit rushy.  Well, I mean probably because for 

me it’s from, even a manner point of beginning - start from zero scratch.  So it 

took me quite a long time to really know what I was doing (Christian #15). 

 

She finds that her present situation makes it difficult to participate in public worship.  She 

says, “It’s again, a crazy lifestyle for me right now, looking for a job.  I don’t really go to 

church regularly but when I have time, yes I do go to church on Sunday and to the prayer 

school, but I have a bible at home” (Christian #15). 

 The other Chinese woman also converted after immigration.  She explains how 

this happened: 

Like most Chinese we have been taught that religion is not a good thing.  We 

need to believe science - that's what we've been taught in our education system.  

Then I feel like, when I came to Canada, in my early twenties, I think probably it's 

like really emptiness, like you don't know why.  In one period I said, "Why did I 

come here?  This city is definitely too small with no population."  And started 

asking myself a lot of questions and kind of lost.  What should I do - what can I 

do in my early twenties?  And I went to church and actually I felt really peaceful 

and I feel like definitely there's a purpose living in this world.  It's not like you 

have to do something to prove that you're good enough to everybody or good 

enough to your parents or something (Christian #16).   

She has come to rely on the support of her ethno-religious social networks since the birth 

of her son.   

It is helpful and the reason it is helpful, we have a big group, like we have 40 or 

50 Chinese fellowships, right?  And most of the girls or even the boys they just 

come to my house and baby sit if I need. They are always available, it's not like 
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you need to beg them. They just always show up in my place and play with my 

son, so yes (Christian #16).  

It is important to raise her child in the Christian faith and she attends services with him 

on a weekly basis, even without the support of her husband. 

Well my husband grew up in a Christian family, Baptist too.  We went to, before 

my son was born we still went to church sometimes together.  But since my son is 

born he just never go to church.  The reason, he says that because he just can't get 

up.  Church service is 11:00 in the morning.  So, and then I told him, when [our 

son] was still a baby, I said, "I don't want to bring [him] to the church by myself."  

Before I met my Chinese Christian group, I went to another church out east.  I 

told him, "You know that's just not right.  I bring the baby along to church and 

you're not coming because you want to sleep until 2 or 3 in the afternoon."  So 

that's a big part. Yes, I tried to let him go to church.  I tried for so many, for the 

next four years and it still didn't do anything and I just gave up. I gave up 

(Christian #16).   

 After living in New Brunswick for more than seven years, these three women 

have had ample time to become familiar with the ways of life in a new societal context.  

Through university studies, employment, multicultural services, cultural associations and 

churches they have access to multiple social networks and have built social capital.  Two 

have married New Brunswick-born men, further tying them to extended families in the 

community.  But time cannot erase their visible minority status or their foreign accents.  

Time has also not resulted in the recognition of foreign work experience or a robust 

labour market.  If anything, time has made these Christian immigrant women increasingly 

frustrated.  Their lived religion is an important source of comfort in this difficult period in 

their lives. 

8.2.4 Comparison of Early, Mid and Late groups of Christian Immigrant Women 

 In comparing the challenges that Christian immigrant women face at different 

times in the settlement process, the biggest difference in their access to social networks 
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for support is between women in the first three years after arrival and those who have 

been here four years and longer.  In the very early years, Christian women are eager to 

utilize religious, cultural and social service networks in order to get information and 

make friends in their new home.  Many Christian immigrant women are in New 

Brunswick alone, either single-parenting or on temporary work permits.  Participation in 

regular religious gatherings helps to provide many women with a social anchor.  The 

anchor is both spiritual and cultural.  In religious settings immigrant women utilize a 

language of struggle that is both comforting and provides peace in the face of an 

uncertain future.  Religious social networks are intertwined with public and private 

cultural networks offering opportunities for socialization that decrease isolation.  Some of 

these networks are created by immigrant groups themselves.  Services offered through 

multicultural organizations, many of whom employ female immigrant workers, are taken 

advantage of in the early years.  Taking part in multicultural services provides access to 

friendship networks of other local immigrant women who share similar experiences.   

 As time goes on, the euphoria and optimism of the early years wanes for those 

who are struggling to secure paid employment.  After the first three years in New 

Brunswick, the efficacy of social services offered by multicultural organizations begins to 

be questioned by some unemployed immigrant women.  Improving one’s English 

vocabulary and grammar is not enough when the real difficulty in communicating in 

Canadian society is learning to observe, interpret and navigate a different intersection of 

gender, class and ethnicity.  Even this may not be sufficient as cultural differences act as 

barriers to obtaining employment that cannot be overcome at the individual level.  The 

more time that goes by, the more frustrated and depressed some immigrant women 
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become when they are unable to communicate at a deep level with friends.  Their dreams 

for a better future are fading due to the multiple intersections of class, gender and 

ethnicity in the Maritimes.  Mental health problems are the result of multiple social and 

cultural barriers.   

 At all times in the settlement process, Christian immigrant women are able to stay 

in contact with family and friends, regardless of where they are in the world through the 

use of technology.  From those who arrived in New Brunswick a few months ago to 

others who have been here for almost a decade, the women communicate with loved ones 

on the other side of the world on a daily basis using phones and the internet.  This 

constant contact is particularly important for many women who are separated by 

thousands of kilometers from their children and husbands.   

8.2.5 Summary: Strengths and Vulnerabilities of Christian Immigrant Women  

 The ubiquitous use of communication technologies is an aspect of the settlement 

process that helps Christian immigrant women access support networks.  Not only do 

they use technology to stay in touch with family and friends in their countries of origin 

but they are able to manage transnational family configurations across great distances.  

Technology also helps in the migration process.  Some women find houses or apartments 

to rent online before arrival in Canada.  Money flows from husbands working in their 

country of origin to their families in Canada or from mothers working in Canada to their 

children living with extended family in the country of origin.  Appointments with medical 

specialists in homelands are scheduled to coincide with trips home.   

 Technological tools cannot however prevent the inevitable challenges that are a 

result of migration.  Many of the women speak with their loved ones abroad frequently 
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but they choose not to talk about the difficulties that they face in Canada.  They do not 

want those that they care about to worry about them.  There is little that family members 

who live far away can do to help other than provide emotional support.  Women want the 

transnational emotional exchanges to be positive.  Relatives and friends who have not 

migrated do not really understand what the process of settlement entails, particularly the 

day-to-day details that can be so frustrating.  For other, connecting with family members 

via technology is a painful reminder of whom they have left behind.  They cannot help 

their children cope with the mundane problems they encounter or celebrate their 

milestones.  Filipina Christian mothers know that their children grow up without them.  

Technology can heighten these immigrant women’s emotional vulnerabilities. 

 Immigrant women seeking skilled employment following arrival are vulnerable to 

intersecting barriers due to gender, ethnic and class divisions already existent in New 

Brunswick society.  They arrive in a society in which all workers are increasingly 

vulnerable to the instabilities of global economic markets.  As soon as possible after 

arrival immigrant women utilize social services such as language training and 

employment counseling available through multicultural organizations.  They join 

mentorship and entrepreneurship programs and they seek out volunteer opportunities.  

Some services are not delivered in ways to assist immigrant entrepreneurs.  It is not for a 

lack of education, skill or effort that they experience difficulties in finding a job here.  

For those that remain over the long term in the province rather than leaving to try their 

prospects in Toronto, Montreal or Calgary, the going is extremely tough and can result in 

the development of mental health problems.  Those who remain here do so because of 

family ties. 
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8.3 Muslim Immigrant Women 

 

 Thirty one Muslim immigrant women living in New Brunswick and Prince 

Edward Island took part in the research.  Ten women are in the early group (three years 

or less), fourteen are in the mid group (between four and six years) and seven women are 

in the late group.  In terms of main activities, fifteen women are doing care work full time 

in their homes, nine are attending university and seven are employed.  Fifty-two per cent 

of the women are mothers.  Before turning to the findings of the analysis of the effects of 

the length of time after arrival in Canada on Muslim women in the Maritimes, the story 

of Yasmin will introduce some of the situations that they typically face over the years. 

 As she closes her laptop, Yasmin wonders why she doesn’t feel happier after 

Skyping with her cousin in Dubai.  Is it because Tara is engaged to be married and she 

isn’t?  Or is it because she is envious that Tara is getting ready to go on a fabulous 

vacation with her mother?  Yasmin is in her final year of an undergraduate degree in 

business administration.  Her family left Iran seven years ago when her father was 

invited by his brother to become a business partner and invest in the new processing 

plant being built on the east coast of Canada.  At the time, Yasmin was just starting high 

school and she and her two younger sisters were furious with their parents for forcing 

them to leave all of their relatives and friends.  The only people they knew in Canada 

were their three cousins and uncle and aunt, who happened to be the only other Iranian 

family in the whole city to which they were moving.   

 Although Yasmin had studied English, in the early months she found it very 

difficult to understand what people were saying to her - they all spoke so fast!  School 

started a couple of weeks after they arrived and she felt thrown into classes to sink or 
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swim.  The only other immigrant students in the high school were her cousins.  Some 

teachers tried to be helpful, but others treated her like she was slow.  She had been an 

excellent student back home, but here she had to work extra hard to keep up.  Although 

they were exhausted at the end of the school day, her father forced her and her sisters to 

do extra English reading and writing every evening after school.  It’s a good thing they 

have ESL classes in high school for newcomers these days.  

 The first years in Canada seemed to last forever, especially since the winter was 

freezing cold and so long.  But eventually her English improved, so much so, that her 

mother constantly relied on her when she did any errands including grocery shopping, 

banking, and going to the post office.  With the plant completed and business picking up 

after a few years, her father was often travelling in order to establish international 

customer networks.  He put Yasmin in charge of dealing with the family finances 

including the mortgage payments for the house they recently purchased.  As permanent 

residents and soon to be Canadian citizens, newcomers in the city’s growing Iranian 

community would often contact Yasmin for information and advice.  Inevitably she would 

be explaining to people much older than herself how to go about getting a bank loan, 

where to purchase halal meats in the city, and the best way to help relatives in Iran apply 

for a visitor’s visa.  This was on top of a full day of classes at the university which meant 

she was very busy.   

 It’s been three years since her last visit with her cousin Tara and they had such a 

good time together talking about prospective marriage partners.  She knows that Tara 

cannot do many of the things that she can – drive her own car or work part-time in the 

family business.  Tara may be looking forward to a shopping vacation in London, but she 
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has been offered a full scholarship for graduate studies in the fall!  Yasmin feels mature 

and she knows her father is very proud of her but wonders what happened to her teenage 

years – how come it seems so long since she had any fun?  Yasmin worries about her 

mother.  Their relatives moved back to Iran after her father bought them out of the 

business – it was not a happy parting.  Her mother misses the company of her sister-in-

law and she just sits at home watching Persian movies on their big screen tv. Yasmin 

encourages her to get more involved with the Iranian Association or maybe join the yoga 

class for Muslim women at the multicultural center.  If only her mother would get out 

more and make some friends instead of complaining about the fact that her husband is 

never home.  Yasmin is determined never to let the man she marries control her life like 

that.    

 This story introduces some of the themes that arose from the analysis of the 

impact of the length of time after arrival in the Maritimes upon Muslim women’s 

experiences of settlement.  Yasmin’s story is typical of a woman in the late group.  After 

years of living in the Maritimes, she and her mother circulate in very different social 

worlds.  Yasmin has developed autonomy and very practical skills in household 

management while her mother has remained isolated.  Muslim students improve their 

English quickly through interaction with their fellow students.  In contrast to women 

whose lives are centered in the cities, students go about their studies on campuses that are 

ethnically diverse.  Family is central to the lives of Muslim immigrant women, regardless 

of their main activities.  In the early years the fathers and husbands play a central role in 

helping to anchor their families in a new social context.  But labour and economic 

conditions have forced many of them to find employment elsewhere, leaving adult 
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children in charge of the household.  Even with the independence gained from years in 

Western society, many Muslim university students will comply with an arranged 

marriage.  Their parents’ approval and support is very important to them.   

8.3.1 Muslim Women in the First Three Years after Arrival (Early Group) 

 The analysis of the data collected from the ten Muslim women who arrived in 

Canada in the three years prior to participating in the research reveals three distinguishing 

characteristics of this early group: the context of their daily lives matters; ethnic and 

linguistic diversity among Muslims is a challenge for women living in cities; and the 

prevalence of informal social networks among this group.  Seven women in the early 

group are doing care work at home.  Three are studying and one is employed.  The 

contexts in which the women from the early group are living can be broadly categorized 

into two types – the university and the city.  There are differences in the experiences of 

Muslim women in the early years depending on which specific context characterizes their 

daily lives.  For Muslim women whose daily lives intersect with the university, there are 

several social networks available to access.  For some Muslim women with no formal 

connection to a university, local religious and social service networks play a greater role. 

Education social networks 

 Historically speaking, the first Muslims to settle here got jobs as professors and 

the majority of Muslims currently migrating to the Maritimes have some association to 

one of the many universities in the region.  Of the ten women in the early group, two are 

undergraduate university students and two are married to graduate students.  Given the 

history of university campuses with ethnic diversity among faculty and students, the 
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presence of visible minority women on campus is not novel.  What is new is the 

increasing numbers of single Muslim women coming to complete undergraduate degrees 

(Community worker #8). 

 There exist several social networks at the universities to which Muslim women 

have access in the early years.  Of course they meet students in class but the primary 

social network for international students is fostered by the staff in international student 

departments.  This office usually provides a lot of practical information for students to 

access before and after arrival concerning the university, health care, employment, 

citizenship and immigration, and language learning.  Both of the undergraduate Muslim 

women in the research had been matched with other international students at their 

respective universities prior to traveling to Canada.  The international students 

communicated online with the women.  An undergraduate in her third year of studies 

explains,  

There’s a buddy system at [the university] so when a new international student 

comes there’s a buddy that takes them around and stuff but my buddy was a 

Japanese who had lived in Indonesia for a long time and she had graduated.  So 

when I came here, my current room-mate, she was in her third year, I think.  She 

was the one who picked me up at the airport and stuff.  There was not really time 

to just discover [the city] because I had to go straight to classes (Muslim #18). 

 

In this woman’s case, most of her friendships are with other international students.  They 

have a diverse range of ethno-religious backgrounds but they have much in common.  

She explains why: 

The closest ones are international students obviously.  I think it’s because we 

have, even if we come from different religious backgrounds, we have 

conservative values like, “Oh you can’t dress like this at home.” Or “You eat 

these spices at home?” “I have that at home too.”  And stuff like that.  And we, a 

lot of us find that Canadian food has less spices to our taste so when we eat we 
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have to have lots of spices and stuff like that.  And stuff like that – yes, mostly the 

values are similar (Muslim #18). 

In contrast, another university student, also in her third year, said that her friendship 

network is primarily made up of Muslim women with the same ethnic origins.  The 

students share a house together and use university services by the international office:  

“Yes we always use them in order to join for [outings], or the bicycle, or going to the Bay 

of Fundy” (Muslim #12).  She also took advantage of opportunities provided through the 

Muslim student group on campus. 

 Cathy:  I have heard that some Muslim women wanted a special time to swim? 

 

 Participant:  We had that last year, from 8-10.  

 

 Cathy: And what would you do there? 

 

 Participant: It’s just the girls. In Malaysia sometimes you can make it separate, 

certain hours for girls and then boys. So sometimes the girls want to swim with 

children and stuff so the Muslim society requested a special night for girls. So 

sometimes I don't bring trunks, if I want to swim we don't have to wear a 

swimsuit or cover everything. But there is this suit made for when you mingle.  

 

 Cathy: So last year they did have a swim for women? 

 

 Participant: This year I am not sure (Muslim #12). 

 

When asked why she does not go to the gym any more she responds, “Yeah because I am 

not athletic . . . but me personally I like to have a friend with me so if none will join me I 

won't go” (Muslim #12). 

 The wives of international students are welcome to participate with their husbands 

in social activities organized by the international student department but there are barriers 

to greater engagement for this particular group of women.  One woman explains: 

For many people who live here, who are, actually in our community there are 

students here.  If you are not a student, you have many problems: finding work. 
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And one of the most important is, at first you can’t communicate with others – 

language problems.  And you don’t have any support from the government 

because you are just international student – this is the most important problem, 

not just for me, for her and for her, for many other people in our situation (Focus 

group #6, Participant #2). 

 

Because they are not permanent residents, they cannot access free government- sponsored 

language classes off campus nor can they obtain employment.  This leaves two Muslim 

women without children very little to do during the day while their husbands are at the 

university.  One woman took an ESL course on campus. 

Participant #6:  But for international women, the same as us, we don’t have any 

opportunity for learning English.   

 

Participant #2:  Yes, you must pay money. 

 

Cathy:  So there’s nothing offered? 

 

Participant #6:  Just [at the university]. 

 

Cathy:  The one on campus is very expensive. 

 

Participant #2:  I paid a lot. 

 

Participant #6:  It’s very, very expensive. 

 

Participant #2:  I paid $3000.00 just for one month (Focus group #6). 

 

They were surprised to find free conversation classes hosted by a local evangelical 

church.  One woman says, “Actually I went, because I learn English in community with 

other people.  The whole winter I went to church and I don’t have a problem with other 

people” (Focus group #6, Participant #2).  This is a surprise because in some countries 

Muslims cannot freely enter a Christian church.  Another woman in the group elaborates: 

Participant #6: I know about some immigrants, Arabic immigrants and Libyan 

women immigrants here, sometimes we went to church for learning English and 

some Libyan women can’t come with us.  Because for Islamic religion in that 
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country it is forbidden to come to church.  And I said to her, “Why?  You can 

come and there is not anything about religion – just the teacher teaching English.” 

 

Cathy:  At the church? 

 

Participant #6:  At the church, not anything more.  She said, “No.  I have to ask 

my husband and if he permits me, then after that I can.”  And after when I asked 

again, she said, “No, I can’t come.” (Focus group #6) 

 

These classes are one of the few opportunities the wives of international students have to 

improve their English and get to know other women outside of the university.   

 As one student mentioned, the Muslim student association is another network on 

her campus that provides information and social opportunities for women.  At her 

university, members of the association had established a space for Muslim students to use 

for daily prayers.  She explains how this works: 

Cathy: Do you come together as a Muslim community very regularly? 

 

Participant: The one that I do every week is with the Malaysians, but with the 

others I only see them during the big congregation and because my house is nearby 

I can just go and pray there 5 times a day. But others go to the multi-faith room and 

I have been there before and that is where I can meet other Muslims.  

 

Cathy: Would you pray in the multi-faith room with men and women? Or are there 

separate rooms? 

 

Participant: Because we have only one room, we all pray together. But you just 

know how to behave, usually the boy will lead and we can just join them. But 

sometimes we will be in a rush so we will come in and just do our own prayer 

individually.   So every Friday the boys have . . . . it’s obligatory in Islam for boys 

to go to congregation to pray in the afternoon. So when they are [on campus] they 

do it in the multi-faith room. So what they do is set up certain times for boys to be 

able to go in when they have a chance. The women it is not obligatory (Muslim 

#12). 
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This student prefers to pray at home with her co-ethnic peers.  In the house where she 

lives, the Muslim women share all of the chores and encourage one another in both their 

studies and religious practice.   

 Personally I have networks  - like my friends and me. Every Friday night, the 

boys will go to one place and talk about good things, like being good to parents or 

the importance of education, but something related to religion and they quote 

some things from the Qur'an, and they do this to uplift their spirits. And the girls 

usually come to my house and it’s nice because we eat food for the physical 

health. And we need this kind of education and gathering for the heart and spirit. 

And we do this every week (Muslim  #12). 

Additionally, she is part of a Facebook group of Muslim women studying at other 

universities in Canada.  The group gathers online once a week for a two hour chat during 

which the women study the Qur’an and share their faith.  She believes she has become 

more responsible for her religious practice due to her social networks as a university 

student. 

I think if I am really sure, I practically really change, like start learning about the 

religion a year before I came here. So during the preparatory [year] I met friends 

who were religious and they kind of asked me to join them and before I was 

skeptical about the religion. And so they helped me learn more about it. But it’s 

true in some cases because . . . why do people who go abroad they are stronger in 

their faith than those who stay at home?  So I guess that’s the reason because they 

see the world because they try to find out their identity in the community. So that’s 

why they become religious because they actually learn through research and stuff 

(Muslim #12).  

 

She insists that she is not as religious as she could be because she watches too much t.v.  

She wants to be a good Muslim: 

Sometimes when I am in a taxi, the taxi driver asks me [about her headscarf], which 

is a good thing. Sometimes I feel like "Oh I don't know my religion that much," and 

I feel bad. And I mean I kind of believe what the message says and I don't want to 

be a wrong model of Islam and Islam will be criticized because of my conduct.  I 

mean I am not a perfect believer. So one good thing is you tend to discover or 

research more about your religion, and you really think "Is this religion the right 

one?" And I have been through that phase and I think everyone does (Muslim #12). 
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Religious social networks  

 There is one mosque in each of the four cities in New Brunswick and Prince 

Edward Island where the research was conducted and the construction of the mosque in 

Charlottetown was just completed in the past year.  Only two have websites.  A 

university student whose family had lived in several different foreign countries, was 

encouraged by her parents to get involved with the Muslims as the mosque. 

My parents were the ones when they came here, they were the ones who went 

around and if they saw somebody looking Southeast Asian they said, “Are you 

from Malaysia?  Are you from Indonesia?” and stuff.  And from there they got 

contacts from other Indonesians here and then of other Muslims and they told me, 

“This is the mosque over here,” and stuff and “Go make yourself known at the 

Muslim community so you have network support.”  They tried to get me as many 

contacts as they can (Muslim #18). 

 

She explains how since coming to the Maritimes attending the local mosque has become 

part of her life: 

Participant:  As much as I can I go to the mosque, especially during Ramadan.  

And every Friday I try, if I don’t have any classes or anything, because I just miss 

the sermons and stuff.  You know, I don’t get that a lot so I go every Friday even 

though I’m not required to participate.   

 

Cathy:  How does the mosque here compare to your other experiences of going to 

the mosque? 

 

Participant:  I think they have to renovate that mosque first of all (laughs).  Yes, 

it’s very old and not a lot of young people go.  I think there is a, it’s called a 

musala, it’s a smaller mosque sort of, just a prayer room at [the university] I think 

in the engineering library.  But they don’t have a space for women there and then 

here, like over there [at the mosque], because it’s far and there’s no bus that goes 

there, it’s only the women with families that come.  So it’s very rarely that I see 
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people my age.  If I don’t drag my friends, “Do you want to go and just listen to 

the sermon?”  The prayer is only two cycles – it’s five minutes.  It’s the sermon 

that’s long.  If I don’t drag them, they’re like, “No, I have to walk ten minutes and 

catch the bus and stuff, and stuff, and how are we going to go back home?”  So I 

don’t see a lot of people my age (Muslim #18) 

 

Before coming to the Maritimes to attend university, she could access a mosque at any 

time.  “The mosque here is not open twenty-four hours a day because nobody is there all 

the time.  But back home you can just drop in the mosque and pray anytime you want” 

(Muslim #18).  In the city where she studies, the mosque is open on Fridays for the 

weekly prayers and in the evenings during Ramadan.   

 Another woman moved to the Maritimes two years ago so that her four children 

could get a good education.   

Two boys and two girls and they all are in university.  Yes, one has passed, no, he 

just like took one year off from the university - he was in the last year.  And now 

he is in Alberta doing a job there.  And my, then the second is my daughter, she is 

in the final year in university, she is doing business there.  And third one, now he 

is shifted to Toronto from here, he done two years here and then he shifted to 

Toronto.  My youngest daughter, now she has joined university.  This is her first 

semester, yes (Muslim #20). 

 

She speaks about her family’s involvement at the mosque in their city: 

Cathy:  Do you go on a regular basis or just when there’s celebrations? 

 

Participant:  Oh no, on celebrations like Eid prayer.  When my kids, when they 

were here they would go for the Friday prayer.  Yes.  And that’s like because 

people here are so busy with their jobs and with their university so they can’t take 

time for that.  And it’s a little far away. 

 

Cathy:  Oh is it?  I don’t know where it is.  Where is it here?   

 

Participant:  I don’t know the exact place but it’s a little far.  It’s five minutes 

drive or maybe ten. 

 

Cathy:  So you couldn’t walk there? 

 

Participant:  No it’s not walking distance. 

 



325 

 

Cathy:  Ok, and so would you go to Friday prayers every week?  Or just once in a 

while? 

 

Participant:  No, in Pakistan usually the women, they don’t go to the mosque.  But 

in these places I have heard that the women should go there.  But it’s hard, your 

husband he can’t . . .  

 

Cathy:  Take the time off? 

 

Participant:  Take the time off from his business or from his job and then he drive 

you to the mosque and then he drops you and then he goes to the . . . it’s hard.  

Yes, to be very realistic (Muslim #20). 

 

Her husband operates a retail business in the city and he can ill afford to close his store 

on Friday afternoons.  Several women in the early group indicate that going to the 

mosque is just not part of their religious practice. 

 In addition to hosting public religious services, some mosques also serve as social 

gathering places and have informal support networks.  The level of outreach to new 

Muslim families in any particular city really depends on whether or not there is an 

individual or small group of Muslim women who have taken this task upon themselves.  

Two women in the early group received assistance from someone at the mosque after 

they arrived.  A mother and her daughter entered the country as refugees four months 

prior to the interview, having lived in a camp in Botswana for thirteen years.  They had 

heard about the mosque from other Somali Muslims in their apartment building but had 

not been there.  When asked what kind of help they had received since moving, the 

daughter responded, “There this other woman, she’s called [the key informant’s name], 

she’s from the Muslim association.  She helped me with my school stuff” (Muslim #21).   

This same woman helped another family as well: 

She is very helpful.  It’s not like she is my friend but still, like now-a-days, as I 

told you my sons are not here and I can’t drive, only my husband can drive.  And 

my daughters, they have passed the exam, the written one, but they can’t drive 
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alone.  She recognized that they have a problem for going to university and then, 

because you know there is different timings.  So every time she calls me, she asks 

me, “If you need any help.  If you want to go to the mall.  If you want to go to the 

university, anywhere, I can drop you, I can pick you.”  So she’s amazing (Muslim 

#20). 

 

In addition to providing families with very practical help in getting settled, Muslim 

women in some mosques help to organize regular social gatherings such as pot luck 

dinners, providing an opportunity for newcomers to get to know other Muslims in their 

city.  When asked if she had attended a potluck at the mosque, one woman responds: 

Participant: Yes, sure, yes.  We go there like it’s done on a monthly basis or 

something like that. 

 

Cathy: Once a month? 

 

Participant:  Yes.   

 

Cathy:  Because the mosque is fairly new, right? 

 

Participant:  Yes, it’s really new.  But before that they were having this potluck 

thing in a hall.  There was a hall and they booked that and they do the potluck 

there.   

 

Cathy:  So you’ve been involved in some of those celebrations since you’ve 

come? 

 

Participant:  Yes (Muslim #20). 

 

The analysis reveals that some Muslim immigrant women grow accustomed to attending 

regular religious or social gatherings at a Canadian mosque.  But others do not feel the 

need to do so.  A woman who had moved to the Maritimes with her husband and two 

year old son explains her lived religion: 

It is just your belief, you belief to a God – that’s your feeling, your belief.  And 

nothing else, I’m not very religious actually.  Somebody is very religious, for 

example, they want to pray with God, they have to go to mosque.  I’m not like 

this, I pray at home. . . You know, how to say, when we are Muslim, 

automatically when you are born, you are Muslim.  No need to do anything or no 
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need to go to mosque.   For example, people go to church for some special 

ceremony.  We are not like this.  We are born Muslim and we are automatically 

Muslim (Muslim #4). 

This woman does not rely on religious social networks and has not had trouble making 

friends since she arrived.  She has lots of friends: “Canadian friends, immigrant friends, 

Iranian friends, sometimes I find new persons” (Muslim #4).  When asked how she 

makes these friends, she answers: 

Actually we meet each other, same as just to say hello and how are you.  And 

after that sometimes we meet each other in shopping place, in walking when you 

go out, or when I come to school with my son, so definitely you know each other, 

after a few times you meet each other, you know each other better.  And 

sometimes we go outside for coffee something, we sit to talk and then we are 

friends – close, close like this (Muslim #4). 

 

Religious and linguistic diversity among Muslim women in the Maritimes presents a 

challenge in regards to accessing religious social networks in the early years.   

Social service networks 

 Some Muslim women in the early group utilize services provided by their local 

multicultural organizations.  Multicultural organizations are a source of information 

concerning citizenship, local employment opportunities, housing, cultural associations, 

health care, schools, summer camps for children, and language classes.  Services and 

assistance are provided by a staff, some of whom are themselves immigrants, and 

translation is available for those who need help and cannot yet understand English or 

French.  Three of the five multicultural organizations in the study have Muslim 

employees on staff. 

 The services provided by multicultural and settlement agencies are important in 

the lives of some Muslim women in the early group.  As already mentioned, some 



328 

 

women are ineligible for government services until they have permanent resident status.  

This includes the wives of international students or women who come to join their 

husbands under the family sponsorship category.  In one case, a woman and her three 

young children entered Canada as refugees, following her husband who had been 

accepted as a refugee several years before.   When she first arrived, her husband was 

working in a remote community in New Brunswick.   

Participant:  I come Canada, live [in this city] three months and we are go [to a 

small coastal village].   

 

Cathy:  [The coastal village] yes? 

 

Participant:  My husband work fish factory and there I live six months. 

 

Cathy: OK you lived six months in [the fishing village].   

 

Participant:  And every time I ask my husband, “Please, I want teacher.  I want 

English teacher.”  And he say, “Ok.”  And one week, one hour, one day coming 

teacher and teach me. 

 

Cathy:  So just one hour every week? 

 

Participant:  Yes. 

 

Cathy:  And so you were there for six months? 

 

Participant:  Yes. 

 

Cathy:  Did you know anyone else there?  Did you have anyone that you could 

see?  Any other women? 

 

Participant:  No, no, only me, around forest (laughs).     

 

Cathy: Yes.  In a house? 

 

Participant:  No, no, like house.  Like house – second floor, other family. 

 

Cathy:  Could you talk to the other family? 

 

Participant:  No, no, no English. 
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Cathy:  You didn’t have any English and she didn’t speak Russian? 

 

Participant:  Some, some understand but I scare speak. 

 

Cathy:  Yes, and six months you were there? 

 

Participant:  Yes, six months live [fishing village]. 

 

Cathy:  Ok and it must have been very hard. 

 

Participant:  Yes, nobody, nobody (Muslim #16). 

 

After six months the family moved to the city after her husband got a job as a taxi driver.  

She established contact with the local multicultural organization after the physical abuse 

that she and her children had endured for years got worse.  She explains: 

Participant:  And my big daughter, “Please mom, call [settlement worker], call 

[settlement worker].”  And [the worker] I card, give card. 

 

Cathy:  You gave her a card? 

 

Participant:  I give my daughter . . .  

 

Cathy:  Oh you gave the card to your daughter and your daughter brought it here? 

 

Participant:  First time my daughter, “Please call [settlement worker], I scared dad 

and for you not good, everything.”  And my daughter call to [the settlement 

worker], and say, “Please . . . help me, my mom problem.”  And she come in, 

after twenty minutes maybe.  And I no speak, only my daughter speak about the 

situation (Muslim #16). 

 

Over time multicultural staff, in partnership with a government social worker and 

employees at the local shelter, were able to move the woman and her children to safety.  

A little over two years after arriving in Canada, she and her children live violence free in 

public housing.  Because she is a survivor of domestic violence, the multicultural staff 

helped her to get funding in order to put her children in daycare.  She has plans. 
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Participant:  I want, I want I study nurse.   

 

Cathy:  You want to be a nurse? 

 

Participant:  I want.  Finish English and . . . I study drive school. . . My exam, I 

pass half.  My time finish!  And my time finish.  I find sign, I pass vision test and 

question test, I think only one sheet and finish I (gestures) . . .  

 

Cathy:  Passed it in? 

 

Participant:  And she told me . . . (gestures) 

 

 Cathy:  The other side? 

 

Participant:  The other side – oh, I don’t saw, “Please little time.”  And she say, 

she talk, “Ok, four or five minutes.”  And I panic and I no pass (Muslim #16).  

 

The multicultural organization also helped her to get some experience working in the 

health care field: 

Participant:  Tomorrow I will volunteer. 

 

Cathy:  Volunteer? 

 

Participant:  For first time. 

 

Cathy:  First time.  What will you do? 

 

Participant:  Nursing home – any work, any work.  First time one hour, I go with 

my friend, Russian friend and one week two day. 

 

Cathy:   Two days a week? 

 

Participant:  And one hour. 

 

Cathy:  One hour, Ok.  Tomorrow’s the first time? 

 

Participant:  Yes (Muslim #16). 

 

The immigrant women she has met through the multicultural organization language 

classes help each other with child care responsibilities and much needed emotional 

support.   
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 Six of the ten Muslim women in the early group are mothers and child care 

responsibilities are a high priority for them.  One mother had worked for years as a 

university professor before moving to Canada.  Her husband is employed as a research 

scientist and she commits herself full-time to raising their pre-school aged son.  She 

participates in English and French language programs offered by the multicultural 

organizations in her city.  Many of her friends are also immigrant mothers with young 

children.  She said, “Most of the Iranian women care to the kids first.  Sometimes they, 

what do you call it?  They sacrifice themselves because of the kids.  They want to do like 

this because of the kids actually - the kids want to be with mother in any case.  It doesn’t 

matter if they are boy or girl – they want to be with mother” (Muslim #4).  The informal 

social support networks between Muslim women who choose to work at home to care for 

their families are important.  The social context of the Maritimes is not what they are 

accustomed to elsewhere. 

Like the neighbours are all good, they say . . . but I haven’t seen them.  In 

Pakistan if you are coming out from your door, from your main door and I’m 

standing in my main door, we’ll start gossip there, we’ll start talking.  But here I 

haven’t seen that.  Even they don’t interact so much.  I don’t know but I haven’t 

seen that (Muslim #20). 

Many of the Muslim immigrant women in the early group have had to venture out 

beyond their doorsteps to make friends.  Contact with others beyond the nuclear family 

may become especially important for a woman whose adult children are leaving the nest. 

I am not a strong one (laughs).  I start crying.  I’m not a decision-maker and I 

always depend upon my husband.  And my children are a great power for me, like 

they spoil me, they hug me, they, “Don’t cry, everything will be alright, so we’re 

here for the good time.”  Yes, my children they are very supportive to me, even 

my little girl, she is also.  She always hugs me.  You know they treat me like a 

little kid.  They call me “Titi” like a little girl!  And my younger daughter, she 

became a mom for me.  She said, “Oh Titi come here, don’t go out!  You will 
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catch cold!”  Like this, you know, when I talked to them when they were little.  

So now she does the same thing.  And now my younger son, he is in Toronto and 

whenever he calls, so, like my heart full of cry, then he tells his sister, “Hug Titi.  

Don’t make her cry!  Hug her.” (Muslim #20) 

 

8.3.2 Muslim Women Between Four and Six Years after Arrival (Mid Group) 

 Fourteen Muslim women had arrived in Canada between four and six years before 

participating in the study.  For this mid group, the context of the women’s daily lives is 

an important factor in understanding their social network access.  The women’s main 

activities consist of those who are university students (N=3), those who care for their 

families full-time within the home (N=6) and those who have full-time paid employment 

(N=5).  The distinction between the contexts of city and university remains important in 

understanding the influence of time on the experiences of women in this group.  The 

women in this group were no longer utilizing the services of multicultural organizations 

on a regular basis. 

Employment social networks 

 Like the early group, the role of mothers is an important aspect of the identities of 

half of the women in the mid group.  For some of them decisions concerning paid 

employment revolve around their fulfilment of this role in their families.  Some work for 

pay outside the home in order to help support their families financially while others 

choose to work in the home.   One of the women has a licensed catering business which 

she operates out of her home.   

Participant:  It’s almost one year I’m working, one year and a half I’m working as 

a . . . what do they call it?  Baker . . . as a baker actually.  And I have a home 
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business, it’s a commercial kitchen here, I have made, I have built and it’s good.  

It was fun from the beginning but now it’s as work and I’m happy for that. 

 

Cathy: Is that what you wanted to do when you came?   

 

Participant:  No.  I never was thinking about that.  I have seventeen years 

experience in oil field companies but they didn’t give me any job.  Nobody gave 

me a job.  I applied several places.  I just sent my resume everywhere.  Nobody 

called me back unfortunately.  So I had to do something.  I had to stick on this 

type of work.  The only thing I knew it’s . . . I know how to cook, how to bake 

actually.  So it was good and I found out that there is many needs for gluten-free, 

health pastries, sugar-free and so on, special needs and I am specialized in these 

type of pastries (Muslim #5).   

 

She moved to the Maritimes with her husband and daughter in order to join her son who 

was already studying at a university.  They left Iran because she and her husband believe 

that their children will have a better future here.  She explains that, “We are the type of 

family that we have to be all together until the time that they get married, the kids get 

married.  They need our protection and our help and our support” (Muslim #5).  It has 

taken a lot of effort to help her children during the settlement process. 

My son was feeling homesick so much and he had it twice - while he was in 

Dubai first and second time when he was here and he was without us.  Every 

night we had to talk together for hours and Skype and see each other and I had to 

feel sympathy with him to be able to continue.  Then when we came here with my 

daughter, she had the same problem and for two, three months, I really had a 

severe problem actually.  Every night she was crying and she wanted to go back 

home.  Yes, it really was so hard.  I was talking to, I went to the school and asked 

the guidance office, helping her and but, not as helpful as must be unfortunately, 

so I had to work harder.  But we passed that too . . . and she was really missing 

my parents most of the time.  She just wanted to be with my parents (Muslim #5). 

 

Her efforts in helping her family are not only emotional.  Obtaining permanent resident 

status and the success of her business is equally important because her husband is 

underemployed.  When asked about how she feels about their future, she responds: 

It’s terrible.  I don’t see it good because the economy problem we have had.  

Sometimes I even think I made a big mistake to come here.  Most of the time I 

really am worried.  Did I put my kids in hazard or danger, I mean, in a problem 
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coming here?  We had a very great luxury life in Iran.  We had a great life there, 

other than the problem we had with the government.  Everybody lives there so we 

were one of those.  But here we face lots of problems, really face big problem, 

most of them are financial problems.  I don’t know what we’re going to do.  Last 

year, still my son accepted as an international student – that’s terrible.  It’s four 

years I’m paying international student even if I’m here and have my work permit.  

They didn’t help me, not even a step, they didn’t help me for that.  Just imagine, 

four years I have spent five, six hundred thousand dollars in this city, in [this city] 

not Vancouver or Toronto, in [this city] I have spent six hundred thousand dollars 

and still I’m struggling with financial problems.  I don’t know.  Next year I have 

another problem because my daughter is going to university so I’m going to have 

two students with international fees.  How can I survive?  Yes.  But I don’t know.  

If we didn’t have this problem . . . if I had my permanent residency, I’m really 

optimistic.  Always I’m an optimistic person.  If I had my permanent residency 

then those two could go on loan, maybe the government was able to help me to 

promote my business and then we could have a better future, of course, not a 

struggle.  I work twenty hours a day just to promote my business.  There must be 

a way, there must be some help.  If they want us as an immigrant to stay here they 

have to show they’re willing, which I never have received, never, ever (Muslim 

#5).  

 

 Several women say that their decision to wear the hijab complicates paid 

employment in Canada.  In one case, a woman had difficulty getting a job at a fast food 

franchise.
18

  She had several interviews with no success.  Her husband suggested that she 

not wear her head scarf to the next interview.  She followed his advice and got a job.  On 

her first day at work, she wore a scarf under her uniform cap and the manager questioned 

her.  She explained that it was part of her tradition and there was no further discussion.  

She enjoys her job and does not feel uncomfortable informing non-Muslims about why 

wearing the hijab is important to her – she feels that she is educating Canadians about 

Islam.   

 In another case, however, a woman’s decision to wear the hijab is not respected.  

She explains: 

                                                 
18

 This participant did not want our conversation to be recorded.  Excerpts from her story are based on my 

notes taken during the interview. 
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Once I work in [a department store], I’m still working [there].  I was a cashier.  

But one time an old man came and said to me, “Why do you wear this scarf?” I 

said, “It’s my religion, I have to wear this.” He said, “I think this is a humiliation 

for women if they wear this.” I said, “Ok, that’s for you, but it’s not for me. I’m 

proud of my scarf. I’m proud of what I am. But I respect you for what you are – 

you should respect me.”  He told me so many things that you are so . . . like not 

strong, you do what they want.  Yes, that’s what happened and after that I said 

that I don’t want to be a cashier any more.  And I change my position, now I’m 

working in cosmetics.  It’s quiet and there are coming customers who are rude or 

are questioning about the scarf.  I don’t want to talk about that with them – just in 

my corner all the time.  I’m happy now – happier than before.  Because I told you 

this story – it was not the first time.  I had a lot of experiences like that – that was 

one of them (Muslim #17). 

She believes that this should not happen in a country with an official multiculturalism 

policy.  She is the mother of five children and her family entered the country as refugees.  

After only seven years they own a house.  They have been resourceful from the start: 

The first year when we came, after six months, my husband and I applied at [a 

shopping center] and we, I worked for eight months and my husband for one and 

a half years.  It was our first jobs here and we had experience.  Then we found 

friends there and our language will become better there.  We were studying at that 

time, like language courses.  When we came to Canada they just got us in courses 

and for three years we had this course. . . . and then we came here and studied 

English and when we worked it helped us to communicate with people and our 

language become a little bit confident, like our language became easy.  We can 

talk easy with people then I said, “O.k. it is time to apply for my education.”  

Then I applied for [college] and took my grade twelve (Muslim #17).  

 

Her decision to apply to college is based on the belief that it will help her get a better 

paying job.  She values her initiative and takes pride in her part in creating a better future 

for the entire family: I applied my school, I applied for student loan, I applied for 

[college] and everything, I applied for my job” (Muslim #17). 

Education social networks 
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 For the four Muslim students in the mid group, their experiences in post-

secondary education have largely been positive in terms of their ability to get a quality 

education.  For example, a woman from Egypt sought out the opportunity to pursue 

graduate studies abroad because of the social problems in her homeland.   

I wish things are going to change because the way Egypt was run before, it was 

really bad, especially the last ten years of the Mubarak regime.  It was too bad.  

Good people can’t find a job over there.  You have to know someone.  Even if 

you know nothing they put you in a good position because you know this guy or 

you know this woman.  The corruption was so bad.  So I worked hard to get out of 

the country because I can’t take it.  You have to choose one of the two: leave the 

country or be corrupt.  This is not me to be corrupted and kiss everyone’s ass.  

Not me.  So I fought with everyone.  I really fought with everyone.  So I asked 

God to leave because I can’t take it anymore (Muslim #2).   

 

She accepted the offer of funding from a Maritime university to do a PhD after having 

been employed for years.  This meant moving her entire family.  Even though her 

children struggled to learn English in the early years, she prefers the education system 

here. 

Over there the education is really bad, really. They mainly depend on memorizing 

and giving the kids a lot of homework and the kids don’t like school.  But here it 

just, they make the kids think.  All of the work is like projects, they imagine stuff, 

they try to do web searches and do the project.  In my country it is just the text 

book and they have to read and they have to memorize most of it and so it’s not 

fun (Muslim #2). 

 

Five years after moving to the Maritimes, she and her children are getting an education in 

an atmosphere that promotes independent thought and problem solving and this makes 

her happy, despite missing her extended family.   

 Another graduate student, whose family moved to Canada when she and her 

brothers were just beginning their studies, also praises the university system.  She excels 

as a student, has a full scholarship, and works as a teaching assistant.  Yet university life 
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presents some tensions in her family life.  When asked about her friendship network she 

responds, 

First of all for the Arabs and Muslims, girls should be friends with girls, guys 

should be friends with guys. It’s a cultural thing not a Muslim thing. In our culture 

girls should be with girls and guys with guys. When you come here everyone hang 

out together so it’s really hard. For example, in the class you have friends and they 

say, "Ok let’s hang out today and go out for dinner," and I say "No I can't." And I 

try not to be friends with them ‘cause I have my brothers with me in university and 

they will make a big deal and we had lots of trouble.  Like I had lots of trouble with 

my parents and brothers when we first came here. But now they are kind of fine 

with it cause everyone’s a little bit changed (Muslim #10) 

 

Her father and brothers are concerned about her socializing with non-relative male 

students at the university.  She is an engineering student and in an academic field 

dominated by men, this curtailed her social life.   

It was fine before because we all had the same group of people. WE all had the 

same friends, like our gang. But after that my brothers started to have different 

friends so they kind of pulled themselves out of the group and I'm the one left and 

I'm still friends with these people but I can't go out with them because my 

brothers don't want to go out with them anymore. And it was hard (Muslim #10). 

As a teaching assistant, she has responsibilities that bring her into regular contact with 

male graduate students.  Her decision to attend the presentation of one of her male 

classmates when her brothers were not present caused problems.   

 When I did my final project, one of the Saudi guys who was my friend came to 

my  presentation, just being nice and supportive.  And I went to his presentation 

and there were  a group of Saudi guys sitting there and I didn't sit with them  - I 

was on the other side. And  after that my brother called me and was yelling, "How 

did you dare go there for his presentation?" I was like, "What did I do?  He came 

for my presentation. He is my friend. I'm going to go see his."  [He said,] “Yes, 

that guy called me!" Like one of the guys sitting there [said,] "Your sister come to 

watch this guy’s presentation . . . blah, blah blah.” And they keep adding more 

lies onto it. And he said, "See, you made people talk about us” (Iraqi Muslim 

#10). 
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When tensions were really high at home, she sought help from student counseling 

services at the recommendation of a friend.    

I saw them once and then I just stopped ‘cause I didn't feel comfortable. Like, ok 

what’s the point in going and telling them, and they can't do anything for me 

because I understand it’s a cultural thing. And in my point of view its very wrong 

culture, but I have to live with it because it’s my culture right? Like either I can run 

away from the house and live my life independent but then I am going to lose my 

family, right? So it’s kind of you have to decide: either live with it, or . . . (Muslim 

#10). 

 

She is at an impasse because she loves her family and does not want to lose their support.  

Therefore she feels she has to respect her father’s position.  However, she also chooses to 

be forthright with him – she does not want to deceive him or her brothers about her social 

life.  She is frustrated that the men in her family care more about what other Muslims will 

think than about what she really wants, since she is trustworthy.  She takes pride in 

developing expertise in her field and wants to pursue a career as a professional.  Yet even 

in this she feels that she is limited.   

My mom says, "Once you work, we have no control on you, you can go anywhere 

you want to go." And I know this is lies ‘cause she used to say that when I was in 

high school she said "Once you go to university you are old enough you can do 

anything you want to do." But to be honest my mom is really open, my dad is the 

one that is not open.  But no, I don't see me even if I am working, I don't think I am 

having that much freedom. I think until I get married. So if I get married to a guy 

who is really good, who is open and not controlling then I will be fine but if I get a 

guy who is another version of my father and brother than its going to be terrible 

(Muslim #10). 

 

She believes that her career path will also depend on her husband.   

 The stories of these two Muslim graduate students show that the structuring of 

gender in their countries of origin ties them to their families before and after marriage.  It 

does not appear unusual that the Egyptian graduate student moved to Canada with her 

husband and children in tow.  But for the single woman, unlike her Canadian-born female 
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peers, the option of choosing a path that diverges from that of her family’s does appear to 

contradict Canadian gender structuring.  The university years are typically a time when 

single young adults are expected to start to separate themselves physically and 

ideologically from their families of origin.  This is an issue that counseling services likely 

deals with on a regular basis.  Canadian-born female university students learn how to 

continue to maintain emotional (and usually financial) ties with their families while 

making independent choices for their future.  They are not physically and geographically 

limited in those choices in the same way that this particular woman and her Muslim peers 

seem to be.  The longer that Muslim women study in the Maritimes, the more they 

become accustomed to the structures of gender in higher education.  They begin to see for 

themselves possibilities for the future that diverge from their families of origin.   

 The single graduate student was unable to get the help that she needed from 

university counseling services.  She also finds it difficult to find other Muslim women on 

campus with whom she can share her struggles.  She has been an active member of the 

Muslim student association and categorizes Muslim women on campus in two ways: 

there are those that simply lie to their parents about their social lives and there are those 

who uphold conservative Muslim attitudes towards gender.  She is frustrated with the 

constraints on her actions but she does not want to alienate her parents.  She says,  

 

Sometimes you are really mad and want to do something wrong just for fun but I 

remember, "No, I'm a Muslim and I should be a really good role here." And letting 

people see the good side of us, instead of the wrong side.  I want to be a good 

person so people see "Oh, this is a Muslim girl and she is a good person," and they 

will have a good idea about us (Muslim #10). 

 

 In the mid group, mothers are sensitive to their children’s position as Muslim 

students in the Canadian education system.  They appreciate the education that their 
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children are getting in Canada but are aware of the fact that they are a religious and 

cultural minority.  In their countries of origin, Islamic religious education was either part 

of the regular school curriculum or readily available in the community.  One woman 

shares her dilemma: 

We don't know if we want to stay here or go back home. We don't know if we want 

to stay in [this city] or move to another place that has a bigger community, Islamic 

schools. Our challenge here is that there is no Islamic school other than Sunday 

school and it’s not professionally done. It is done by volunteers. When I open this 

subject I always blame myself like I feel like if there is someone to take care of this 

stuff, one of them should be me because I used to be a teacher and am Muslim so 

it’s not nice to blame other people but at this point in time I will always have an 

excuse. But it is easier to move to a more settled community than it is to try and 

improve this one. It is bad I know but I don't know.  So we live a good life here. My 

husband likes his work a lot. He gets along with his colleagues. I get to manage to 

have very helpful friends, even though my Canadian friend is thinking of moving . . 

. which is not helpful but . . . we like everything but the weather and we tolerate the 

weather so! But this is always in our minds like what are we doing next. We are 

good now but you are always thinking about the kids. They are going to move to 

universities and I would rather be in a bigger town where they can all go to the 

same universities. And this is just 7 to 8 years to go so it’s not far, so we have to do 

our homework . . . and you always want something and God wants something and 

we'll see (Muslim #11). 

 

Being part of a mosque in the Maritimes in which parents volunteer to provide regular 

religious education for young children is important to this woman, but it may not be 

enough to keep her family in the region.  The support of a religious social network 

complements the day to day example of Muslim family life which parents provide in their 

homes.  This mother thinks that the higher density of Muslim ethnic groups in a bigger 

city may offer her better support.  

Religious social networks 
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 Having the support of other parents in a religious social network is important 

because Muslim mothers have to explain to their young children in public schools why it 

is good that they are different from their non-Muslim peers.  This is a challenge because 

there is considerable pressure on all children in school to conform to the cultural 

majority.  One mother in this mid group explains: 

Like my little daughter . . . she always ask about our prophets and because our 

prophet is Mohammed [utters a phrase] but in here all the time at schools they are 

talking about Jesus.  She’s all the time asking, “What is the difference between 

this?  Why do we choose this and they choose that?  Why is this so important for 

them?  Why this . . . ?”  And I say, “Because we are Muslim and they are 

Christian.  We should be in our way and they are in their way.”  But she said, 

“But there is just some people who are Muslims in school – not everybody.”  But 

if I was in my country or in some Islamic countries maybe she would say 

everybody is the same – I’m the same.  No questions!  You see?  It’s difficult.  

Sometimes you can’t find the right answer for them.  When they are young their 

mind wants a lot of questioning and they want an answer for each question.  And 

sometimes I can’t answer the questions (Muslim #17). 

Mothers help their children in adapting some Muslim practices in the Canadian context 

while at the same time resisting adaptation on other practices.  What this concretely looks 

like depends on the particular family.  When asked if her daughters will wear a hijab like 

she does, one mother replies, 

They say, that maybe they wear it someday, but not now.  But I never ask them 

why they don’t wear it right now.  I know what’s the reason – why should I force 

them to wear the hijab?  I choose it myself.  If they don’t want to wear it – that’s 

their choice.  They are not . . . it doesn’t make any change if they wear the scarf or 

not.  If they do what the religion wants from them – that’s the important aspect 

(Muslim #17). 

 

She is aware that her daughters have a different set of challenges to manage growing up 

as minority culture Muslims than she did growing up in a Muslim majority culture.  She 

needs the support of the local Muslim community to emphasize what she considers the 

essentials of the Islamic tradition to her children.   
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 The core of Islam is not the same for all Muslim women in the mid group yet all 

are engaged in a process of discerning how to both adapt to and resist the structures of 

Maritime culture.  The Egyptian graduate student explains her lived religion: 

We pray five times per day.  I feel like I do the right thing.  I am not lying.  I try 

to help everyone if somebody needs my support, it doesn’t matter, anyone, it 

doesn’t have to be from Egypt, from my same background, my religious 

background.  So I try to follow what my religion, the core of my religion said.  

And I believe this is a religious person – it doesn’t have to just show it to people, 

even people actually, when they pray they want somebody else to know they pray 

but I don’t think is religion.  It is a relationship between you and God.  And I only 

care about God, do you know what I mean?   

When asked how she passes this on to her children, she answers: 

I believe something in my life and I believe this in a really strong way.  I always 

tell my kids that I consider this a way of life, not only a religion.  I got this from 

my religion.  I always say that you never lie, you always have to say the truth.  

Whatever happens to you, you have to - you have to believe that no one can harm 

you.  You have to do the right thing and God will do the best for you.  Nobody 

can change your destiny - no one.  Even if someone says, “You have to lie 

otherwise I’m going do this to you.”  I’m just trying to explain it in a small scale 

to my kids.  Never listen to that.  You always, always respect yourself and always 

say the truth and always be like a good person.  That’s what I believe.  Even I 

believe I never count on someone, I always count on God.  I always do the right 

thing and I don’t care what is happening after that.  Like you know, that’s what 

I’m trying to actually teach my kids.  Always respect yourself, because if you’re 

lying, you’re not going to respect yourself (Muslim #2). 

 

She appreciates the social accountability of Canadian public institutions and finds this 

more compatible with her Muslim values than what she experienced living in the Muslim 

majority culture of Egypt.  She has a different set of core beliefs and practices than other 

Muslim mothers.  Instead of looking to religious social networks for support in raising 

her children, she delights in the friendships she has forged with Canadian-born women.  

It is in these informal networks that she has found the honesty and integrity that she 
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treasures and wants to impart to her children.  Her children do not participate in events 

with the larger Muslim community on a regular basis. 

My daughter is working part-time which is not very common in my country, to 

have your kids work during their high school.  “Why, you don’t have the money 

to cover your family?”  So people in my country would look at that in a bad way.  

And I feel this is very important for kids because kids can be independent.  

Because you’re not here for your kids forever.  Like, you know, I’m not worried 

about my kids because my kids are strong.  They have a good education, they 

have a good personality, they are strong people, they have their mind, they have 

their vision, so that’s a better way to raise kids.  I like it here, I like this actually.  I 

feel it’s better and I have hope for it (Muslim #2). 

 

This Muslim mother values the close bonds that she has with her children and she wants 

them to learn independence and responsibility.  These are in line with her core religious 

values.  In the Maritimes Muslim values can be practiced by children at home, in school, 

and in the workplace. 

8.3.3 Muslim Women Seven or More Years after Arrival (Late Group) 

 Seven Muslim women have been living longer than seven years in the Maritimes.  

One operates her own business, two are at home full-time caring for their families and 

four of the women are university students.  The defining feature of this late group is the 

resilience of the women in the face of ongoing change in their social networks.  All of 

them speak of having made friendships and connections with other Muslim women over 

the years only to see them move back to their country of origin or elsewhere in Canada.  

Several of the university students are living with transnational family arrangements 

which present them with challenges.  They have become accustomed to the gender and 

class structures of Maritimes society which differ from those in their countries of origin.  

Finally, the women in this late group have a diversity of ethno-religious practices.  An 

example of this is presented through their opinions on the symbolic meaning of the hijab.   
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Family and friendship networks  

 The Muslim women in the mid group have seen other Muslim families come and 

go attesting to the fragility of religious and cultural social networks in this immigrant 

population.  Part of this is due to the fact that many Muslims come to study at regional 

universities.  If the women are here longer than six years, it means that they are either 

graduate students themselves or married to a graduate student.  International graduate 

students are on the move.  A mother of three whose husband is working on his PhD 

shares some of her experiences: 

Participant:  I used to live in Europe for two years.  My first son was born in 

Budapest.  I really like that country.  Hopefully one day I go back to visit my 

friends.  They are so friendly. 

 

Cathy:  So why did you move to Budapest?  Was that because of work? 

 

Participant:  No, no, my husband get a master’s. 

 

Cathy:  So that’s where he got his master’s degree. 

 

Participant:  Four years. He studied two years before me and we get married and I 

moved to Budapest two years. 

 

Cathy:  Ok and then did you go back to . . .  

 

Participant:  To Libya three years.  After that we . . . my husband chose Canada. 

 

Cathy:  Now when he went to [Ontario] did you go with him?  Like to study?  

When he was studying English? 

 

Participant:  Yes, yes, always with my, he cannot go out without me.  That is a 

special part of our culture.  Man cannot . . . in some part of our religion, should 

man does not sleep without his wife (Muslim #24). 

This woman does not have a hard time making friends.  When asked how she meets them 

she answers:  
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Participant:  As you know, good friends come without any plan.  First time when I 

was in . . . Ontario, never met Canadian people, never, just Arabic because there 

is a big community. 

 

Cathy:  There is a big Arabic community there? 

 

Participant:  The first week I went to Food Basic to buy some stuff.  I met one 

lady, she wore hijab. 

 

Cathy:  That’s how you met her? 

 

Participant:  Yes.  She talked to me, she’s from Yemen.  Yes, that is my best 

friend ever, ever.  It was with me last night. 

 

Cathy:  Ok so is she here now? 

 

Participant:  No, Ontario. 

 

Cathy:  Ok so you talked to her? 

 

Participant:  Every week, sometimes every day.  Even I moved here, since seven 

years I haven’t seen her, even by computer, Skype. 

 

Cathy:  Ok Skype, so you just talked to her? 

 

Participant:  Yes.  We share everything with us, everything.  You cannot imagine 

how so close she is to me.  She’s good friend.  I think I’m good with her because 

she appreciates my relation (Muslim #24). 

 

Her social network in Ontario reflected the ethno-religious diversity of that province 

where all Muslim ethnic groups are more dense.  Since moving with her family to the 

Maritimes, she has made Canadian-born friends and she has met Muslim women from 

different countries: 

Participant:  Egyptian people and Algerian people - I have around four.  And 

Morocco.  And from Libya it was a big, big community but right now it’s just five 

or six families.  Because all of them just students.  Just finish then they go back. 

 

Cathy:  They go away? 

 

Participant:  Yes.  And from Saudi Arabia it’s big community, it’s the biggest 

one. 
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Cathy:  There are a lot of them because they’re students, their husbands are all 

studying here? 

 

Participant:  Yes and we meet at Eid time, or Ramadan, because that’s special.  

And if someone get baby, new baby, we call each other.  If something happen, 

especially bad thing or happy thing, good thing.  We call each other or send to us 

email.  Most of the time we gathering at [a place on campus]. 

 

Cathy: Ok because that’s a big area. 

 

Participant:  And as you know, we all speak Arabic.  That makes it easy for us.  

And Libyan community we meet together sometimes it’s after two weeks, and for 

example, if someone call me, come to drink coffee together, our kids play 

together (Muslim #24).  

 

This woman does not know what the future holds for her family.   

I will work with them to be good children, to be good mom with them. But 

nobody knows what will happen after one hour, one day, the future.  And right 

now, the important thing, my husband finishes school.  I don’t want to move out 

[of this city], it’s like my town right now.  I cannot believe I will start from the 

beginning in another city, another friend, no.  I really like to be here.  It’s safe, it’s 

quiet, that’s enough.  We have everything here (Muslim #24). 

Another contributing factor to the transient nature of the Muslim community is the 

difficulty that graduate students experience finding employment commensurate with their 

qualifications in the region.  Few Muslim professionals who are educated in the region 

remain here in the long term.  For those women that find employment or who remain in 

the longer term, they demonstrate resiliency and rely on their transnational family 

networks.    

 Some Muslim women travel frequently and some do not.  It is only after many 

years in their new home that some Muslim families were able to afford to return to their 

country of origin for a visit.  The wife of the doctoral student had just returned from a 

visit to Libya with her children.  She described how much her mother enjoyed seeing her 

grandchildren, some of whom they had never met before. 
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Cathy: She must have been so pleased to have you home this summer? 

 

Participant:  Oh my gosh.  I feel I’m so, I’m so greedy because just two months 

with my mom and most of the days with my husband’s family.  I should stay with 

her all the two months.  It’s six years I haven’t seen. 

 

Cathy:  You haven’t seen her for six years? 

 

Participant:  Yes.  It’s no good.  I promise her the first day, the first time I saw 

her, I give her a lot of hugs and I cried a lot.  I said, “I’m so sorry, I never do that 

for you.  I promise you I cannot be far of you – like two, three years.”  No, no, not 

so long.  It’s not good for me (Muslim #24). 

 

Another woman who came nine years ago explains her settlement experiences: 

 

Yes, I’m very changed, because you know human beings are very . . . because 

when I came here, I came in [this city] in April and after four, five, four months is 

a very big snow storm in 2003.  I think it’s -55, I’m not hundred per cent sure, but 

it’s -55 or -45.  It’s very, very hard snow and I’m seeing the first time.  But right 

now I’m not saying I’m hundred per cent used to, but I’m able to drive and go 

here, anywhere, and so it’s just . . . when time is going . . . every year, every day, 

every month, you’re just used to.  Because if you not . . . sometimes you try and 

sometimes it’s automatically.  So I think it’s human being nature.  After that, 

because when I came [here] I feel it’s very small, we don’t [know] people, we 

don’t find food, but after four, five years it’s back to normal.  Of course, hundred 

per cent not what you feel, but you already think ahead if you move any new 

place, you don’t find hundred per cent where you were before.  I think it’s not 

very difficult now (Muslim #19). 

Adjusting to a new life happens step by step for this woman.  She married a man from 

Pakistan who had already immigrated to Canada.  He drives a taxi cab.  She has a 

master’s degree in education and quickly got a job as a cashier in a grocery store.  The 

couple needed the money.  In having to work at a low-skilled job, she said, “It’s hard, it’s 

hard.  If you’re not educated, then you don’t feel problems.  But if you have everything 

and put it in a box, it’s all the time teasing you” (Muslim #19).  Over time the city where 

they live has changed.  She explains how it has become easier to find the types of food 

she needs: 
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Participant:  Yes, right now it’s no problem.  And we have particular, because we 

make bread at home every day and at that time 2003, we don’t find flour. 

 

Cathy:  The right type of flour? 

 

Participant:  Yes, yes. 

 

Cathy:  What type of flour do you need?   

 

Participant:  It’s particular, it’s . . . [she goes to get a bag from the kitchen]. How 

can I explain because I don’t find the package?  But it’s particular, like white 

flour here but we have this mix.  We’re not able to eat just white – it’s hard to 

make bread.  And we don’t find . . . sometime we find sometime not so it’s 

another hard part.  But right now we don’t have any problem because in 

Superstore and because we have big population here compared to before.   

 

Cathy:  So even the main grocery stores are starting to carry some of the things 

you need? 

 

Participant:  Yes, yes, because people  ask for it and all the time explain, “I need 

this one. I need this one.”  So they know if Pakistani people come here they need 

just particular things.  So in [that store] we find and sometimes for sure, of course 

we’re going to Halifax and buy something.  But right now we don’t have any 

problem (Muslim #19). 

 

She has been able to overcome the difficulties of settlement and she believes that much of 

this has to do with her faith.   

I believe my religion too much and because I feel, it’s your belief, it’s very strong.  

Just yesterday night, I was talking with my husband and we’re talking about 

something and I said, “If you believe this has happened?”  And he said, “Yes 

because it’s human being mind.  If you just say all the time, like hypnotized?  You 

say, ‘You’re sleeping, you’re sleeping, you’re sleeping.’ After one hour you feel 

you sleep, even if you are not sleeping.”  So if you believe in your heart, yes of 

course it’s helping (Muslim #19). 

 

She prays regularly at home and has pictures of Arabic prayers on her living room wall 

and above the front door.  Since the birth of her daughter, she began going regularly to 

the local mosque:  

Like when I came here I don’t find time to going all the time mosque.  But I told 

you, if I’m not doing prayer, for example, so my daughter don’t know.  So for this 
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reason I’m punctual - I’m more involved.  But when you’re young, because you 

already did everything in your country, for example, I’m just, an example for me, 

my family, my husband and me when we came here, we just, of course we do 

pray and everything at home, but we’re just thinking, ok, we try to better job, we 

just take education, we find home.  So when you’re young and you move any new 

places, you just find your basic thing and you do your religious, most of things at 

home, and you try to mosque.  But not like when you have children.  I feel that 

when you have children you try to more strict and more punctual (Muslim #19). 

 

Her Islamic beliefs and practices provide structure and help her deal with the challenges 

of the present.  It took years to make a Canadian-born friend - a woman who started 

talking to her in the grocery store. 

She gave me driving.  My husband gave me driving classes too.  But you know 

husband and wife?  He good driver and I’m very start my driving.  And he wants 

to that I’m quick and a very good driver.  And I said, “No, no, no, you do.”  And 

he said, “No I just want you to good driver, very quick.”  And I said, “No you just 

give me time.  I’m not taking classes with you!” So then I just called her and she 

said, “No, I have time and I can teach.”  (Muslim #19) 

 

Now that her daughter is in school, she and her friend plan to work on getting her 

credentials as a teacher officially recognized so that she can seek secure employment.   

 It is during visits to their parents’ country of origin that Muslim youth raised in 

Canada are able to experience what it is like to be part of a majority religious and ethnic 

culture.  Several women in the study remarked that Ramadan for Muslims is like 

Christmas for Christians.  It is difficult for non-Muslims to imagine how fasting all day 

for thirty days is comparable to Christmas.  But one woman’s description of breaking the 

fast with her family and friendship networks provides a clue.  She explains: 

 Participant: I’m going home right now and I’ll be doing [Ramadan] there.  And 

over there it’s more like, it’s like Christmas every day.  Family gets together 

every day.  It’s fun. 

 

 Cathy:  To break the fast in the evening? 
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 Participant:  Yes.  And people just walk into your home - you don’t even know 

who is  coming.  You just cook, cook, make food.  I would show up at my 

cousin’s homes and I wouldn’t even tell them – I just show up.   

 

 Cathy:  Ok and that’s expected? 

 

 Participant:  It’s expected, everyone just shows up at everyone’s home (Muslim 

#14). 

 

Muslim women who can afford to travel frequently, choose to return to their countries of 

origin for visits during the month of Ramadan.  The year that the research took place, 

Ramadan fell during the hottest summer month of the year in their countries of origin, in 

some cases reaching day time temperatures of 60 degrees Celsius.  Yet the women said 

that dealing with the heat was a minor problem because they look forward to an infusion 

of family and cultural reconnection.  A Muslim graduate student whose father works in 

Saudi Arabia spoke about some of the reasons why she needs to return there twice a year: 

I still get depressed, in the winter, in the mid-winter I just randomly cry.  If I don’t 

have this break when I go back home and come back in Christmas, the first few 

years we never used to, like up to grade eleven we never went back home, we 

stayed here all year, all year.  My family said that we needed as much here time as 

we could to get the language.  But I didn’t like it.  I grew up in the warm my 

whole life, I can’t do it.  It’s hard to adjust, very hard.  And back home I had a 

driver, so he always parked you at the door, when you came out with groceries, he 

took them from you, I never carried my own groceries, ever.  Coming here, 

parking the car, going far, because everyone parks close to the door in the winter 

time, parking it far and then coming back in, taking the groceries and putting it 

back in the car, scratching the car off, the snow – would make me cry, I’d be 

crying doing all of that (Muslim #14). 

Frequent travel helps her to better deal with the challenges of life in the Maritimes.  For 

her family transnational family ties become a strategy for resilience in terms of 

employment and maintaining family connections. 

 Several of the university students in the late group are living with transnational 

family arrangements.  Their fathers were unsuccessful in business ventures in New 
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Brunswick and are working abroad while their children continue to study at university in 

the province.  Their mothers sometimes live with their fathers and sometimes with them.  

Often the adult daughters run the Canadian households, including caring for younger 

siblings.   A university student woman who has been living in the Maritimes since high 

school describes what she has learned: 

I can’t find anybody in my age that has as much information that I do.  Like a lot 

of Iranian immigrants that are moving here, they call me and I don’t even know 

them.  They hear that this girl has a lot of information about mortgages, about 

banking, about rentals, about business, about anything!  They call me and they’re 

like, “Can you help me with this?  Can you help me with this?”  And it kind of, I 

was always in a situation that I got to know about . . . When we sold our house 

and wanted to buy another one, because it was after three years that we were here, 

it was kind of our business application.  We had to have an income in three years 

because we didn’t have an income in Canada for three years - they wouldn’t give 

us any mortgage or anything.  We went through all the banks; I went through all 

the brokers here.  The best one, that they’re saying, I don’t know if you heard of 

[mentions her name]?  Everybody said if anyone can do it, she can.  She couldn’t 

do it for us.  I tried a couple of people in Toronto, Iranian people that were more 

familiar with our situation and stuff – they couldn’t do it.  But I did it though!  I 

talked to someone at the bank myself and she found a way.  I explained 

everything to her and she found a way (Muslim #3). 

This pragmatic independence and its associated skills are something these Muslim 

women develop having lived for years in the Maritimes.  It is not the same in their 

countries of origin.  For a young woman from Saudi Arabia, for example, it is both 

unsafe and dishonourable for her to be alone in public.  She explains why it is difficult to 

do housework in her home there: 

Participant:  Going back now I sometimes help in the kitchen and [the live-in 

caregivers are] like, “What’s wrong with you?”  And I’m like, “I do it back home, 

I might as well do it here.  It’s not like I’m better than you or anything.”   

 

Cathy:  So do they find that strange? 

 

Participant:  They do, all the time.  I cook sometimes and then I clean and they 

start running to clean and I’m like, “Don’t worry, I’ve got it.”  And they’re like, 
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“No, no, no.”  And they’re scared to get fired.  And I’m like, “No, I’ve got it, 

seriously.” 

 

Cathy:  So when you and your husband set up your own home, will you have 

servants? 

 

Participant:  No, I don’t want one, that’s what I was saying.  I think that’s why it’s 

a good thing.  I don’t one.  It’s good to have one because it would give her a job 

and a salary, but I feel like there’s no privacy, there’s always someone.  Unless I 

had kids later and I couldn’t work and stuff, it would be more like a nanny.  But 

no, I wouldn’t have one now (Muslim #15). 

 

Gender, ethnicity and class intersect differently in Saudi Arabia than they do in the 

Maritimes.  When living in transnational family situations, Muslim women have to 

continually navigate between the two.  This has consequences for them when it comes to 

dating and marriage. 

 As mentioned in describing the women in the mid group, not all Muslim women 

believe or practice their faith in the same way.  Religious diversity exists among the 

women in the late group as well.  But generally the women believe that family life is 

valuable and marriage is a worthy goal.  Yet when it comes to the subject of dating, all of 

the women in the study said that Muslims do not date and Muslim girls do not have 

boyfriends.  This is a typical answer from a married woman: 

In my culture, in my . . . I’m not talking about, not saying in my religion, but in 

my culture we not have a boyfriend so usually parents arrange the marriage.  But 

now because it’s the new world, the new days, so now it’s starting to, wife and 

husband like to before know each other.  But not one hundred per cent live 

together.  But at least so, yes, I know [my husband] before and we having an 

engagement before (Muslim #19). 
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This woman indicates that she knew her husband before they were married but she did 

not explain how they became acquainted.  A graduate student explains how it happens in 

her country of origin.   

Participant:  See how it works with parents:  you’re allowed to see a guy, date 

him, but you don’t tell your parents.  But after you get married and everything 

you tell them what happened and they’re like, “Oh it’s ok as long as you’re 

married now.”  . . .  When people in Saudi Arabia go to weddings or they know 

somebody got engaged, their first question, “Did they know him before?”   

 Cathy:  Ok, so there’s sort of what everybody says, and then what’s really going 

on? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, like my mom now, is ok with me dating a guy as long he’s 

Muslim and, it sounds funny, but can afford me type of guy, like how my dad 

made me live.  Like she doesn’t want me to have to work or have to do anything.   

 

 Cathy:  Ok, so have you dated? 

 

 Participant:  I’ve dated a guy back home, like tried talking, it was just talking to 

him. 

 

 Cathy:  Did your parents know him or was this one of these . . . ? 

 

 Participant:  This was one of these.  Nobody knows - this is confidential.   

 

 Cathy:  Nobody knew, ok. 

 

 Participant:  It didn’t work out (Muslim #14).   

There appears to be two processes at work.  The young Muslim women do not date 

publically like their Canadian-born peers do, even if they have been living in the 

Canadian context for more than six years.  The public aspect of courtship is officially 

under the control of a woman’s parents.  They do the public work involved in 

determining whether a man is a suitable partner for their daughters either through 

communication with family and friendship networks.  Information about potential 

husbands and their families are discussed with daughters and their opinions are respected.  
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None of the women in the study indicated that they were forced into a marriage.  The 

balance between the public and private work of courtship for Muslim couples differs 

from family to family but there is no absence of parental participation in this process.   

I had my first boyfriend here in Canada.  So I would never thought about how my 

dad would react with my boyfriend, like what would he do or how he would 

behave to him or something.  So I was actually in grade 12 when I first met the 

guy that I liked.  I don’t know, kind of, I got into a relationship with him – it’s 

actually funny when I think about it.  Well my dad never saw me in a relationship 

or something and he saw that guy first in an airport.  That was weird.  But he was 

really always, he always surprised me – the guy that I was in a relationship with.  

He was really self-confident and he was always really strong.  Which guy would 

come and meet my dad the first time at the airport when he’s arriving from Iran?  

So when I was going to pick up my dad he said, “Guess what?  I’m coming with 

you.”  And then, I was just so shocked.  Then what is my dad going to think? 

(Muslim #3). 

This woman who was dating more publically in Canada still wanted her father’s 

approval.  

 Once a Muslim woman agrees to marry then the formal arrangements proceed.  

For those for whom the public aspect of courtship takes precedence, it is only after the 

engagement is accepted by both families that the couple can spend more time together 

and get to know each other better.  It is either during this courtship period or after 

marriage that cultural differences in terms of gender role expectations surface for Muslim 

women who have been living in Canada.  One woman in the late group had recently 

married a man who shares her ethno-religious background.  He has studied abroad and is 

now working in their country of origin.  She is completing her graduate studies and she 

spoke about how living in Maritimes for years has made her more open-minded.  She 

talks about her relationship: 

Cathy:  Since your husband has studied abroad, would you say that he has that 

kind of open-mindedness as well? 
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Participant:  Yes, he did, but I’ve been noticing for the past, we were together for 

three years, and before the wedding I noticed, he’s moved back for a while, and 

he’s getting back into the closed-up mind.  His family is a little tighter than mine.  

He’s been getting really closed-minded about things.  Like right now, I was 

talking to him on a face chat thing and he was saying that I was wearing opened 

up clothes - but I was going to yoga.  Do you know what I mean?  So I feel like 

he’s getting closed-minded as he’s staying there.  It’s scaring me (Muslim #15). 

 

Religious social networks 

 Religious diversity among Muslim women is most evident in the choices they 

make in their day to day life.  The choice to wear the hijab by some women in the mid 

group impacted their experiences of employment.  Among those women who have been 

living in Canada for more than six years, the meaning of the hijab is contested.  Only one 

woman in the late group wore a hijab during the interview.  Compared to other women in 

the sample who wore a veil, she was quite well-covered so that I could not see her hair or 

neck.  We spoke in the food court of a local mall.  When she was talking about passing 

on her faith to her children, she said, 

Participant:  I really like to be good person, good Muslim, and follow what our 

religion say, but part of our religion is so strict, even me, I can’t do it.  If I would 

follow some rules, I cannot be here like this. 

 

Cathy:  Yes, you wouldn’t have come out to a mall with me? 

 

Participant:  I have to wear that [Arabic word] or hijab, I have to wear big clothes 

and something like that.  I cannot talk with any . . .  

 

Cathy:  Do you have some friends that are like that? 

 

Participant:  Yes, here, yes.  I had one of them but she gone right now.  She was 

like this.  She doesn’t listen to any kind of music, no – it’s not allowed.  In my 

opinion, I teach my kids it’s not good to listen to music all the time, you have to 

think about another thing.  No, that’s I’m not strict, strict (Muslim #24).  
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This woman makes a distinction between goodness and strictness.  Another woman 

makes a similar distinction.  She does not wear a scarf in Canada but did before she 

immigrated: 

Participant:  In Pakistan I don’t wear whole thing, just like you have bigger 

scarves?  That’s it.  Because I’m not very, very strict, so . . .  

 

Cathy:  Are there very strict, in Pakistan, very strict Muslims and then is there sort 

of a range? 

 

Participant:  It’s all mixed.  Some wear hijab, some without hijab.  It’s not . . . I 

mean you able to live like that.  It’s not particular, if you not cover your face so 

you’re not able to go out.  No, no, no (Muslim #19).  

 

She is used to religious diversity in her country of origin when it comes to dress.  A 

graduate student has a different interpretation: 

My dad doesn’t believe in covering up, in wearing, like cover your hair and 

everything.  He just believes in being appropriate to what’s around you.  If I’m 

here, what’s appropriate is what I’m wearing right now, like I’m not wearing 

anything too much or anything too little.  And he thinks if I were to wear the head 

stuff, that’s kind of like dragging attention to me. “Ok, everyone look at me, I’m 

wearing this.”  Different from everybody.  He thinks it defeats the whole purpose 

of wearing one.  Back home I would be wearing one if I went to the mall or 

somewhere because that’s what everyone’s doing, I’ll do what everyone’s doing.  

I don’t want to be standing out (Muslim #14). 

 

Some women in transnational family situations adapt to the local context when it comes 

to their choice of dress.  Yet they feel judged by co-ethnic peers. 

Participant:  They don’t like us because they think we’re too Westernized that we 

have regular guy friends.  I don’t have guy friends that come over to my house or 

anything but just people from [university] that I meet.   

 

Cathy:  That you would talk to? 

 

Participant:  Yes, and if I was sitting having coffee they would come and sit, I 

wouldn’t say, “Get up.” So they don’t like us because of that.  And my mom 

doesn’t wear the head scarf and we don’t either, so.    

 

Cathy:  Would all the women who are here either studying or with their husbands, 

would they be wearing head scarves? 
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Participant:  From Saudi Arabia, yes, every single one of them that I know wears 

it.  We went to one party with them once, it was their New Year’s party, for back 

home, and everyone’s just like gossiping and stuff like that and they didn’t invite 

us to the next one and we just got the hint (Muslim #15). 

 

The symbolic meaning of the hijab for the individual woman often depends upon a 

variety of factors.  Some Muslim women who do not cover their hair in the Maritimes 

feel compelled to do so only when visiting their countries of origin.  For example, women 

in Iran and Saudi Arabia are forbidden to be in public without being covered.  For women 

from these countries the covering is more of a uniform imposed by the state than a 

religious symbol.  One woman explains,  

It’s not like you have to cover everything, like you can see their hair – as I said, 

like modern people, I mean like they’re really modern now – colourful and 

everything.  They’re making it pretty nice and there’s a lot of fashion about it . . . 

but there are religious people that cover perfectly in Iran too (Muslim #3). 

Some Muslim women who have grown accustomed to life in Canada, find it puzzling that 

newcomer women choose to cover themselves here.   

 Participant #1: It doesn’t really matter what is your religion in Canada.  No one 

asks you, “What is your religion?” Or no one asks you, “Why you have hijab or 

you don’t have hijab?”  Even when I go to the mall and I see a woman with a 

burqa, I look at her more than people from Canada!  No one cares that she covers 

her face or her hair.  I mean . . .  

 

 Cathy:  So you think that you notice her more than Canadians notice her? 

 

 Participant #1:  Yes. 

 

 Participant #2:  I think, “Why did you come here?”  

 

 Cathy:  So that strikes you? 

 

 Participant #3:  Yes, yes, I say the same thing. 
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 Participant #2:  Yes.  Because why?  You are comfortable in that country, you’re 

still there - why did you come here? (Focus Group #6)
19

 

 

The Muslim women in this group find it difficult to understand that a Muslim woman 

might choose to cover herself when she is not required to do so. 

 The diversity of practices in regards to Muslim women and clothing in one city in 

New Brunswick was most apparent during a potluck dinner celebrating Eid al-Fitr - the 

end of Ramadan.  My invitation to attend included the line: “You are not obliged to wear 

a headscarf at the dinner, but dress is modest, i.e. long pants or skirt, and long sleeve 

shirt.”  Differing practices of Muslim dress on this occasion could be contributed to 

countries of origin, since there was considerable consistency according to nationality, but 

even within countries there was variety.  Among the women from Morocco for example, 

care was taken that no hair on their heads or skin on their necks could be seen.  However, 

while the older women from Pakistan and Bangladesh were continually adjusting the 

loose shawls that slipped off their heads, their younger peers’ heads were bare.  Among 

the women from Iran there were those who wore the hijab and those that did not.   

8.3.4 Comparison of Early, Mid and Late Groups of Muslim Immigrant Women 

 In comparing the three groups of Muslim immigrant women, the major 

differences between those who have been here three years or less, those who have been 

living in the Maritimes between four and six years and those who have lived seven years 

or more are to be found between those who are associated in some way with a university 

and those whose daily lives are not connected to the university.  Over time the 

experiences of these two groups of Muslim women begin to resemble each other but in 

                                                 
19

 One participant from this group had been living in Canada five years and another seven years. 
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the early years, contrasts are more evident.  The comparison will begin with looking at 

the effects of time on those women who have come to the region for educational reasons. 

 Universities have developed specific support services to respond to the needs of 

international students and these are utilized by Muslim women in the early years.  Single 

undergraduate students bond with other international students who share common 

religious values.   The undergraduate Muslim students access formal religious social 

networks on campus and in the community on an irregular basis.  Muslim wives who 

accompany their husbands in the study are ineligible for international student services 

and without permanent resident status they are also unable to access government funded 

programs for new immigrants.  For this group, social support networks among student 

wives who share ethnic and linguistic origins play an important role during the early 

years.  These informal cultural networks can also be a source of religious support for 

Muslim student wives since private religious practices are their primary means of 

religious expression.  Some Muslim student wives take advantage of immigrant outreach 

ministries provided by local evangelical churches.   

 Over the years, single Muslim graduate students develop an increasingly 

independent sense of self that is tied to social capital built among colleagues at the 

university.  These social networks are diverse in gender and ethnicity and thus enable the 

women to create bridging capital.  The longer the single women live in Canada the more 

they feel torn between their respect for their families and their emerging personal goals.  

They want to use their knowledge and skills in their professional fields.  Their families 

have plans for them to marry and much depends on whether or not their prospective 

mates are familiar with Canadian gender roles and where the couple will live after 
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marriage.  Muslim graduate students at the region’s universities do not have access to 

social networks in which these gender issues can be discussed.   

 Some Muslim women who come to the region without a connection to a 

university, access social services provided by government funded multicultural 

organizations in the early years.  This is especially the case for women who come to the 

Maritimes as refugees.  Other Muslim women arrive because their husbands have good 

jobs as medical specialists or scientific researchers.  These women are less likely to 

utilize multicultural services especially if they arrive in the region with children.  Muslim 

women feel strongly about their responsibilities as mothers and choose to raise their 

children at home.  There is a lack of affordable or Islamic child care in the region.  This 

makes it difficult for them to access multicultural programs which can contribute to 

isolation.   

 Because public religious participation is not a requirement for Muslim women, 

the nature of the mosque community in the city in which a woman lives in part 

determines how much contact she will have with religious social networks in the early 

years.  Some mosques have women who actively reach out to all newcomer families, 

organize regular social events and support the development of religious education for 

young children.  In cities where the mosques have become cultural centers, Muslim 

mothers are able to access a network of parents who understand the challenges involved 

in raising children as part of a cultural and religious minority.  This provides social 

support during the years that children are in school. 
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 The longer Muslim women live in the Maritimes the greater the challenge of 

deciding how to adapt some Muslim practices to structural pressures and how to resist 

those same cultural pressure in terms of other practices, whether they are university 

students or mothers raising children in one of the region’s cities.  There are relatively few 

Muslims in the Maritimes who share the same ethnic origins due to the transitory nature 

of university communities and to limited business opportunities in the region.  Those who 

have the means invest in transnational family and friendship networks as a strategy to 

sustain their Muslim identities.  Some invest time and resources in their local mosque to 

support other families who settle here.  Some think about moving to another Canadian 

city where there are more Muslims who share their ethno-religious backgrounds.   

8.3.5 Summary: Strengths and Vulnerabilities of Muslim Immigrant Women 

 Muslim women strongly identify with their families, as wives, mothers and 

daughters.  This family-centered gender structure helps immigrant women during the 

settlement process in both the short and long term.  Family ties are a source of emotional 

and financial stability in the initial upheaval of the migratory experience.  Few Muslim 

women live in the Maritimes without at least part of their immediate families. Muslim 

immigrant women stay in touch with family back in their country of origin through the 

frequent use of communication technologies.  In the long term, close family ties help to 

counteract the transitory nature of the Muslim groups in cities in the Maritimes.  Muslim 

families come and go in the region with relative frequency because so many of them are 

associated with the university.  Once their degrees are finished they return to their 

countries of origin or move to other universities.  The labour market in New Brunswick 

and Prince Edward Island offers limited opportunities for professional employment after 
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graduation.  In such an atmosphere, the family is an emotional anchor for Muslim 

mothers in the midst of a shifting social landscape.  These women find emotional security 

in their roles. 

 Yet the strength of familial bonds can also become a source of isolation for some 

Muslim mothers.  In the study there are Muslim immigrant women who can afford child 

care and those who cannot both of whom choose to work full time in their homes caring 

for young children.  This makes it difficult to attend language classes to improve their 

English and to access other networks of immigrant women.  Their social contacts are 

limited to informal networks of Muslim women who share their ethnic and linguistic 

background.  For stay-at-home Muslim mothers living in cities where the mosque does 

not have an active outreach strategy or religious education classes for youth it is even 

more difficult for them to make friends and find social support.   

8.4  Discussion 

 The analysis of Christian and Muslim immigrant women according to the length 

of time after arrival in Canada does indicate that their participation in social networks 

varies over the months and years.  Immigrant women access particular social networks at 

different stages during the settlement process.  At different times there are some groups 

of women whose needs for social support go unmet.  Some social networks are more 

effective than others at meeting the needs of religious immigrant women at different 

times in the settlement process. 

 Post-migration activities such as employment, studying or caring for children 

largely determine the types of social networks available and utilized during the early 

years after arrival.  Many Christian women in the early years after arrival are employed in 
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low-skilled jobs.  In comparison to the literature on immigrant women in Atlantic Canada 

(Ralston, 1996; Tastsoglou, 2006) this represents a change in the type of immigrants 

coming to the region, largely due to changes in the employment local context.  The 

temporary foreign worker and live-in care giver programs are attractive to some groups 

of immigrant women.  The region’s minimum wage and labour regulations present them 

with opportunities to better support their families both here and abroad.  This points to 

the intersection of gender, class and ethnicity among low-skilled and service work in the 

region, something that is observed as a trend in larger Canadian cities by immigrant 

researchers (Bannerji, 2002; Li, 2003; Ng, 1986).  In addition to the programs that draw 

immigrant women to low-skill and low-wage jobs in the Maritimes, the opportunity for 

them to apply for permanent resident status while on a temporary work permit is 

attractive.  For Christian immigrant women with temporary work, their employment, 

religious, and cultural social networks help them to fulfil their needs for housing, 

friendship and transportation.  These women play an important role in financially 

supporting their families whether or not their families actually live in the region.  They 

seek out these jobs but are quite dependent on the goodwill of their employers for 

transportation and housing in the early years.  This is a relatively recent development in 

the Maritimes and it will be important to monitor employment conditions and ensure that 

Christian immigrant women have access to public social services if their rights as 

workers are being violated. 

 Some Christian women do seek professional work in the early years.  It is difficult 

for them to secure employment commensurate with their education and experience.  This 

is a reality in other parts of the country (Li, 2003; Man, 2004).  If they have been looking 
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for jobs for several years after arriving they become increasingly frustrated and some 

report mental health problems (Dean & Wilson, 2010).  Some women take low-skill jobs 

to help support their families but are unhappy being underemployed.  If they were not 

tied to family in the region, these women would likely have left the region like many 

before them (Ramos & Yoshida, 2011).  The immigrant women that are still looking for 

work in the mid years are critical of the limitations of multicultural organizations.  These 

organizations assist immigrant women to build bonding capital with other immigrants 

(Kazemipur, 2009; Putnam, 2007).  But the services provided there were unable to help 

the women create the social capital they need to bridge cultural communication and 

gender gaps or to make personal contacts within close knit Maritime employment social 

networks.  Another group that is dissatisfied with the public services for immigrant 

women in the region are Muslim student wives who accompany their graduate student 

husbands.  These women are well-educated (Boyd, 2008; Chui, 2011) but ineligible for 

government funded programs and cannot legally work for pay due to their immigration 

status.  This contributes to their social isolation and vulnerability (Abraham, 2000).  

Single and married Muslim women arriving as university students are satisfied with the 

services provided by the region’s educational institutions in the early years.   

 There are differences in social network participation between Christian and 

Muslim women whose primary responsibility is caring for children after arrival.  Many 

Christian mothers are in the Maritimes as single parents while their husbands work 

abroad.  They are eager to access public services when their children are in school.  

Christian mothers of all immigrant categories and some Muslim mothers access social 

networks available through multicultural organizations in the early years of settlement.  
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Wealthy Muslim women, particularly mothers of young children settle here with their 

professional husbands.  They rely on informal cultural networks.  Given the relatively 

small numbers of Muslims from any particular ethnic origin in cities in the region, this 

leaves some Muslim mothers isolated.  They raise their children in an atmosphere 

permeated by the practices of daily prayer and dietary restrictions.  There was no 

evidence that these services are available through public child care.  Muslim women’s 

roles as wives and mothers are an example of the complex intersection of gender, class 

and ethnicity within religious institutions (Ebaugh & Chafetz, 1999, 2000; Walby, 2009).  

These Muslim women can afford to emphasize the value of religious gender differences 

and a particular form of motherhood in the Maritime context.  Others must carry out their 

religious practice as mothers both in the home and in the workplace.  For the former, 

there is the risk of isolation which can be detrimental to their mental well-being.  Another 

vulnerability is exposed during the time when their children become more independent.  

Finding suitable employment is difficult in the early years after arrival for all educated 

immigrant women.  For those who have remained in the home for years it may be even 

more daunting.  They have not accessed public social networks and they may not have 

the social capital necessary to make the transition. 

 Family ties are very important to the identities of Christian (Gallagher, 2003; 

Griffith, 1997; N. Nason-Clark & Fisher-Townsend, 2005) and Muslim women 

(Anderson & Dickey Young, 2010; Mahmood, 2001; Moghissi, et al., 2009) and with the 

settlement process come huge changes to their family configurations.  Many Christian 

women arrive in the Maritimes with a plan which includes transnational family financial 

support.  Money is flowing from Canada to loved ones in the country of origin or vice 
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versa.  For Muslim women, transnational family situations take longer to evolve.  Fathers 

move in order to support their adult children’s post-secondary education in Canada.  The 

ubiquitous use of communication technologies allows all families to stay in touch from 

anywhere at any time.  Immigrant women frequently see and talk to their loved ones 

despite the distances between them.  In transnational Muslim and Christian families it is 

most likely that women assume responsibilities for running households in Canada.  The 

skills learned through this helps to increase their self-confidence and independence.  This 

has consequences for their families as male gender role expectations of husbands and 

fathers remain centered in the culture of origin.   

 Most Christian immigrant women find support for their transnational family 

situations in religious social networks which provide them with very pragmatic assistance 

as well as narratives that describe their struggles and provide hope when facing uncertain 

futures.  These religious social networks play such an important role among East Asian 

immigrants that many convert to Christianity after arrival in Canada.  In this way, 

Christian immigrant women are reshaping religious social networks in the local context 

(Bramadat, 2005a; Bramadat & Seljak, 2008).  Evangelization and outreach, hallmarks of 

evangelical Christian institutions, exert a strong influence on immigrant women after 

arrival.  These ministries are not only inwardly directed.  Some Muslim women 

appreciate the opportunities for language learning and social interaction that evangelical 

Protestant churches in the Maritimes provide.   

 Many Muslim women have never been part of public religious institutions in their 

countries of origin because the heart of their religious practice is private.  However, some 

mosques in the Maritimes are responding to the needs of new immigrant families by 
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becoming social and cultural centers in addition to hosting public rituals.  This is largely 

through the efforts of women whose own experiences of being among the first Muslims 

to settle in the region years ago have taught them that supporting families with their 

practical needs is important.  Informal cultural networks are too sparse and fragile to 

respond to the needs of newcomers in a coordinated fashion.  Providing opportunities for 

regular social interaction for adults and children can help small Muslim communities 

transcend ethnic and linguistic divisions.  In this way, some Muslim religious institutions 

are being transformed through the efforts of Muslim women in the Maritime context, a 

development that has already taken place in large Canadian cities (McDonough & 

Hoodfar, 2005).   

 Immigrant women’s social capital and emotional well-being is not simply a result 

of personality.  It is influenced by multiple social structures (Khanlou, 2010; Morris & 

Sinnott, 2003).  These structures intersect in different ways at different stages of the 

settlement process.  In the early years the social capital developed amidst the educational, 

religious, employment and familial social networks provide immigrant women with the 

impetus to seek out and bond with others.  In the later years different forms of social 

capital are needed.  In this analysis of the influence of the length of time after arrival on 

the settlement experiences for immigrant women important factors to consider include 

specific local contexts and main activities.  Some Muslim refugee women have suffered 

emotional trauma in their countries of origin even before arriving in the Maritimes.  But 

for many, the pain of shifting intersectional structures becomes increasingly apparent 

several years into the settlement process.  Members of public social networks, secular and 

religious, who are concerned with assisting immigrant women throughout all years of the 
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settlement process, be they offered in Maritime cities, villages or at a university, need to 

take multiple intersecting factors into consideration.  For the Christian immigrant women 

in the labour market mental health problems are associated with the interlocking 

structures of gender, class and ethnicity in the Maritime labour market.  They draw on 

their religious beliefs and practices as a source of strength in persevering against multiple 

structural barriers.  This is no less the case for Christian and Muslim women who work at 

home while their children are in school but deal with discrimination and its isolating 

effects in their daily lives.  For Muslim graduate students in the university who 

experience mental health problems, balancing their ethno-religious values with their 

emerging choices when it comes to gender roles and jobs is at the heart of their emotional 

struggles.   
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9.0  Community Professionals and Services for Women – Findings of the Qualitative 

 Analysis 

 

 The third research question concerned the role of social networks in the lives of 

religious immigrant women during the settlement process.  The previous two chapters 

provided detailed descriptions of the qualitative findings concerning social networks from 

the perspective Muslim and Christian women. This chapter continues to build on the 

knowledge concerning Christian and Muslim immigrant women’s utilization of social 

networks based on the perspective of community professionals.   As professionals in the 

Maritimes, these participants carry out roles and responsibilities in the institutional 

domains of polity, economics and civil society.  Social networks within organizations 

supported by government and business as well as non-governmental organizations are 

important sites for the structuring of gender, ethnicity and class.  Some community 

workers consciously resist the individual structures of ethnicity, class and gender that 

emphasize immigrant women’s inequalities but few are aware of the impact of 

intersecting structural inequalities.  Thus these data add an additional layer of complexity 

to the analysis of the settlement process for immigrant women in the Maritimes. 

 The study includes data collected from community workers in order to: identify 

the range of services that are available to immigrant women and the ones that they 

actually use; assess the familiarity of service providers and their organizations with 

religious immigrant women from different ethno-religious groups; and to identify if there 

were differences in the provision of social services depending on immigrant women’s 

ethno-religious backgrounds.  The study did not intend to include all of the services 

available nor a representative sample of service providers.  The study involved 
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professionals who provide three types of services: specialized immigrant services, 

specialized services for women, and general public social services.   

 The description of the findings of the qualitative data from community 

professionals begins with a brief description of the major themes.  This is followed by a 

detailed explanation of the findings in four sections according to each type of service 

provision.  The explanations include empirical evidence from the interviews.  The chapter 

concludes with a discussion in which the findings are reflected on in light of the study’s 

theoretical foundations and literature review. 

 Social services are available to immigrant women and are provided by a variety of 

public organizations, government departments and businesses in the provinces of New 

Brunswick and Prince Edward Island.  For many immigrant women in the study, the 

availability of public social services is not something with which they are familiar from 

their countries of origin.  In the Maritimes there are specialized immigrant services 

designed to assist immigrants with the settlement process and delivered through staff at 

multicultural organizations, settlement agencies and the international student departments 

at local universities.  Only some of these immigrant-serving organizations offer 

specialized programs for women.  Other public organizations provide specialized services 

for women, regardless of their citizenship status, and some organizations deliver public 

services that aim to assist both women and men.  Sixteen different organizations 

participated in the research.  Twenty two people were interviewed including 

administrators and professional staff from a variety of organizations as well as from one 

business.  Fourteen of the research participants were Canadian-born and eight were 

immigrants. 
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9.1 Major Themes 

 There are five themes that characterize the data collected from service providers 

in the research: as the immigrant population is growing services are expanding and 

partnerships between organizations are utilized; few service providers have specialized 

training in working with religious immigrant women; staff in organizations that provide 

specialized services for immigrants are more likely to reflect the multicultural 

backgrounds of their clients than are staff in other organizations; staff in all organizations 

feel that there is a need for more programs for immigrant women;  and professionals 

generally have a positive view of religion but a passive approach to incorporating a 

woman’s religious worldview and practice in service provision.   

 Professionals working in immigrant-serving organizations indicate that there has 

been a marked increase in the number of immigrants accessing multicultural, settlement 

and international student services in the five years prior to the interviews.  The number of 

staff working in established organizations has increased to meet the rising demands for 

programming and new staff members come from local immigrant populations.  This is 

not the case however, with the international student office that participated in the 

research, despite dramatic increases in foreign-born students at the university.  

Participants from agencies that specialize in services for women believe that the number 

of immigrant clients they see is consistent with the proportion of immigrants in the 

provincial population.  None of these agencies have foreign-born women among their 

staff.   

 The cities in which the research was conducted are small and the network of 

service providers within each location are tight knit.  The workers in community agencies 
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are familiar with the services that other organizations provide and the people who provide 

them.  There were numerous examples of networking between organizations in order to 

serve the needs of the growing immigrant population.  Some workers have moved 

between organizations and agencies.  People have worked, on average, for about four and 

a half years in their respective organizations.  In some cases, when initial inquiries were 

made about whether or not a community organization provides services to immigrant 

women, a worker indicated that all services for immigrants are provided through 

multicultural organizations.  This reveals that some professionals believe that services for 

immigrant women can only be provided as specialized services.  Some immigrant-serving 

organizations had informal ties with churches.  No one interviewed indicated that their 

organization had informal ties with a local mosque and only workers who happened to be 

Muslim were familiar with the programs for immigrant women taking place there. 

 Almost every person interviewed stated that the organization for which they work 

does not have enough resources to provide all of the programs and services that they feel 

are needed.  Many organizations that specialize in services for women receive financial 

support from local churches.   

 Of the twenty service providers who participated in the research, few have 

specialized training in working with women from different ethnic origins or religious 

affiliations.  Most of the participants indicate that they have gained experience in working 

with immigrant women with multiple cultural backgrounds through their regular service 

or administrative work.  Canadian-born participants who have lived in large cities in 

Canada feel that their experience living in multicultural contexts has prepared them for 

offering professional services to immigrant women.  Foreign-born workers draw upon 
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their personal migration and settlement experiences as a basis for serving immigrant 

women from different ethnic origins.  Several participants believe that their experience 

working with people from other marginalized or vulnerable populations in Maritime 

society has prepared them for working with immigrant women.   

 When asked about how they assist religious immigrant women, the workers have 

a passive approach to religion as a factor in the settlement process.  What this means is 

that if a woman mentions her religion or states that religion is important to her, the 

service provider will try to respect her religious beliefs and practices.  But it was rare that 

professionals initiated any questions about a woman’s religious background or were 

familiar with the local religious resources available to her.  Only a couple of people 

indicated that questions about religion were included on their intake forms.  Nevertheless 

most people have a positive view of the role that religion plays in the settlement process.  

A few professionals believe that religious immigrant women have greater access to social 

support networks than do non-religious immigrant women.  They also feel that women’s 

ability to cope with challenges presented by the settlement process is generally 

strengthened by religious practices. 

 These themes will be examined in greater detail through the analysis of the data 

provided by workers in community agencies.  The organizations are organized into four 

groups – multicultural and settlement service organizations, family resource providers, 

shelters and second stage housing and other organizations.   

9.2 Multicultural and Settlement Service Workers  

 This section includes the analysis of data provided by twelve community 

professionals.  Eleven of the participants work at six different multicultural and 



374 

 

settlement service organizations in New Brunswick and PEI and the twelfth works in the 

international student advisor’s office at a university.  Some of the organizations are new, 

with one being established only two years prior to the research, while others, like the 

international student advisor’s office, have been in existence for many years.  The data 

from this group will illustrate three of the five themes: first that expanding immigrant 

populations in the region lead to an increase in demand for services and programs; 

secondly, organizations specializing in services for immigrants are expanding and/or 

delivering services in new ways so that they can meet the needs of immigrant women; 

and thirdly networking with other organizations are characteristic of the work of 

immigrant-serving organizations. 

 The analysis of data from immigrant women in Chapter eight revealed that 

multicultural and settlement services provide them with access to social networks in the 

very early months of settlement.  One multicultural worker spoke of how immigrant 

women can find out about the settlement services available to them even before they 

arrive in Canada through overseas orientation sessions:  

So before they are coming they are going through orientation sessions. Like 

business people, they are coming for a visit prior to choosing where they settle. 

Independent immigrants, they go through a consultant, or maybe somebody 

recruiting from Canada so they get information from them. Refugees, they have in 

the refugee camp orientation sessions. They even getting a certificate that they 

participated. And that is in their own  language and women is involved, so not 

only for one family member, which is a very good thing, because when they are 

coming they know this is what’s going to happen. It’s not a clear picture yet, but 

the basic, they know what’s going to happen (Community worker #10). 

 

After arrival more orientation sessions are offered at this organization as well as one-on-

one meetings with families during which they are informed of Canadian norms for 

parenting children and youth, gender roles in Canadian society, and Canadian laws 
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concerning violence and abuse of children and women.  This organization serves all of 

the refugees that come to the city and the worker estimates that about eighty per cent of 

other new immigrants also pass through their doors at some time or other.  She feels that 

her organization can help immigrant women to orient themselves to the culture and 

language of their new home regardless of their immigration category or social class.   

 Like businesspeople, if they speak the language, they know everything what they 

have to do by the internet and everything, so maybe won’t even come to us. But 

they also understand the interest to come here because the advertising the 

business.  So you are connecting them with the community. That’s a good thing. 

And we have workshops, like professionals invited. I attended one.  Like they 

invited someone from the association of surgeons and doctors and they were 

talking about the provincial program and how they recognize the diplomas from 

other countries. So it was amazing how much, you know, they achieved 

(Community worker #10). 

 

In addition to trying to link new immigrants to existing formal social networks like the 

professional association mentioned above, the organization helps to foster informal social 

networks among immigrants who are taking part in language and employment programs 

as well as matching them with Canadian-born volunteers.  She said that sometimes 

immigrants actually prefer to get information from their peers rather than from public 

service providers because some of them come from situations that have made them 

fearful or suspicious of people in authority.  “They are afraid then the immigration 

[office] finds out and send them back and lots of myth going on before coming” 

(Community worker #10).  She has worked in this organization for over sixteen years and 

observes that in the last five to ten years the immigrant population in her city is growing 

and there has been less secondary migration. 

 Cathy: What do you mean by secondary . . . ? 

 

 Participant: Secondary migration - leaving [the city].   

 



376 

 

 Cathy: So they’re staying. They aren’t just staying for a little while and going? 

 

 Participant: Exactly.  

 

 Cathy: Now why do you think that is? 

 

 Participant: Because of the ethnic groups already they have here, so it keeps them 

here. And also many people have large families and families with children.  They 

realize  smaller communities they can provide the most support and more secure 

for the children. Bringing up children here in these communities is much better 

than in Toronto, in bigger centers. We still have some who are . . . just maybe 

they just go on because they have family there, but now they talk to each other 

before coming. They are getting information and messages sent. People gives 

them feedback, so “It’s good to stay here,” or “Good to stay there.” So, I think 

this is why they feel comfortable. 

 

 C: So word is getting out that [this city] is a good place to stay? 

 

 W: Yes, yes I think so (Community worker #10). 

 

 As the number of immigrants in the Maritimes rise, the demand for basic 

settlement services such as language classes and employment counseling increases. The 

need for additional services also grows as the immigrant population diversifies.  

Immigrant-serving organizations that have been operating for many years in the region 

are identifying and responding to some of those needs.  For example, one settlement 

agency has a full-time counseling psychologist on staff.  She explains why she was hired: 

 It was recognized that there was a need for the psychological or mental health to 

be addressed with our newcomers. We were looking after their food, clothing, and 

shelter, getting them settled, but many clients had post-traumatic stress, 

depression, grief – everything that goes along with having gone through trauma 

and torture.  Post-traumatic stress was another one. So, staff were getting burned 

out by a couple of clients who were very, very high needs. So they applied to – 

when I say “they” settlement services applied to Immigration [Citizenship and 

Immigration Canada or CIC] for a contract, got the  funding, and I was hired 

(Community worker #14). 

 

Part of the week she is available to speak with anyone from the hundreds of immigrants 

who attend programs that take place at the agency.  They can drop by her office and 
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speak with her anytime or she mingles with them during breaks between classes or at 

social events.  The other part of the week she visits immigrant women in their homes. She 

explains, 

 Unfortunately with the way Immigration [CIC] and the LINC [Language 

Instruction for Newcomers to Canada] is set up there is no funding for mothers 

with children under two for daycare. So if we have a family with a child under 

two - one parent cannot come to class because there’s no childcare. So we’ll have 

a mom stranded or isolated at home, missing out on everything.  So that’s some of 

the outreach I try to do (Community worker  #14). 

 

Like the previous participant, the psychologist believes that the immigrant and refugee 

population her agency serves is not only growing, it is changing: 

 Participant: With government assisted refugees, it’s not much how well they are 

going to fit in, or integrate, or be successful, it’s a matter of saving their lives. 

Getting them out of the country and getting them here. So a few years ago we 

used to get refugees who were highly educated. Now we are getting people who 

are less educated, often times illiterate and their needs all around are a thousand 

percent higher. We’re getting people who are coming in who aren’t able to use 

electricity or don’t know a stove over a fridge. 

 

 Cathy: Real basic. 

 

 Participant: Yeah, and a lot, lot higher needs. We’re also getting more elderly 

people. Again, higher needs. So their chances of finding employment – pretty, 

pretty slim. So there’s a shift, we’re seeing a shift. And, again, staff-wise and 

from our work, it’s more intense – we’re more involved, I guess (Community 

worker #14). 

 

She thinks that her agency will become more responsive to the needs of new immigrants 

as it continues to adopt a more client-centered focus.  She explains: 

 We walk the walk, I would say, with clients. Take them by the hand in the 

beginning and  then walk behind them after and see them develop in their 

integration in Canada, but we’re not responsible and that’s the big, big thing. 

People are survivors and we can never ever forget that. So, again, for us to be 

telling people what to do – the big change that I see in settlement services is 

where it’s being more client focused, “What do you want?  What are your 

needs?” rather than “This is what you need do.” (Community worker #14) 
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This agency is located in a city where the provision of settlement services and 

multicultural programming are offered by different organizations.  Each one delivers 

different services to the local immigrant population.  Because basic settlement services 

are looked after by one agency, the other multicultural organizations can tailor their 

programming to meet specific needs.   

 One of the multicultural organizations which has been operating in the same city 

for over thirty years has two programs in place to try and meet the needs of immigrant 

women.  A worker there spoke about the project she directs that is funded by the Status of 

Women Canada.  “What we do is we’re trying to mentor up the newcomer women, with a 

– we’ll say with a Canadian woman or local woman who can help them feel connected in 

the community, help them learn about their community” (Community worker #12).   In 

surveying the needs of immigrant women involved in other programs at the organization, 

the results indicated that they wanted to learn more about Canadian culture, institutions 

and volunteer opportunities along with getting some assistance in accomplishing very 

basic tasks of everyday life.  According to the project director, “They’ve told me they’re 

not comfortable in the mall when a retail clerk says to them, ‘Can I have your postal 

code?’  They’re going, ‘Why?’ You know, they don’t know why.  Or even handling 

telemarketers on the telephone, you know? They’re not sure.” (Community worker #12)   

Unfortunately it has been very challenging for her to recruit enough Canadian-born 

women to volunteer as mentors.  In the longer term the director of the project wants to 

place the immigrant women in community based organizations as volunteers so they can 

develop their language skills and gain work experience.  But this too is difficult as many 

organizations indicate that they do not want volunteers who have difficulty speaking 
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English.  The program has over twenty-five immigrant women on the waiting list.  The 

director says, “[For] some of them it’s been very personal. ‘I just want a friend. I want a 

friend that I can share my feelings with.’” (Community worker #12) 

 The process of coming to identify the needs of immigrant women in the early 

years of settlement is coupled with the limitations on resources that organizations have in 

terms of responding.  An employee in an international student office says that the number 

of foreign-born students attending the university where she works has grown dramatically 

in recent years.  The university stepped up its efforts in recruiting international students 

and there are over one thousand international students on campus.  The need for 

international student services has grown but the financial resources allocated by the 

university administration remain small. 

 Our capacity based on our resources to provide support was really providing the 

basic support that students need. So, there are all kinds of great bells and whistles 

programs that are run in many universities and provide a lot of integration and are 

more high profile in terms of the overall universities internationalization efforts, 

but what we can do given the resources . . .  we’re – just to help students stay safe 

and understand the basic things they needed to continue on studying here in 

Canada. So . . . immigration renewal, applying for off campus work permits, 

getting a social insurance number, getting a job. You know, those things that are 

going to keep students, for lack of a better word, alive. And it’s kind of – it’s not 

the ideal approach, but that’s how we – we had to sort of cut out all the other stuff 

and just say we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it really well  and . . . so 

that’s kind of what we’ve focused . . . is becoming a center for that  (Community 

worker #8). 

 

Even with very limited resources, this service provider was trying to meet the emerging 

needs of women in the international student population.  Having scraped together some 

extra funds, she used them to provide pre-natal courses for international students.  When 

asked how this was identified as a priority for her office, she responds, 
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 Participant:  The hospital not allowing children – parents to leave with the child 

and calling human development social services in because they weren’t sure they 

had the . . .  

 

 Cathy: The ability to look after their child? 

 

 Participant: Yeah, that’s kind of the extreme, and the other side is – it’s kind of 

like a … you know, it’s being responsible – the university being responsible in the 

community as  well, like we bring a lot of these students and they use a lot of 

community resources. So suddenly you’ve got a lot of, you know, obstetricians 

and nurses at the hospital dealing with people who are unprepared for having this 

major life event in a foreign country. 

 

 Cathy: Would you say that they’re unprepared because of a lack of family 

networks?  Or  community networks?  Is that what the . . . ? 

 

 Participant: Yeah, I think it’s unprepared because of the lack of just family 

support, but I think it’s also the cultural – not understanding the cultural traditions 

here.  

 

 Cathy: Okay. 

 

 Participant: You know, like I actually happened to be in the hospital having my 

daughter and in the room next to a woman who was an international – suppose an 

international student and, you know the babies are with you. They birth the babies 

there.  The babies stay in the room with you and she – the woman was, you know, 

saying, actually to the custodian, you know, ‘My baby’s crying. Can you get 

someone to deal with that?’ and the custodian was like, ‘Uhh… I think that’s your 

job.’ I mean – it used to be that way here.  The woman would have children, 

they’d go off into the nursery and the woman would rest and, you know, sleep and 

all of those wonderful things you don’t get and, you know, and it’s still that way 

in other countries. So then suddenly they come here where we’re supposed to be 

more advanced and yet our practice maybe seems not as kind towards the mother.  

 

 Cathy: Yeah, whereas someone who is Canadian-born could call somebody to 

come help, or ask their husband to come help.  

 

 Participant: Exactly, like my husband was there, you know my family all came. 

Like, you know?  But – so, it’s the not knowing what you need to know – and so 

then suddenly you have like a whole ward of nurses who are like…. 

 

 Cathy: How do we deal with these women? 

 

 Participant: Yeah, and they’re frustrated because maybe they’re not thinking 

about it in the cultural context, like ‘this woman is far away from home.’ 

(Community worker #8) 
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Some of these new mothers are students but most of them are the wives of international 

students.  The university administration does not believe it bears any responsibility for 

them.  They are not entitled to access services through local multicultural organizations 

which are limited to permanent residents.  Because of her experiences working with the 

immigrant student population, the international student worker believes that it is 

important that her university more seriously consider supporting the wives of 

international students.  This would assist the women and their husbands in adjusting to 

life in Canada and help ensure student success.  It could also serve the bigger picture in a 

province that is actively recruiting immigrants.  She explains that the university is in 

dialogue with the provincial government. 

 Participants:  They’re [the province] starting to recognize that we have 1,000 

students who speak English and are adapted to the culture and highly educated 

and why they’re travelling all over the world to try to recruit immigrants when 

we’ve got a whole bunch here who are ready to stay. So, the penny is starting to 

drop there, slowly. And – but I said to them – I did a presentation – I’m like, “It 

doesn’t matter – I don’t care how patriarchal you think other societies are, if the 

woman’s not happy…” 

 

 Cathy: It’s not going to work. 

 

 Participant: They’re not staying. They’re not staying. (Community worker #8) 

It is apparent that this service provider understands that married international students 

need to be considered as a family unit, rather than isolated individuals.  In addition to 

wanting to address some of the needs of the wives of international students who are not 

entitled to public services available to other immigrants, the worker is also thinking about 

the unique needs of single Muslim women on campus.   

 Participant:  One of the things that – and again, speaking just specifically first for 

the Muslim women – that I would like to do and have actually floated it in a few 

times – is I think that our residence life is always empty. It’s hard to get students 
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to live in residence ‘cause – for various reasons.  So, we often have a wing or a 

residence that’s completely empty. 

 

 Cathy: Oh really? 

 

 Participant: And I suggested, why not set aside a wing or a unit of a residence for 

Muslim women? Because there’s this, like, there’s sort of like the deeply 

traditional Muslim family that is not ever going to send their daughter or – and 

then there’s sort of like, “We’ll send, but only with chaperone.” I mean for Saudi 

[Arabian women] – it’s illegal for them to leave on their own anyway, so it’s not 

even in the equation, but then there’s this whole, sort of, subset that like would 

send, but there no – would send without support if there was support there. And I 

think that especially in EAU where you know you kind of have this huge diverse 

Muslim… 

 

 Cathy: International? 

 

 Participant: Yeah, community and so that things balance out there a little bit, and 

there are all these, you know, bring young women, like Pakistani and, you know, 

from Iran and all those different – and especially even some of the Iranian 

students from Iran would come more if their fathers’ could be assured we’ve got a 

wing with a house mother and a prayer room and a halal meal plan in the meal 

hall and – send your daughter to this beautiful safe community in [the Maritimes] 

with low crime and . . . and these women would have the opportunity to get an 

education in an environment that’s really support and – because sometimes what 

happens with these women – young single women – is that they come and if they 

are with a brother or even if their father has let them come on their own, they get 

into really bad relationships and they’re . . .  you know, ‘cause their social 

development is at a junior high level. 

 

 Cathy: Because they don’t have a strong sense of judgment? 

 

 Participant: No, and so then suddenly it’s like . . .  

 

 Cathy: Here they’re let out . . .  

 

 Participant: Yeah. 

 

 Cathy: At a university campus . . .  

 

 Participant: It’s crazy, you know? 

 

 Cathy: “We wouldn’t send our kids there!” 

 

 Participant:  . . . and then it’s just like – then they’re in really bad . . .  

 



383 

 

 Cathy: Trouble? 

 

 Participant: Bad situations, yeah.  And then their families are, you know – we had 

one situation where, actually I noticed on Facebook that the student got married 

just recently, but her family just disowned her because she got into a relationship 

and when it didn’t work out for the guy he made up – or he told the truth – about 

some of the things that she was doing and her family was so shamed that I don’t 

think it was safe for her to back to Pakistan. (Community worker #8) 

 

This worker believes that offering specialized residence services to attract more female 

Muslim international students and serve the needs of existing students would benefit both 

the students and the university.  It would not require additional resources on the part of 

the university, just changes in the way that residence life is structured for some students.   

 The situation at the international student advisor’s office is the most extreme 

example of under-funding in the research however the need for increases in staff and/or 

programming to more adequately meet the needs of a growing and diverse immigrant 

population is on the list of priorities for all immigrant-serving organizations.  Another 

participant who addressed this issue is the director of two programs at a multicultural 

organization, one for newcomer’s assistance and another for volunteers.  She explains: 

 Newcomers’ assistance program is more like a program – we acting as a guide 

and we give newcomers road map. When they coming we make sure them to 

understand all the services and social services available to those newcomers. As 

you are new to Canada there are many services can be offered to you for free, but 

many newcomers don’t know that. They’re coming from a background may not 

be very big on social services, whereas in Canada – Canada is big on helping 

women and children – providing those free services. So that’s newcomers’ 

assistance. We don’t do settlement – detail settlement work, ‘cause that’s the part 

of work that [settlement] center is doing. . . . Volunteer program there are a 

variety of activities under the volunteer program. For example, English 

conversation group and . . . basically those groups are led by volunteers. 

Volunteers from local or volunteers like myself who have been here for long 

enough to introduce newcomers – more like orientation – helping them to meet 

friends, helping them to build a social network. And volunteer program also can 

be some multicultural  event. Basically, all the activities under volunteer program 

is to help newcomers feeling  comfortable and staying here. Basically our 
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mandate is to not make them to stay, but make them to feel comfortable enough 

that they wanted to stay and get a job here. (Community worker #13) 

 

One aspect of the volunteer program is to create situations in which immigrants are 

together with Canadian-born volunteers so that they can get to know one another and 

learn from each other.  While describing more of the details of her work with these 

programs, this participant mentions that very few Muslim women are involved.  She 

thinks there are two reasons for this: 

 I would think number one reason is because of the kids at home, other reason – I 

had a volunteer strictly told me that she wouldn’t come out because of the 

religious belief. She’s not comfortable to be out in the public; however, she did 

come in one time to fill in a form to be a volunteer.  I guess she probably couldn’t 

– didn’t understand exactly what volunteer supposed to do because I called her 

three times in a row and asked her if she wanted to come out participate events, 

but she said no because of the areas; however, we are still friends.  I went to 

mosque with her few times. (Community worker #13) 

 

The service provider understands that having young children and a religious belief 

prevents this particular Muslim woman from volunteering.  She also believes that 

programs like hers are difficult for employed immigrant women to access.  Just because 

they have work does not mean that these women do not need assistance with language 

learning as well as opportunities to widen their social networks.  Given additional 

resources she speculates about changes: 

 If we had this portion of funding available we could have the core of our teacher 

work -  as you know, teacher, many teachers work for our center as part-time and 

they can travel and deliver English teaching. And to teach them [immigrant 

women] how to learn by themselves at home and also give them some guidance 

how to learn and, also, provide an English assistance on the side. So that way, a 

woman can learn at home if they want to take care of their children. It’s almost 

like, you know, those courses offered online – you can learn at home while you’re 

taking care of your baby. So that’s the same thing for foreign workers. It’s harder 

to juggle for immigrant newcomers - it’s either you find a job or learn English.  

But that shouldn’t be a conflict to each other. They should be able to do that at the 

same time; however, if you get a job, you can’t commit your full-time hours to the 
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program being offered by them. So seriously, there are things that we can do 

more.  (Community worker #13) 

 

Rather than having all immigrants access services at the offices and classrooms of 

multicultural organizations, she is suggesting that some services, such as language 

learning, can be delivered to immigrant women’s homes through a combination of online 

programs and personal visits.  She feels that changes in the delivery of services to 

immigrants are necessary to meet the needs of a diverse and growing immigrant 

population.  Her ideas on this are similar to what the counseling psychologist quoted 

above is attempting to implement in her visits to the homes of new immigrants.   

 An example of innovation in the delivery of public services for immigrants is 

described by the administrator and staff at the newest multicultural association in the 

region.
20

  The establishment of this organization two years prior to the research was made 

possible through a partnership between business and government.  The owners of local 

industries who relied on large numbers of employees with temporary foreign worker 

permits had asked the provincial government to help establish the multicultural 

organization so that their foreign workers would have better access to immigrant services.  

The employers cooperate with the multicultural association in providing space for 

language classes.  The multicultural association’s language instructor is always on the 

road, traveling between small towns in this rural area conducting language classes for 

small groups.  The classes are scheduled at times that are most convenient for the shift 

workers and are conducted at their places of work.  The classes are open to all 

immigrants in the local area, whether or not they are employed by the company where the 

classes take place.  The language instructor provides immigrants in his classes with links 

                                                 
20

 These interviews were not recorded.  The description of the conversations comes from my field notes. 
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to online language resources, some of which were developed in other Canadian provinces 

(Community workers #1, #20 & #21).  This particular approach to the delivery of 

services for immigrants is facilitated through networking between the multicultural 

association and local employers.  Given the reality of limited resources for immigrant 

services throughout the region, this is a pragmatic model and one way to better meet the 

needs of employed immigrants.   

 Another example of a networking approach to providing services to immigrants is 

one between multicultural organizations and local churches.  In most cities there are some 

Christian churches that host regular informal gatherings for conversation during which 

immigrants of any religion can come and practice their English.   Multicultural 

organizations make information on these gatherings available to their clients.  Some 

churches also offer practical and spiritual support to Christian immigrants.  The 

multicultural staff member who had been doing this work for sixteen years said,  

 I can see that all my refugee families are religious. So most of them they regularly 

are attending the church. They have prayer groups; they meet in somebody’s 

place in the evening; if someone is sick they are coming; or if someone dies back 

in Africa they get together. So I can see that, you know, they are religious, most 

of them (Community worker #10). 

 

Her organization provides information on different local churches and she knows the 

pastor at one church who is Congolese.  He immigrated to Canada before his clergy 

training and she has worked with him to support African immigrants and refugees.    

 He could serve the clients in Swahili. So if I had family issues that were involved 

so we got together.  We would discuss, we would address the issue together. So 

we work together with the families and the church itself, if we had a new family 

who needed some support moving, or they needed dishes, or they were in bad 

situation . . .  so we always could rely on the church. And that was only one 

example, but we had other religious groups like that (Community worker #10). 
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This is just one example of an informal network between an immigrant services 

organization and a church.  There are others.  In several cases, staff at settlement agencies 

mention the work that main line churches do in privately sponsoring refugees through 

formal agreements with Citizenship and Immigration Canada.  When asked, only one 

settlement worker in the research indicated that she is familiar with the support for 

immigrants available at the local mosque.   

 Participant: You know our mosque here is just amazing.  

 

 Cathy: Is it? 

 

 Participant: Like for Ramadan, you know, they cook for free. 

 

 Cathy: Oh wow.  

 

 Participant: Yes, for people.  

 

 Cathy: In the evenings? 

 

 Participant: Yes. And when you go to the mosque, like because there is Salat 

prayer, there is food and there is milk and there is…. 

 

 Cathy: Every night for the entire month? 

 

 Participant: For Ramadan, yes.  

 

 Cathy: Wow, that is amazing.  

 

 Participant: Yes. And more than that. I remember for our client – when she came 

from Iraq – she single mom with three kids and what the mosque was doing – 

every, I think once a week or two times a week they send a car – taxi – to her 

home and the taxi take her, you know, to get her grocery and he drop her home. 

And for the mosque for Friday, because she doesn’t have a car, she doesn’t have, 

you know, and our mosque is . . .  

 

 Cathy: Far out? 

 

 Participant: You know, and she doesn’t have a car. So yeah, they can provide 

[transportation].  

 

 Cathy: Oh wow, yeah that’s good to hear.  
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 Participant:  And ever for Eid – for me, my baby, and my husband, we go and we 

have Eid, like the end of Ramadan we have – we call it Eid-ul-Fitr, like the party, 

and we go and there is food and everybody is there and if you need anything they 

help you (Community worker # 15). 

 

Because this worker is an engaged Muslim she is able to provide Muslim immigrant 

women who come to her organization with information about the local mosque and what 

the community there can offer them.  She can also introduce them to other Muslim 

women who are active at the mosque and help them to access social networks.   While 

other immigrant service providers know that there is a mosque in their cities, they have 

not yet established a personal connection with anyone there. 

 The worker at the university said that through her weekly emails to international 

students she passes on information about social events hosted by local religious 

organizations always with the caveat that students and their families do not have to be 

members of the religion to attend.  For example, an evangelical Christian church “wanted 

to provide a free Thanksgiving dinner to all international students and they did it on 

campus. . . . They had a huge turnout.  I mean free food was like a super draw!” 

(Community worker #8)  She believes that religiously engaged international students 

actually have some advantages over non-religious ones. 

 I always like it when students come and they’re deeply religious, like it, ‘cause I 

always feel “Oh good,” ‘cause I know they’re going to get really involved with a 

church  community here and that they’re going to receive a lot of support and 

integration through that and that’s a big piece of the settlement. So when things 

happen they can see it in the context of their religious beliefs and so it helps them 

cope in a way that other students – they kind of fall apart less, or something 

(Community worker #8).   

 

These are just a few examples of the different kinds of network ties between the 

immigrant-serving organizations in the research and other groups in their local 
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communities.  The development of networks is largely dependent upon the organization’s 

leadership and individual staff members.     

9.3 Parenting Program Providers   

 Two women participated in the research from two different organizations which 

provide parenting services and programs which are open to all residents in the region and 

include the participation of immigrant women and their children.  The analysis of the 

interview data is related to three of the five themes concerning the work of community 

professionals: the importance of networking among community organizations in 

effectively helping immigrant women, the varied pathways that lead to increased cultural 

sensitivity among service providers, and the explicit consideration of religious 

differences among immigrant women. 

 As with other service providers, the women who deliver programming for 

families are part of a network of community organizations.  It is through these 

professional networks that service providers find out about the needs of immigrant 

women in their communities and this is also how immigrant women find out about the 

parenting services available to them.  One woman runs a program for single parents.   

The program matches a volunteer from the community with a single parent for friendship, 

practical and emotional support and mentorship.  In the five years that she has been 

coordinator, all of the single parents in the program have been women.  She describes the 

program as both an education and advocacy group for single mothers since she not only 

provides information and support through the program but understands herself and the 

participants as agents of social change.  Much of her programming focuses on 

empowerment.  She describes the programs that have taken place in the past,  
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 It could be a self-defence class.  This one coming up in April, [someone] from 

[the sexual assault center] is leading it on empowerment and media.  We’ve had 

[someone] from public legal education come in and talk about family law and the 

risk group for domestic violence and for those who are in a supportive capacity 

what to do.  We also have had . . . I’m trying to think . . . they all become a blur 

after a while, you do so many of them – what did I do last month?  We’ve had 

healthy food choices, we’ve had women and money strategies, oh, the best one 

that I love is healthy relationships for children.  [A  woman] from the . . . 

Association for Community Living does, it’s a circle approach, and it’s usually 

done with children with intellectual abilities to know the boundaries, who to hug 

and who not to hug and that sort of thing.  But I think it works for everybody.  

We’ve  had [the staff from an HIV/AIDS organization] come in and talk about 

safe sexual practices and the latest sexually transmitted diseases that are out there 

(Community worker #6).   

 

In addition to monthly information and education sessions, the program coordinator also 

offers individual support for single mothers, including accompanying them to family 

court.  She devotes a significant amount of time to this latter activity.  She recalls that 

when she first took on the position of coordinator she needed to get more information 

about the program out into the community in order to get referrals from other helping 

professionals.  In describing her promotional strategy she says, “So it was to be 

everywhere where there was an event.  So we get a lot of self-referrals now and we get 

agency referrals.  And so someone will end up at [another program] but will be directed 

to me - and public health and social development [make referrals]” (Community worker 

#6).  Because of her belief in the importance of networking and her abilities to facilitate 

networks she volunteers as a co-coordinator for a network of service providers for 

victims of violence in her region, is part of the organizing committee for an annual 

International Women’s Day event and provides language learning for immigrant women 

through lunch-hour English language table programs at the city’s public library and at a 

local university’s international student residence.  Immigrant women make up about one 

quarter of the single mothers in her program.   
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 Cathy:  And so the immigrant women in your program, how would they have 

found you? 

 

 Participant:  [A staff person] from multicultural will often call because that 

organization does not seem to have the community and social network that is 

needed for the specific needs of single parent families.  They are not quite ready 

for the emotional needs, the needs of the children, the court needs, all of those 

things.  They’re really . . . it’s simplistic but they really are a place for 

employment services and language training (Community worker #6).   

 

It is through professional networks that staff at the multicultural organization mentioned 

above are able to refer immigrant mothers to the program for single parents.  This is 

important since the multicultural organization does not have the resources to meet the 

specific needs of single immigrant parents but that expertise exists within the community.   

She further explains her belief in the necessity of networks when working with immigrant 

women: 

 We need to have legal, education and mental health specialists that understand 

and reflect the needs and realities of these [immigrant] communities. We need a 

strong bond with organizations such as multicultural organization, the university 

international associations and every aspect that touches on immigrant life: food, 

holidays, children and school  issues, legal understanding, place of worship, 

housing and employment. Our community will be richer for having educated 

ourselves on our newest members (Community worker#6).  

 

When she mentions self-referrals above, she means that immigrant women in the 

program for single parents tell other women in their informal social networks about the 

program.  This personal exchange of information has the potential to reach women who 

are isolated in their homes and who do not access multicultural programs.  The 

endorsement and recommendation by immigrant women to their friends also adds 

credibility to the program and its leader.  An immigrant woman who hears about the 

program from a peer who attends knows that she will not be the only one there who is not 

Canadian-born.  
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 The other participant is an early childhood educator who has been on staff for 

nine years at a family resource center.  The center provides a variety of services for 

families in the region including children’s literacy, after-school, and parenting programs.  

One of the center’s programs is a play group for immigrant mothers with pre-school aged 

children.  She explains how the play group has evolved: 

 Participant: We’ve had kind of a different spin each year. The first year we had 

one of our other staff work in the program and we ran it in close conjunction with 

the multicultural association. We didn’t find that that worked all so well, so the 

second year we had opened it up – I had started the second year – and just kind of 

opened it up to the community and the university and worked in conjunction with 

the students – the international student . . .  

 

 Cathy: Oh, so the first year it was more directed towards the multicultural 

association? 

 

 Participant: Uh, it was with the student liaison for the internationals. 

 

 Cathy: Oh, okay. 

 

 Participant: But it was – in order to kind of meet requirements and having 

numbers we thought that that partnership [with the multicultural organization] 

would work really well. It didn’t. So, the second year we kind of phased out our 

relationship with them and just kind of strictly worked within the university and 

that kind of relationship we already built there (Community worker #7). 

 

The play group was originally designed as a three way partnership between the family 

resource center, the multicultural organization and the international student advisor’s 

office at the university.  The link to the multicultural organization did not work as 

effectively as hoped but that did not preclude referrals from multicultural staff to the 

program.  According to the play group facilitator: 

 We continuously strive with creating that communication level with the 

multicultural association to provide the idea that they know what services we 

provide and that the families can come for programming and – for the most part 

it’s free, um we do have immigrant families that will participate outside of [the 
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university], but more often than not that’s their program and it’s geared towards 

them. It’s much more easy for them to attain (Community worker #7). 

 

At the time of the research the play group is comprised of the wives and children of 

international students attending the local university.  The participants come from a 

variety of ethnic origins.  It takes place on a weekly basis during the university fall and 

winter semesters within the common room of a residence for international student 

families.    

 The design of the play group is influenced by the cultural competency training 

that the facilitator took through the multicultural organization.  She explains what that 

training included: 

 It was more or less geared towards language and how to, you know, just kind of – 

not to be uncomfortable when you’re – how you’re approaching things. To speak 

slowly, to clarify, you know, those types of natural approaches to situations that 

most of the people there would either be working with [immigrant] families or 

finding services for families – how to approach them when they are doing those 

kinds of services and kind of make us aware of the kind of influence and kind of 

changes and the dynamic in New Brunswick for immigrant families and 

international families (Community worker #7).  

 

The playgroup for immigrant families is different from the ones that the family resource 

center runs for Canadian-born families because the facilitator puts a bigger focus on 

language learning for both the mothers and their children as well as on learning about 

Canadian culture.  Language learning occurs through reading books together and the 

natural interaction that happens during play:  

 One of my families just last – the second to last time I was there – [was] playing 

with truck. She’s trying to teach her daughter English – she doesn’t speak 

English. We have a huge language barrier. We communicate by she’s doing this, 

or you know, using [hand] signs, but she understood the concept of “big” and she 

has a truck with two different size tires – the big tire and the little tire. So, she’s 

pointing at the truck and tire and saying, “Big” to her little girl and then she looks 

at me and she says – she’s pointing and she says, “Big” and then she’s looking for 
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me to encourage her, looking for me to give her the word for small. So, I give her 

the word for small, she then passes it on to her daughter (Community worker #7). 

 

Learning about culture happens through activities such as mothers and children doing 

crafts together. 

 A lot of the crafts and things that we do are typically common culture based 

programs, so if we’re celebrating a certain holiday or we’re celebrating a certain 

thing, I find that the international families really are….oh I don’t even know what 

the word is, but excited about having a piece of cultural or tradition that’s not 

theirs to take home and put on the fridge. It’s a very small variant, but if I go into 

a program next door [at the resource center where the interview is taking place], 

maybe three quarters of the crafts will be left on the table and the kids go ‘cause 

they did them and that’s great, but I find the parents in the [university] program 

are very particular about making sure that it’s done and they take it home and that 

they’re excited to celebrate something else. And it’s that learning based idea; 

either they learn how to make the craft, they learn the idea behind it is, or it’s just 

kind of celebrating something different (Community worker #7). 

 

This worker is able to combine what she knows from her professional training about early 

childhood education with what she has learned from cultural competency training.   

 This last example shows that formal cultural competency training does work to 

increase the effectiveness of service providers who work with immigrant women and 

their families.  It is not the only way that this particular service provider has learned to 

offer effective programming for immigrant women.  She has also learned from the 

women themselves.  She has come to understand the high value that immigrant families 

place on learning and the respect they have for professionals.  She explains: 

 I do find that in the program the international families more often than not have a 

huge respect for me and they label me more as a teacher.  That’s a very common 

approach to the program – they’re coming there to learn, they’re coming there to 

listen, they’re coming there – I mean it’s a play group and the families that have 

attended more often than not kind of, you know, the child gets distracted reading a 

book and they let them play quietly in the back, but for the most part I have them 

very specifically sitting behind the child focusing on the reading. Where in 

another program I’m having the parents chatting in the back, you know, just 

enabling their child to have the experience. . . (Community worker#7). 
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 Another situation also taught her about immigrant attitudes about learning.  The 

multicultural organization invited her to utilize her expertise on parenting in order to 

facilitate a session for immigrant parents to address acceptable and non-acceptable 

parenting practices under Canadian law and within Canadian culture.  She describes the 

experience: 

 Participant:  I went and did a couple of sessions in the actual multicultural 

association with numerous international families, and it was fantastic, but even 

the difference with that – I’m going to give you an example. I went through the 

whole program and I thought, “Oh my gosh, am I getting through?” like, I didn’t 

know if the language was such an issue, I had no idea because everything was so 

quiet. I was mortified, to be honest, because . . .  

 

 Cathy: There was no interaction? 

 

 Participant: Nothing, nothing. And I thought, “Okay,” and I went through 

everything fairly quickly because a lot of it was going to be conversation based 

and I thought, “Wow, I’m done.” and, you know, like . . . what do I do?  So I said, 

“Does anybody have any questions?” All the hands went up because, respectfully, 

they did not interrupt me, they waited until the end. And then I spent another hour 

answering questions. I spent almost more time answering questions at the end of 

the session than I did actually providing the information and it was very specific, 

“I have a daughter that’s 18 months and she’s doing this,” or “I have a son that’s . 

. .” you know? And so that kind of teaching aspect was really an eye opener for 

me ‘cause I just, I was – like I say, mortified, “Oh my gosh, I don’t think I got 

through, I don’t know if they understood me,” and it was, boom! Everybody was 

asking me questions, but again, a different perspective. 

 

 Cathy: So, this cultural difference?  

 

 Participant: Absolutely.  But that program alone was very informative. You know, 

just the idea that the – I guess, I saw the influence of their culture or the influence 

of their religion, as well as the need to be under more of a Canadian law, like 

where we have stipulations on when you can spank your children or, you know,  

those kinds of things.  So, that was a really good program and I kind of wish that 

if we could do something again, it would be that type of thing (Community 

worker #7). 

 

 She had assumed that because of their silence during her presentation, the immigrant 

parents had not understood what she was telling them.  She found out when she asked 
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them for questions that in fact they had understood and were eager to learn more about 

Canadian culture.  It was out of the immigrants’ respect for her as a professional and 

authority figure that they did not interrupt her while she was speaking, something that she 

probably had come to expect from her experiences with Canadian-born parents. 

 This early childhood educator has learned about other cultural differences from 

the immigrant women with whom she is working.  For example she learned that children 

from Muslim families have dietary restrictions when it comes to snacks: 

 Participant:  We have – and just even providing snack, we constantly have to 

confirm with them that, you know, this is acceptable. How I buy candies for the 

kids is influenced because they’re not allowed to have – some of the families are 

not allowed to have . . . is it glycerin? 

 

 Cathy: Oh, really? Oh, because that’s made from . . .  

 

 Participant: Gelatin, sorry. 

 

 Cathy: From horse hooves. 

 

 Participant: Yeah, so even candy that we buy, I may have a locker full here for 

most of my families, but when I go there [the university residence] it is 

specifically bought for them. I try to confirm before I go buy things, “Is this 

okay? Like, I’m going to being cake,” you know, “Is that okay?” (Community 

worker #7) 

 

She also learned that some Muslim women are uncomfortable interacting socially with 

non-relative men.   

 Participant:  We, for example, started the program with the multicultural 

association. The second year when I was running with the program we had a huge 

amount of women who would attend the program – periodically, it wasn’t on a 

consistent basis, but – would  attend the program and then I had a gentleman who 

was a grandfather who would attend  the program and my ladies never came back. 

It was because their husbands weren’t around – they weren’t allowed to be, you 

know, in a room with another man and so overcoming those kind of cultural ideas, 

we had to revamp because we changed the dynamic. It turned into a kind of 

mother’s care program more so than – it was open door, but we kind of had to 

really refocus our ideals for the families that we were trying to meet. So the 
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grandfather was more than welcome to come, but we kind of change even  the 

wording to kind of make it more approachable for the women… 

 

 Cathy: Okay, so kind of to gear it more towards the women? 

 

 Participant: Yes, yes (Community worker #7). 

The program does not explicitly exclude men in its advertising but implicitly the design 

of the play group aims to meet the needs of a specific population of immigrant women – 

international student wives with young children.  She explains further how fathers have 

come to fit into the play group: 

 Sometimes dad’s won’t necessarily come in and participate with the program, but 

they will bring the child in and go into the adult portion of that room and I’m 

okay with that. Like, technically it’s not . . .  but as long as the parent is in reach 

of the child if there’s any issues, but that’s something that I accept. Whereas 

there’s other programs that if they had a parent that didn’t participate – we 

wouldn’t do that. So, we do make a kind of allotment and adjustment for that 

(Community worker #7). 

 

The needs of this particular population of immigrant women were identified through the 

partnership between the international student advisor’s office and the family resource 

center staff.  Over time, immigrant mothers have come to know that the facilitator is 

someone they can trust to help them and their children learn about language and culture 

in a new context.  She is also someone who tries to respect their cultural values within the 

parameters of the mandate of her organization.   

 Trust is an important component of the kind of intercultural learning that takes 

place between Maritime service providers and immigrant women.  The coordinator of the 

program for single parents feels that she has gained the trust of the immigrant women 

with whom she works, women who are particularly vulnerable when their marriages 

dissolve.  Through her program she is able to listen to the women talk about the 
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challenges they face as single mothers and as newcomers and she accompanies them to 

family court hearings.  She explains some of the vulnerabilities of immigrant women that 

she has learned: 

 In the African community, especially for those who are divorced, we need to 

understand that they are at risk of rejection from their own families and their 

daughters are struggling with self-importance in a male dominated culture where 

women do not leave their husbands and there needs to be housing and support 

groups to reflect that.  In the Muslim  community, that we open our hearts and 

minds to learning that the real practice of Islam is peace and respect for all. I think 

that all of our community providers and government offices need to be educated 

that despite the head covering there is a strong, intelligent woman under there and 

we need to view her as a person and not a second class citizen. Our legal system, 

especially family court, needs to be educated on the practices and cultural 

customs in order to make fair and unbiased decisions.  Many immigrant women 

appear less vocal and opinionated than Western women and our society should 

not see their quietness as agreement. We need to learn to ask the right questions 

and listen for the messages being given to us in an indirect way (Community 

worker #6). 

 

According to this service provider, immigrant women are vulnerable to social isolation, 

low self-esteem, discrimination and being misunderstood because of cultural and 

religious differences.  She emphasizes the need for all service providers to ask the right 

questions when working with immigrant women because silence is not agreement.  This 

is something the early childhood educator has learned as well.  Silence is not necessarily 

misunderstanding or lack of comprehension.  There is a different dynamic that takes 

place in intercultural communication that moves beyond differences in language itself.  

Of course many immigrant women are learning to speak another language but they are 

also learning about a new culture.  In working with immigrant women, Maritime service 

providers also have the opportunity to learn about new cultures.  The learning process 

and the communication process can be bi-directional.  As the quote above indicates, the 

majority of immigrant women are highly educated and are more likely to have a higher 
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level of education than Canadian-born women in the Maritimes.  They may be unfamiliar 

with the public services available to them in the Maritimes, unsure of their language 

proficiency and without familiar informal social support networks but they are eager to 

learn about life in this new context so that they can forge a new future for themselves and 

their children.  This new future can benefit the wider society but only if it values both the 

strengths that immigrant women have to offer as well as understands their needs in the 

early years of settlement.   

 Because the facilitator of the program for single parents is committed to learning 

more about immigrant women’s unique strengths and vulnerabilities, she includes a 

question about a woman’s religion on her intake form and has worked with both Christian 

and Muslim women.  She uses this information in order to show respect for Muslim 

women’s dietary restrictions when planning social events that include food or for 

considering clothing needs when planning a mother and child swim time.  When she is 

not sure of how religion may impact immigrant women in her program, she employs a 

few strategies:  “I’ll search out the person I think that I need to speak to to get that 

information or I’ll use my online resources or find someone in the community that can 

help me out because I’m not doing it alone” (Community worker #6).   She provides an 

example of having learned about the vulnerabilities of immigrant Muslim mothers by 

accompanying one in family court: 

 This is not just a simple Canadian-born mom and dad have decided to split up.  

There are cultural components here that need to be understood by everybody and 

often not, as I have seen in the court system.  I have watched someone with a head 

cover be treated maybe more severely than she ought to be.  I suspect that there 

was a line of questioning from her husband’s lawyer about her particular branch 

of Muslim, where there was an extreme practice and he kept peppering her with 

that question.  And no one really said anything.  Her lawyer didn’t stand up 

afterwards and say, “Well do you practice that?  What is it that you practice?”  It 
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was never clarified and it needed to have been.  It painted her in a . . . she looked 

scared to be in court and that only added to the severity.  And, so in that way, yes, 

because now I’ll say to someone like that, “You know your lawyer is probably not 

going to jump up and ask you to explain that question, so you have to tag on as 

much as you can – ‘Yes, however, that’s not me.’” So from that point of view I do 

have to know more of their religious belief (Community worker #6). 

 

This service provider is not afraid to learn about immigrant women’s religious 

backgrounds and to ask direct questions about how religion may impact their needs as 

single mothers in her program.  As an advocate for the rights of her clients and helping 

them to advocate for themselves, she is aware of how stereotypes of Muslim women need 

to be challenged. 

9.4 Women’s Shelter and Second Stage Housing Staff 

 Five women who participated in the research are staff employed at four different 

organizations that offer specialized services for women who have experienced some form 

of domestic violence or abuse.  Three of the organizations are shelters where women and 

their children can seek refuge from violent partners and the fourth is second stage 

housing.  A shelter or transition house is a residential facility that provides free 

accommodations, meals and support services for an abused woman and her children for 

up to a month.  The location is confidential in order to ensure the safety of the residents 

and staff.  Second stage housing provides affordable longer term accommodations (up to 

three years) for survivors of domestic violence and their children as they take the steps 

needed to live independently.  Professional staff at second stage housing facilities are 

available for individual counseling and facilitate group programs for the residents.  The 

location of second stage housing is also confidential.  Both shelters and second stage 

housing organizations can provide outreach services to women in the community.  This 
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can take the form of individual counseling in order to provide information and help 

women develop safety plans as well as group programming.   

 Three of the five themes will be addressed in this section:  the need for training 

among shelter and second stage housing staff; networking between domestic violence 

service providers and other professionals in community organizations; and the 

ambivalence of staff about the role that religion plays in the lives of immigrant survivors.   

 All of the participants are Canadian-born and had some experience working with 

immigrant women survivors of domestic violence and abuse.  The general consensus was 

that the number of immigrant clients they had served was proportional to the number of 

immigrant women in the provincial populations, in other words, immigrant women were 

not over-represented in these organizations in comparison to Canadian-born women.  

Three of the five participants are professional social workers, one woman has extensive 

experience working in government programs for disadvantaged groups and the other has 

experience working in helping professions.  None of the women have done formal 

cultural competency training or training specifically designed for working with 

immigrant women who are victims of violence.  An administrator at a shelter who is a 

social worker and had worked her way from the front lines into administration explains 

her background in this regard: 

 Cathy: Okay, okay. So you’ve been here for 4 years and you have a social work 

 background. Have you ever taken any kind of training that’s involved cultural 

 competency or specifically working with immigrant women? 

 

 Participant: Only what I’ve done through my social work degree. It was at [a 

Maritime university], which is heavily, heavily, you know, critically based. So 

there’s a lot of that in the program, but no outside training outside of my 

education (Community worker #16). 
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This woman had lived in East/Southeast Asia for several years and is the only participant 

from this group of service providers who believes that there is a need for further training 

for staff at her organization in regards to working with immigrant women who have 

suffered from abuse.  She explains how working with immigrant women is different than 

working with Canadian-born women: 

 You never really – if you’re not from that culture you never really know if even 

the words that you’re using with that person have the same meaning with them. 

You never really know what has meaning in their lives, or what kind of value 

system they have. You can never assume that they match up with us, because if 

everybody matched up with us there would never be any problem. We’d all have 

the same ways of knowing and the same things we would do. They are – they are 

different and it’s – we assume a lot when we work with women from other 

countries. We had a girl just in the last year from Iran. I’ve actually been helping 

out a woman from Iran who is not one of our clients at all, but she was having 

major, major issues with the superintendent of her apartment building and I was, 

you know, helping her out, and – there’s just so much. Especially if they’ve come 

from any kind of – any kind of situation that might have left them with a lot of 

post-traumatic stress. They could be very distrustful. They may be very distrustful 

of authority depending on where they’re from. There’s just a lot to consider and 

quite often, I guess we do underestimate the difference between our own culture . 

. . like, if I’m talking to a woman . . . just ‘cause she’s here her definition of 

family might not be my definition of  family. Things like that. So, there is more 

variance within our own culture too that I guess we don’t really consider.  But I 

would expect that it can be bigger with the immigrant population and that we 

should take that into consideration.  Especially when there seems to be some 

problem to mutual understanding.  It’s really understanding where they’re coming 

from on the issue (Community worker #16).  

 

She points out that meaning, value systems, understandings of family, and attitudes 

toward authority figures among immigrant women may be different than among 

Canadian-born women but also hints at the possibility that these things may even be 

difficult to narrowly define in Canadian culture.  In addition to the need for a greater 

sensitivity towards cultural differences she has observed racist attitudes towards 

immigrant women among her staff.  She gives two examples: 
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 So if we have a dark skinned woman who is at all outspoken about what she feels 

her rights are she’s viewed as being entitled and having a sense of entitlement. 

And, you know, how – “How dare she!” kind of thing.  And it’s like, look at what 

you’re saying,  you know? Or someone who – we have women all the time who 

say what they think people want to hear because we hold an awful lot of power 

over what happens to them, what services we offer them, what we do for them, 

and they are quite often involved with child and family services or have their lives 

bound up in a whole lot of complicated things. So, we have women just pull 

anything out, really, and say anything to anyone. Whatever they think is going to 

get them in the least amount of trouble, or have things be the simplest for them. 

We see this all the time. We see this from white women all the time, and if it 

happens it’s like, “Oh well, you know, she didn’t feel she could be honest  with 

us.” But if a dark skinned woman does that she’s devious and sneaky and “I don’t 

trust her,” and, you know? (Community worker #16) 

 

This shelter administrator is at a loss as to how to address these racist attitudes among 

staff.  To begin with she has no funding in the budget for training but she also does not 

know of an effective way to do this.  She explains: 

 On the one hand I would love to have more training for our staff, but on the other 

hand, a two day seminar when someone already thinks they’re really, really 

accepting and really, really open and not judgmental when really, they’re 

judgmental as hell, it’s like, where do you start?  How do you begin to unpack 

that? (Community worker #16) 

 

None of the other participants who worked with survivors of domestic violence saw a 

need for specific training for working with immigrant women.  They believe that their 

experiences of working with other disadvantaged populations, such as low income, 

disabled, or Aboriginal women, have prepared them for working with immigrant women.  

For them, diversity in women’s ethnic origins and religion are other forms of difference 

and inequality that they deal with among all the clients they serve.   

 A couple of workers feel that in addition to their professional training, their life 

experiences have assisted them in working with immigrant women from diverse ethnic 

origins.  An outreach worker in second stage housing explains: 
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 Participant: I grew up in Toronto, which is – most of my adult life was spent in 

Toronto. So, very different, of course, from the Maritimes and [this city]. So I 

think just that has really assisted me in my knowledge about, you know, the whole 

cultural piece. I worked in Toronto in the non-profit field for several years and 

just became very aware of all the – and in Toronto, it’s just a whole different 

world. 

 

 Cathy: Yeah, it is.  

 

 Participant: So, it wasn’t, I guess the whole – the clients that I have worked with 

here who have the whole different cultural background – I’ve been honest with 

them about my background, and there’s one woman in particular, she’s from 

Pakistan and was raised in the Muslim faith. She has said to me, “Well, I always 

feel with you that you really get it. You get it.” And she has said that to me a few 

times and I don’t know if that’s because I had experience working with people of 

that faith, maybe more so than somebody who . . .  

 

 Cathy: It’s hard to know.  

 

 Participant: So, but that – I think it’s certainly – I think your life experience can 

make a big difference (Community worker #9). 

 

This participant acknowledges that immigrant women have a “whole different cultural 

background” from her own but she feels that having grown up and worked in a 

multicultural urban center has sensitized her to cultural diversity among her clients. 

 The women’s shelters and second stage housing organizations that took part in the 

research network with professionals from various organizations in the cities in which they 

are located.  One important network tie in regards to immigrant women is that with the 

local multicultural organization.  All of the participants indicate that some immigrant 

women who access their services have been referred to them through workers at a 

multicultural organization.  Domestic violence workers also encourage immigrant women 

survivors of abuse to make use of the resources available at multicultural organizations.  

According to a shelter administrator,  

 If they [the multicultural organization workers] have someone who is in an 

abusive relationship they have absolutely no hesitation in engaging our services 
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because we have that relationship and we’ve done it many times and it’s worked 

out very well. And if we have someone who needs more in the way of services 

then we always refer to them – if they – if the woman desires, obviously 

(Community worker #16). 

 

Domestic violence workers understand that developing language abilities, having 

information about Canadian legal processes and immigration policies, and getting 

employment counseling are important elements in an immigrant woman’s journey to 

safety in the aftermath of violence.  Two shelter workers explain how services providers 

at the multicultural organization in their city help them to assist immigrant women 

survivors: 

 Participant 1:  They [immigrant women] can take courses in language there [at the 

 multicultural organization].  Sometimes it’s just like finding areas of work. 

 

 Participant 2:  Sometimes a permit or papers. 

 

 Participant 1:  Yes, papers.  Or you even just call to find out, if they don’t know, 

who would, or where to go.  We work in that sense – going and calling and trying 

to find  answers.  And they do bring a load of . . . sometimes there’s a load of legal 

and you know, aspects of this job that we just don’t have a clue.  And you have to 

call, you need  to know, how is this going to come about?  And can she work?  

And can she have assistance?  And stuff like that (Community workers #20 and 

#21). 

 

Another shelter administrator indicates that her organization has called upon multicultural 

workers in the city “many times” for translation assistance with immigrant clients 

(Community worker #19).   

 An outreach worker explains that the relationship between her second stage 

housing organization and the local multicultural organization has been facilitated through 

a formal network that provides programs and services for women survivors of different 

forms of violence.  It is through this professional network that workers learn about the 

expertise of each organization.  The outreach worker feels that the partnership between 
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the two organizations could be better when she says, “And of course we get referrals 

from them occasionally – not a lot – not as many as I would probably like . . .” 

(Community worker #9) She has offered to do some domestic violence programming at 

the multicultural organization and although the staff were enthusiastic, there has been no 

follow through.   

 A couple of service providers think that the small size of the immigrant 

population in their cities makes it difficult for immigrant women to disclose abuse.   

 I know a lot of women have identified to me that they don’t want to go to the 

multicultural center of [the city] because the community here is so small – the 

Muslim community here is so small. So if they go there, there will be people with 

close friends, with their family friends, with their partner and they know it will get 

back to their partner (Community worker #9).  

 

A shelter administrator makes a similar comment pointing out that because individual 

ethnic origins groups are small, abused immigrant women have few options: 

 A lot of the times we run the gambit because it is such a small population that 

they are very afraid of using the services of the cultural groups because their 

husbands are affiliated with them. It’s very hard for them to find just women-

centered . . .  you know, advocacy that’s immigrant [women-centered] 

(Community worker #19). 

 

These women think that it might in fact be easier for immigrant women to disclose their 

experiences of violence to Canadian-born service providers who are not viewed as 

closely connected to the immigrant population.   

 Workers who provide domestic violence services spoke about how community 

education is a significant component of the work that they do.  This is another form of 

networking.  Outreach workers give presentations to service providers in rural 

communities, health care workers, and criminal justice workers, and facilitate workshops 

for service clubs, schools, and women’s groups.  It is through popular education formats 
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and the distribution of posters and pamphlets that information about domestic violence 

and the services available for victims gets disseminated in the wider Maritime 

community.  An outreach worker thinks about how domestic violence outreach in schools 

might help get this information to immigrant women: 

 Participant: So maybe that’s a way to reach families too. By going and talking to 

youth in schools about domestic violence. That there may be, you know – for 

them to go back to their parent and talk about – perhaps not the perpetrator, but 

the victim in the family and talk about the services – because when we do go out 

and talk to youth and all, the hand out we give them all the resources. “Here are 

all the hotline phone numbers,” you know, “This is the 24 hour crisis line you can 

call. You don’t have” – it’s important to tell  women “you don’t have to go to a 

transition house for help. There’s a 24 hour line, you can call them. There’s a 

domestic violence hotline that you can call 24 hours.” You know, things like that.  

You know, that there are – “There’s somebody out that will speak to you. And 

outreach workers here will speak to you on the phone.”  So, just to  give those – 

maybe by talking to, you know, more youth … that grade 8 student – I just did a 

presentation to a bunch of grade 8 students – maybe she can go back to her mom 

and say, “Mom, there’s this phone number you can call,” you know?  

 

 Cathy: Yeah, and many, many immigrants are here for their kid’s education.  

 

 Participant:  Exactly. So their children – and I know that children are usually their 

main resource to us because the children are the ones speaking, you know – the 

language skills – picking up the language skills easier. So maybe the children are 

the key . . . (Community worker #9) 

 

 Some of the women’s groups that outreach workers and domestic violence service 

providers have given presentations to include ones in Christian churches but no one 

mentioned presentations that were specifically delivered to immigrant women.  One 

shelter administrator was aware of Korean Christian immigrants in her city: 

 Participant: Now I did do – I did interview the pastor’s wife – at the Korean 

church . . .  

 

 Cathy: The Korean church here? 

 

 Participant: Yeah. And – for a project for one of my cultural competency classes 

for my  BSW and she was telling me about the Christian community – Koreans . . 

. there’s about  – the last time I read up on it I think out of the 100% in the country 
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40% are Christian  and 40% Buddhist and 20% are nothing. And the 40% that 

are Christian – they’re not like Canadian Christians. They’re not like Christmas 

and Easter Christians, they’re, like, really, really devout. And so, there was – 

some of the Christians that have come here are just as devout and so they ended 

up setting up a church and a lot of the Christians who ended up coming here who 

weren’t Christian before they came here ended up becoming Christian because 

that’s where they got to meet other people. And the day that I went there for their 

service, after there was a big meal downstairs and, you know, 60 people eating 

together, kids running around. It’s like a big community thing there.  

 

 Cathy: Yeah, yeah, it’s really interesting. I’m fascinated by this – the Korean 

model of integration and the role that their churches play in terms of social life 

and everything here in Canada. Yeah, it’s really quite interesting. Have you had 

the opportunity since you’ve been working here to present any kind of 

information on domestic violence to the Korean community? 

 

 Participant: No, no (Community worker #16). 

 

In general, the service providers who participated in the research had a vague awareness 

of which religious groups in their cities had immigrant components, particularly if they 

were Christian.  But unlike the worker above, most other participants had not made 

personal contact with either religious leaders or immigrant women in these 

congregations.  Some of the domestic violence workers knew that a mosque existed in 

each of their cities but they had no personal contacts there.  A couple of participants had 

heard about divisions among Muslims in their city.  One woman said, 

 I was friends with somebody who used to work at [the multicultural org] and I 

remember them telling me that there was a mosque and that there was some hot 

debate between the direction that it should go in because there were two groups of 

Muslims here that had kind of come together, basically unofficially, and there was 

some disagreement between the two groups and it was very adversarial and you 

were either viewed as being with them or against them, and so… it wasn’t – I 

don’t even think it was a huge issue, I think  it was just not seeing each other’s 

sides (Community worker #16). 

 

 Christian churches and women’s groups within them often make financial 

donations to support shelters and second stage housing organizations.  Two shelter 

workers explain how this happens at their organization: 
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 Participant 2:  Yes, every few months they’re going to call us. 

 

 Participant 1:  Yes. 

 

 Cathy:  They’re going to call you? 

 

 Participant 2:  Like different churches . . .  

 

 Participant 1:  Yes, they have their bible group and they want to donate 

something.  And they’ll ask us what our needs are and stuff like that or how they 

can help. 

 

 Cathy:  O.K.  So that’s a fairly regular kind of interaction?   

 

 Participant 1:  Yes, we do have them (Community workers #20 and #21). 

 

In addition to receiving much-needed financial assistance from women’s groups in 

churches like the Catholic Women’s League, an administrator said that a Christian 

minister was also a member of the shelter’s board of directors.  Another shelter 

administrator, who actually knew nothing about the mosque in her city, did receive 

regular donations from a Muslim alumnus of the local university (Community worker 

#9).   

 When asked if they had experience working with religious immigrant women 

every domestic violence service provider responded with some version of the following: 

 As interveners, we’re there to follow them, we’re not there to tell them what to do 

but we  try to help them in their situation.  And if being of faith is important to 

them, well we’ll certainly respect that and see what we can do through that 

(Community worker #20). 

 

Service providers do not ask direct questions about a woman’s religious background but 

wait for her mention it first.  The above worker said that sometimes she is able to 

recognize that a woman’s religion is important to her by listening for key phrases in 

conversations or by observing her praying or reading the bible.  A shelter administrator 

speaks about her staff’s efforts in respecting women’s different religious practices: 
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 One of those [staff members] talking about it had a woman here of the Jewish 

faith and happened to get up at seven in the morning and had to run over to [a 

meat market] to get a kosher chicken. So, yes, we do try and accommodate and 

find the resources as much as  we can. And the Aboriginal women, like I know a 

few of the elders in the [nearby Aboriginal] community, they would rather prefer 

to work with an elder, kind of thing.  We do try where we have the resources and 

the community to provide support to the women . . . other than ourselves 

(Community worker #19).  

 

An outreach worker speaks about what she perceives as a clash between religious values 

of marriage and the priorities of domestic violence service providers:   

 Participant:  Maintaining the marriage. That marriage is sacred, right? And that 

would be my concern. So – and I do, I’m just thinking back of another woman – 

she was an outreach client of mine that I had – very rural situation and her 

husband – very bad domestic violence in the family. Child protection was 

involved. There had been, you know, the police and all kinds of stuff, and he had 

been removed from the home and he  had become a born again Christian and 

joined a Pentecostal church and gotten her involved in the church and the pastor 

was doing counseling with the couple and that raised a lot of red flags for me. I 

was very, very concerned because we will – we would never recommend couples 

counseling for couples where there’s that dynamic going on, because we know 

couples counseling can be very, very dangerous for a woman. So, yeah, I think 

there are unique needs and a lot of them have to do with safety. Safety versus . . .  

 

 Cathy: Keeping the family unit together? 

 

 Participant: Yeah. And, of course, because we are domestic violence advocates, 

it’s all  about maintaining safety for a woman and her children . . . and that comes 

before  anything else (Community worker #9).  

 

This participant is aware that certain Christian beliefs, such as the sacredness of marriage, 

can make women more vulnerable in situations of abuse.  On the other hand, another 

worker points out the resilience that religious women draw upon when violence occurs: 

 I find that with women of faith they have an advantage because they don’t see 

themselves as alone, alone, you know, sometimes in that sense in being able to 

trust or trying to trust, given their beliefs.  I’ve seen, what I’ve seen when they 

come in like that, for me, I know that the potential is there, even though they 

don’t see it – to go where they want to go (Community worker #20). 
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This domestic violence service provider has a sense that religion is important to some 

survivors and she also understands that religion can provide strength in the aftermath of 

violence.  Yet she, like her peers in the research, will not ask a direct question about a 

woman’s religious background.  In contrast, one domestic violence service provider gives 

an example of how important it is for health care professionals to ask questions about 

specific forms of abuse: 

 We had a registered nurse . . . come and do sessions on identifying strangulation 

victims, because it’s something that’s very, very prevalent in physical abuse, but 

hugely under reported for a number of reasons and missed a lot of the time 

because marks may not come out – there may never be marks – and marks may 

not come out for days, and you have so many – we’ve had so many people just 

since we’ve got that training where it’s like, the woman will be detailing the 

abuse and then if you say, “Has he ever put his hands around your throat?” and 

the reaction that you get is, “Oh yeah.” You know, and it’s just – it happens all the 

time and it’s so dangerous, there’s so many complicated and essential things in 

your neck and it takes very little pressure to block off your blood vessels and 

begin cognitive impairment and degeneration and it’s quite something. And it’s 

viewed as potentially lethal, of course. Of the women who do get murdered by 

their partners, many of them are strangled throughout the abuse. It’s kind of 

correlated with homicide – homicides – so it’s considered to be something really 

important to identify  and physicians often will miss it, you know, if they don’t 

ask the question, they don’t find out the answer. Especially if the women doesn’t 

tend to say that that happened (Community worker #16). 

 

Direct questions to survivors about particular forms of abuse can allow professionals to 

assess a woman’s level of physical risk and possibly save her life.  Direct questions can 

provide useful information. 

9.5 Other Community Workers 

 Women from three other organizations participated in the research.  One woman 

works for a hospitality business, another works in a not-for-profit organization that runs a 

retail business in order to provide employment experience and counseling, and the third is 

a consultant that specializes in diversity issues.  The latter was interviewed concerning 
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her involvement in a provincial immigrant women’s advocacy group that had operated 

for twenty years before dissolving.   Two of the participants are immigrant women and 

the other is Canadian-born.  Two themes will be highlighted in the analysis: immigrant 

women understand and trust other immigrant women making informal social networks an 

effective response to the needs of newcomers and the networks of service providers 

change over time. 

 Two of the participants in this section are women who had immigrated to Canada 

and the Maritime region many years prior to the research project.  Both have 

East/Southeast Asian ethnic origins and draw upon their experiences of immigration in 

order to assist other immigrant women.  One of these two women works for a hospitality 

company in her city which provides new residents with welcome gifts from local 

businesses as well as information about local services.  Since her arrival in Canada, she 

and her family have moved several times and each time she benefited from the hospitality 

provided by this nation-wide company.  “It’s really nice and I thought about it the very 

first time.  And then a few years later, my youngest one is a little grown and I think I can 

start work” (Community worker #18).  She has a master’s degree in education and has 

operated her own day care center.  When she saw a job advertisement with the company 

she applied and was hired.  While the company strives to provide hospitality to all new 

residents in the city, most of the newcomers she visits are immigrants: 

 I focus on immigrants and I have many immigrant friends and they’re all new.  So 

I usually, yes, have a relationship first and I ask them, “Do you need something?”  

And they say, “Yes, why not?”  And I bring some gifts and I do that, recommend, 

it’s easier (Community worker #18). 
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She feels it is easier to relate to other immigrant women because she shares many of their 

experiences of migration and settlement.  For example, she did not seek employment 

immediately after arrival: 

 Around 2007, so after, after seven years, yes, seven years or eight years later, 

because I have a baby and I always stay home and after that I start to work here.  

And English is more comfortable then I start thinking I can help not only my 

country’s people and I can also help the other people too (Community worker 

#18). 

 

Not only does she focus on welcoming immigrant newcomers but she interacts differently 

with them than her Canadian-born colleagues.  She explains, 

 You know [in my organization] the other people just visit only ten minutes.  You 

know, knock on the door, they have a list, knock on the door and just explain 

about the coupons and signing – that’s it.  But I spend a lot of time because I’m 

interested in the people.  So I’m not very money-people, I don’t believe in 

making-money people, but I spend time with them and I figure out what they 

really need (Community worker #18). 

 

She is familiar with the services specifically available to immigrant women in her city 

because she has used them herself and continues to stay involved with multicultural 

organizations as a volunteer.  When asked if she thinks that the services and information 

available from the local multicultural and settlement organizations is helpful, she 

responds, 

 Participant:  I think [immigrant women] are taking the [settlement services] or 

multicultural organization, they taking the program and there’s lots of information 

in the program so it’s a good way to get information.  And then they meet the 

many friends. 

 

 Cathy:  Once they’re in there? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, that’s a good way to hear a lot about the system and yes, 

information and so they make friends there.  As for me, yes, I’m willing to 

provide some information and I’m willing to help them so they can meet 

somebody else.  Yes, the multicultural organization and [settlement services] and 

[my company] and there is another English program called “Chat and Tea” and 
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they provide many information and a program for refugees and they are having a 

community garden.   

 

 Cathy:  So what is that called again? 

 

 Participant:  Chat and Tea. 

 

 Cathy:  Chat and Tea? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, they start their program a long time ago for refugee people: 

Chat and Tea. 

 

 Cathy:  Chat and Tea, ok, ok. 

 

 Participant:  So learn English and they can have some tea and coffee, snacks 

always provided.  So they learn language and now they are starting a sewing 

program so they make something and they sell.  Yes, and they have a good, they 

are Christian, they are a Christian family and they really good serving people 

here. 

 

 Cathy:  Now is it a family that runs this Chat and Tea program? 

 

 Participant:  Yes and actually they are one of the minister, they are not pastor but 

yes, they are part of their ministry so they are doing a very good job.  So many 

gather nationality people, they go there and take some program.  And they 

provide free child care too so somebody who has a baby and they go there and 

take some courses. 

 

 Cathy:  And is it only Christians that can take those courses?  Or can anyone take 

those  courses? 

 

 Participant:  Anyone. 

 

 Cathy:  Anyone can take them? 

 

 Participant: Anyone is aware.  So most Bhutanese are Hindu and they go there.  

They are doing the mentor program, mentor [program] from the [settlement 

services], the refugee family and the resident family get the mentorship and 

friendship program so they are mentoring and help them individually.  So you 

know they are doing many families - they are helping (Community worker #18) 

 

The services and information provided by public social service providers such as 

multicultural organization workers are necessary but the informal social networks that 

form between immigrant women that access the services are also important.  The 
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informal social networks among immigrant women become a conduit of information 

about programs and services available in their new home and convey assessments about 

the people that provide these services.  This participant emphasizes that the couple who 

offer the “Chat and Tea” program are doing a “very good job” and that the program 

includes free child care – aspects of the service that are important to her as an immigrant 

mother. 

 Because of this participant’s familiarity with the challenges that immigrant 

women face during the settlement process, she is also aware of the gaps in services.  She 

has four school-age children and a background in education and would like to develop a 

multicultural education program: 

 Participant:  Yes, the multicultural children, the immigrant children, very first 

time they go to school or daycare they are like oil in the water, you know, they 

cannot understand the language and it’s a totally different rules.  So they don’t 

understand what’s going on and children are not allowed, if their mother doesn’t 

come with, but mostly Asian culture they are allowed, they are allowed, because 

almost everywhere they are friendly and it’s  more community close, so they play 

anywhere.  But here it’s not allowed, so they don’t understand something like 

that.  So I want to help them, the teacher, the children, and the immigrant parents, 

they can understand more each other, so I want to do something multicultural 

education and then the children feel more comfortable and they have confidence 

about their culture and Canadian children feel, “Oh we have a really diversity in 

our culture.  Not only my way is right.  We are different and I can learn from the 

other culture,” something like that.  And I feel the educator is very important, they 

need to learn more about the other cultures too so they can do more right way - 

they instruct the other culture’s children.  And the parents need to learn the 

Canadian way more because some cultural parents give the teacher lots of gifts, 

yes.  But here not very many, it’s not very allowed. 

 

 Cathy:  Not many people, it’s allowed, but people don’t do it that much in 

Canada. 

 

 Participant:  No, so it can be very uncomfortable to the other parents and if it’s 

too much expensive one, it can be a bribe, right? 

 

 Cathy:  Or it looks like it. 
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 Participant:  Looks like, yes. 

 

 Cathy:  So it’s common in Korea to give teachers presents?  Or is it from other 

countries? 

 

 Participant:  It’s very complicated.  But we do very respectful order, somebody 

who teaches us, like a teacher, pastor, professor, we very respect them because 

they teach us.  So we say, “Thank you,” and sometimes they do very expensive 

ones.  Sometimes we do just a small one but we think it’s very important to say or 

to . . .   

 

 Cathy:  Show respect? 

 

 Participant:  Yes, yes, you know Korean moms think very important the 

education. 

 

 Cathy:  Very much. 

 

 Participant:  Too much sometimes, so they like to give the present.  So now I say 

to the other Korean moms, “Don’t give too much expensive.  Just show your . . . 

nice card is good, small chocolate or just a small one.  Just to show them that 

you’re really thankful, something like that is enough.” (Community worker #18) 

 

It is obvious that this participant is already engaged in the work of intercultural or 

multicultural education both on an informal basis and through her employment with the 

hospitality company.  Her professional training as an educator, her work in the hospitality 

industry and her personal experiences of being an immigrant mother have combined to 

make her think of providing a service for immigrant women that is not presently 

available. 

 The consultant who participated in the research also emphasized the importance 

of social networks among immigrant women in the work that she had done in the 

provincial immigrant advocacy organization.  The advocacy organization was originally 

founded as a partnership between Canadian-born and immigrant women and she had 

joined as an immigrant woman several years after it began.  In founding an organization, 

the women were essentially formalizing informal social networks so that immigrant 
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women could access information and support as well as advocate for public services that 

did not yet exist.  She explained that the organization operated on a self-help model.  

Once a month the women would organize a potluck followed by after-dinner speakers 

who would address topics such as women’s safety, equity and human rights.  Through 

advertisements and word-of-mouth, immigrant women could have regular access to 

information and an opportunity to develop relationships with other immigrant women or 

Canadian-born women who understood the need for solidarity concerning women’s 

issues.  The organization also held conferences on subjects of interest, another means of 

providing information and bringing women together for a more extended period of time 

than just an evening.  The purpose of these activities was to help decrease the isolation 

that women typically experience following the migration process.  In addition to these 

public opportunities for immigrant women to access and develop social networks, the 

participant spoke of the many hours she spent traveling around the province in order to 

visit with immigrant women in their homes.  Like her colleague in the hospitality sector, 

taking extra time with immigrant women is important to her.  She would have coffee or 

tea with newly arrived women and their husbands in order to gain their trust and let them 

know about the organization.  She believes that the home visits were an important part of 

the success of the advocacy organization’s work.  It was able to advocate for and meet 

the needs of immigrant women because immigrant women were part of the leadership 

structure and because the immigrant women in leadership made a point of establishing 

personal relationships of trust with newcomers around the province.   

 The three women in this group of community service providers drew upon a 

wealth of experience from formal and informal social networks in their work with 
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immigrant women in the Maritimes.  The Canadian-born participant is currently the 

director of a non-profit organization that provides employment training for low-income 

citizens.  Prior to establishing this organization, she had been the director of the city’s 

homeless shelter.  She has worked with immigrant women in both roles and both 

organizations depend on the networks between different professional service providers.  

She speaks about an experience at the homeless shelter that illustrates the involvement of 

several community organizations and professionals: 

 We were receiving immigrant women into the country, say from Rwanda and they 

had gone through these horrific – well the genocide for one thing – and some of 

them had come with French as their mother tongue, but they were brought to [the 

city]. And even though this is a bilingual province, the services they were looking 

for – the comfort level was not French – it was English. So, the first thought there 

was “Okay, how come they didn’t settle in . . .  some place where there’s a bigger 

French population?” But the other thing that struck me was that they were given 

one year of support, financially . . . and after the one year, even though they were 

in contact with the multi-cultural association and they had sponsors that were 

desperately trying to get the services, after the one year they were reverted to 

income assistance and dropped to $300 a month. Well, they couldn’t even keep 

the apartment, so they found themselves in the woman’s shelter. So we had a 

language problem, we had mental illness. A lot of them… the ones that I met had 

definitely had post-traumatic stress disorder, some other conditions that I don’t 

even know that they were. One woman used to open her purse and spit in it. This 

was her – it was almost like she had this tick, right, and that was her thing, right? 

So it kind of made me wonder, you know we’re not prepared in any way, shape, 

or form to deal with this. There was no one who could guide us, and so you’re in 

the dark trying to figure out something – why you, you couldn’t speak three 

words to somebody, so we had to find a translator. Then we had to – finally, I 

went, you know, back to the multicultural association and I said – they were 

frustrated, they had used every kind of avenue they could think of and the shelter 

was kind of like the last resort. So, in the end we did manage to get her transferred 

to [a Francophone city] where people could try to conduct business in the 

language she was comfortable in and everybody in the room would be speaking 

the same languages (Community worker #5). 

 

This example concerning immigrant women who arrive as government-sponsored 

refugees and end up at a homeless shelter alludes to this participant’s knowledge of 

programs and services including the federal refugee assistance program, the local 
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multicultural organization, the provincial income assistance program, community refugee 

sponsorship, the multicultural organization in a Francophone city, and mental health.  

These multiple programs and services are designed to help vulnerable people but can also 

create confusion and frustration when the individuals for whom they are designed remain 

vulnerable or do not quickly adapt to the social conditions in their new home.  This 

participant used all of her knowledge of professional service providers and the resources 

available to her to help immigrant women who become homeless.   

 In her role as the director of the non-profit organization she continues to rely on 

networks with service providers in the city to refer women to her organization’s 

employment training programs.  She has developed additional networks with potential 

employers in the city so that once women have learned some essential skills for finding 

and keeping a job, the organization can point them in the direction of available 

employment.  In working with immigrant women at the organization she has identified 

the need for helping them to learn about intercultural communication.  She explains: 

 Participant:  I discovered was it was not just about language, it was about feeling 

comfortable with the cultural mores of the new community they found themselves 

in. So, I think one girl in particular, she was well-educated, her English was, I 

mean she had a very strong accent, of course, you had to pay attention, but her 

English was very good. And she had a degree in tourism and came from Taiwan 

and we started – she came here through the [multicultural] association – and very 

soon after she was with us I began to connect with . . . the problem she was 

having was that people – even though it was a degree in tourism – the people who 

should be most concerned with international tourism hadn’t seen this as a gift in 

any way. You know, so, she had gone to province, she had gone to the city and no 

one there thought that having someone from Taiwan would be an asset in a 

tourism capacity. Well, you know, her parents came here, and I think they were 

very well to do because they were certainly – there was lot of lavish things that 

were happening. So, we sat down with her because she was very frustrated, her 

husband was doing his PhD at [university] and she wanted to work. So we started 

to talk about doing some mock interviews and we did the resumé thing and I had 

made some calls and inquiries and what we had discovered during the mock 

interview is that if she had gone in to do an interview in Canada with the ideas 
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and principals as she held as dear from Taiwan she would not have sold herself 

well. 

 

 Cathy: Okay, so, can you give some examples of what that is? 

 

 Participant: Yes, so one of the key things, which surprised me I guess, because I 

see life through Canadian eyes. So, she said – when we were working around the 

table she said,  “In Taiwan we would never promote ourselves and we would 

never say ‘can you tell me how I’m doing?’” 

 

 Cathy: So, like, ask for feedback?  

 

 Participant: Yes, and you would never show initiative. This is the job, that’s what 

you do. So, I said, “First of all, if you do get a job in Canada, it’s all about 

initiative. It’s like going the extra mile, thinking outside the box . . . but, really we 

look for people that are going to give us 110% as opposed to 100% or 90.”  So 

she did put out some resumés and got an interview and when she came back she 

said, “You know, I know I got that job because of what we did here, because 

everything that I would have normally done, I had to rethink and I did it the way 

you suggested, and I got the job.” And she moved up through the ranks quickly 

because she was very capable (Community worker #5).  

 

Through her work with immigrant women she has learned that although they are well-

educated and arrive in the city with employment experience, cultural differences in 

communication are part of what makes it difficult for them to find work.  She also 

believes that this problem does not solely with immigrant women themselves.  

Communication is two-way.  She thinks that there are structural barriers that prevent 

Maritime employers from seeing the potential of immigrant women. 

 I think there’s lots of barriers because of our very organized structure. You know, 

free development.  Someone in an agency that can say, “This talent we don’t 

allow to walk out the door.” There’s no one anymore.  It’s, “I have two opening, 

these are what they are, take it or leave it, and you’re gonna get minimum wage 

and I don’t care what you’re bringing to this organization that maybe could even 

help us grow. We’re not going to hire you because I can get someone with no 

education down the street to do it for 10 dollars an hour.” So that – I’ve always 

been saying for some time, even in our Canadian work world, we are having the 

problems we’re having right now in the labour force because we don’t have any 

room for creativity. We have room for policies – this is our way, this is how we 

do it, this how it’s been done – and when it comes they say, “We want people 

who are creative and have initiative.” No you don’t.  . . . We also need a major – 
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and a cultural shift in our thinking.  If we’re going to be true Canadians like we 

say we are going to be then we have to look at multiculturalism in a much broader 

spectrum (Community worker #5). 

 

For this participant, improving the situation for immigrant women requires that people 

carrying out roles in Maritime social structures have to change their practices so that 

immigrant women can utilize their strengths and contribute to society.    

 This participant has a long history working with professionals from various 

community organizations and she continually draws upon these formal networks in order 

to provide services.  The fact that she has experience directing services in at least two 

community organizations is not unusual.  People in caring professions change jobs and as 

a result networks change.  In this woman’s case she was able to continue to access 

existing professional networks as well as expand networks when she began the not-for-

profit organization in order to provide employment training.  Some professionals leave 

the community and this can leave gaps in service networks.  New people regularly 

become part of service provider networks.  The dynamics of formal service networks 

change due to the individual people that are part of them and they also change because 

demands for services arise.   

 The consultant spoke about how the immigrant women’s advocacy group had 

raised awareness about the needs for more public services for immigrant women and their 

families.  In addition to organizing regular public opportunities for social networking 

among immigrant and Canadian-born women, the group applied for government funding 

for different projects.  When the organization was successful in procuring funding, it 

employed immigrant women to carry out the work.  Some of these projects included 

studies on employment for immigrant women as well as studies on domestic violence.  
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The former study led to education sessions on establishing cooperatives.  The latter study 

uncovered evidence of racist attitudes among shelter staff and police officers.  Women in 

the advocacy group considered the possibility of an informal network of safe houses so 

that immigrant women could stay with trusted friends rather than have to access a shelter.  

The organization also used funding to create settlement information booklets, to design 

and run a settlement program for refugees and to develop assertiveness training programs 

for immigrant women.  All of these programs are now offered through multicultural 

organizations and settlement agencies throughout the province.   

 Several times during the interview, the consultant emphasized that the immigrant 

women’s advocacy group was political.  The women involved raised awareness at the 

time about the unique barriers that immigrant women in the Maritimes face compared to 

Canadian-born women.  They advocated for changes in public policy and in the provision 

of social services.  They designed and delivered services specifically for immigrant 

women.  The organization was provincial but it was connected to a national organization 

for immigrant women.  As such it was part of a larger network for social change driven 

by the strengths and needs of immigrant women.  This particular provincial organization 

came to an end over ten years prior to the research and there is no advocacy group 

specifically for immigrant women at present.  The New Brunswick government 

disbanded the Advisory Council on the Status of Women in 2011.  The Advisory Council 

on the Status of Women in PEI is still in operation and its membership is supposed to 

include ethnic diversity. 
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9.6 Discussion 

 The analysis of the data from service providers identified three types of social 

services that immigrant women in the Maritimes use.  The findings illustrate that some 

social service delivery differs depending on the ethno-religious backgrounds of the 

immigrant women.  The findings also highlighted the community workers’ sensitivity, or 

lack thereof, to the ethno-religious differences among the immigrant women that they 

serve.  Workers providing multicultural, settlement and international student services are 

sensitive to the structuring of ethnicity in the Maritimes.  Workers providing services for 

women are aware of gender and class inequalities.  The discussion identifies the best 

practices that currently exist among immigrant serving community workers in the 

Maritimes in light of the literature review as well as gaps in services.  The evaluation of 

best practices is made according to whether or not they enhance Christian and Muslim 

women’s access to existing public social networks.   

 According to the literature, participation in public social networks enable 

immigrants to create bonding and bridging social capital (Putnam, 2007).  Evidence of 

social capital creation among immigrants is often illustrated through the measurement of 

levels of trust and engagement in civil society (Kazemipur, 2006).  The findings in this 

chapter show that there are a range of public social services that immigrant women use 

during the settlement process in the Maritimes enabling them to create different forms of 

social capital.  According to staff, many immigrant women utilize the language training 

services provided by multicultural and settlement organizations in cities and towns 

throughout New Brunswick and PEI.  Language courses are specifically designed for new 

immigrants.  The literature on immigrant women in Canada and the Maritimes provides 
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evidence that there are gendered differences in the settlement process that make it 

difficult for women to participate in language learning (Morris & Sinnott, 2003; Ralston, 

1996; Tastsoglou & Jaya, 2011) yet there is little evidence that service delivery is being 

carried out in ways to increase access for women.  Only one multicultural organization 

was offering language training on work sites for temporary foreign workers.  There was 

no evidence of gender specific services in order to help immigrant women resist the 

interlocking structures of ethnicity, class and gender that present barriers to employment 

(Creese, et al., 2008; Li, 2008; Man, 2004).   

 In some settlement organizations there other types of gender specific services.  In 

one case a mental health professional was available on-site at the organization as well as 

doing home visits with women who are unable to access programs due to responsibilities 

for caring for young children.  She was aware that the lack of funding for child care for 

immigrant mothers at her organization made it difficult for immigrant and refugee 

women to access mental health services as mentioned in the literature (Morris & Sinnott, 

2003).  Some organizations run mentorship and volunteer programs pairing up immigrant 

and Canadian-born women for ongoing friendship and support in the community.  These 

workers had difficulties finding local volunteers for these programs, hindering immigrant 

women’s creation of bridging capital.  Even with specialized programming for women at 

some multicultural organizations, some workers are aware that there are immigrant 

women who fall through the cracks.  This is the case for Muslim women who do not 

interact with non-relative males in public and for the wives of Muslim international 

students attending universities in the region.  There are barriers to available public social 

networks in which these groups of women can participate.  One multicultural staff 
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member was thinking about the development of a language training program for 

immigrant women who do full-time care work that would include home visits.  This is an 

example of creative resistance to a structural barrier.  In the case of international student 

wives, civic society organizations and individuals were offering alternatives to assist 

women in overcoming barriers based on citizenship.   

 In addition to settlement and multicultural services provided by immigrant-

serving organizations and local universities, some immigrant women do use the services 

of agencies that are available to the general public.  In many cases immigrant women are 

referred to these services by staff at a multicultural organization or university.  Once 

immigrant women feel that they can trust individual service providers they will tell other 

women through their informal social networks.  This is evidence of the mechanisms of 

social capital creation.  Services provided to immigrant women outside of multicultural 

associations in the Maritimes include programming for parents and single mothers, 

domestic violence services, employment training, and conversation groups.  Community 

workers who serve immigrant women indicate that working with them is different than 

working with Canadian-born clients.  There is evidence in the findings that these 

differences in immigrant women are both valued and sources of inequality (Walby, 

2009).  Workers who have gained the trust of immigrant women draw upon a 

combination of cultural sensitivity training and personal experiences in adjusting their 

services.  Not all service providers in this sector have had formal cultural sensitivity 

training and most have relatively little experience working or interacting with immigrant 

women.  Adjustments to services include considering dietary and clothing restrictions for 

Muslim women as well as reducing their risk of interaction with non-relative men.  There 
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are also barriers to communication which are not limited to the fact that some immigrant 

women are learning English as a second language.  Some community workers are 

insensitive to how structures of ethnicity interlock with gender in the Maritimes context.  

This impacts their communication with and service to visible minority immigrant women 

(Ng, 1986).   

 The ambivalence of some Maritime community workers towards immigrant 

women’s religious practices as a component of the settlement process reflects prevailing 

attitudes towards ethno-religious minority groups (Bramadat, 2007).  It also contributes 

to the “othering” of religious immigrant women (L. G. Beaman, 2012; Korteweg, 2012).  

Some workers understand immigrant women’s ethno-religious background as an asset 

and a resource from which they can draw strength and support during the settlement 

process.  This however, is a minority opinion among the service providers interviewed.  

For example, shelter and second stage housing staff will not ask immigrant women direct 

questions about their religion in order to assess whether or not religion is important to 

them and if accommodations for their religious practices need to be made.  Likewise, 

only some service providers are aware of the religious resources available to immigrant 

women in their cities.  For many immigrants, the spiritual resources and practices of their 

religious traditions are an important component of their emotional well-being.  

Organizations such as shelters and second stage housing appreciate the financial 

donations and support that local churches offer but few individuals are familiar with the 

spiritual resources available at those churches.  Few service providers, including those at 

multicultural organizations, have any knowledge of the resources for women available at 

the mosque in their city or elsewhere.      
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Part Four: Structure and Agency among Ethno-Religious Immigrant Women 

 

10.  Comparing the Quantitative and Qualitative Findings 

 

 This study of immigrant women’s participation in social networks has used a 

combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods in order to analyze 

empirical evidence of immigrant women’s agency as they encounter structural challenges 

during the settlement process.  Identifying which social networks are important in 

immigrant women’s lives helps to make sense of their daily practices, including lived 

religious practices.  The nature of immigrant women’s ties to particular social networks 

and their interactions with those networks influences their ability to strategically 

negotiate the structuring of complex inequalities in the Canadian context.  This study of 

ethno-religious immigrant women and their social networks set out to answer three 

research questions: 

 1. Are there differences in immigrant women’s experiences of the challenges 

during the settlement depending on ethno-religious identities and practices? 

 2. Are there differences in immigrant women’s experiences of dealing with the 

challenges during the settlement depending on the length of time after arrival 

in Canada? 

 3. What role do social networks play when religious immigrant women 

experience challenges during the settlement process?   

The mixed methods approach of the study was sequential.  Quantitative methods were 

used to track changes in the emotional well-being of different groups of immigrant 

women in Canada during the early years of the settlement process.  Some of the findings 

from the statistical analysis were then used in the design of the qualitative portion of the 
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study.  Qualitative methods were used to provide a description of the settlement 

experiences of a sample of Christian and Muslim immigrant women from the Maritime 

provinces of New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island.  A mixed methods approach to 

sociological research offers the opportunity to assess the validity of the results from each 

method through comparison.  In some ways the results of the methods complement one 

another, but in other ways they offer contrasting pictures of the settlement process for 

religious immigrant women.   

 This chapter begins to situate the findings from the quantitative and qualitative 

portions of the study within the larger sociological framework of structure and agency.  It 

begins with a review of the findings from each component of the project.  Then the 

findings will be compared in three sections which directly address the research questions.  

The first section focuses on the findings concerning the ethno-religious identities and 

practices of immigrant women.  The second section will compare the findings concerning 

the impact of the passage of time on the settlement process.  The third section will 

address the findings concerning immigrant women’s utilization of particular social 

networks and the effects these have on their experiences of the settlement process.   

10.1 Mental Health Trajectories and Social Capital 

 The statistical analysis of data from the Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to 

Canada (LSIC) provided valuable information about immigrants who arrived in Canada 

between the late months of 2000 and early months 2001 and their mental health 

trajectories during the course of the following four years.  Because the survey data are 

drawn from a large, carefully constructed sample, the findings from the analysis can be 

generalized to the population of Canadian immigrants at that time.  Self-reported feelings 
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of sadness, loneliness and depression were utilized to track a process of change during 

the early months and years after arrival in Canada.  Subjective feelings are important to a 

study of immigrant social networks and social capital.  Other social scientists have used 

measures of trust and feelings of safety to assess immigrants’ ability to create the social 

capital necessary for social cohesion in Canada.  The decision to immigrate is usually 

undertaken with the hope for a better future but the process itself is challenging on many 

levels, including emotionally.  Feelings arise from and are expressed within relationships.   

Access to social support networks can allow immigrants to express their emotional 

suffering more freely and help them to bond in their common struggles in a new social 

context.   This creates bonding capital.  Social networks based on common experiences 

can potentially be a source of bridging capital as immigrants share their settlement 

strategies.  Strategic action is essential in overcoming barriers presented by the 

intersecting structures of gender, class and ethnicity in the Canadian context.  Lack of 

access to social support networks during times of emotional upheaval can increase or 

prolong suffering.  Likewise access to social networks that are unable to help immigrants 

create the bridging capital necessary to overcome the challenges of settlement may also 

to poor mental health trajectories.   

 Based on hierarchical linear modelling of the data it was obvious that the 

emotional trajectories of Canadian immigrants differed according to gender, confirming 

previous research claims that the settlement process is experienced differently by 

immigrant women than by immigrant men.  There is variability in the patterns of mental 

health trajectories depending on a variety of pre- and post-migration factors.  One of 

these depends on what immigrant women are doing with their time after arrival.  
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Immigrant women who are employed in the first six months after coming to Canada have 

a prevalence for mental health problems that is higher than those who stay home to do 

care work or those who choose to study or retrain.  This initial pattern changes with time.  

After four years of living in Canada, immigrant women who are employed  have a lower 

prevalence of emotional struggles than the other two groups.  Immigrant women who are 

doing care work at the end of four years have the highest prevalence for mental health 

problems of all three groups.  Much of the literature on immigrant women focuses on 

their inability to find suitable employment and the choice of many mothers to remain 

home and support their families.  The statistical findings reveal that both employed and 

unemployed immigrant women struggle emotionally at different times in the settlement 

process.  Immigrant women’s emotional struggles during the settlement process are both 

contextual and time dependent.  The contexts of immigrant women’s day-to-day lives, 

whether that be the public spheres of the labour force and the university  or the private 

sphere of the family home, impact immigrant women’s well-being but the emotional 

impact of these contexts changes over time.   Controlling for ethnic origins revealed 

differences between immigrant women’s mental health trajectories.  Immigrant women 

with Arab, African and Latin American ethnic origins have a higher prevalence for 

mental health problems than do women with Asian ethnic origins.  This finding 

confirmed previous research results which showed that Asian Americans are reticent to 

disclose having mental health problems due to Asian cultural norms concerning the 

expression of negative emotions.  Nevertheless there is variability in the mental health 

trajectories between immigrant women from different Asian ethnic origins, namely 

East/Southeast Asians and South Asians.  The interaction between ethnic origins and 
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religious identities revealed even more variability in the emotional toll of the settlement 

process among groups of Asian immigrant women in Canada.  East/Southeast Asian 

Christian women have the lowest prevalence for mental health problems after four years 

while West Asian Muslim women have the highest.  These results confirmed other 

findings in the literature that in the lives of Canadian immigrant women, religion and 

ethnic origins are deeply intertwined.  The findings show the validity of referring to an 

immigrant woman’s ethno-religious identity in seeking to understand her emotional 

response to the settlement process. 

 The comparison of Christian ethnic origins groups revealed interesting patterns in 

the mental health trajectories between Christian immigrant women in Canada.  Arab 

Christian immigrant women experience the most dramatic changes in mental health 

moving from the lowest to the highest prevalence for mental health problems.  While the 

changes in emotional status are narrower in range for Latin American Christian and 

African Christian women nevertheless these groups experience difficulties in the 

settlement process.  In contrast South Asian Christian and East/Southeast Asian Christian 

women tend to have fare better emotionally. The pattern for Muslim ethnic origins groups 

is different in that the mental health trajectories for all groups indicate a high prevalence 

for emotional struggles in the early years in their new home.   The most dismal situation 

is for European Muslim women and the least is for South Asians Muslims.   

10.2  Multiple Perspectives on the Settlement Process 

 Qualitative data were collected in the Maritime provinces of New Brunswick and 

Prince Edward Island.  It was divided in three groups for analysis: Muslim immigrant 

women, Christian immigrant women and professionals who provide public services to 
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immigrant women.  Each group was relatively large and diverse.  Thirty-one Muslim 

women from six ethnic groups and fifteen different countries of origin comprise the first 

group.  The average length of time after arrival was a little over four years.  Fifteen of the 

women were doing care work for their families, seven were employed and nine were 

studying at university.  Fifty-eight Christian women from five ethnic groups and twelve 

different countries of origin were in the second group.  The average length of time after 

arrival for the Christian immigrant portion of the sample was a little over two years.  

Nineteen of these women were occupied with care work in the home, thirty-four were 

employed in the labour force and five were students in post-secondary education.  The 

third group of community workers included twenty-two professionals from sixteen 

different organizations and agencies.  The organizations were categorized into three types 

of service provision, including specialized services for immigrants, specialized services 

for women and public services available to women and men.  The analysis of the latter 

category distinguished between family and parenting services and other types of public 

services available in the communities in which immigrants settle.   

 The findings from the first two groups, the Muslim and Christian immigrant 

women were compared in chapters seven and eight.  The women are part of a process of 

globalization that is taking place on a scale not previously witnessed in history.  They are 

seeking opportunities for a better future for themselves and for their families and have 

moved a great distance in order to make this happen.  Ethno-religious identities and 

practices provide many immigrant women with stability, strength and comfort in the 

tumult of the settlement process.  These ethno-religious practices are gendered and the 

structures of gender in the women’s countries of origin differ from the structures of 
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gender in the Maritimes.  All of the women are navigating between these differing 

structures.  The interlocking structures of gender and ethnicity in local labour markets 

make it difficult for professional immigrant women to find suitable jobs.  The majority of 

the women are part of visible minority groups in Maritime society in which ethnic 

relations are structured differently than in their countries of origin.  All are part of an 

“audible” minority because English is a second language.  Their visible and audible 

differences are sometimes sources of discrimination by the local population which has 

low levels of ethnic diversity.  Many of the women are dealing with transnational family 

situations due to the labour market conditions globally and in the Maritimes.  Technology 

and the ease of international travel make this a viable solution.  For women in 

transnational families, negotiating between the gender roles sometimes results in 

conflicting values.   

 The majority of the Maritime population are Christian and a diverse range of 

Christian religious institutions are well-established in the region.  Most of the Christian 

immigrant women have moved from a majority Christian context to another majority 

Christian context where they are an ethnic minority.  In contrast, the Muslim immigrant 

women have moved from Muslim majority contexts to a context in which they are both a 

religious and ethnic minority.  There is heterogeneity of ethno-religious practices within 

both Muslim and Christian immigrant groups.  Some women are part of Christian ethnic 

groups which are denser than all other ethno-religious groups in the region.  Korean, 

Filipino and Chinese Christian immigrant groups are developing their own formal 

religious and cultural social networks.  The availability of these social networks easily 

enable Christian immigrant women the opportunity to build bonding capital in the early 
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months and years of settlement.  This is not the case of most Muslim immigrant women 

for two reasons.  The first reason is that the women belong to Muslim ethnic groups 

which are small and linguistically diverse.  This makes it difficult to socialize and build 

bonding capital in the local context.  The second obstacle for Muslim women in the 

Maritimes is that regular public religious participation is not normative.  They do not 

arrive expecting to bond with other women at the local mosque.  Looking to the mosque 

as a source of bonding capital requires a reshaping of their religious practice.  In some 

cities Pakistani Muslim women, who were among the first Muslim immigrants to settle in 

the region, are working to build social networks that bridge the diversity among Muslim 

immigrant women.  At the same time Iranian women are working to build cultural social 

networks that bridge the religious diversity among Iranian immigrants.    

 The findings revealed particular differences between the settlement experiences of 

Muslim and Christian immigrant women.  For the Muslim women there were distinct 

differences in their experiences of settlement depending on the context of their daily 

lives.  This involved the differences between being associated with a university or not.  

The university community is more ethnically diverse than the cities in which they are 

located.  Muslim women at the universities do not experience the same kinds of 

discrimination as those whose daily lives are not centered there.  Many Muslim women 

who settle outside the university context have left country of origin contexts where they 

have experienced tremendous social turmoil.  They are seeking stability but are 

confronted with overt and subtle forms of discrimination from the native-born population 

due to their status as part of a religious and visible minority group.   
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 The heart of Muslim women’s lived religion is in the home with their families.  

Few Muslim immigrant women live in the Maritimes without a relative male be that a 

father, brother or husband.  Muslim women’s relationship with relative men is an 

important aspect of their identity and ties to male relatives influence all of their decision-

making.  The social construction of gender in the Maritimes provides women with some 

measure of public autonomy however, the social construction of ethnicity reinforces 

Muslim immigrant women’s dependency on male relatives.  This particular intersection 

of gender and ethnicity in the Maritime context was found to be a source of mental health 

problems among Muslim women associated with the university. 

 Christian immigrant women utilize their public gender autonomy in the Maritime 

context to play a leading role in transnational family migration strategies.  For some this 

is a role with which they are unfamiliar while for others it is not.  Their familiarity with 

public gender autonomy is a function of class.  Working class Christian immigrant 

women do not have the luxury of economic dependence on professional husbands.  

Korean, Filipina and Chinese Christian social networks offer the women a shared 

language that gives sacred meaning to their struggles and sacrifices to ensure a better life 

for their families. These networks enable the women to build bonding social capital.  

African, Eastern European and Latin American women do not have access to ethno-

religious social networks of the same extent.   These women rely more on personal 

religious practices and informal social networks for support.  The attempts of Christian 

immigrant women to create bridging capital are considerable but the challenge of finding 

employment commensurate with their qualifications is even greater.  This has 

consequences for Christian women’s mental health.   
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 Many Christian and Muslim immigrant women have come from countries of 

origin which do not have a wide offering of public services.   For many their introduction 

to public service provision in the Maritimes is through a local multicultural or settlement 

organization.  Staff in these organizations reflects the ethno-religious diversity of the 

immigrant population in the Maritimes.  As the immigrant population is increasing in size 

and diversity, specialized services for immigrants are expanding.  There is some specific 

programming for immigrant women but there was little evidence that basic language 

training courses were being modified in order to accommodate the needs of employed 

immigrant women.  Attempts to provide opportunities to create bridging capital with the 

local population are thwarted by the unwillingness of local organizations or individuals to 

volunteer their resources to mentor immigrant women.  Staff in organizations that do not 

specialize in providing immigrant services generally do not have specialized training in 

working with cultural diversity.  There were a couple of examples where this experience 

was gained on the job by working sensitively with immigrant clients and trying to 

accommodate their particular religious needs.  Public service providers have a generally 

positive view of religious diversity and the support that religious practices can provide 

immigrant women.  However, few operationalize this in their intake procedures.  Public 

service agencies have weak ties with Christian churches but no ties to mosques in the 

region.   

10.3  The Influence of Ethno-Religious Differences  

 The findings of the quantitative analysis indicated that Muslim immigrant women 

poorer mental health trajectories during the first four years of the settlement process than 

Christian immigrant women.  The qualitative findings highlighted the challenges of 
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migrating from a context in which one is part of an ethnic and religious majority to a 

context where one is an ethno-religious and visible minority.  These challenges are not 

the same for those migrating from a country in which they are part of the religious 

majority to another country in which they are part of the religious majority.  Members of 

ethno-religious minority groups have to work harder to assert and maintain the value of 

their differences in the face of structural pressure to assimilate.  The statistical analysis 

also showed that being a refugee or working age or well-educated or immigrating with 

children are all factors that contribute to a higher prevalence of mental health problems 

among immigrant women.  More Muslim women in the Maritimes were either refugees 

or students enrolled in post-secondary education than Christian women in the qualitative 

sample. 

 The results of the statistical modeling showed that there were differences in 

mental health trajectories of Muslim women depending on their ethnic origins.  The 

qualitative findings confirm that in the Maritimes ethno-religious differences between 

Muslim women influence their experiences of the settlement process.  Qualitative 

analysis showed that Pakistani (South Asian) women have emergent power in some 

Muslim social networks in the Maritimes.  This gives them a linguistic advantage and 

enables the Pakistani women to reshape public Islamic practice in pragmatic ways that 

support new immigrant women.  Some mosques are becoming centers of Muslim social 

life where women from diverse ethno-religious backgrounds can work together to support 

the socialization of their children as part of an ethno-religious minority group.  The 

analysis also showed that Iranian (West Asian) women have emergent power in cultural 

social networks in the Maritimes.  They utilize networks of women in cultural 
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associations to create bonds between newcomers who have diverse religious 

backgrounds.  Iranian women strategically put their ethnic identity in the foreground and 

their religious identity in the background.  In both cases, the Muslim women are using 

their agency within very new institutional structures to create unity among ethno-

religious diversity.   

 The quantitative findings on Muslim ethnic groups indicated that for women with 

Arab ethnic origins the settlement process includes tremendous emotional change.  The 

qualitative findings add details to this picture in two ways.  Firstly there are class 

differences between Muslim immigrant women in the Maritimes and secondly Muslim 

women’s identity is closely tied to their husbands and fathers. Some Arab Muslim 

women in the Maritimes have accompanied their husbands as international graduate 

students and have little access to public services through which they can get to know 

other immigrant or Canadian-born women.  Other Arab Muslim women are graduate 

students themselves and over time become accustomed to the structures of gender in 

Maritime universities.  They look forward to marriage but their expectations for a mate 

do not match their parents’ values.  Both situations are isolating and can become 

increasingly stressful for Arab Muslim women in the Maritimes.  The qualitative analysis 

could not shed light on the circumstances of European Muslim women who were 

identified in the quantitative findings as an ethnic group with a high prevalence for 

mental health problems.   

 The quantitative results showed that there were differences in mental health 

trajectories of Christian women depending on their ethnic origins.  The qualitative 

findings revealed that religious diversity among East/Southeast Asian Christian 
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immigrant women is supported by established religious institutional structures.  The 

creation of immigrant missionary churches is completely acceptable.  East/Southeast 

Asian immigrants utilized existing Christian institutional structures to create greater 

cultural diversity within Maritime churches.  Korean and Chinese immigrant women 

found opportunities to create bonding capital in evangelical Protestant churches and 

cultural associations.  Filipinas transcended denominational differences in order to 

effectively network for employment.  Latin American and African Christian immigrant 

women had a difficult time finding social support in churches or cultural networks in the 

Maritimes because there are so few people that share their ethnic origins.   

 Community professionals in the Maritimes that provide public services to 

immigrant women are influenced by their cultural context.  They are products of the 

interlocking social structures that favour the white majority and Christian population.  

The organizations in which they work have ties with Christian institutions.  Some 

workers know Christian religious leaders in their cities and likely assume that what 

constitutes authentic religion resembles Christian practice.  They have little experience 

working with visible minority immigrant women and are unfamiliar with minority 

religious practices.  The funds needed for specialized training in order to increase cultural 

sensitivity among community workers are unavailable.  Insensitivity and subtle racism on 

the part of social service providers can further marginalize Muslim immigrant women 

who do seek their help.  
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10.4  The Impact of the Length of Time after Arrival  

 The statistical data and analytical methods enabled the tracking of emotional 

changes among different groups of immigrant women during the settlement process.  The 

interaction of time and main activities had an influence on immigrant women’s mental 

health trajectories.  Immigrant women who had employment had a harder time in the 

early months of settlement but with time employment was conducive to their mental 

well-being.  The qualitative findings showed that employment enables immigrant women 

in the Maritimes to provide for their families.  The economic importance of employment 

immediately following arrival is huge for immigrant women from areas of the world with 

social instability.  Nevertheless, the cultural differences between immigrant women and 

their Canadian-born colleagues in the labour force are also large.  The low levels of 

ethnic diversity in the Maritime context makes day to day life extremely challenging, 

from finding particular foods to being understood at the bank.  The lack of public 

transportation is another barrier to contend with in the early months.  It is almost 

impossible for employed immigrant women to access public services most of which are 

offered during the work week.  It takes time for employed immigrant women to create 

bridging and bonding capital inside and outside of the work place in the Maritimes.   

 According to the quantitative findings, taking full-time responsibility for caring 

for their families in the early months of settlement has benefits for immigrant women’s 

well-being.  These benefits diminish as the years go by.  The qualitative findings show 

that ensuring the educational success of their children is the top priority for many 

immigrant women.  For some, it is the sole reason they have immigrated to the 

Maritimes.  For others, this is a transitional strategy.  Immigrant women whose children 
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are in school have time to participate in free public language courses and meet other 

immigrant women.  This gives them some support in coping with the challenges of day to 

day life mentioned above.   Muslim mothers in the Maritimes with very young children 

can become isolated in the home and are at a disadvantage in this regard.  If care work is 

a transitional strategy for immigrant women, the qualitative results show that the longer 

they have been out of touch with immigrant social networks or unable to find 

employment, the more difficult life becomes.  They lose their self-confidence and their 

dreams for their own futures take second place to the dreams of their husbands and 

children.   

 The statistical findings indicate that many immigrant women initially thrive in the 

post-secondary education context but over time studying devolves into a situation of 

emotional distress.  The qualitative findings are limited by the fact that very few 

Christian international students were in the sample.  For Muslim immigrant women in the 

qualitative research getting a Canadian university degree was their primary goal.   Higher 

education was highly valued and they were successful students.  As they near the end of 

their degrees the social reality of the Maritimes feeds a growing sense of dis-ease.  They 

will have to move to find employment and they will have to move to find a suitable mate.  

The women have grown accustomed to successfully navigating the structures of gender 

and ethnicity in Maritimes universities but these structures are different elsewhere.  For 

some Christian immigrant women attending university was a transition strategy.   They 

too would like to find employment in the region but are aware of the local labour market 

limitations.  

 



442 

 

10.5  The Role of Social Networks  

 The quantitative findings did not provide information on the role of social 

networks in the creation of social capital during the settlement process.  The section 

above on ethno-religious diversity covered information from the qualitative findings on 

the role of religious and cultural social networks.  The qualitative findings also included 

information on others such as family and friendship, employment, education, and social 

service networks.  Family and friendship social networks are a vital source of emotional 

connection for immigrant women throughout the settlement process.  They use these 

networks to maintain positive relationships across the miles.  Technology and frequent 

travel enable women to participate regularly in these networks.  It is only among the 

Filipina workers that friendship networks help them to create bridging capital to ensure 

employment in the Maritimes.   

 Immigrant women arrive in the Maritimes to find some public immigrant social 

networks.  These are Christian-, culture- or immigrant-specific networks.  Most social 

networks within these three types of public networks are homogeneous in that they 

primarily help immigrant women create bonding capital.  For example, within 

evangelical Protestant churches, Korean immigrant women bond with other Korean 

Christians through faith sharing groups and bible study.  Within the Iranian cultural 

association, Iranian women socialize and support other Iranian immigrants.  Within 

multicultural and settlement organizations immigrant women share the common 

experience of being an immigrant and learning a second language.  The ethno-religious 

diversity of emerging Muslim social networks in the Maritimes offers individual 
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immigrant women less opportunities for creating bonding capital in the early years than is 

available in some Christian social networks.   

 The homogeneity of the Christian-, culture- and immigrant-specific public social 

networks in the Maritimes are not creating adequate bridging capital between the native-

born and immigrant populations.  This is because of a lack of bridging social capital on 

the part of the native born population.  The qualitative findings indicate that native-born 

Maritimers do not possess the social skills that will allow multicultural values to flourish 

in workplaces, schools and community organizations.  The one place where bridging 

capital is being created is in the region’s universities.  In terms of employment, education 

and social services, this could be addressed through public policy changes and media 

campaigns.   

 Most religious social networks remain divided along ethnic lines.  There is only 

some evidence that members of religious groups are becoming more conscious of the 

ethnic diversity among their members as an opportunity for the religious practices of 

welcoming the stranger.  At a time of declining participation in mainline Christian 

groups, decisions to turn inwards and protect what remains of their traditional 

congregations ignores a potential ministry to the growing immigrant population.  

Embracing and inviting ethnic diversity can revitalize mainline Christian groups in the 

Maritimes.   

  



444 

 

11. Conclusion 

 When my children were young, they loved to play a game together in which they 

had to guide a small ball through a maze.  The maze was usually encased in a box and 

there were holes that the ball could fall through and end up underneath the maze.  The 

object was to get the ball around the holes and through to the end of the maze and our 

boys would take great delight in twisting and turning the box, becoming ever more adept 

at anticipating the speed of the ball and adjusting the box’s angle so they could guide it to 

where it was supposed to go.  They would learn from each other’s moves and inevitably 

they would find some kind of glitch which they could use to their advantage.  There 

would be frustration when they had to continually start over as well as cheers whenever 

they were successful.  When I think about what I have learned in doing this research, I 

think about the ways in which religious immigrant women are utilizing their day to day 

practices in order to negotiate the barriers, pitfalls and opportunities for social mobility 

within social networks, both in their countries of origin and in Canada.   

 The intersecting social structures of gender, class and ethnicity are like the walls 

of the maze.  Being socialized in a particular geographic region in a particular national 

context determines the shape of the maze.  Women become conscious of the maze when 

they bump into a wall.  Before that happens, the maze is literally invisible.  But bumping 

into a wall is not the end of the game - it is simply part of playing.  Women do not stop 

moving when they bump into the intersecting structures of gender, race and class.  There 

are several pathways to take through the maze, some more direct than others.  Women 

learn about the shape of the maze through practice – through living their day-to-day lives 

which continue, despite the inevitable bumps.  Like my sons, the women learn to 
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navigate through the maze in the process of social interaction.  They get tips from each 

other on how to position themselves as well as advice on when to hold back and when to 

push forward.  Together they practice to see what works and what does not.  Sometimes 

they end up in a hole instead of moving forward.  But falling through the holes is also 

part of the game and a potentially powerful experience for a religious immigrant woman.  

Individual and collective ethno-religious practices are particularly suitable for responding 

to times of crises, offering divine and human comfort along with hope for the future.  The 

immigration experience teaches women that the structural walls of gender, ethnicity and 

class are movable and that they can be part of forging pathways in a new society through 

participation in social networks.  Every maze has barriers, holes and opportunities. In the 

early years of settlement, immigrant women are learning about a whole new maze of 

intersecting structures of gender, ethnicity and class, trying to use the social capital 

created in their countries of origin.   

 This study of immigrant women’s participation in social networks has provided 

ample evidence of immigrant women’s agency.  In a variety of social networks they 

gather information and make choices about how they will act on a day-to-day basis in a 

new social context.  The analysis has highlighted how they utilize their social capital 

amidst the structural pressures they inevitably encounter as part of minority groups in 

Canada.   Identifying which networks are important in immigrant women’s lives – 

especially the place of ethno-religious social networks - is central to understanding the 

daily practices of most of these women.  The research has shown that the density of 

particular social networks among immigrant women and the length of time these 

networks have been established are critical factors in the consideration of women’s 
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agency.  The feminist intersectional framework which has grounded this research has 

emphasized that interlocking structures of gender, ethnicity and class create complex 

inequalities that immigrant women must strategically negotiate in their new Canadian 

homes.  The results show that the effects of intersecting structures of ethnicity, gender 

and class are dependent on the level of analysis.  Intersecting structures have similarities 

and differences as shown by the statistical analysis carried out on national level data and 

by the qualitative research under taken in the Maritime region.  The negotiation of 

multiple structural barriers involves the managing of multiple identities at different stages 

of the settlement process including those of educated professional, wife, mother, woman 

of faith, friend, global citizen, mature graduate student and part-time employee.  A lived 

religion theoretical approach to immigrant women’s religious practices was able to 

capture the reflexive choices women make as they both adhere to and adapt the practices 

of their ethno-religious traditions depending on the changing circumstances of their lives.   

 My personal history of immigration provided me with narratives of women 

encountering structural barriers and learning to adjust or resist them.  My grandmothers 

both came from working class backgrounds, were poor when they arrived in Canada, and 

regained their working class status.  There is no doubt that their experiences of gender 

roles were rigid but they were women with meaningful work inside and outside of the 

home.  They encountered structural barriers because of their ethnicity which contributed 

to the variability in their socio-economic circumstances.  Yet their German Catholic 

values of hard work, honesty, and generosity also helped them to contribute in a variety 

of practical ways to the wider social fabric of the communities beyond their families.  

Their personal experiences of settlement and the multicultural context of Winnipeg 
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enabled them to bond with other immigrants from a variety of ethnic backgrounds.  As a 

result there were always people in my own social networks who were new arrivals in this 

country, applying for citizenship, learning to speak English or introducing us to 

interesting new foods and ethno-religious traditions.  My grandmothers and my mother 

used their resources in making up beds, washing clothes, acting as translators, providing 

transportation, and welcoming strangers to the family table. In other words the women in 

my family played key roles in providing opportunities for the creation of social capital 

within and beyond the labour market. 

 The literature review highlighted that immigration is accelerating both in Canada 

generally and in the Maritime region in particular.  The latter is resulting in increasing 

ethno-religious diversity in a region that has had historically low levels of cultural 

diversity along with high levels of engagement in Christian religious practices.  

Immigration is driven largely by federal and provincial immigration policies that seek to 

bolster the labour market amidst a decline in the size of the native-born populations.  The 

New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island governments however, struggle to keep new 

immigrants from relocating to major Canadian cities shortly after arrival.  Those working 

on policies to ensure higher rates of immigrant retention in the region would be well 

advised to consider the role that women’s formal and informal social networks play in 

terms of social cohesion.  Leaders in government, education and civil society must 

acknowledge the important role that religion plays in the lives of new immigrants, 

especially when it comes to the creation of different forms of social capital.  It is time to 

move beyond the naïve secularism that prevents all Canadians from harnessing the 

potential of its immigrant population.  The “othering” of Muslim women in public 
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discourse along with unreasonable restrictions to their religious freedoms have served to 

further isolate rather than empower these citizens.   

 Immigrant women bear tremendous emotional responsibility for the well-being of 

their families, from taking on low skilled employment to forsaking their own professional 

careers in order to support their husbands and children.  Even the high-achieving 

international graduate students that are at the cutting edge of research in this country first 

consider their family’s dreams for their future before their own.  All of the women pay a 

price for this in terms of their emotional health but for many, self-sacrifice and suffering 

are part of a religious journey that has rewards beyond the marketplace. Ethno-religious 

practices are not merely a source of comfort, helping women to endure the suffering that 

results from encountering the structural barriers of gender, ethnicity and class in the 

Canadian context, but are also a means of helping immigrant women to move forward.  

Rather than succumbing to the role of victim, immigrant women are recreating their lived 

religious practices as they creatively respond to the multiple pressures upon them.  The 

structuring of gender within religious organizations can be both a source of strength and 

vulnerability in the lives of immigrant women.  Governments and universities could 

better recognize the adaptability of immigrant women’s social capital by finding ways of 

better assisting them in terms of funding for culturally sensitive forms of child care and 

early childhood education, accommodating ethno-religious practices in the delivery of 

social services, improved public transportation in Maritime cities, as well as flexibility in 

the delivery of immigrant settlement services such as language training for stay-at-home 

moms or pastoral support for Muslim women at local universities.   
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 I do not question the promise of diversity in Canada and at the end of this 

dissertation research I am so much more aware of the social capital that my 

grandmothers’ legacy prepared for me. I have utilized this legacy in my academic work 

on religion combining a desire to better understand the structuring of gender within 

religious groups with the pragmatic ability to access a variety of social networks.  In 

particular my life-long work within Catholicism - as an adherent and social scientific 

researcher - has made me acutely aware of how distant the public discourse and the 

rhetoric of Catholic clergy concerning women is from their lived religious practices.  My 

work on religion and domestic violence has highlighted the ways that women’s religious 

practices reinforce social structures of gender and class yet also assist them in 

strategically resisting them.  Religious practices are gendered as well as contextually 

dependent.  They are not simply relative to social structures but always worked out in 

relational tension with them.  Women’s religious practices take place in a messy world.  

The process of structural change at the intersection of gender and class in religious 

groups is much less visible to the wider public than perhaps it is in Canadian political 

institutions, but it is taking place over time.  The reason it takes time is because religious 

practices provide comfort in times of crisis as well as resources for change.  Within any 

religious group women utilize the same practices for different purposes depending on 

their circumstances.  This doctoral research has opened my eyes to the interlocking 

effects of ethnicity in combination with structures of gender and class in Canada.  The 

social scientific skills in quantitative and qualitative research and analysis acquired 

through working with my colleagues in the Sociology Department at the University of 

New Brunswick along with my participation in a variety of social networks of scholars, 
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people of faith and community leaders at the local, national and international levels has 

positioned me to make a unique contribution to the knowledge about ethno-religious 

immigrant women in Canada.  This study is original in its design and comprehensive in 

its gendered analysis of multiple perspectives on the immigrant settlement process.  The 

breadth of the qualitative fieldwork provides important information about the lived 

experiences and social networks of a broad range of immigrant women, especially 

Muslim women, at a time when empirical data are sorely needed to counteract negative 

and damaging stereotypes in Canadian public discourse.   

 Several points have become very clear to me:  the similarity between Muslim and 

Catholic immigrant women, the distinctiveness of evangelical Protestant churches in 

providing immigrant women with public social networks, the unique settlement pattern of 

Filipina immigrant women and the role that universities play in the lives of immigrants in 

the Maritimes.  Following an explanation of these points, further questions for research 

will be suggested and next steps will be addressed. 

 Muslim immigrant women share much in common with Catholic immigrant 

women but their lives are impacted at the international, national and local level in 

significantly different ways.  Muslim women’s religious practices are influenced by 

global and national security concerns in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks.  Since then, 

all Muslims have become the targets of public suspicion.  Muslim women quickly 

became symbolic of the social structures that had produced the terrorist violence.  For 

example, in grade two my son returned home from his rural elementary school in New 

Brunswick one afternoon and asked me if it was true that Canadian soldiers were at war 

in Afghanistan to help free Muslim women.  You can imagine my response.  At that time 
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the diverse lived religious practices of Muslim women were only interpreted through the 

lens of gender oppression.  Subsequent government actions to curb the religious freedom 

of Muslim women in the public sphere are unreasonable and have sent a strong message 

to the Canadian public that Muslim women are victims.  The message is clear that these 

women are more vulnerable to gender oppression than any other women due to their 

religious practices.  The public “othering” of Muslim women is not based on social 

scientific evidence from the women themselves and it diverts attention away from the 

work that all Canadian women do at the intersection of gender, class and ethnicity.  This 

atmosphere of fear reinforced by public interventions designed to liberate Muslim women 

has likely increased their isolation.  Since I had done no previous research with Muslim 

women, I have no way of knowing what the field was like before I began my work.  But 

recruiting research participants from this population was extremely challenging.  

Multicultural organizations and the leadership at local mosques refused to help me.  

Muslim professors at the university did not answer my emails or return my phone calls.  

It was not until I called upon those in my friendship and professional networks that I was 

able to meet with key informants face to face and interact with them in ways that gained 

their trust.  Only then did Muslim men and women begin to help me make contact with 

the immigrant Muslims that they knew.  I could not access social networks of Muslim 

women without getting to know their husbands first.  Through the many interviews, I was 

able to get a glimpse of some of the ways in which the women face discrimination at the 

local level.  It makes sense to me now that Muslim women turn toward their husbands for 

social support when their early experiences of public life in the Maritime context are 

uncomfortable.  These women are the subjects of negative public stereotypes at multiple 
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levels of Canadian society.  This has resulted in an understandable defensive inward 

turning of the Muslim community.  Public service providers also participate in this 

shielding of Muslim women from the public eye, further supporting the impression that 

the women are fragile and in need of protection.  The women’s stories however, show 

that their lived religious practices provide structure and comfort during the settlement 

process.  The public stereotypes also had an impact on my analysis of the data.  It was so 

much easier for me to identify gender inequalities among the Muslim women than it was 

to identify valued differences.  My own resilience as a sociologist was tested.  I was able 

to draw on my extensive understanding of the lived practices of Catholic women who are 

also resisting the increasing pressures of gendered structures from the leadership of their 

church and in public discourse.  That is why I see some affinity between these two groups 

of religious immigrant women.   

 Muslim immigrant women have a diverse array of religious practices through 

which they express their relationship with the sacred and with other people.  Making 

distinctions among Muslim women according to ethnic origins is somewhat helpful in 

determining the sources of religious diversity but not absolute.  Class may be a better 

indicator of differences in Muslim women’s practices in the Maritimes since immigrant 

women with more resources are able to shield themselves from uncomfortable social 

interactions in ways that working Muslim women cannot.  The fact that the heart of 

Muslim women’s lived religion is not expressed in public religious networks means that 

they are able to creatively resist structural pressures from within the Muslim community.  

In the Maritimes, however, the low density of certain Muslim ethnic groups makes 

informal social networks very difficult for Muslim immigrant women to access or create.   
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 Catholic immigrant women also bring a diverse array of lived religious practices 

with them to the Maritime context.  However, ethnic Catholic churches or diverse 

Orthodox churches do not exist in the region as they do in large Canadian cities.  

Therefore Catholic immigrant women can find themselves religiously isolated by the 

structuring of ethnicity in the region even though there are many Catholic churches.  One 

of the long term strategies of resistance to the structuring of gender among Catholic 

women involves standing with one foot inside the church and the other out.  Catholic 

women’s lived religious practices have always been a mix of collective and personal 

practices which they utilize strategically in relationship to the changing institutional 

dynamics and societal conditions.  Throughout history they have developed creative 

resiliency at the margins. To be Catholic or Muslim is both a cultural and religious 

identity for immigrant women.  For many it is ascribed and does not ultimately depend on 

conformity to collective religious practices.  In the absence of Catholic outreach to 

immigrant women in the Maritimes, like their Muslim counterparts, they become reliant 

on informal ethnic networks most of which are of low density.   The experiences of 

Catholic and Muslim immigrant women differ greatly from those who have been 

embraced by local evangelical Protestant churches.  Regular collective participation in 

religious social networks is central to evangelical women’s lived religion.  Evangelical 

Protestant congregations are like close-knit families and their outreach efforts to 

immigrant women help them to repair the tears in the fabric of their friendship and family 

networks.  For some immigrant women this is a conversion experience – they come to 

know lived Christian religious practice through the experience of participation in public 

religious social networks in the Maritimes.  In this way public religious social networks 
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become a social anchor for immigrant women.  The relationships that evangelical 

Protestant immigrant women develop in the Maritimes are qualitatively different from the 

experiences of Muslim and Catholic immigrant women.  This is a rich source of bonding 

capital and plays an important role in helping these Christian immigrant women cope 

with the emotional challenges of the settlement process.   

 One challenge shared by the majority of immigrant women in this research is that 

of being part of a visible and audible minority group subject to the structuring of ethnicity 

in a context where the locals themselves do not have a lot of social capital when it comes 

to ethnic diversity.  It is difficult to judge in this study whether or not the evangelical 

Protestant immigrant women are able to create needed bridging capital since so few were 

actively seeking employment.  The exception is of course, the Filipina immigrants.  The 

Filipinas in the study are part of global social networks in operation long before the New 

Brunswick government initiated the changes which have enabled temporary foreign 

workers to apply for permanent residency.  Filipina women have been creating social 

capital in seizing opportunities in the gendered structuring of low-skilled employment for 

a long time.  Their resiliency in the face of obstacles is rooted in their ethnic friendship 

networks that transcend denominational divisions between Protestants and Catholics but 

rely on Christian understandings of self-sacrifice for the common good. 

 Finally, the universities in the region have been playing a key role in altering the 

intersecting structures of class, gender and ethnicity on their campuses and surrounding 

neighbourhoods over the years.  With the recruitment of increasing numbers of Muslim 

international students, universities have the opportunity to be a partner with civil society 
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organizations in initiatives that can facilitate the creation of social capital in the region.  

There is some evidence that this is happening but it is limited. 

 This dissertation research makes unique social scientific contributions in 

understanding how the ethno-religious practices that have been shaped by immigrant 

women’s pre-migration social networks are a critical component in how they strategically 

navigate the unfamiliar and intersecting structures of gender, ethnicity and class they 

encounter in Canadian society.  Identifying which networks are important in immigrant 

women’s lives – especially the place of ethno-religious social networks - is central to 

understanding their daily practices.  As a comparative study of diverse groups of ethno-

religious immigrant women at the national level and of Christians and Muslim immigrant 

women in the Maritimes it is ambitious.  Therefore it raises many more important 

questions to be answered by further empirical research.  There are few empirical studies 

of the lived religious practices of Muslim women in Canada and there needs to be more.  

For example, the question of the source of European Muslim women’s emotional distress 

remains unanswered.  Studies of Muslims in which families are the unit of analysis will 

be helpful in better understanding the dynamics of gender.  Comparisons could be made 

across ethnic groups.  Questions were raised about the unique experiences of Muslims 

associated with universities.  There are opportunities for focus groups with Muslim 

undergraduate and graduate students as well as with international student wives.  Such 

conversations can enable women to name the issues that are most important to them and 

the ways that they navigate between structures of gender in Canada and their countries of 

origin.  Focus groups are a form of feminist participatory research and can raise 
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consciousness among Muslim women and enable them to share strategies in navigating 

the intersecting structures of gender, ethnicity and class.   

 The lived religion of diverse Muslim immigrant women is found at the peripheries 

of Islamic religious institutions.  The evolution of women’s social networks at mosques 

in the Maritimes provides interesting sites for future research.  What are the particular 

dynamics of Muslim women’s outreach to new immigrant families?  Is Muslim women’s 

social action becoming a unifying force among ethnic diversity as this study suggests?  

Issues of child care and early childhood education for local Muslim families are another 

line of social research that could provide a different perspective on the intersecting 

structures of gender, ethnicity and class in the region.  A needs assessment could answer 

the question of whether or not Islamic child care centers would attract and retain 

immigrant families in the region’s cities.   

 Muslim women’s lived religious practices concerning food is another interesting 

area for research as local infrastructure grows in response to increasing demand.  In fact, 

the topic of food would provide a perspective on the progress of institutional 

completeness for all immigrant groups in the region.  How are local grocery stores, 

restaurants and farmers responding to and the product of the rapid increase of immigrants 

in the Maritimes?   

 The study raises further questions about the role of Christian churches in the 

building of bridging social capital.  Research comparing the ethnic diversity of social 

networks in which the unit of analysis is a church would be helpful in this regard.  Are 

churches in the Maritimes sites of ethnic segregation or interaction?  If they are sites of 

segregation, church comparisons could provide valuable information on the resistance of 
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Maritimers to creating bridging capital with immigrants.  The study also raises questions 

about ethnic segregation within the New Brunswick public education system.  New 

Brunswick has education policies prohibiting discrimination but what are the mechanisms 

in place to help immigrant and Maritime-born students build social capital together?   

 As the immigrant population evolves and changes in the Maritimes, there is a 

need for research assessing the cultural sensitivity and intercultural communication skills 

for professionals in government, as well as community and civil society organizations.  

The study leaves many unanswered questions about the nature of networking between 

organizations providing specialized services to immigrants and general public services.  

Research can provide information on how social capital among Maritime professional 

service providers is being created.  Networking among all professionals offering services 

to immigrant women can assure that best practices are shared and that gaps in services 

are addressed collectively rather than on an ad hoc basis.  Such research could assist in 

the development of training that informs community workers of the changing provincial 

demographics, utilizing resource persons and programs developed in other parts of the 

country where ethno-religious diversity is more common.  Cultural sensitivity training 

needs to include information about the importance of considering immigrant women’s 

lived religion and how to ask appropriate questions about religion.  

 The completion of this empirical research comes at a critical time in the provinces 

of New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island.  Immigrant retention is a key component of 

government strategies for population growth.  Understanding the mechanisms for the 

creation of bridging capital at a time of rapid ethnic and religious diversification of the 

population is important for social cohesion.  The next steps are to summarize the results 
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of this study on immigrant women, social networks and religion along with 

recommendations for change into a report that can be shared with all of the community 

organizations that participated in the project.  This report can help dispel negative 

stereotypes, especially when it comes to Muslim women, and increase awareness of the 

tremendous potential for growth and innovation that immigrant women could bring to a 

variety of sectors.  
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Appendix A  

Results of Longitudinal Growth Modeling of LSIC Data 

Model  Intercept 

Logit 

SE Intercept 

OR 

Slope 

Logit 

SE Slope 

OR 

# 1 Gender       

    male (ref) -2.335* 0.044 0.096* 0.355* 0.014 1.427* 

    female 0.219* 0.059 1.245* 0.056* 0.019 1.057* 

#2  Age at arrival       

   working age (ref) -2.059* 0.045 0.128* 0.402* 0.015 1.495* 

   youth -0.265* 0.098 0.767* 0.046 0.033 1.047 

   senior -0.509* 0.229 0.601* 0.014 0.069 1.014 

#3  Education at arrival       

   undergraduate degree 

(ref) 

-2.055* 0.053 0.128* 0.395* 0.018 1.458* 

   high school  -0.257* 0.088 0.773* 0.042 0.029 1.043 

   graduate degree 0.012 0.120 1.012 0.029 0.041 1.030 

#4  Family structure       

   with children (ref) -2.004* 0.055 0.135* 0.402 0.019 1.495* 

   without children -0.255* 0.079 0.775* 0.020 0.027 1.020 

#5  Visible minority 

status 

      

   white majority (ref) -1.892* 0.084 0.151* 0.355* 0.028 1.426* 

   visible minority -0.298* 0.095 0.742* 0.072* 0.032 1.074* 

#6  Immigration 

category 

      

   skilled worker (ref) -2.001* 0.054 0.135* 0.391* 0.019 1.478* 

   family  -0.417* 0.092 0.659* 0.053 0.031 1.054 

   business -0.132 0.156 0.877 0.043 0.052 1.044 

   provincial nominee 0.158 0.425 1.172 -0.011 0.146 0.989 

   refugee 0.102 0.120 1.108 0.053 0.041 1.055 

#7  Immigration status       

   principal applicant 

(ref) 

-2.199* 0.059 0.111* 0.438* 0.020 1.550* 

   spouse 0.163* 0.083 1.177* -0.051 0.028 0.950 

   dependent -0.050 0.136 0.951 -0.032 0.046 0.969 

#8  Religion       

   Christian (ref) -1.967* 0.060 0.140* 0.367* 0.021 1.443* 

   Muslim -0.150 0.108 0.860 0.110* 0.037 1.117* 

   Eastern religions -0.559* 0.118 0.571* 0.108* 0.038 1.114* 

   No religion -0.212* 0.103 0.809* 0.041 0.035 1.041 

   Other religions 0.005 0.474 1.005 -0.133 0.130 0.875 

* p<0.05 when time is centered at 0 or time of arrival in Canada 
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Model  Intercept 

Logit 

SE Intercept 

OR 

Slope 

Logit 

SE Slope 

OR 

#9  Ethnic origins       

   European (ref) -1.803* 0.113 0.165* 0.327* 0.039 1.386* 

   West Asian -0.133 0.194 0.876 0.111  0.066 1.117 

   South Asian -0.555* 0.141 0.574* 0.123* 0.048 1.131* 

   East/Southeast Asian -0.251 0.131 0.778 0.031 0.045 1.032 

   East European -0.099 0.190 0.906 0.011  0.064 1.011 

   African -0.242 0.254 0.785 0.135 0.082 1.145 

   Arab -0.725* 0.198 0.484* 0.292* 0.067 1.339* 

   Latin American 0.086 0.211 1.090 0.077  0.070 1.080 

   Other -0.936* 0.247 0.392* 0.260* 0.084 1.296* 

#10 Christian ethnic  

origins  

      

  European Christians 

(ref) 

-2.148* 0.508 0.117* 0.479* 0.173 1.615* 

  West Asian -0.183 0.290 0.833 0.076 0.097 1.079 

  South Asian -0.463 0.267 0.628 0.094 0.089 1.099 

  East/Southeast Asian -0.008 0.245 0.992 -0.026 0.083 0.974 

  Eastern European 0.518 0.412 1.678 -0.245 0.138 0.783 

  African -1.282 0.707 0.277 0.421 0.241 1.523 

  Arab -0.822* 0.320 0.439* 0.271* 0.104 1.312* 

  Latin American 0.402 0.542 1.495 -0.344 0.193 0.709 

  Other -0.629 0.431 0.533 0.136 0.148 1.146 

  No religion -0.028 0.459 0.972 -0.042 0.157 0.959 

  Other religion 0.386 0.697 1.471 -0.313 0.209 0.731 

  Muslim 0.486 0.482 1.626 -0.134 0.166 0.875 

  Eastern religions 0.037 0.460 1.037 -0.087 0.158 0.916 

  West Asian*Christian -0.457 0.901 0.633 0.133 0.323 1.143 

  South Asian*Christian 0.788 0.519 2.200 -0.280 0.182 0.756 

  East/Southeast 

Asian*Christian 

0.239 0.473 1.271 -0.160 0.162 0.853 

  European*Christian 0.370 0.525 1.448 -0.159 0.179 0.853 

  Eastern 

European*Christian 

-0.703 0.465 0.495 0.293 0.156 1.341 

  Arab*Christian 0.288 0.619 1.334 -0.122 0.213 0.885 

  African*Christian 1.479 0.857 4.387 -0.468 0.290 0.626 

  Latin 

American*Christian 

-0.002 0.697 0.998 0.297 0.244 1.345 

* p<0.05 when time is centered at 0 or time of arrival in Canada 
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Model  Intercept 

Logit 

SE Intercept 

OR 

Slope 

Logit 

SE Slope 

OR 

#11 Muslim ethnic 

origins 

      

  European Christian 

(ref) 

-1.890* 0.125 0.164* 0.317* 0.042 1.373* 

  West Asian -0.466 0.395 0.627 0.199 0.142 1.220 

  South Asian -0.275 0.216 0.760 0.018 0.073 1.018 

  East Asian -0.105 0.144 0.901 -0.004 0.050 0.996 

  Eastern European -0.065 0.196 0.937 0.013 0.066 1.013 

  African -0.268 0.265 0.765 0.173* 0.086 1.189* 

  Arab -0.658 0.349 0.518 0.266* 0.117 1.304* 

  Latin American 0.075 0.216 1.078 0.091 0.073 1.094 

  Other -0.860* 0.249 0.423* 0.255* 0.084 1.291* 

  No religion -0.253* 0.113 0.776* 0.084* 0.039 1.088* 

  Other religions 0.043 0.484 1.044 -0.170 0.128 0.844 

  Muslim 0.297 0.460 1.346 -0.301 0.161 0.740 

  Eastern religions -0.437* 0.183 0.646* 0.129* 0.060 1.138* 

  West Asian*Muslim 0.132 0.620 1.141 0.203 0.219 1.226 

  South Asian*Muslim -0.350 0.517 0.704 0.436* 0.179 1.546* 

  Arab*Muslim -0.378 0.592 0.685 0.348 0.204 1.416 

  European*Muslim -0.056 0.586 0.945 0.419* 0.204 1.520* 

       

* p<0.05 when time is centered at 0 or time of arrival in Canada 
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* p<0.05 when time is centered at 0 or time of arrival in Canada 

  

Model Intercept 

logit 

SE Intercept 

OR 

Slope 

logit 

SE Slope 

OR 

#12 East/Southeast 

Asian religions 

      

  Non-Asian Christians 

(ref) 

-2.010* 0.077 0.134* 0.412* 0.026 1.509* 

  West Asian 0.318 0.190 1.374 -0.097 0.067 0.907 

  South Asian 0.119 0.144 1.125 -0.102* 0.052 0.903* 

  East/Southeast Asian 1.100 0.621 3.003 -0.793* 0.213 0.452* 

  No religion -0.184 0.207 0.832 -0.054 0.070 0.947 

  Muslim -0.260 0.136 0.771 0.146* 0.048 1.157* 

  Eastern religions -0.664* 0.175 0.515* 0.170* 0.061 1.185* 

  East/Southeast 

Asian*Christian 

-1.008 0.631 0.365 0.675* 0.217 1.964* 

  East/Southeast 

Asian*No religion 

-1.087 0.655 0.337 0.855* 0.224 2.352* 

  East/Southeast 

Asian*Eastern religions 

-0.692 0.691 0.501 0.600* 0.232 1.822* 

#13 Asian religious 

groups 

      

  Non-Asian Christian 

(ref) 

-1.808* 0.121 0.164* 0.340* 0.041 1.405* 

  West Asian -0.583 0.413 0.558 0.163 0.155 1.177 

  South Asian -0.067 0.243 0.935 -0.041 0.090 0.960 

  East/Southeast Asian -0.180 0.444 0.835 -0.201 0.143 0.818 

  Eastern European -0.074 0.191 0.929 0.006 0.064 1.006 

  African -0.262 0.256 0.769 0.126 0.083 1.135 

  Arab -0.850* 0.260 0.427* 0.294* 0.087 1.341* 

  Latin American 0.072 0.212 1.074 0.074 0.071 1.076 

  Other -0.912* 0.256 0.402* 0.229* 0.087 1.257* 

  No religion -0.188 0.206 0.828 -0.038 0.070 0.963 

  Muslim 0.169 0.241 1.184 -0.022 0.082 0.978 

  Eastern religions -0.125 0.367 0.883 0.180 0.122 1.197 

  West Asian*Muslim 0.377 0.485 1.457 -0.063 0.175 0.939 

  South Asian*Eastern 

religion 

-0.568 0.439 0.567 -0.003 0.151 0.997 

  South Asian*Muslim -0.429 0.355 0.651 0.192 0.127 1.211 

  East/Southeast 

Asian*Christian 

0.072 0.446 1.075 0.155 0.144 1.168 

  East/Southeast 

Asian*No religion 

-0.003 0.472 0.997 0.319* 0.153 1.375* 
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*p<0.05 and time is centered at T1 or six months after arrival in Canada 

  

Model  Intercept 

Logit 

SE Intercept 

OR 

Slope 

Logit 

SE Slope 

OR 

#14 Financial stress       

   no financial stress 

(ref) 

-1.767* 0.091 0.171* 0.273* 0.039 0.273* 

   financial stress 0.061 0.097 1.062 0.162* 0.042 1.176* 

#15 Membership in 

organizations 

      

   cultural organization 

(ref) 

-1.758* 0.033 0.172* 0.409* 0.015 1.506* 

   religious organization 0.145 0.082 1.156 0.004 0.039 1.004 

   ethnic organization 0.382* 0.161 1.465* 0.018 0.072 1.019 

#16 Household 

characteristics 

      

   low population with 

no              school 

children or elders (ref) 

-1.731* 0.043 0.177* 0.412* 0.019 1.511* 

   high population -0.243* 0.076 0.784* 0.017 0.033 1.017 

   school children 0.186* 0.064 1.204* 0.003 0.029 1.003 

   elders -0.227 0.124 0.797 -0.026 0.048 0.974 

# 17 Main activity       

   care work (ref) -2.021* 0.058 0.132* 0.491* 0.026 1.634* 

   employment 0.552* 0.071 1.738* -0.173* 0.032 0.841* 

   study 0.080 0.097 1.083 0.120* 0.053 1.127* 
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Appendix B  Interview and Focus Group Questionnaires 

 

Questionnaire for Interviews with Religious Immigrant Women 

 

Initial phase (10 minutes) 

 

1. I will explain that the research focus is on how religious immigrant women 

respond to challenges presented by the early years of settlement in Canada.  The 

results can provide information to help improve the experience for future 

immigrants.  I will identify myself as someone who also moved to the Maritimes 

years ago and have some experience about what it’s like to “come from away.”  

My mother immigrated to Canada following the Second World War and I heard 

many stories about how her family faced the challenges of being discriminated 

against, learning a new language, finding work, and starting all over.  I also know 

that their Catholic faith played a role in helping them to feel part of the 

community and give them hope.  My mother often said that they had lost 

everything and it was hard but they always knew that things would get better.  I 

will remind the interviewee that she does not have to answer questions she does 

not want to answer. 

2. When did you first arrive here? 

3. From where did you come?  (Include country of origin and other places lived) 

4. With whom did you immigrate?  (Your husband?  Children?  Parents? If married, 

ask if married before or after arrival in Canada.) 

5. What were your reasons for immigrating? 

6. Why did you settle here (this particular community)? 

7. Can you tell me who lives with you at home?   

8. What are the ages of your children? 

9. How old are you? 

10. What is your educational background? 

11. What would you say is your main activity at the moment?  Paid employment? 

Student? Homemaker?   

12. Was this your main activity before immigrating?  (If not, ask why main activity 

has changed.) 

 

Second phase (10 minutes) 

13. Do you communicate with family or friends in your country of origin on a regular 

basis?  If so, how?  How often? 

14. How would you describe your religious background? 

15. Can you describe to me how you practice your religion in your daily life and in 

your family?  (Prompts: home rituals, food, celebrations, clothing, shrines, prayer, 

reading, service, organizational involvement) 

16. Have your religious practices changed since you came to Canada?  If so, how? 

17. Do you think you have become more or less religious since you came to Canada?  

Why? 

18. Do you associate with others here who share your religious or cultural 

background?  If not, why? 
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Third phase (30 minutes) 

19. Can you tell me about what you consider the biggest challenges since you moved 

here? (Prompts: language, weather, housing, work, education, friendships, family, 

health, loneliness) 

20. How did those challenges affect you? 

21. How did these challenges affect your family? 

22. What did you learn about yourself in facing these challenges? 

23. Did your religious beliefs or practices help you to face these challenges?  If so, 

how? 

24. Did you talk to anyone about these challenges?  If so, to whom? (prompts: family, 

ethnic/immigrant friends, religious friends, Canadian-born friends, co-workers, 

neighbours) 

25. If you spoke to others about the challenges you experienced, how did they 

respond? 

26. Did you turn to anyone for help during those early years?  If so, to whom?  

(prompts: family, ethnic/immigrant friends, Canadian-born friends, church 

members, immigrant agency workers, community organization workers, school 

administrators or teachers, doctor) 

27. Has anyone offered to help you and your family since you came here?  If so, 

whom? 

28. Did you accept their offer?  If so, what kind of assistance did you receive? 

29. Did you find it helpful?  Why or why not? 

30. Have you listened to or offered to help another immigrant woman or her family 

here since you arrived?  (More than one woman or family?) 

31. Did you experience conflict in your family since you immigrated? (If the answer 

to this question is no, the interview will proceed to question 43, concluding 

phase.) 

 

Questions to use when participant discloses situations of family conflict 

32. If so, did the conflict involve someone in your family making you feel inferior, 

stupid, or shame?   

33. Did the conflict involve someone in your family not speaking to you for long 

periods of time? 

34. Did the conflict involve religion in any way (duties, expectations, honour)? 

35. Did the conflict involve someone in your family preventing you from spending 

money, leaving your home, practicing your religion, going to work, or going to 

school? 

36. Did the conflict involve someone in your family threatening you? 

37. Did the conflict involve someone in your family hurting you or making you feel 

afraid that you would be hurt?   

 

 If the research participant answers yes to any of the last five questions, I will 

continue to  ask the following questions.   

 

38. Have you spoken to anyone else about this conflict?  Why or why not? 
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39. Have you sought help from anyone in dealing with this conflict?  Why or why 

not? 

40. Are you aware of services available to you in dealing with this conflict?  (Share 

the list of local resources and point out specific ones related to the participant’s 

situation.  Emphasize the importance of her safety.  Advise her of the risks 

associated in staying in a violent relationship, with seeking help, and with leaving.  

Offer to help put her in touch with someone in an agency or organization who can 

help her.) 

41. Are there people in your family or ethno-religious community that you could turn 

to for support? 

42. Are there reasons why you do not want to turn to your family or ethno-religious 

community for support? 

 

Conclusion phase (10 minutes) 

 

43. How do you feel about your future and the future of your family here?  (Hopeful? 

Concerned?)  

44. Are you aware of support services available to immigrant women who are having 

a hard time here in Canada?   

45. Are you aware of support services available to immigrant women who are 

experiencing conflict or violence within their families?  (Share the list of local 

resources.) 

46. Do you know other immigrant women who might be interested in participating in 

my research?   
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Focus Group Questionnaire 

 

The session will begin with the sharing of food and drink.  During the initial time 

of socializing, I will introduce myself as a woman with an immigrant husband, a 

mother of two teenage boys, a child of an immigrant Catholic mother and a dual 

citizen, as well as a relative newcomer to Atlantic Canada.  The food that I bring 

will emphasize my German-Canadian ethnicity and I will encourage the women 

to begin to talk about their own ethnic backgrounds through the lens of food.  

 

Before telling the story of my grandmothers’ immigration, I will distribute the 

letters of invitation and consent forms.  I will review the letter and answer any 

questions about the project that the participants may have before asking them to 

give their consent (written or verbal).  I will remind the participants that 

participation in the research is confidential and ask that they not disclose the 

identities of their fellow focus group participants or the content of the discussion.   

 

Following the film clips, I will remind the women that their participation in the 

project is voluntary and they only have to provide information that they are 

comfortable sharing and can pass on any question.  The questions will be 

answered in rounds so that each participant has an opportunity to speak if she 

chooses. 

 

1. How is your family life similar to what you heard in my family’s story? 

2. How is it different? 

3. Have your religious/cultural practices changed since you came to Canada?  If so, 

how? 

4. What aspects of Atlantic Canadian society make it difficult for immigrant families 

to settle here? 

5. Which people have been helpful to you and your families since you began living 

here?  How have they been helpful? 

6. Have religious organizations or groups been helpful to you and your family since 

you arrived?  If so, how?  If not, why? 

7. Which community or government organizations have made it easier for immigrant 

families to settle in Atlantic Canadian society? 

8. Are there people or organizations that have made you or your family feel 

unwelcome or unwanted here?  What happened that made you or your family feel 

unwelcome or unwanted? 

9. What role have religious groups/organizations played since you came to live 

here? 

 

I will speak about how conflict in families is normal.  However conflict that is 

damaging or abusive is considered a social problem in Canada.  I will speak about 

the prevalence of domestic violence in Canada (30% among ever-married 

women), emphasizing that this is a problem that can and does occur in any 

Canadian family.  Domestic violence that involves physical or sexual assault is 

against the law in Canada.  Canadian law requires that the disclosure of ongoing 
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child abuse must be reported.  A film clip dealing specifically with conflict and 

violence in immigrant families will be shown. 

 

10. What thoughts or feelings do you have after watching these film clips? 

 

11. Do you think a woman who shares your ethno-religious background would talk to 

other women of a similar background about conflict or problems in her marriage 

or family?  Why or why not? 

12. Do you think a woman who shares your ethno-religious background would talk to 

Canadian-born women about conflict or problems in her marriage of family?  

Why or why not? 

13. How might you try to support a woman who shares your ethno-religious 

background if she told you that there was conflict or problems in her family?   

 

At the end of the focus group session, a list of local resources for immigrant 

families and family violence will be shared with all members of the group.   
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Agency Worker Questionnaire 

 

1. Review the purpose of the research and remind the participant about 

confidentiality and that s/he does not have to answer questions that s/he does not 

want to. 

2. Tell me a little bit about your work in this agency. 

3. How long have you been doing this work? 

4. What kind of education, training or experience prepared you for this work? 

5. Did your training involve cultural competency and/or working with immigrant 

women? 

6. What proportion of the people you serve are immigrant women? 

7. Have you ever worked with immigrant women of deep religious convictions (or 

faith)?  (examples?) 

8. From your perspective, are there any unique needs facing religious immigrant 

women in your community?  

9. Are there any examples that you can think of, based on your work, of religious 

organizations offering support to immigrant women? 

10. What are the recent immigrant populations in the area that you serve?  Are you 

familiar with any particular ethno-religious groups or ethnic organizations in the 

area? 

11. Are there any links between your agency and local ethno-religious groups or 

ethnic/cultural organizations? 

12. Do the ethno-cultural communities in general in this area see religion as a 

resource to be harnessed, or as a hindrance, or both? 

13. Do you feel that you, personally, are adequately prepared to deal with the 

particular needs of religious immigrant women? 

14. Do you feel that your agency/organization is adequately prepared to deal with the 

particular needs of religious immigrant women? 

15. Is working with immigrant women in your agency different from working with 

non-immigrant women?  If so, how?  

16. If you had the opportunity to do so, what are some of the services you would like 

to provide to immigrant women who are deeply religious?  

17. What might help you and your agency/organization respond more effectively to 

religious immigrant women?   

18. What do you think might help religious immigrant women in accessing the 

services that your agency provides? 

19. Would you be able to provide me with names and contact information for other 

people at your agency/organization who might be interested in participating in my 

research? 

20.  Would you be able to provide me with names and contact information for 

immigrant women that you feel might be interested in participating in my 

research? 
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