Voices for Justice

Iranian Women Graduate Students Theorize
the Source of Oppression in Canadian Society

ZAHRA HOJATI

Le nombre croissant d’immigrantes au
Canada qui espérent continuer leurs
études supérieures a attiré ['attention
de lauteure sur la situation des im-
migrantes iraniennes dans ce pays.
Lauteure fait partie de cette popu-
lation et dans ses expériences aca-
démiques et sociales elle rencontre ré-
guliérement du racisme qui continue
a marginaliser les femmes du Moyen
Orient au Canada. Cette oppression a
mené [ auteure i explorer les racines de
cet état de chose et aux possibilités de
changement et de justice sociale dans
les universités canadiennes et ailleurs.

The increasing number of immi-
grant (women) in Canada (CIC)
who are hoping to pursue higher
education has drawn my attention
to the situation of Iranian immi-
grant women graduate students
in this country. I am a part of this
population, and in my societal and
academic experiences I encounter
regularly the Orientalism—western
colonizing patriarchal perspective of
Middle Eastern women (Said, 1979,
2003; Yegenoglu,1998)—and rac-
ism (Bannerji 1992; Caplan; Dua;
Mohanty 1988, 2004) that con-
tinue to marginalize Middle Eastern
women in Canada. This oppression
has led me to explore the roots of
this marginalization and the possi-
bilities for change and social justice
in Canadian academia and beyond.
I argue that the post-9/11 terror-
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ism discourse has reinvigorated and
further perpetuated the stigmati-
zation of Middle Eastern women.
Thus, investigating the nature of
the Canadian nation-state from an
integrative anti-racist feminist per-
spective (Dei 2005a, 2005b; Ng
2004; Wane) will facilitate a greater
understanding of the ways in which
racism and Orientalism shape the
day-to-day experiences of immi-
grant minority women, specifically
Iranian women, since immigrant
women are socially constructed in
the way the Canadian state expects
them to be (Dua; Ng 2004). [ use an
integrative anti-racist feminist per-
spective to discuss the intersections
between race, gender, ethnicity, na-
tionality, and religion with respect
to women’s oppression (Dei, 2005a;
Dua; Ng 2004; Wane). According
to George Dei (2005a), integrative
anti-racist feminism is described as
an activist theory and, as such, in-
sists on analysis that is always con-
cretely and consciously linked to
struggles against oppression. Thus,
the purpose of this research is to
underline the often silenced voices
and invisiblized experiences of Ira-
nian immigrant women in graduate
studies. This study aims to resurrect
these silenced voices in the hopes of
offering a document that can be-
come part of the dialogue on social
change and justice in Canadian so-
ciety and universities.

Method

In this analysis of Iranian immi-
grant women graduate students,
I did a qualitative research study
through interviews. My methodolo-
gy utilized standpoint theory, which
focuses on racialized and marginal-
ized women’s voices (Harding). I
conducted interviews with eleven
Iranian immigrant women graduate
students who already hold a degree
from one Iranian university. All in-
terviews were conducted during the
summer of 2008. All the partici-
pants are or were students in an On-
tario graduate school; seven are en-
rolled in master’s programs and four
are completing doctorates. Their
respective programs of study are
varied (science, health, engineering,
education, and humanities). These
immigrant women students, who
are between 26 and 55 years of age,
differ in marital status, from single
to (re)married or divorced, with and
without children. I examine five
main themes in this research: (1)
women’s challenges adaptating to a
new environment—school and/or
workplace; (2) the stereotypes they
encounter of the “Oriental” wom-
an; (3) discrimination, which causes
them to be silenced in school and
at work; (4) their strategies of re-
sistance to overcome barriers; and
(5) their feeling of belonging to

Canadian society and their school.
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My interview subjects made clear
that racial constructions of Middle
Eastern women are pervasive and
are encountered on a day-to-day
basis. Nonetheless, many indicated
that they were also happy to be con-
tinuing their studies at a Canadian
graduate school, despite their nega-
tive experiences. This contradiction
informed their various responses
to the issue of “belonging.” The
question “Do I belong in Canada?”
repeatedly came up among my in-
terview subjects, and their ambiva-
lence speaks to the impact of a racist
society in which equity and justice
are a long way from being achieved.
While exploring their voices, I in-
vestigate briefly the contexts of Ca-
nadian immigration policy and the
structure of Canadian higher educa-
tion to elucidate the ways in which
they affect and construct Iranian
women’s status.

Canadian Immigration Policy
and Its Impact on Educated
Immigrant Women

In this section, I briefly investigate
the nature of immigration policies
and their impact on educated im-
migrant women in the context of
the Canadian nation-state. Since
the second wave of feminism in
1960s, many feminists have ex-
plored systemic discrimination and
the ways Canadian institutions per-
petuate racism and sexism among
their citizens (Arat-Koc; Bannerji
1992, 2000; Das Gupta; Dei 2005a,
2005b; Dua; Ng 2004, 2005).

As an immigrant-based country,
British Canada encouraged immigra-
tion for its economic prosperity from
the second half of the eighteenth
century (Heller, 1999). Historically,
Canadian immigration policy has
consistently privileged those migrat-
ing from Britain, France, and the
United States (Dua; Galabuzi; Heller;
Knowles 1997, 2007; Matas). Given
the systemic exclusion of racialized
minorities, the disabled, and women
from the privileges of full citizenship
(Das Gupta; Dua), many of these
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scholars have argued that racism,
ableism, sexism, and all other forms of
oppressionare rooted in the perceived
supremacy of the patriarchal white,
middle-class British culture on which
Canadian society is based. Anyone
who does not fit the ideals supported
by this view is rendered “other” and
is excluded from the social, cultural,
and economic structures of society
(Smith).

In the two decades following the
Second World War, in an effort to
compete in a burgeoning global
economy, Canada gradually opened
its doors to more professional im-
migrants. The “point system” came
into effect in 1967 and represented
a response to the nation’s economic
needs (Knowles 2007; Yedi). In the
context of nation-building, Canada
welcomed people with certain skills
and qualifications despite their ethnic
origins. However, this neo-liberal at-
titude legitimized the misuse by policy
makers of educated and professional
immigrants as cheap labour, on the
pretext that they lacked Canadian
education and experience (Dua; Ho-
jati; Mohanty 2004; Yedi).

Since the 1970s, the demographic
of immigrants seeking a new home
in Canada has increasingly included
Asian and Middle Eastern peoples.
Some of the main reasons for this
increase in Middle Eastern immigra-
tion include the regime change in
Iran and Afghanistan in 1978, and
the eight years of war between Iran
and Iraq (1980-1988), whichalsoim-
pacted other Arab countries. Further,
since 9/11, the “War on Terror” has
resulted in further instability in Iraq,
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and across
the Middle East (Mohit). In order
to compete in the emergent global
economy, Canada began to accept
more immigrants; however, this also
resulted in a significant reduction in
welfare benefitsand the establishment
of restrictive immigration regulations
(Magnusson; Mohanty 2004). The
new Immigration and Refugee Protec-
tion Act (IRPA), which came into effect
on June 28, 2002,' dictated more
constrained regulations for accept-

ing immigrants. In addition to their
occupation, applicants were awarded
points in accordance with their age,
education, and work experience. The
focusshifted from occupation to edu-
cation, and in 2002, an English test
became a basic criterion for entrance
to Canadian society. Arguably, these
changes to the point system result in
further discrimination with respect to
gender, race, class, age, nationality,
and language, given that those with
greater access to education, orwho are
fluentin English asasecond language,
are usually from certain classes and
age groups.

Until 1996, Iran was notamong the
top ten countries from which people
immigrated to Canada. However,
increasing difficulties in the social
relations of Iran, such as the spread
of injustice and lack of free speech,
human rights, and women’s rights,
resulted in an ever-increasing mi-
gration to North America (Afshar;
Esfandiari). Between 1996and 2001,
Iranians constituted four percent of
the immigrant population, ranking
seventh on the list of top ten source
countries.” Concomitantly, the num-
ber of educated Iranian immigrant
women is also increasing because, in
an insecure and unstable patriarchy
and dictatorship suchasIran, women
who are looking for liberation and an
improvementin their lives believe that
opportunities to meet these goals are
available in Canada. For example,
in this research, Sarah, completing a
master’s program, expresses her hate
of the patriarchy in Iran:

I hate patriarchy more than
anything else in my culture and
in Iran. Although I track patri-
archy here in Canada as well, 1
enjoy the fact that as a female [
have more rights and respect in

Canada.

Nevertheless, although Iranian
women often move to Canada in
search of liberation, they find differ-
entkinds of oppression upon arrival.
From a Euro-American perspective,
Iranian women are constructed as
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“Oriental,” and Iran’s international
policy after the Iranian revolution in
1979 reinforced this negative image.
Iranian women are characterized as
Muslim, backward, tradition-bound,
uneducated, and the subject of male
domination (Arat-Koc; Hoodfar
1992a, 1992b; Said 1979, 2003).
Thus, educated Iranian women enter
a socio-capitalistic society, such as

Canada, bearing the burden of this

Sfew girls who was in the program,
and my appearance didn’t match
the stereotype of the others in the
program. I was also afraid that if
1 were to complain, it would not
only be me, it would also be my
culture, religion, nationality, and
other factors that would impact
my complaint and cause the main
problem to be lost and make the
situation worse. Finally, I spoke

immigrant’s country of origin.

The Canadian government clearly
invites educated immigrants to en-
ter Canada. Despite this, Statistics
Canada (CIC) reveals that the un-
employment rate is also increasing
among immigrants. This contradic-
tory agenda—inviting educated
immigrants into the country, but
rejecting them for socio-economic
reasons is an indication of a racila-

Iranian women are characterized as Muslim, backward, tradition-
bound, uneducated, and the subject of male domination.
Educated Iranian women enter a socio-capitalistic society, such as
Canada, bearing the burden of this negative historical image.

negative historical image. As such,
they encounter consistent oppression.
Marginalization and isolation, which
are mainly experienced by minority
students (Acker; Samaul; Xu and
Zhang), can be more complicated for
students who are Orientalized. This
is evidenced in the words of Mona,
oneof'the participantsin this research
who studies in a master’s program.
Her program is mainly dominated
by men. Mona says:

1 remember one of the challenges
in school with one of my white
classmates. It was a group project
and the guy who was my partner
did not cooperate. He did not ler
me know that he couldnt do it.
We just divided the responsibili-
ties, and the day before submit-
ting the project, he came with
an excuse for not completing his
share. I was stressed by the pres-
sure that was put on me from all
the work I was left ro do on the
last day. Also, I didn’t know how
to prove to the professor that I had
done all the work in such a short
period of time! This is mostly be-
cause he was a Canadian man
with professional language skills,
and normally it is easier to believe
that he is a more proficient per-
son than I am. I was one of the
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up and the professor told us that
he would find out who did whar

[from the exam mark.

At the end of the course, Mona
achieved a good mark, but through-
out the semester she was under
pressure to prove to her instructor
that she had been honest, because
the instructor was basing the truth
on Mona’s and her classmate’s exam
results, noton Mona’s explanation. In
addition, it was a lesson in silencing
for Mona; in a further interview she
states: “As I was under pressure, I told
myself that from now on I would
not complain and only try to do my
routine work.”

ImmigrantIranian women may feel
happy about being able to continue
their studies in Canada, butas Mona’s
experience illustrates, they feel they
must always be vigilant since they
are viewed as outsiders and this can
complicate their lives. Experiences
such as Mona’s might also increase
as the number of educated Iranian
immigrantwomen increases. Accord-
ing to Citizenship and Immigration
Canada, since 2001 the number of
immigrant women university stu-
dents is increasing. This might be the
result of the change in immigration
policy that gives more weight to edu-
cation as well as the conditions in the

zied and sexist society (Gabaluzi).
For example, Canadian statistics
reveal that the number of educated
immigrants between 1996 and 2001
was two times greater than in 1986
(CIC). Moreover, immigrant women
have higher levels of education in
comparison with Canadian-born
women.? Despite this, immigrant
women’s previous schooling contin-
ues to be devalued in Canadian society
(Galabuzi; Matas; Ng 2005; Wane).
University attendance is nearly twice
as high for recent immigrants? (those
who entered Canada between 1996
and 2001) as compared with Cana-
dian-born people between the ages of
25 and 44, and itis nearly three times
as high in the 45 to 64 age group.
Educated immigrants are willing to
attend university and update their
education to increase their chance of
employment and/or to fulfill a desire
to learn and improve their knowl-
edge. For example, in this research,
Hoda, a doctoral candidate who also
completed her master’sina Canadian
school, reveals that the only reason
she could tolerate all the challenges
she encountered at school was her
interest in study. She states:

1 can say it is only [because of]

my interest to study zhar [I]
could tolerate all those pressures
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in school: supervisor compatibil-
ity and financial problems. But
sometimes you go to the border
[and] ask yourself [is] it worth
tolerat(ing] all those pressure[s]?
And my response is I do because
I am interested in learning, nor
for taking a better job, in fact, no,
because with my master’s I could
get a job. It is only [my] passion
for learning that draws me to
finish it, because I can work with
my masters. So anyone who asks
me, “Do we continue to take our
Ph.D.?” I say it is only onés in-
terest to get [a] Ph.D., there is no
other reason for taking it ... only
personal interest can help you to

go through it. (emphasis added)

Yet in reality employment op-
portunity is an important issue for
immigrants. It is less of an issue
for Hoda, as she has received her
master’s in a marketable program
from a Canadian school. However,
according to Canadian statistics,
unemployment among university-
educated immigrant women is four
times higher than unemployment
among Canadian-born women. It
was also three to four times greater
between 1986 and 1995 for educated
immigrant women as compared to
Canadian-born women.’ These sta-
tistics reveal an interesting dynamic.
Although the Canadian govern-
ment and its immigration policies
increasingly accept more educated
immigrants, unemployment rates
are much higher among these immi-
grants compared with Canadian-born
people. Discrimination is therefore
evidenced in the imbalance between
job opportunities and the level of
education of racialized immigrants
and is a common experience among
all immigrants (Hojati; Galabuzi;
Samaul; Ng 2005).

Constructions of Canadian
Higher Education and Minority
Women’s Status

The Canadian state utilizes academia

as a tool for producing specific types
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of citizens, with particular types of
knowledge—scientific  knowledge,
skills, and abilities. From this frame-
work, I analyze the structure of Ca-
nadian higher education, its relation-
ship with the state, and its impacts
on minority women’s status.

Since the 1960s, Canadian higher
education has followed the United
States’ structure, which was influ-
enced by the scientific management
principles set out by Fredrick Taylor
in 1911. These principles advocate
scientific thinking and method as the
way to improve productivity in favour
of industry and market (Barrow;
Mackinnon; Nobel; Shahjahan). It
was through the engagement of sci-
ence with capital (money, resources,
business) that American higher edu-
cation became involved in industry
and in the marketeconomy. Academia
became an enriched source for im-
provements in science (Barrow; No-
bel), while studentsand faculties came
to be viewed as intellectual labourers
through their work in areas such as
research and publications. This work
was mainly used for industry and for
the fiscal benefit of investors (Axelrod;
Shahjahan; Shiva). This perspective in
general hasbeenadopted in academia
in the name of increased efficiency.
The quality of work is viewed as
less important than quantity, and
knowledge based on curiosity and
enquiry in academia has shifted to
knowledge and research based on
industry and job-market needs. As a
result, knowledge and the products
of research are commodified and sold
like stocks on Wall Street (Axelrod;
Barrow; Shiva).

Canadian higher education has
similarly adopted these criteria. How-
ever, Canada is largely publicized asa
multicultural and welfare society and
is proud of this distinguished image
(Hojati; Galabuzi). Gradually, Cana-
da has moved away from the policies
thatcontributed to thisimage, such as
the promotion of the welfare state, by
reducing healthcare benefits, increas-
ing higher education tuition, and cut-
ting student services in universities,
as these become further embroiled

in capital accumulation (Itwaru; Lee;
Magnusson; Shahjahan). As a result,
itisimportant to analyze the situation
of immigrant women students from
a political-economic point of view,
since they participate directly in the
profitcycle ofhigher education. Thus,
these questions need to be asked:
What is the benefit of higher educa-
tion for immigrantwomen? Is there a
fair exchange of learning forsocial and
economic mobility? Moreover, in this
exchange, is the immigrant woman
student allowed to fully participate
in the institutional structures that
she is supporting?

Moreover, through globalization,
the state’s neoliberal agenda since
the late twentieth century seeks to
control resources worldwide, and es-
pecially in Middle Eastern countries.
This agenda has promoted war and
violence by focusing negative atten-
tion on the battle for resources so
necessary for economic imperialism
(Amin; Chomsky; Lee; Miles; Mohit;
Roza). With the escalation of the
War on Terror in the post-9/11 era,
imperial interests and alliances have
worked to vilify Iran and perpetuate
a negative image of its people in the
media (Yenigun; Zine). Indeed, Iranis
widely understood asbelonging to the
“axis of evil” (Bush). It should be of no
surprise then thatin the midstof these
neo-Orientalistdiscourses circulating
with increased vigour, the presence of
Iranian women in Canadian society
is met with suspicion and racism.
The deployment and reinforcement
of these racist constructions have
assisted in the creation of institu-
tionalized barriers based on state-
supported racism and other forms of
oppression. The literature on higher
education overwhelmingly shows that
discrimination based on gender and
race in Canadian undergraduate and
graduate schools is an ongoing prob-
lem (Acker; Bannerji 2000; Braden;
Dagg; Ella; Filteau; Hutt; Samaul;
Willie, Grady, and Hope; Xu and
Zhang). This fact becomes further
complicated when we examine the
interconnection of gender and race
with religion, ethnicity, language,
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and other forms of oppression. In
this context, minority women as the
“other,” and second-class citizens
(Mohanty 2004), are under multiple
pressures to compete in a politically
charged intellectual context such as
the graduate classroom.

It is evident from my research
that these multiple forms of oppres-
sion increase the pressure racialized
women feel in the Canadian context.

about change in her environment.
In other words, knowledge is more
or less validated and appreciated in
the Canadian environment depend-
ing who has the knowledge. Having
Canadian education and experience
does not necessarily provide respect
and appreciation for racial minorities
and immigrantwomen, as knowledge
isalso racialized. In Sima’s experience,
she feels the hateful words from her

The instructor did not give [an]
attendance mark to me. At the
beginning of the term she men-
tioned [the] attendance mark. But
in the last class she told everyone
[that] it [would be] better [if] we
changed attendance to participa-
tion, because sometimes a student
cannot come, but she has a good
participation. I realized that the
instructor wanted to reduce my

With the escalation of the War on Terror in the post-9/11 era,
imperial interests and alliances have worked to vilify Iran and
perpetuate a negative image of its people in the media. It should
be of no surprise then that the presence of Iranian women in
Canadian society is met with suspicion and racism.

Sima, one of the master’s students in
my study, does not have any financial
support from her school. She has to
work to pay for her school expenses.
Her situation as a graduate student
is therefore tied to her workplace as
well. Both places, school and work,
have an impact on her life. She raises
her voice regarding manipulation
at work:

To me, multiculturalism is a rac-
ist concepr. At my workplace,
some colleagues [are] biased and
... because of my language, my
accent, and my religion they push
me and manipulate my thought.
For example, one of my colleagues
pushed me and even changed my
words to the manager and when [
noticed and revealed his tenden-
¢y, he told me ‘I can put a ring
around your neck and kil you.” I
laughed and rold him you can do
it but then you won’t have a team

leader. (emphasis added)

Simaisemotionallyabused atwork.
She feels that her identity, religion,
language, and even her accent are
violated and disrespected. Sima’s
position atwork is higher than that of
herabusive colleague. Buther knowl-
edge and education do not bring her
enough power and agency to bring
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colleague, but the ways she is soci-
etally racialized do not allow her the
privilege and agency to prevent such
violence. In a further interview, Sima
explains that she complained about
her colleague’s behaviour to the top
manager, but in the end she was not
able to bring about any change in her
situation at work.

Moreover, although this experi-
ence occurred in her workplace,
Sima cannot separate herself from
the experience when she is at school.
If she continues to study in order to
better adapt to and integrate into
Canadiansociety, willacademiaallow
her, a minority racialized student, to
speak out about her challenges in a
society in which academia is a part?
Himani Bannerji reminds us that “the
university too is a place in the world
and the world is in it” (2000: 114).
The university and the world are
portrayed by each other. People who
live and work in universities operate
in the public sphere too. Universities
are a reflection of society, with all its
characteristics. We cannot separate
higher education from the social,
cultural, political, and economic
structures that surround it, locally
and globally. Sima also feels her ra-
cially marked body is under scrutiny
in class as well as in the workplace.
She says:

mark. When I objected that I at-
tended and also participated in
all classes, she told me, “You have
to take the mark you got.” When
1 shared it [with] the guidance
[counsellor] in the department,
she advised me to ignore it, and
said, “My suggestion is [that] it
is better you ignore it. /¢ is your
last class and course.” Most of the
students got [a] perfect mark [in]
attendance, only I did not get [a
mark], [although] most of those
students did not come to the class
either. I think my hijab was a
big problem. The instructor was
from an ethnic religious group
that always supports the war in
Iraq and says that American sol-
diers are innocent and are killed

there. (emphasis added)

How did the other students get
a perfect mark for attendance even
though they did not come to the
class? Sima did not get a mark for
attendance despite the fact that she
had not missed any sessions and had
participated in the class discussions.
Sima was discriminated against be-
cause of her language, religion, and
nationality. She was understandably
upset when she was sharing this ex-
perience. The guidance counsellor in
the department, who is a representa-
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tive of the graduate school and who
should support equity and justice in
the classroom, suggested Sima ignore
the problem. This response further
compounds the discrimination and
injustice in the classroom, because
it shows the university’s lack of
willingness to follow up on the case.
In addition, a guidance counsellor
should be responsible for following
up on the cause of the oppression, not
encouraging students to ignore it. In
other words, this guidance counsellor
was participatingin the continuation
of oppression of racialized people in
theinstitution. Examples of discrimi-
natory behaviours and attitudes were
shared not only by Sima, but also by
most participants in my study, who
faced numerous challenges in gradu-
ate school.

Iranian Women’s Voices in
Canadian Society and Graduate
School

In my interviews, Iranian immi-
grant graduate students experienced
racism through being stereotyped as
Oriental women. This section rep-
resents only one short part of my
research findings, which highlight
the ways in which educated Iranian
women encounter racism as part of
their everyday interactions and ex-
periences in Canadian society.
Fatemeh, who is completing a
master’s program, wears a hijab.
Throughout her studies, she has
found that wearing a hijab is a bar-
rier in school and at work, leading
to oppression, marginalization, and
disrespect from some professorsather
university and some colleagues at her
work. She feels she does not have the
power to change the situation.

In my school they don’t like dif-
ferent religions, they don’t like
us who are different; because of
my hijab they don’t like me. For
example, 1 was in a class where
there were other students who
could not speak English, even ba-
sic English, and at that time my
English was better than theirs,
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but those students did not have
scarves and I did. I was oppressed
more, because I had [a] scarf.
One day something happened
that I will never ever forget,
and 1 feel it with every fibre of
my being. It was in the critical
thinking course. After I had sub-
mitted the first assignment, the
professor came to the class and
stood in front of me but looked at
the whole class, and said, “People
who do not have critical think-
ing have to leave this school.” It
was really hard for me. She dam-
aged me, in a way that 1 lost my
self-esteem; I was ruined and I
think I will never overcome this
damage. Although I did a good
job in that course, I don’t have
enough self-esteem. It is always
with me that anyone who does
not have critical thinking should
not stay in this school. I can’t for-
give that instructor. (emphasis

added)

This stigma placed on a Muslim
woman by an instructor can con-
tribute to the negative image of
Muslim women as “other.” Clearly,
theinstructor herself was notapplying
critical thinkingin her generalization
of Muslim women not being capable
of critical thinking. How can one
have critical thinking but ignore
and marginalize diversity among her
students? The instructor’s comment
stayed with Fatemeh throughout the
semester, and the instructor’s negative
stereotyping remains with her. While
she was happy to be continuing her
studies, she felt oppressed.

Thisoppression is notlimited to the
school setting, it is also found in the
workplace. As Fatemeh continues:

In my work place, my colleagues
looked at me and asked me, “Are
you in a master’s program?” And
1 said, “Yes, I am,” and they said,
“Ob, oh, YOU, YOU!” with a sur-
prised tone. Again they asked,
Are you in a master’s program?”
And I said, “Yes, I am.” And they
said, “It is impossible.”

The negative image that Muslim
women cannot be highly educated
is socially internalized and stigma-
tizes Orientalized people, particularly
women. According to Fatemeh, this
discrimination comes from those
of other minority religions as well.
She continues: “In [the] workplace,
other minority religious people hate
me, although in terms of [the] job’s
hierarchy I am in a higher level.
They hand in the work reports to
others instead of me; they ignore me
at work.” Even though Fatemeh has
the most responsibility atwork, those
she supervises do not cooperate with
her and prevent her from having the
power to manage. Therefore, raceand
gender intertwine with religion, edu-
cation, and nationality to marginalize
her. Moreover, power relationships
based on religion, nationality, and
language in a multicultural society
such as Canada can be a significant
factor for oppression. Fatemeh’s expe-
riences speak to Bannerji’s notion of
“common sense” racism in Canadian
society, and the ways it is embedded
in everyday life (Dua 14). Even ra-
cialized minorities use their privilege,
such as their gender, class, religion,
and nationality, to reproduce racist
attitudes toward other minorities. As
a result, Fatemeh feels frustrated at
work, though she tries to recognize
the positive support she does receive
at work, too: “I thank God that we
have [a] good union at work in here
that supports us at least in words.”

Oppression is not only a reality
for those educated Iranian women
who wear a hijab and self-identify
as Muslim, it is apparently also felt
by Iranian women who do not see
themselves as Muslim, butas Iranian.
Participants expressed the feeling that
the Iranian nationality and language
are also sources of disrespect and op-
pression. Sarah does not identify as
a Muslim woman, and she does not
wear Islamic dress. Nonetheless, she
shares similar experiences:

My look and accent show I am a
second-language speaker. In fact,
Canadian people do not obviously
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express their hatred toward me. [
remember one day in a computer
lab one of the students, when he
realized I am an Iranian student,
asked me, “Are you a spy or a
terrorist?” “Both,” I said. “You
better watch out!” He said be is
an —Canadian and that his
country is close to Iran, so Iran
can send a bomb to his country
easily now that he has recognized
me. His absolute ignorance made
me laugh at him. “I dont care
how idiots think of me,” I said.
“Ob, I don’t think like that,” he
said. “But I know most people
sitting in this computer lab have
this kind of image of you.” “Yeah,
right!” I said. “You don’t think
like that. Everyone else does!”
That conversation happened one
week after I entered Canada.
(emphasis added)

I asked Sarah what her feelings
were after this conversation, and she
continued:

Not a good first impression of
Canadian  people. Accusations

like this really hurt. I'm not sure
how many more people think like
that but are not as blunt about it.

Why am I always [put] in a po-

sition to prove myself innocent of
all the guilty images as a woman,

as an Tranian, inside and outside
of Iran? Where [do] I go to get rid
of [this] bias and ignorance?

The racial stereotyping of Iranian
people as “spies” and “terrorists” is
not limited to the school setting. The
media’s impact on Canadian people
perpetuates the negative image of
Iranian (women) in the publicsphere
as well. Sarah is proud of being an
Iranian woman, but not of the way
Iranian women are portrayed in the
mainstream. She does not like to be
judged by such stereotyping She is
conscious of her status asan educated
woman and is against the dictatorial,
patriarchic regime in Iran, but she
is judged in the same way that the
Iranian government’s policy isjudged
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internationally. In other words, the
global image of a country impacts
its citizens around the world. Sarah
left Iran in order to have social and
cultural freedom, but in the host
society, Canada, she finds that she
is surrounded by the patriarchal and
racialized stigma of Middle Eastern
women.

Conclusion

Through Mona, Sima, Fatemeh,
and Sarah we can examine racism
not only based on skin colour, but
also based on religion, national-
ity, language, and ethnicity. As my
study demonstrates, Iranian wom-
en, whose bodies are racialized, have
difficulty using their knowledge,
education, experience, and skills as
agency for educational and work
development. In this context, Ira-
nian immigrant graduate students’
knowledge, experience, and educa-
tion are overlooked. Canadd’s state
policy, which follows the United
States’ agenda of neo-liberalism, the
war on terror, and the military pres-
ence in the Middle East, Iraq, and
Afghanistan, unquestionably im-
pacts immigrant people in Canadi-
an society (CBC; Elmer and Ferton;
McLeod). Academia as a state tool
for educating people is impacted by
social-political and economic agen-
das. Canadian academia is a reflec-
tion of Canadian multicultural so-
ciety that includes diverse students
with diverse backgrounds and in-
terests, who immigrate to this land
for a better life and to contribute
to the society’s development. Thus,
Canadian policy in academia at the
state level needs a dramatic funda-
mental change if it is to be used to
create justice in the local and global
spheres.

Using an integrative anti-racist
feminist perspective provides us with
a direction to analyze neo-Oriental-
ist discourse in the oppression and
marginalization of Middle Eastern
women in Canadian society and
academia and the interconnection
of race and gender with religion, na-

tionality, ethnicity, and other forms of
oppression. Through this perspective,
we can examine the roots of agency,
privilege, and power relationships in
Canadian academia and society. In a
multicultural country, ignoranceand
marginalization are historically struc-
tured and institutionalized within its
domestic sphere. Therefore, without
awareness of its sources, we cannot
remove oppression from our society.
Iranian women graduate students,
as people from the Middle East, also
experience this exclusion in Canadian
institutions. As a result, raising their
voices can contribute to social change
and justice in this nation.

Zahra Hojati is a doctoral student in

Higher Education/ Women’s Studies
program at Theory and Policy Stud-
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the Ontario Institute for Studies in

Education ar the University of To-
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anti-colonial and anti-racist feminist
perspective to challenge the integration
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pressing the Middle Eastern women.

She is currently working on her thesis
research which is about the challenges
Tranian women graduate students face
in Canadian academia.

!Canada Immigration Visa. “IELTS
test for Canada immigration not
required in a// cases.” Retrieved
August 8, 2009, from http://www.
canadaimmigrationvisa.com/
ial9122003.htm

*Citizenship and Immigration Can-
ada. Part B. “Who are the recent
immigrants?” Table B-1. Retrieved
July 17, 2007, from http://cic.
gc.ca/English/resources/research/
census2001/Toronto/partb.asp#b3.
*This percentage between 1996 and
2001 was 33 percent compared with
1986, which was 24 percent. Citi-
zenship and Immigration Canada.
Part B. “Who are the recent im-
migrants?” Tables B-8, B-9, and B-
10. Retrieved July 17, 2007, from
http://cic.gc.ca/English/resources/
research/census2001/Toronto/
partb.asp#b3.
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“Citizenship and Immigration Can-
ada. Part B. “Who are the recent
immigrants?” Figure B-2 and Table
B-11. Retrieved July 17, 2007, from
http://cic.ge.ca/English/resources/
research/census2001/Toronto/
partb.asp#b3.

*Unemployment rate in 1986 was
four percent, and in 1995 it was six
percent. Citizenship and Immigra-
tion Canada. Part D. Participation
in the economy. Tables D-2, D-3,
and D-4. Retrieved July 17, 2007,
from  http://cic.gc.ca/English/re-
sources/research/census2001/To-
ronto/partd.asp.

References

Acker, S. “The Hidden Curriculum-
Dissertation Advising.” The Hid-
den Curriculum in Higher Educa-
tion. Ed. E. Margolis. New York:
Routledge, 2001. 61-77.

Afshar, H. “Women and the State:
Some Consideration of Ideologi-
cal and Economic Frameworks in
Engendering Policies.” The Stra-
tegic Silence: Gender and Economic
Policy. Ed. 1. Bakker. London:
Zed Books, 1994. 152-157.

Amin, S. Worldwide Poorness. Trans.
M. Mohit. 2009. Retrieved Au-
gust 12,2009, from http://mohit.
golshan.com/m41/p001.html.

Arat-Koc, S. “Hot Potato: Imperial
Wars or Benevolent Interventions?
Reflections on ‘Global Feminism’
Post September 11.” Open Bound-
aries: A Canadian Women's Studies
Reader. 2" Ed. Eds. B. Crow and
L. Gotell. Toronto: Pearson Edu-
cation Canada, 2005. 126-134.

Axelrod, P Values in Conflict. The
University, the Marketplace and
the Trials of Liberal Education.
Montreal: McGill-Queen’s Uni-
versity Press, 2002.

Bannerji, H. “But Who Speaks
for Us? Experience and Agency
in Conventional Feminist Para-
digms.” Unsettling Relations: The
University as a Site of Feminist
Struggles. Eds. H. Bannerji, L.
Carty, K. Delhi, S. Held and K.
McKenna.

Toronto: Women’s

60

Press, 1992. 67-108.

Bannerji, H. “Faculty Voices.” York
Stories: Women in Higher Educa-
tion. Ed. The York Stories Collec-
tive. Toronto: TSAR Publications,
2000. 94-115.

Barrow, C. W. Universities and the
Capitalist State. Madison: The
University of Wisconsin Press,
1990.

Braden, S. On Hearing Women’s
Silences in the Classroom.” York
Stories: Women in Higher Educa-
tion. Ed. The York Stories Collec-
tive. Toronto: TSAR Publications,
2000. 44-57.

Bush, G. “Axis of Evil.” 2002. Re-
trieved August 11, 2009, from
htep://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Axis_of evil.

Canadian Broadcasting Corporation
(CBC). 2009. Canada in Afghani-
stan. Retrieved August 11, 2009,
from htep://www.cbc.ca/canada/
story/2009/02/10/f-afghanistan.
html.

Caplan, P. Lifiing a Ton of Feathers.
Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1993.

Chomsky, N. “A World Without
War.” The University, State, and
Marker: The Political Economy of
Globalization in the Americas. Eds.
R. A. Rhoades and C. A. Torres.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2006. 39-59.

Citizenship and Immigration Can-
ada (CIC). “Recent Immigrants in
Metropolitan Areas: Toronto—A
Comparative Profile Based on the
2001 Census. Part A: Immigrants
and Recent Immigrants.” 2007.
Retrieved July 17, 2009, from
hetp://www.cic.gc.calenglish/re-
sources/research/census2001/to-
ronto/parta.asp.

Dagg, A. 1. “Women as Graduate
Students: Discrimination and Ac-
cessibility.” Women in Graduate
Studies in Ontario. Ed. C. Filteau.
Toronto: Ontario Council on
Graduate Studies, 1989. 28-31.

Das Gupta, T. “Families of Native
Peoples, Immigrants, and People
of Colour.” Canadian Families.
Eds. N. Mandell and A. Duffy.

Toronto: Harcourt Brace, 1995.
141-169.

Dei, S. G. “The Intersection of
Race, Class, And Gender in the
Anti-Racism Discourse.” Inequal-
ity in Canada: A Reader on the
Intersection of Gender, Race, Class.
Eds. V. Zawilski and C. Levine-
Rasky. Toronto: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2005a. 17-35.

Dei, S. G. “Foreword.” Integrative
Antiracism: South Asians in Ca-
nadian Academe. Ed. E. Samaul.
Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2005b. vii—xii.

Dua, E. “Introduction.” Scratch-
ing the Surface: Canadian Anti-
Racist Feminist Thought. Eds. E.
Dua and A. Robertson. Toronto:
Women’s Press, 2003. 7-34.

Ella, H. “Support Systems for Wom-
en in Graduate School.” Women
in Graduate Studies in Ontario.
Ed. C. Filteau. Toronto: Ontario
Council on Graduate Studies,
1989. 32-41.

Elmer, J., and Ferton, A. 2008
“Canadian  general takes se-
nior command role in Iraq. Re-
trieved August 11, 2009, from
http://youngfoxredux.blogspot.
com/2006/03/canadian-forces-
operating-in-iraq.html

Esfandiari, G. “Number of female
university students rising dramat-
ically.” 2003. Retrieved August
11, 2009, from www.rferl.org/
content/article/1105054.html.

Filteau, C., ed. Women in Graduate
Studies in Ontario. Toronto: On-
tario Council on Graduate Stud-
ies, 1989.

Galabuzi, G-E. Canadas Economic
Apartheid: The Social Inclusion of
Racialized Groups in the New Cen-
tury. Toronto: Canada Scholars
Press Inc., 2005.

Harding, S. “Subjectivity, Experi-
ence, and Knowledge: An Episte-
mology from / for Rainbow Co-
alition Politics.” Who Can Speak?
Authority and Critical Identity.
Eds. J. Roof and R. Wiegman. II-
linois: University of Illinois Press,
1995. 120-136.

Heller, M. “Heated Language in a

CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIES/LES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME



Cold Climate.” Language: Ideo-
logical Debate. Ed. ]. Blomma-
ret. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter,
1999. 143-170.

Hojati, Z. “Are We Treated Fairly?
The Application of Critical Peda-
gogy to Practicing Social Justice
in Canadian Society?” Paper pre-
sented at the conference “Engag-
ing Social Justice: Opening Trans-
formative  Dialogues. McGill
University, Montreal, Canada,
March 18, 2006.

Hoodfar, H. Feminist Anthropology
and Critical Pedagogy. The An-
thropology of Classrooms™ Excluded
Voices. Montreal: Concordia Uni-
versity, 1992a.

Hoodfar, H. “The Veil in their
Minds and on Our Heads: The
Persistence of Colonial Images of
Muslim Women.”  Resources for
Feminist Research 22 (1992b): 3-4.

Hutt, S. “Graduate Voices: Women’s
Experiences in Graduate School.”
York Stories: Women in Higher
Education. Ed. The York Stories
Collective. Toronto: TSAR Publi-
cations, 2000. 58-93.

Itwaru, A. “Master Race Culture:
White Supremacy, Liberal De-
mocracy, and the Continuing
Colonization of the World.” Pa-
per presented at the 7th Annual
New College Conference on Rac-
ism and National Consciousness.
University of Toronto, October
25, 2008.

Knowles, V. Strangers ar Our Gates:
Canadian Immigrant and Immi-
gration Policy 1540-1997. Rev.
ed. Toronto: Dundurn Press,
1997.

Knowles, V. Strangers ar Our Gates.
Canadian Immigration and Im-
migration Policy, 1540-2006. To-
ronto: Dundurn Press, 2007.

Lee, J. “Higher education and Privati-
zation.” NEA Update 10 (2) (2004).
Retrieved August 13, 2009, from
http://www2.nea.org/he/heup-
date/images/vol10no2.pdf.

Mackinnon, C. Toward a Feminist
Theory of the State. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1989.

McLeod, ]J. “Canadian military in

VOLUME 27, NUMBERS 2,3

Iraq since day one.” 2006. Re-
trieved August 11, 2009, from
heep://www.freerepublic.com/fo-
cus/f-news/1602521/posts
Magnusson, J. Canadian higher
education and citizenship in the
context of state restructuring and
globalization.” Encounters on Ed-
ucation 1 (2000): 107-126.
Matas, D. “Racism in Canadian Im-
migration Policy.” Perspectives on
Racism and the Human Services
Sector: A Case for Change Ed. C.
E. James. Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1996. 93-113
Miles, A. “Global Visions.” Open
Boundaries: A Canadian Women's
Studies Reader. Eds. B. Crow and
L. Gotell. Toronto: Pearson Edu-
cation Canada, 2000. 51-57.
Mohanty, C. T. “Under Western
Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and
Colonial  Discourses.”  Third

World Women and the Politics of

Feminism. Eds. C. T. Mohanty,
A. Russo, and L. Torres. Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press,
1988. 388-394.

Mohanty, C. T. Feminism With-
out Borders: Decolonizing Theory,
Practicing Solidarity. Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2004.

Mohit, M. “Neo-liberalism Rewrites
the History.” 2003. Retrieved Au-
gust 12,2009, from http://mohit.
golshan.com/m31/p001.html

Ng, R. 2004 “An Embodied Inte-
grative Anti-racist Feminism.”
Paper presented at the Centre for
Women’s Studies in Education.
Popular Feminism presentation,
20th Anniversary Series. No. 10.
February 2004. Ontario Institute
for Studies in Education of the
University of Toronto.

Ng, R. “Sexism, Racism and Cana-
dian Nationalism.” Inequality in
Canada: A Reader on the Intersec-
tion of Gender, Race, Class. Eds.
V. Zawilski and C. Levine-Rasky.
Toronto: Oxford University Press,
2005. 5-16.

Nobel, D. E. America by Design: Sci-

ence, Technology, and the Rise of

Corporate Capitalism. New York:
Alfred A. Knopf. 1977.

Roza. “Women, Globalization and
War.” Zanan (Quarterly Journal
of Hashte Mars (March 8 Wom-
en’s Organization) 7 (2003): 3-6.

Said, E. W. Orientalism. New York:
Vintage Books, 1979.

Said, E, W. Orientalism. Harmond-
sworth: Penguin Classics, 2003.
Samaul, E. Integrative Antiracism:
South Asians In Canadian Aca-
deme. Toronto. University of To-

ronto Press, 2005.

Shahjahan, R. “Spirituality in the
Academy: Reclaiming from the
Margins and Evoking a Trans-
formative Way of Knowing the
World.” International Journal of
Qualitative Studies in Education
18 (6) (2004): 1-17.

Shiva, V. Monocultures of the Mind.
London: Zed Books, 1995.

Smith, A. “Better Dead than Preg-
nant: The Colonization of Native
Women’s Reproductive Health.”
Conquest: Sexual Violence and
American Indian Genocide . Cam-
bridge, MA: South End Press,
2005. 78-88, 96-98.

Wane, N. “The Politics of Nam-
ing Feminism. The Debate Con-
tinues.” Paper presented at the
Centre for Women’s Studies in

Popular
presentation, 20th anniversary.
No. 10. February 2004. Ontario
Institute for Studies in Education
of the University of Toronto.

Willie, C. V., M. Grady, and R. O.
Hope. African- Americans and the
Doctoral Experience: Implications
for Policy. New York: Teachers
College Press, 1991.

Xu, J. and Z. Zhang. “Understand-
ing Chinese International Gradu-
ate Students’ Adaptation to Learn-
ing in North America: A Cultural
Perspective.” Higher Education
Perspective 3 (1) (2007): 45-59.

Yedi, B. “Canada’s Racist Immigra-
tion Policy: The Legacy and the
Reality.” Socialist Action (2004).
Retrieved August 12, 2009, from
htep://www.geocities.com/mnso-
cialist/canadal.html.

Yegenoglu, Meyda. Colonial Fanta-
sies: Towards a Feminist Reading

Education. Feminism

61



of Orientalism. New York. Cam-
bridge University Press, 1998.

Yenigun, H. I. “Muslims and the
Media after September 11th: A
Muslim Discourse in the Ameri-
can Media?” American Journal
of Islamic Social Sciences 21 (3)
(2004): 39-69.

Zine, ]. “Experience in Canada:
Anti-Islamophobia Education as
Transformative Pedagogy: Reflec-
tions from the Educational Front
Lines.” American Journal of Islam-
ic Social Sciences 21 (3) (2004):
110-119.

INANNA PRIZEWINNERS

Silver Medal Winner of the
2009 1PPY Awards for Literature

2009 Winner of
the Northern Lit Award

CATHERINE BURWELL
august

i to say over
a dead stiff heat & over again
streets the edge
of the city, it’s the heat, though she’s been
slows the motion losing faith all summer,
of children/mothers/ memory just a slow drift called
dogs water
walking to a in a corner
friend’s house, fans whir,
coffee & cakes at purr the lost
the edge of a freeway, hope of open
even cars windows
pass the afternoon & a better street
without energy

iv
ii the boats still
three blocks east aren’t clean
& down a house the boss says
is demolished so you and

the other guy
here since the war years we’re only muscle to him
her father built it haul garbage

neighbours trade stories
watch the metal claw
scrape each wall
delicately away,

choke softly

on diesel

as dust

bursts/ & settles
bursts/ & settles

1ii

she unlocks

the door

& blurred words

stir the air
behind her
a body on
a couch
encounters
cracks in
the ceiling

counts the ways

scrub floors

wash sails till

6 pm,
backs bare to
the shouting sun,
mouths shut

come dark,

sleep and food will
weigh you down
but at midnight

i watch as

your muscles
shudder & twist,

& you curse softly
at the day
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