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Abstract

Perceptions of gender roles vary in different cultures, influenced by social location and
time. Migration to countries that promote liberal values can impact how men and women
perceive their gender roles, their interpersonal relationships with family members, and
their day to day activities. Informed by a postcolonial-feminist theoretical perspective,
this qualitative study aimed to understand South Asian immigrant women’s perceptions
about gender roles in the context of family and society, prior to migration, and after
immigration to Canada. A unique aspect of this study is that it explored how participants
negotiated their gender roles and identity and exercised their agency prior to migration
and post immigration. Four major themes emerged in response to the interview questions:
1) immigration and resettlement challenges; 2) gender roles and a patriarchal society in
the native country; 3) perceptions of gender role/women’s role in the Canadian society;
and 4) negotiating of gender roles, agency and empowerment. The results of the study
indicate that immigration experiences were diverse and should be analyzed through many
intersecting lenses including gender, class, social status, and education level to highlight
unique challenges experienced by women as opposed to a monolithic representation of
women from the East. The study contributes to the literature on South Asian immigrant
women by using an interpretation that is based on the knowledge produced by the
participants, and by acknowledging their voices as a central focus. Women in this study
show that they are agents of change and are not weak and voiceless as depicted through
Western discourses.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Perceptions of gender roles vary in different cultures, influenced by social location and
time. Migration to countries that promote liberal values can impact how men and women
perceive their gender roles, their interpersonal relationships with family members, and
their day to day activities (Rashidian et al., 2013). Brettell (2016) recommends looking at
migration through a gendered lens to gain insights about the experiences of women
during this process. Informed by a postcolonial-feminist theoretical perspective, this
qualitative study aimed to understand South Asian immigrant women’s perceptions about
gender roles in the context of family and society, prior to migration, and after
immigration to Canada. In this dissertation study, I explored the perceptions South Asian
immigrant women hold regarding their gender roles, prior to migration and post
immigration. The current study also aimed to identify the intersecting factors such as
class, social status, gender and education that influence how the South Asian immigrant
women participants define and negotiate their gender roles in the context of family
structure and society in two periods of time: i) prior to migration, and ii) after
immigration.
Background Context and Rationale
Over the past three decades, Canada has experienced a huge influx of immigrants
from all over the world. Kaushik and Drolet (2018) report that approximately 22% of the
Canadian population belongs to a visible minority group. The term ‘visible minority’ as
defined by the Employment Equity Act is a person or group of people other than
Aboriginal peoples, who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour” (Statistics
Canada Report, 2017, p. 6). The South Asian population has considerably grown in the
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past two decades in Canada, and account for 5.4% of the foreign born Canadian
population (Aujla, 2020), out of which, “India and Pakistan occupy the highest visible
minority population of the overall Canadian population” (Joshi, 2019, p. 11).
The term South Asian generally refers to people from India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka,
and Nepal (Aujla, 2020). However, immigrants from countries from East and South
Africa, Great Britain, or European countries, who trace their “origins to the Indian
subcontinent” (George & Ramkissoon, 1998, p. 103) and were colonized during British
rule, are also considered as South Asians. For the purpose of this study, the focus is
limited to immigrant women from India and Pakistan, who arrived in Canada under the
family, and economic class immigration category.
Each year Canada admits immigrants under three major immigration categories,
the: family class, economic class, refugees or protected person(s) class (person accepted
as immigrants on the humanitarian or compassionate basis). Under the family class
immigration category, adult residents or citizens can apply for the sponsorship of their
close family members such as children, parents, a spouse, or common-law partner (Guo,
2015). In the economic class immigration category, immigrants are accepted on a point
system and the principal applicant must acquire the minimum number of points (67 out of
a 100 points) determined by the applicant’s English and French language ability,
education, work experience, and age etc. (Phan et al., 2015). Under the refugee category,
individuals are admitted based on compassion and humanitarian basis (Statistics Canada,
2019).
In recent years, Canada has admitted more immigrants under the economic class
category compared to family and refugee classes (Guo, 2015). For example, in 2019,
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58% of immigrants came under the economic class, compared to 26% immigrants who
arrived under the family class, and 15% were accepted under the status of refugee and
humanitarian application (Immigration Refugess, Citizenship, Canada (IRCC) annual
report (2020). Guo (2015) attributes this sudden surge in numbers of economic
immigrants in Canada to the notion that highly skilled immigrants will contribute to the
economy of Canada and need less support from government agencies because of their
higher language skills and education. Guo (2015) however, pointed out that “many highly
skilled immigrant professionals experience deskilling and devaluation of their
international qualifications and work experience after immigrating to Canada” (p. 236);
this finding is especially pronounced for highly skilled women who entered Canada as
dependent spouses.
In recent years, literature on gender and migration has reported on migration
experiences from a feminist perspective and called attention to the lack of interest in the
experiences of ‘trailing spouses’ or ‘tied movers’ (Cooke, 2013), terms generally used for
women who accompany their husbands in immigration because they are married. For
example, Zhu (2016) noted that immigration policies and settlement practices were
written from an androcentric perspective, in which women are mostly invisible. This
invisibility of women goes back to the history of migration where it was believed that
women generally accompany their husbands or male family members (Lutz, 2010), or
arrive as a dependent family member (Boyd & Grieco 2003; Cha, 2009; Pessar, 2005). It
was believed that women only migrate as spouses, or as a dependent family member, thus
the focus was given to the immigration experiences of men rather than looking at how
migration impacts women’s lives.
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Literature in the area of immigration shows that processes of migration and
resettlement are overwhelming for a majority of people who decide to uproot their
families and settle in a new country. The decision to move to another country most often
considers the push factors of deteriorating or negative conditions in the place of origin,
and the pull factors of attractive qualities in a specific destination (O’Reilly, 2015).
Furthermore, the research on gender and migration also suggests that migration to
another country can be both empowering and disempowering to men and women (Bretell,
2016). For example, migration can be disempowering for men as they experience “a
decrease in relative authority…within the household” (Pessar, 2005, p. 6), as they move
to a less patriarchal society.
For immigrant women, immigration becomes disempowering because of
loneliness as they lose their familial connections back home (Ghosh, 2009). Nonetheless,
men and women both encounter challenges with the concept of gender ideology which
differs from the ideology that is believed and practiced in their native country. From the
feminist perspective ‘gender’ is referred to as a “social construction of differences
between men and women” (Brettell, 2016, p. 3) in which gender norms and ideals shape
roles, expectations, and behaviors associated with masculinity and femininity (Fleury,
2016). These expectations or ideals “within particular social and cultural contexts in
regard to how men and women should behave is referred to as “gender ideology”
(Brettell, 2016, p. 3). Many immigrants upon arrival face challenges in accepting cultural
shifts due to a change in gender ideology (Dion & Dion, 2001; Yakushko, & Consoli,
2014; Yoon et al., 2010). In the Canadian context, immigrants are confronted with the
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ideology that promotes gender equality between men and women; especially the role of
women in the family and society.
The outcome of conflicting gender ideologies varies among immigrants; some
challenge liberal views about gender ideology and others negotiate and compromise on
beliefs and practices about the role of women (Pessar, 2005). However, in some cases,
there is no renegotiation of gender roles or gender ideologies, and the family still upholds
pre-immigration gender role beliefs and expect women to follow the same traditional
practices as before (Donkor, 2012; Pessar, 2005). In the case of South Asian immigrants,
the culture is based on its strong attachment to family values influenced by a patriarchal
ideology (Husain, 2019; Inman et al., 2007). In this sense, patriarchy in South Asian
culture is generally understood as a system that places women in a subordinate position.
Thus, patriarchal beliefs play a significant role in how South Asian men and women
perceive their gender roles in the context of family and society. DeBiaggi (2002) explains
gender roles as an expected behaviour for men and women in the society that they live.
According to DeBiaggi “gender roles or sex roles are an individual’s endorsement of
personal characteristics, occupations, and behaviors considered appropriate for women
and men in a particular culture” (p. 39), which encapsulates most of an individual’s social
behaviour. In a patriarchal society, men and women accept these ascribed roles which in
part dictates how individuals act, define, and identify themselves (Eagly & Steffen, 1984;
Eagly & Wood, 2016).
Migration can empower women because of the different cultural and social
expectations for women, which migrating women may experience (Ghosh, 2009). Due to
migration, most immigrant women find new opportunities to gain self-confidence and use
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their agency to resist the “identity as subordinate subjects” (Ghosh, 2009, p. 36) both in
the sending and receiving country. For example, in the absence of men, women who stay
behind in their native country become more independent as they take on household tasks
and the financial responsibilities to run the home (Bergeron & Marchand, 2019). For
women who migrated, immigration becomes empowering as they have the opportunity to
socialize within the dominant culture and embrace the cultural practices of the new
society which gives more autonomy to women compared to their own country.
In the past two decades the most prevalent topic of research on South Asian
immigrants, focused mostly on issues regarding mental and physical health care (Ahmad
et al., 2009; Jhangiani, 2011), marginalization and racism (Dicicco-Bloom , 2004);
acculturative stress (Abouguendia, & Noels, 2001; Inman, 2006; Samuel, 2009 ),
patriarchal beliefs, gender role attitudes and sexual violence (Bhanot & Senn, 2007;
Shankar et al., 2013; Tonsing & Tonsing, 2019), domestic violence (Ahmadzai et al.,
2016); Ahmad et al., 2004; Midlarsky et al., 2006), and concept of honour in South Asian
family (Akram, 2012; Aujla, 2013; Akram, 2012; Thandi & Lloyd, 2011; Virdi, 2013).
The majority of the above-mentioned studies focused on domestic and sexual abuse due
to change in gender ideology. For example, Brettell (2016) noted that change in gender
ideology or gender relations may create a tension in the household which in some cases
result in domestic violence (Brettell, 2016). Few studies are available in Canada that
examined South Asian immigrant women’s agency and resilience. Most studies focus on
domestic, and intimate partner violence (Ahmad et al., 2013; Chaudhuri et al., 2014), and
mental health problems (MacDonnell et al., 2012). The topic of pre-migration and postmigration understanding of gender roles by immigrant women in the context of family
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and society has not been fully addressed in the literature concerning South Asian
immigrant women in Southwestern Ontario.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of South Asian
immigrant women in South Western Ontario about gender roles in the context of family
and society, prior to migration and after immigration to Canada. The study particularly
focused on the intersecting factors that influenced how South Asian immigrant women
defined and negotiated their gender roles in the context of family and society.
Research Questions
The following four questions guided this study:
1. What are the perceptions of South Asian immigrant women about gender roles in
the context of family and society, prior to migration, and after immigration to
Canada?
2. What were the challenges experienced by South Asian women during the
immigration and resettlement process in Canada?
3. What factors influence how South Asian immigrant women define and negotiate
their gender roles in the contexts of family and society prior to migration and post
immigration?
4. What are the implications for immigration and settlement programs designed to
support immigrants to Canada?
Significance of the Study
This study contributes to the literature by exploring how a sample of South Asian
immigrant women in Canada perceive gender roles, and how they negotiate conflicting
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beliefs about gender roles espoused by patriarchal and Western views. Such insights
increase our understanding of the experiences from this group of immigrant women and
may inform policy and practice in terms of immigration to Canada in relation to
dependent spouses of principal applicants under the economic class immigration
category. For example, the findings in this research and the suggestions made by the
participants may help immigration and settlement agencies to provide better guidance to
immigrants who are arriving from non-European countries. Using a postcolonial-feminist
lens also contributes to the understanding of women’s position in a patriarchal based
family structure, which was further strengthened by the British rule in the Indian
subcontinent (present day India, Pakistan and Bangladesh). For example, laws were
enacted to enforce patriarchy to keep local men under Colonial power, which resulted in
more oppressive treatment of women under their authority (Tiwari et al., 2017). Gaining
insight into the lives of South Asian immigrant women helps in recognizing and
identifying multiple intersecting factors such as, gender, ethnicity, language, class,
culture, among others that create and shape how South Asian immigrant women negotiate
their gender roles as a woman in the context of family and society at large.
Asking South Asian immigrant women about their perceptions first hand, also
showcases participants’ voice and signifies agency. The concept of agency, as Hoang
(2011) puts it, is generally associated with power, power to make decisions, the ability to
choose various strategies, or to not choose at all. Kabeer (1999) also explains power “in
terms of the ability to make choices: to be disempowered… implies to be denied choice”
(p. 436). ). Thus the goal of this dissertation research study was to explore how South
Asian women negotiate their gender roles, and also to examine how women participants
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exercise their agency in the context of family and society, both in the sending and
receiving countries.
Limitations of the Study
The experiences of participants are unique and therefore may not represent and be
generalizable to all South Asian women. The aim of this study is to gain insights into
individual immigrant women’s perceptions about gender roles and understand how
intersecting social identities/structures impact post migration experiences in Canada.
Theoretical Framework
Samuel (2010) argues that construction of immigrants’ identity in the postcolonial
age are dependent on multiple factors. For example, the author further noted that the
immigrants’ identity not only arises because of the cultural conflict that they encounter,
but also emerges “from historical and current linkages between nations and situational
forces such as gender ideology which shape the immigrant experiences” (p. 96). In this
view, the present study is situated within the postcolonial-feminist theory in order to
understand issues of patriarchy and gender roles regarding the position of women
(Young, 2020) in family and society.
Postcolonial-Feminist Theory is useful in illuminating the everyday experiences
of women who have been marginalized by intersecting factors such as race, gender, class,
patriarchy, religion, culture, and ethnicity as it brings to the fore the experiences of
women in relation to these intersecting factors. Together with postcolonial-feminist
theory, the theories of intersectionality, social role and social identity, and acculturation
were also drawn on to provide broader insights on the intersecting factors influencing
immigrant women’s experiences. These theories guided the analysis of the pre-migration
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and post immigration beliefs about gender roles among South Asian immigrant women.
A brief introduction of these theories is provided below, and relevant constructs are
examined in more detail in chapter two.
Postcolonial -feminist theory is rooted in postcolonialism. Postcolonialism is
generally understood as “colonial domination and the legacies of colonialism” (Loomba,
2015, p. 32). From this view, postcolonial scholars’ focus is centered on the lives of
postcolonial subjects and the representation in the Western discourses. One of the main
tenets of postcolonial theory is to disrupt the historical hegemonic portrayal of men and
women from the East (Said, 1978; Loomba, 2015). However, postcolonial theory fails to
bring to the fore, the issue of gender in its analysis of oppression of postcolonial subjects
(Anderson, 2004). According to Anderson, it is feminist scholars who took the
responsibility of filling the missing gap by adding a ‘feminist’ lens to the postcolonial
perspective to look at the multiple intersecting factors such as gender, race, religion,
ethnicity caste, patriarchy among others that place postcolonial women in the subordinate
position. This study therefore adopted a postcolonial-feminist approach to gain
knowledge and insights to understand how multiple intersecting factors impact women’s
daily lives prior to migration and post-immigration.
The unique experiences of women, especially the conflicting identities
experienced by immigrant women, is illuminated by the theory of intersectionality
(Samuel, 2010). Kimberly Crenshaw (1989) coined the term ‘intersectionality’ to bring
attention to the multiple axes of oppression that Black women experience based on race,
class and gender in America. In her article Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and
Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Docrine, Feminist Theory and
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Antriracist Politics, Crenshaw (1989) gave examples of three legal cases in which Black
female plaintiffs failed to get justice because the legal system viewed the discrimination
cases from a single-axis; either race, or sex or class. For example, “race discrimination
cases tends to be viewed in terms of sex- or class privileged Black, and in sex
discrimination cases, the focus is on race and class privileged women” (Crenshaw, 1989,
p. 140). From this view, intersectionality helped to recognize “how single-axis thinking
undermines legal thinking” (Cho et al., 2013, p. 787). In this sense, intersectionality is
used as an analytical tool to expose how the simultaneous experiences of various social
identities or structures such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, and sexual orientation
interact to create systems of oppression and discrimination. In short, intersectionality
recognizes the experiences of Black women / women of colour, and hear their voices, and
at the same time disrupts the notion of universalized category of women based on the
experiences of White women / Black /visible minority men.
In this study, cultural essentialism was avoided, which presumes that all women
belonging to the same ethnic group share the same experience with oppression
(O’Mahony, & Donnelly, 2010). More focus was given to the participants’ diverse
experiences, their unique individual identity, and the degree of agency and the use of
voice or silence. Social role theory, explores how gender roles are developed and enacted,
and how individuals construct identities based on those gender role expectations.
Acculturation theory provides an understanding of the strategies that South Asian
immigrant women used to adapt to Canadian culture, and how the acculturation process
influences how gender roles are defined, perceived and negotiated after immigrating to
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Canada. For example, Samuel (2010) brings attention to immigrants’ identity
construction and how it is shaped by multiple social factors that intersect with gender.
Figure 1 illustrates a postcolonial-feminist lens where the aforementioned theories
(representing different intersecting social identities/structures) inform the analysis of
immigrant women’s experiences. A discussion of the theoretical constructs illustrated in
Figure 1 and some of the criticisms about the theories follows in chapter 2.
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Figure 1. A Postcolonial-Feminist theoretical model to understand immigrant women’s perceptions of gender roles.
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Defining Terms
Acculturation: Acculturation is a dual process of cultural and psychological change
takes place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and their
individuals members (2017).
Acculturative Stress: Acculturative stress is a stress reaction in response to life events
that are rooted in the experience of acculturation. For example, reduction in the health
status of individuals, which may include physical, psychological and social aspects due to
the process of acculturation (Berry, 2005).
Collectivism: is a social pattern consisting of closely linked individuals who see
themselves as parts of one or more collectives (family, co-workers, tribe, nation); are
primarily motivated by the norms of, and duties imposed by, those collectives; are willing
to give priority to the goals of these collectives over their own personal goals; and
emphasize their connectedness to members of these collectives (Triandis, 1995).
Individualism: Individualism is a social pattern that consists of loosely linked
individuals who view themselves as independent of collectives; are primarily motivated
by their own preferences, needs, and rights, give priority to their personal goals over the
goals of others; and emphasize rational analyses of the advantages and disadvantages to
associating with others.
Intersectionality Theory: Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 coined the term to describe how
anti-racist scholars put the struggles of Black men with racism at the forefront, while
traditional feminism focuses only on experiences of white women (Crenshaw, 1989).
Webster dictionary defines intersectionality as “complex, cumulative way in which the
effects of multiple forms of discrimination (such as racism, sexism, and classism)
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combine, overlap, or intersect especially in the experiences of marginalized individuals or
groups” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary (n.d.). In the context of this study, intersectionality
theory is used to analyse how multiple factors shape immigrant women’s perceptions and
practices about gender roles.
Gender: Gender in this study is referred as the socially constructed meaning that
organizes behavior based on masculinity and femininity (Triandis, 1995).
Gender Roles: Gender roles are shared beliefs that apply to individuals based on their
socially identified sex. They dictate how individuals act, define, and identify themselves
(Eagly, & Wood, 2016). In the context of this study, gender roles should be understood as
an expected behaviour for men and women in the society that they live. For example,
certain roles that are considered appropriate for women and men in a particular culture
(DeBiaggi, 2002).
Global South: The term ‘Global South’ has multiple definitions. It refers to countries
that in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, have been marked as
underdeveloped or by middle-to-low income economies situated in any particular
geographical location (Byrne & Imma, 2019).
Global South includes countries in the regions of Latin America, Asia, Africa, and
Oceania. It also refers to an entire history of colonialism, neo-imperialsm, and different
economic and social change through which large inequalities in living standards, life
expectancy, and access to resources are maintained (Dados, Connell, 2012).
The Global South also refers to exploited, oppressed populations such as
Indigenous and Black communities, and immigrant communities residing in the Global
North (Sajed, 2020).
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Patriarchy: Patriarchy is a system of social structures and practices in which men
dominate, oppress and exploit women (Sultana, 2012).
Patrilocal Family: In patrilocal family system, a newly married couple to reside with the
groom’s parents following marriage (Hirschman, 2017).
Postcolonial-Feminist Theory: Postcolonial feminist theory primarily pays attention to
how women are represented in once colonized countries and in western locations (Tyagi,
2014).
Social Role Theory: Social role theory is a social psychological theory that pertains to
sex differences and similarities in social behavior (Eagly & Wood, 2016).
Visible Minority: The term ‘visible minority’ as defined by the Employment Equity Act
is a person or group of people other than Aboriginal peoples, who are non-Caucasian in
race or non-white in colour” (Statistics Canada Report, 2017, p. 6).
Outline of the Document
This document is organized into five chapters. The first chapter presents the overview of
the study, the background context, purpose for the study, research questions that have
guided this dissertation, the significance of the study, and limitations. Chapter Two
provides a review of the literature on immigrant women and their migration experiences.
Relevant theories such as acculturation theory (Berry, 1997, 2005), social role theory
(Eagly, 2005, 2016), and intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1991) are discussed to aid in
the conceptualization of concepts such as gender roles and patriarchy, in the context of
family and society. Chapter Three lays out the research design, methodology and specific
research methods employed within the study. Information regarding the criteria for site
selection and participant recruitment, data collection methods, data analysis details such
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as transcribing and coding, and ethical considerations, and methodological limitations of
the study are also presented within this chapter.
The key findings of the research are presented in Chapter Four. Chapter Five
discusses the findings in relation to existing literature and provides the theoretical and
practical implications and outlines possible recommendations for future research and
concludes with final thoughts.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter aims to contextualize the present study in the field that relates to South
Asian women and the perceptions about gender roles in the context of family and society
prior to migration and post immigration. Several databases such as: Education, Women’s
and Gender Studies, Sociology, Psychology, and Google Scholar were used to search the
relevant literature that helped in contextualizing the field of inquiry. The following main
key words were used to locate relevant literature: South Asian immigrant women, South
Asian culture, acculturation, postcolonialism, postcolonial feminism, gender roles,
patriarchy, intersectionality, voice and agency. The literature review is relevant and
appropriate for the present study, as each topic reviewed in this chapter addresses some
aspects of the research questions: which is immigration and resettlement experiences of
immigrant women and how gender roles are defined or understood in the context of
patriarchal family structure and the society.
This review of the literature also focuses on the notion of agency and how women
negotiated their gender roles in various contexts both in the sending, and receiving
country. For example, research on migration and gender suggest that immigration can
help women to gain power and become more self-reliant (Aslan, 2009; Bergeron &
Marchand, 2019). From a postcolonial-feminist perspective, the idea that women can
only exercise their agency or gain power when they migrate to the West is problematic.
As Gatt et al. (2016) puts it, such ideas are still based on a Eurocentric hegemonic view
of immigrant women who are portrayed in the Western discourses as weak, lacking in
agency and needing to be rescued from their own men (Spivak, 1988; 2010).
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This chapter begins with an overview of the postcolonial and postcolonial-feminist theory
to provide an understanding of the sociopolitical and historical contexts in which this
study is situated, and the representation of women from Global South in Western
discourses.
Intersectionality theory is then discussed in relation to the universal representation
of women of colour and social categories such as race, class, gender, language, religion
among many others. The section on social identity theory and social role theory helps
readers to understand the fundamental concepts behind how gender roles beliefs are
developed and enacted in various cultures and societies. The concept of patriarchy is
discussed within that section. Culture of the typical South Asian family structure is
explained in the context of the joint family system. The acculturation model and
strategies are discussed with respect to cultural conflicts. Hybridity is discussed in
relation to the acculturation process and how postcolonial subjects can use the notion of
hybridity to negotiate their identity in various socio-cultural and political context. The
next section presents previous studies in the North American context in relation to
acculturation experiences of immigrant women and the challenges that they faced during
the resettlement process. The chapter concludes with identifying gaps in the Canadian
literature pertaining to South Asian immigrant women and their perception of gender
roles in the context of family and society.
Postcolonial and Postcolonial-Feminist Theory
Postcolonial in historical context means ‘after the colonial’ period (Young, 2020).
It is a term that is also used in relation to all the cultures affected by imperialism. In this
sense, postcolonial theory therefore explores the consequences of colonization and
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critically examines the “relationship between the colonizers and colonized” (Ambesange,
2016, p. 49). Postcolonial scholars not only critique the Eurocentric beliefs of how the
East is presented in Western scholarship but also seek to challenge the narratives
produced by Western discourses which depicts men and women of the East as inferior to
men and women in the West (Gandhi, 2019). This theory focuses on restoring the inferior
image of colonized subjects by the colonizers, and at the same time is concerned with the
issues surrounding “migration, slavery, suppression, resistance, representation,
difference, race, gender and place” (Ashcroft et al., 1995, p. 2). For example, immigrants
to Western countries are perceived by many as inferior or ‘Other’ on the basis of race,
ethnicity or colour of the skin. Postcolonial theory brings attention to these social
inequalities.
Voice and Agency
In postcolonial studies, marginalized or disempowered minority groups are
described as a ‘subaltern group’ particularly on the grounds of gender and ethnicity
(Young, 2016). The term subaltern was coined by Antonio Gramsci to identify the
groups that are excluded from a society’s established institutions and thus denied the
means by which people have a voice in their society. Spivak (1988) used the expression
“subaltern cannot speak” in the context of women from the countires in the Global South.
This does not mean that these women cannot speak about oppressive situations that they
experience. What Spivak wanted to convey was that the women concerns are not given
importance by Western discourses, and therefore their voices are unheard. She further
pointed out that when the subaltern speak, it is through the Western discourses that
represent the oppressed group and therefore in true sense subaltern never get to speak.
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Kerner (2017) further explicates the position of a subaltern as the individual who may
have voice and agency, but their concerns and experiences are not taken seriously by
Western scholarship. Bergeron and Marchand (2019) added that women in Global South
voices are generally “mediated by colonial and patriarchal discourses…that they cannot
escape institutional positioning. Thus, there will always be limits to what we can hear
from subaltern ‘others’” (p. 56). These authors raised a valid question regarding the
binary relation of voice and agency that represent empowerment and liberation of
women, suggesting that feminist literature portrayals of voice and agency in relation to
women from the Global South has limitations.
For example, Hutchings (2019) explains that in feminist literature, “voice is the
mark of agency and silence is the mark of passivity and subordination” (p. xii). She
further elaborates the perception exists that women from the West have voice and agency,
while women and often men from the East do not. Similarly, Bergeron and Marchand
(2019) brought attention to the voice and agency equation, which is predominantly
associated with Western women, and “women in the global South represented as
universally oppressed and silenced victims” (p. 50). The ability to speak in the public
sphere about social inequalities was, and is still regarded as agentic, and silence
represents the mark of disempowerment and lack of agency (Bergeron & Marchand,
2019). Sylvester (2019) explained it very well:
When silence is juxtaposed to voice, it often ends up the loser, at least
theoretically, and in this specific case, practically, too. To speak is to be visible,
recognized, willing, and affecting. Silence is the opposite of all that: invisible,
unrecognized, unwilling, and not affecting. Of course, silence can be a strategy or
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mark of shyness, conflict avoidance, respect or awareness that insistent voicing
can be dangerous or narcissistic. As another possibility, however, silence could
mean no one has asked the questions that can release voice. (p. 18)
In this sense, silence is understood as not giving any opportunity to the person or the
group who is marginalized because of their disempowered position. However, Bergeron
and Marchand (2019) brought attention to the important aspect of how silence is often
used as a strategy to resist oppressive structural inequalities and in this context silence
represents agency. The notion of what constitutes voice and agency is important in this
study as the research seeks to understand how immigrant women perceive and enact
voice /silence as an agentic tool to negotiate their gender roles in the context of family
and society after migrating to Canada.
Critique of Postcolonial Theory and Western Feminist Discourse
Postcolonial theory is criticized for not calling enough attention to the issue of
gender inequality (Tyagi, 2014). Since Feminism views gender as a “major structuring
component of power relations in society” (Brooks & Hèbert, 2006, p, 298), postcolonial
feminism developed to address the gender limitations. It confronts the “gender-blindness
of anti-colonial movements… and is concerned with the position and representation of
women and other marginalized groups in the discursive formations and power structures
put into place by Western colonialism and their lingering effects” (Bartels et al., 2019, p.
158). Postcolonial feminists focused on critiquing the monolithic representation of the
women of colour by Western feminism. They challenged the universal assumption that
all women experience the same oppression globally without acknowledging the
differences that exist among them. Mohanty (1988) describes how Western feminist
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writings presuppose that all women in the world have similar experiences when it comes
to oppression and portray the same picture of the Global South women.
Postcolonial feminists also challenge the criticism of Western feminism on
cultural traditions that confine women into private spheres and limits their contribution to
the society. This view of postcolonial feminism seeks to disrupt such dominant feminist
Western hegemonic discourses which ignore the cultural and historical impact of
colonization. Rajan and Park (2000) noted that postcolonial feminists call on feminists
from Global North to “abandon their unexamined ethnocentrism and the reproduction of
orientalist categories of thought” (p. 54). Postcolonial-feminist theorists have concerned
themselves with the study of the marginalized other and have been critiquing and
challenging the repressive social structures that have oppressed women. They argue that
White Western feminism have neglected the plight of women from the Global South and
the intersecting factors such as race, class, age, and gender that contribute to the multiple
marginalization of women of colour.
Postcolonial feminist scholars also critique Western feminism for the lack of
attention to the issue of double colonization and its impact on family structures and
accuse postcolonial theory of ignoring and misrepresenting the role women played in the
fight against colonialism. Robert J. C. Young also brought attention to the issue of
postcolonial women facing double oppression based on gender, in his book
Postcolonialism: A Very Short Introduction. He referred to it as ‘double colonization’.
According to Young (2020), “there was no such break: the struggle continued, now
against a patriarchal sphere that no longer required women’s support” (p. 109).
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The criticism made by these postcolonial feminist scholars resonates with earlier
Black feminists’ critiques on Western white feminism for ignoring multiple intersecting
social factors including race, and on antiracist discourses for ignoring patriarchy that
cause gender inequality that perpetuate subservience of women. Tyagi (2014) criticized
Said’s (1978) seminal work on ‘Orientalism’ because of the lack of attention to female
agency and female writers’ perspectives. Loomba (2015) also describes how colonial
oppression had affected the family structure of the colonized subject. According to
Loomba (2015):
Colonialism intensified patriarchal oppression, often because native men,
increasingly disenfranchised and excluded from the public sphere, became more
tyrannical at home. They seized upon the home and the woman as emblems of
their culture and nationality. The outside world could be Westernised, but all was
not lost if the domestic space retained its cultural purity. (p. 167)
In this view, women were doubly oppressed because men were subjugated by the colonial
power in the public sphere, and the only way to gain self-respect was to keep women in
the house under their control (Young, 2020). Confining women in the private sphere was
a way to show resistance to the colonial rule and opposing modernism. The notion of
controlling women in response to resisting colonial power reverberates with Crenshaw’s
(1991) description of rape and domestic violence associated with Black men and men of
colour in the United States. For example, Crenshaw brought attention to how antiracist
discourses downplay violence against women of colour and associate this violence to
men of colour feeling disempowered because of racial discrimination, rather than to
gender domination.
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In summary, the postcolonial-feminist theory enables the researcher to examine
and analyse factors that produce oppressive conditions based on multiple intersecting
factors such as gender, race, class, ethnicity, language, religion, among others, in order to
examine how agency is exercised (Ozkana-Pan, 2012). In the context of this study,
postcolonial-feminist theory, provides an integrated intersectional approach to interpret
the experiences of South Asian immigrant women based on multiple factors such as,
patriarchy, class, gender race, religion, caste, language, ethnicity among others that may
play a part in how they individually perceive and enact roles in the home and in society.
In the next section, the history and development of the construct of intersectionality is
examined as it is a perspective used in this study to analyse how multiple factors shape
immigrant women’s perceptions and practices about gender roles.
Intersectional Perspective
Violence against women of colour is only one facet of systemic oppression, and
without a broader lens the research is incomplete. As Carastathis (2014) noted, one of the
important aspects of feminist theory is bringing attention to the lives of women which
are shaped and constructed by “multiple, intersecting systems of oppressions” (p. 304).
The theory of intersectionality thus developed in response to the layered oppression
models (additive/multiple) which failed to capture the other dimensions of social
identities that intersected with gender simultaneously (Dufree, 2020). These models as
according to Durfee (2020) looks at the multiple axes of oppression such as, race and
gender, or race, class or gender separately, and then “add the effects together” (p. 12).
To address the marginalization of Black women in the United States, Kimberly
Crenshaw introduced the term ‘intersectionality’ in 1989 in her famous article,
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‘Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist critique of

antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics’ (1989). In her next
article, Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and violence against
women of color (1991), Crenshaw exposed how race and gender intersect to produce
marginlization of Black women within the institutionalized system, such as the legal
system in the United States. She also criticised ‘anti-racist scholars’ for putting the
struggles of Black men with racism at the forefront, and ‘feminism’ for focusing on white
women’s experiences and ignoring the struggles of Black women and women of colour.
Crenshaw (1991) pointed out in her article, “Mapping the margins,” that the
term‘intersectionality’ was primarily used to show how race and gender intersect and
produce oppression of Black women in the United States. However, she acknowledged
that the concept of ‘intersectionality’ is “provisional” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1245), which
means that it can be used as an analytical tool to analyse other social structures such as
class, ethnicity, culture, language, religion, age, colour, sexual orientation, disability,
among other social factors that intersects with each other.
Collins (2015) in her essay ‘Intersectionality’s Definitional Dilemmas’ raises
questions about the broad use of the term intersectionality and its use as a concept,
theory, or as a methodology in various interdisciplinary fields. Consistent with
Crenshaw’s definition of the term intersectionality, Collins (2015) provides a similar
explanation to describe what intersectionality is. According to her, intersectionality leads
to “critical insight that race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age
operates not as unitary, mutually exclusive entities, but as reciprocally constructing
phenomena that in turn shape complex social inequalities” (p. 2). Collins argues that
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variation exists in how intersectionality is understood, conceptualized and used in various
fields of study and by people outside of the academics. The concept of intersectionality,
according to Collins (2015, p. 5) can be used as a “a) field of study, e.g., history, themes,
debates and direction; b) as an analytical framework that analyses social phenomena and
other social inequality, which in turn produce new knowledge about the social world” (p.
5) and, c) as a critical praxis (applying theoretical framework to practice) for social
justice projects”. Norris et al. (2007) view intersectionality as “a theoretical and
methodological perspective developed to account for the complexity of human
experiences” (p. 5). Similarly, Carbado et al. (2013) also emphasize the usefulness of
intersectionality as a “heuristic and analytical tool” (p. 303).
In this study, there are many intersectional factors that place South Asian women
in a subordinate position (factors that may be different from Black or other minority
groups). For example, the family structure, the patriarchal hierarchy in a joint family
system, caste system, family honour, among others are factors that intersect with gender
in South Asian communities. A theory of intersectionality that takes into account the
different intersecting factors in women from different places and cultures is useful to
illuminate and explain the complex lives and inequalities experienced by women such as
the South Asian immigrant women in this study. Therefore, the present study draws on
intersectionality as a theoretical and analytical framework to analyse and understand such
social inequalities. For example, using an intersectional analysis can challenge multiple
axes of social inequality and oppression based on social identities gender, race, class,
caste, ethnicity, sexuality, among others. The analytical aspect of intersectionality
recognizes the fluid nature of identities that are subject to change according to different
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social settings. For example, in a context of migration, women arriving from a patriarchal
society could experience change in gender ideology and gender relation in an
environment that is more liberal than their own society which may influence how these
women negotiate their pre-established gender roles and identity. Shields (2008) referred
to these intersectional factors that play a role in shaping, changing or transforming
women’s lives as “reality of lives” (p. 304).
The present study offers a glimpse into the lives of South Asian immigrant
women as they negotiate their gender roles and identity to adjust into the host society.
The intersectionality perspective, as noted by Carbado et al. (2013), can be used to
explore and analyse the experiences of women of colour, especially those who are
immigrants or socially disadvantaged. Thus, the aforementioned literature on
intersectionality is useful in this study in contextualizing various intersecting factors that
produce inequality based on patriarchy, family structure, gender, class, ethnicity among
others, and that influence how South Asian immigrant women negotiate their gender
roles in the context of family and society, prior to migration, and post immigration.
The intersectionality theory has been critiqued. While the intersectionality theory
addresses the problem of identity politics that ignore intra group differences (constructing
a homogenized view of women of colour that assumes all women of colour have the
same struggles and oppression; Crenshaw (1991), the concept of intersectionality is
critiqued for its overemphasis on local inequalities which result in “losing sight of a
historical and /or transnational perspective” (Bartels et al., 2019, p. 157). To address this
critique, Postcolonial Feminist theory is used as it pays attention to the colonized history
of the countries in the Global South, and intersectional factors that place women of these
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countries into a subordinate position. Therefore, postcolonial feminism in conjunction
with the theory of intersectionality bring attention to “global factors, such as clonialaism”
(Medie & Kang, 2018, p. 38) and challenges the repressive structures of domination
based on intersecting factors such as, caste, class, culture, ethnicity, language, religion,
patriarchy, and gender (Gandhi, 1998; Medie & Kang, 2018; Young, 2020). Furthermore,
the postcolonial feminist scholars recognize the differences among women, and the
multiplicity of axes and identities that shape women’s lives. At the same time,
postcolonial feminist scholars deconstruct the Eurocentric portrayal of women from the
Global South as mysterious, passive and voiceless offered by the Western scholars
(Gandhi, 2019; Tyagi 2014; Young, 2020) by listening to the voices of women in the
South. My study draws from both the aforementioned theories and will give voice to
these South Asian immigrant women who may not have the opportunity, to share their
perceptions and experiences in relation to gender roles in the context of family and
society.
To understand how the intersectionality can be used as an analytical framework to
explain the lived experiences of women of colour, the subsequent section discusses
Crenshaw’s (1991) description of categories of intersectionality. These categories capture
the multiple factors that may intersect with gender to affect the lived experiences of
marginalized women of colour. For example, the framework illuminates the experiences
of women who are marginalized based on structural inequality, or discriminated
politically, or who are being represented as inferior or ‘Other’ based on the stereotypical
representation of women of colour as passive, exotic, weak and lack agency by the
Western media.
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Crenshaw’s Three Categories of Intersectionality
In her essay, ‘Mapping the Margins’, Crenshaw (1991) discusses three aspects of
intersectionality that shape and construct the social world of women of colour: 1)
Structural intersectionality; 2) Political intersectionality, and 3) Representational
intersectionality. In structural intersectionality, Crenshaw addresses issues of domestic
violence and rape of women of colour. She argues that the experiences of women of
colour with rape and domestic violence is ‘qualitatively’ different than that of white
women. For example, Crenshaw pointed out the limited knowledge of support workers in
assisting women in such situations. She argues that intervention strategies used by agency
workers are developed from the experiences of women who are not of the same class or
race as women of colour. Similarly, Crenshaw pointed out the racialized immigration
policies that force immigrant women to stay with their abusive husbands in the United
States because of the fear of deportation. These policies require women to stay in a
marriage for two or more years in order to get permanent residence. Language barriers
were also mentioned as another structural issue that place immigrant women in a
disadvantaged position which limits them to gain access to information about shelters and
other legal resources.
The second category political intersectionality calls attention to the political
agendas that situate women into at least two subordinated groups. Crenshaw argues that
both feminist and anti-racist discourse focus on exclusively either gender, or race and not
both. She argues that racism experienced by women of colour is not the same as
experienced by men of colour, and in the same line, sexism experienced by women of
colour is not always the same as experienced by white women. For example, Crenshaw
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(1991) pointed out that contemporary feminists failed to recognize their role in the racial
oppression of black women and women of colour, when they spoke for and on behalf of
all women. In a similar way, antiracist discourse also overlooked the issue of patriarchy
that marginalized women of colour and Black women. Both discourses did not address
the intersection of race and gender when analysing the oppressive situation of Black
women and women of colour, which means one analysis often “implicitly denies the
validity of the other” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1252). Antidiscrimination discourse tended to
justify violence against women of colour perpetuated by their men as a response based on
racial discrimination which manifests in the form of violence at home. It was argued that
domestic violence could take the focus away from the antiracist political agenda and in
order to maintain the reputation of the community, the focus was steered towards racism,
rather than addressing patriarchy or gender based oppression. Crenshaw posits that it is
important to look at the intersecting factors that link racism and domestic violence.
Although, she agrees that “racism is linked to patriarchy to the extent that racism denies
men of color the power and privilege that dominant men enjoy” (p. 1258). She however,
emphasized that women of colour should not wait for feminists and antiracist discourses
to fight against patriarchy and gender based violence.
The third aspect which is representational intersectionality focuses on cultural
and stereotypical images of women of colour by media. Representational intersectionality
analyzes the way images of women of colour are “produced through a confluence of
prevalent narratives of race and gender, as well as a recognition of how contemporary
critiques of racist and sexist representation marginalize women of colour” (Crenshaw,
1991, p. 1283). For example, Al-Fartousi and Mogadime (2012) in their article Media
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representations of Muslim women wearing the burka: Criticism and Implications
discussed in length about how Western media portrays Muslim women as “oppressed,
marginalized other, who lacks voice and agency” (p. 173). The notion of liberating
women came from the fixed 'Orientalist' view which treats women from the ‘East’ as
colonial subjects, inferior and without a voice. As Spivak (1988) poignantly puts it,
“white men saving brown women from brown men” (p. 287). In the context of this study,
representational intersectionality from a postcolonial-feminist perspective helps in
disrupting a fixed and hegemonic representation of South Asian immigrant women in
Western discourses that depicts them as passive, weak and lacking agency.
The current study will draw on these three categories as an analytical tool to
interpret the data and as a theoretical perspective to explain the findings. In this sense,
Crenshaw’s three forms of intersectionality provide an understanding of how various
forms of oppression and marginalization occur based on multiple intersecting factors
such as gender, language, education, class, culture, ethnicity among others. For example,
structural intersectionality provides an in-depth understanding of how patriarchy works
in a South Asian family structure and society for women from a variety of social cultural
and religious backgrounds. In terms of political intersectionality, the present study
benefits from the explanation of how racism and sexism are not separate entities when it
comes to struggles of women from Global South. The last, aspect of Crenshaw’s
intersectionality theory provides a lens to focus on how women perceive their role in the
family and society against the cultural images that have been presented in the Western
media of the women of colour.
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Social Identity, Personal Identity and Social Role Theory
South Asian immigrant women’s identity in this study should be understood in
relation to their pre- and post- migration experiences, their strong attachment to ethnic,
cultural and religious values, and the levels of acculturation. Burke & Stets (2009)
described identity as a “set of meanings that define who one is as an occupant of a
particular role in society, a member of a particular group (social identity), or claims
particular characteristics that identify him or her as a unique person” (p. 3). For many
immigrants, identity change or negotiation of identity and gender roles occur as soon as
they come into direct contact with members of the host culture (Stathi & Roscini, 2016).
Padilla & Perez (2003) called it a psychological acculturation where some aspects of
identity and concept of ‘self’ may change because of the acculturation.
Social identity theorist, Tajfel and Turner (1986) describe social identity and
personal identity as two broadly defined groups that explain different types of self. For
example, Tajfel & Turner (197) explained social identity in terms of three psychological
process in which individuals locate its place in a society. Social categorization process
occurs when individuals categorize themselves based on social categories, such as race,
class, ethnicity among others. Once individuals associate with the group, they adopt the
identity of the group and conform to the norms and behaviour of that particular group.
The last stage is social comparison, when comparison is made between other groups.
Thus, social identity is the part of an individual’s self-concept which develops from a
person’s knowledge of his/her membership of a social group (or groups), along with the
emotional ties or attachments to that group (Tajfel, 1974). Ting-Toomey (2015) also
pointed out that social identities are varied and can include “ethnic membership identity,

34

social class identity, gender and family roles, and personal identities” (p. 418). Social
identity theory therefore is concerned with social categories such as national, ethnic,
cultural, and religious among other group memberships.
Parekh (2008) explains personal identity, as depending on how a person sees her\
himself reflexively. Personal identity is shaped not only by personal experiences but are
also influenced by other social factors such as family, work, school, culture, class,
religion other societal influences. The beliefs and values that a person holds define its
‘personal identity’. However, personal identity is subject to change and is not a fixed
identity, as individuals become exposed to “new experiences, new insights into oneself,
social changes, exposure to other ways of looking at the world, and deeper self-reflection
which may lead to make new changes” (Parekh, 2008, p. 11). In my study, the personal
and social identity of migrant women arriving from a traditional society may be
influenced by challenges adjusting to a new culture where norms and values are in direct
conflict with their culture. In this situation, some may go through constructing a new
identity, while others negotiate their identities in order to have successful integration into
the host society.
Social role theory. To understand sex differences in behaviour, and how men and
women are located differently in the social structure, Eagly, Beall, and Sternberg (2005)
emphasize paying attention to sex-typed social roles in various cultures and societies. For
example, men and women are treated in ways based on their social position and the
power that they hold because of that particular social hierarchy. In this sense, in a
traditional patriarchal society, women occupy a sub-ordinate position and are treated
differently when it comes to policing their social behaviours. Boys are socialized to be
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loud and assertive, while young girls are taught to be submissive and passive (Bussey &
Bandura, 2004). Eagly and Wood (2016) explains social role theory as a social
psychological theory that relates to sex or biological differences between men and
women that identify men to take social roles which require them to be agentic and take
leadership roles, as women take on social roles that require them to stay home and look
after the house and children. These social roles become gender roles based on a person’s
identification as feminine and masculine (Diekman & Goodfriend, 2006). Thus, people
who observe behaviours such as women taking care of children associate them with
communal role, which then becomes the source of gender roles. These aforementioned
inferences according to Wood and Eagly (2012) are a central tenet of social role theory.
From the perspective of Social Role Theory, social behaviours of individuals who
enact in a particular role is perceived by others as a characteristic or trait of that
individual or the group, which results in stereotyping of gender roles based on the
perceived behaviour in that society (Eagly; 2013; Wood & Eagly, 2012). For example,
sex differences and women’s reproduction ability and taking care of children, and men’s
physical strength are inferred as appropriate social behaviours in accordance to their
human biology. Thus, sex differences and environment of the society dictates the division
of labour, which in turn forms gender role in accordance to the expectations of that
culture and society. Gender roles beliefs thus become a significant part of the culture and
social structure of all societies (Eagly & Wood, 2012). Eagly (1987) defines gender role
from the general concept of social role, which is derived from the division of labour and
“shared expectations that apply to people who occupy a certain social position or are
members of a particular social category” (p. 273). For example, in some societies, less
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value is placed on women because of the gender hierarchal beliefs based on sex
differences that develop on the basis of men’s physical strength and agentic nature which
award them the power to have a dominant role in the family, while women take the role
of subordinate position because of their less aggressive nature (Eagly et al., 2005; Eagly
& Wood, 2012). However, as Parekh (2008), puts it, social roles are one of the categories
of social identities that can be changed and negotiated depending on individual agency
and how much emphasis is put on that particular social identity. In the present study, the
concept of agency is therefore examined in relation to gender roles and how South Asian
immigrant women negotiated their gender roles in the context of family and society, prior
to migration and after immigration.
Gender roles can construct sex differences but also impact how people see
themselves. Ridgeway (2011) equated gender with race to explain how “gender like race,
is a categorical form of inequality in that it is based on a person’s membership in a
particular social group or category, in this case, the categories of females and males”
(p.4). For example, gender role expectations in various cultures dictates the behaviour of
men and women, and any diversion from that specific gender role are faced by negative
consequence which include “dislike or social exclusion” (Eagly & Wood, 2016, p. 2) and
in extreme cases result in violence against women. In some societies, girls are socializing
differently from early on, while boys are raised differently. Parents and extended family
members become the primary mediating agents to instill those gender role behaviours
from early ages which influence the behaviour of men and women in their adult life
(Wood & Eagly, 2012). South Asian culture is patriarchal with a strong emphasis on
family unity defined by traditional gender roles (Husain, 2019). In this study, immigrant
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women from South Asia may have experiences of situations where for example, men’s
work is given more value and women’s work is devalued. This divide between men and
women is based on the concept of patriarchy, both in the private and public sphere.
Concept of Patriarchy
The concept of patriarchy has been the focus of analysis for decades in feminist
research which analyses the oppression of women by men based on biology,
institutionalized power structure, and other social factors. Lerner (1986) defined
patriarchy as “the manifestation and institutionalization of male dominance over women
and children in the family and the extension of male dominance over women in society in
general” (p.239). Walby (1990), in her book Theorizing Patriarchy, explained patriarchy
as a “system of social structure and practices in which men dominate, oppress and exploit
women” (p. 20). Furthermore, Walby brought attention to the term social structure in
relation to patriarchy. According to Walby, the term social structure is clearly in
opposition to the fixed notion that men dominate women because of biological
differences. hooks (2000) referred to it as instititutionalized sexism and, Sultana (2012)
called it a system of social structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress and
exploit women. From this view, feminism is believed to be a movemnt against oppression
and exploitation of women by men. For example, patriarchy analysed through a radical
feminist lens is more concerned with biology and women’s sexuality as being a major site
of male domination over women.
Marxist feminism on the other hand sees gender inequality in relation to
capitalism and the exploitation of one class (women) by another class (men). For Marxist
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feminism, the concept of family is seen as a site for women’s oppression and exploitation
of domestic labour. According to Walby (1990),
Family is considered to benefit capital by providing a cheap way of providing the
day-to- day care of workers, such as food and clean clothes, and for producing the
next generation of workers. It is cheap because women as housewives do this for
no wage, merely receiving maintenance from their husbands. Thus, capital
benefits from the unequal sexual division of labour within the home. (p. 20)
Liberal feminism, in contrast to radical and Marxist feminism, challenges the prejudice
and sexist attitudes towards women and focuses on how patriarchy has been
systematically institutionalized and perpetuated through the cultural norms, and the
social, political and justice systems (Spencer-Wood, 2016). The focus of analysis of the
liberal feminist is on women’s education and employment.
Patriarchy analysed from a postcolonial-feminist perspective brings attention to
the institutionalized oppression of local and Indigenous women by European colonizers.
For example, women during Colonial occupation were restricted to a private sphere and
were not allowed to own land and have a say over public or religious maters (SpencerWood, 2016). These institutionalized, patriarchal based structures were established to
have power over local men and women. Spencer-Wood (2016) called this arrangement
‘patriarchal colonization’ which demands local women take on domestic roles and accept
men’s authority as the head of the family. To this day, these patriarchal based family
structures are still maintained in most postcolonial societies.
Postcolonial-feminist researchers also criticized contemporary Western feminist
theories such as radical and liberal feminism for ignoring the unique experiences of
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women of ethnic and racial minorities. For example, the universalization of women
experiences presumes that women around the world experience the same oppression as
the white woman. Postcolonial feminists also bring attention to the interlocking system of
oppression that marginalized women in postcolonial societies experience based on race,
class, ethnicity that intersects with gender. Postcolonial feminism is also critical of the
stereotypical representation of women of non-Western societies as passive, voiceless, and
without agency, contrasted with Western women as modern, educated and agentic. In this
study, the three versions of feminist theory provide some understanding of how
patriarchy and gender oppression are conceptualized by the Western feminists. A
postcolonial feministic view provides an integrated approach to understand the role of
colonialism in maintaining gender segregation ideology by reintroducing the concept of
public and private spheres, and critiquing how women from Global South are generally
represented in Western discourses.
Over the last century, the women’s rights movement has brought changes to
private and public patriarchy; which includes closing the wage gap, and providing more
employment and educational opportunities for women. However, this does not imply that
patriarchy is eliminated in contemporary societies such as Canada, Britain, and the
United States. The concept of patriarchy used by Walby (1990) according to Duncan
(1994), ignores the geographical differences when looking at public and private
patriarchy. Duncan (1994) noted that when theorising patriarchy, Walby disregards the
power and capacity for action that women have. In Western contemporary feminism, the
concept of agency is generally understood as an individual action of women. In this
study, agency from a postcolonial-feminist perspective is explored as both active and

40

passive action taken by women based on their social-cultural location. Thus, this study
explores the notion of agency and how South Asian immigrant women use silence and
voice as agentic tools to negotiate their gender roles in the context of private and public
patriarchy.
Kandiyoti (1988) used the term “classic patriarchy” to describe the patriarchal
behaviours associated with the gender relations and the status of women; especially in
regions such as Africa, the Middle East, and Asian countries such as Pakistan,
Afghanistan, and Northern India. Women from countries such as Pakistan, India,
Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka, among other postcolonial countries, are still marginalized
based on the societal patriarchal beliefs that dictate the status of women in the home and
the society they live. Kandiyoti (1988) aptly describes the situation of South Asian
women as follows:
Under classic patriarchy, girls are given away in marriage at a very young age
into households headed by their husbands’ father. There they are subordinate not
only to all the men but also the more senior women, especially their mother-inlaw. (p. 278)
Similarly, Bhopal (1997; 2019) study on South Asian immigrant women in United
Kingdom noted two forms of patriarchy: private patriarchy maintained in the home
through customs such as arranged marriages and dowries, and public patriarchy,
maintained through state structures such as education systems and employment policies.
Family and kinship also are viewed as a site of oppression (Sultana, 2012), where
majority of women are subordinate to men, older females, such as the mother in law and
other male family members. In general, most South Asian families till to date follow the
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patrilocal male-dominant family system (Das & Kemp, 1997; Kandiyoti, 1988;
Moghadam, 1992; Jejeebhoy & Sathar, 2001; Jhangiani, 2011; Sultana, 2012; Tonsing &
Tonsing, 2019). Patrilineal societies generally follow the custom of patrilocality, “where
the bride comes to live with her husband’s family in an extended household or in a
nearby household” (Hirschman, 2017, p. 36). In this situation, the new bride does not
have any support from her natal family and has to adjust to the norms of her husband’s
family and also obey her husband’s parents. Tonsing and Tonsing (2019) explain
patriarchy in terms of social and familial. The social patriarchy refers to men’s
dominance in the society, while familial patriarchy concerns male dominance in the
family. In South Asian culture, women are expected to take a domestic role and men are
prescribed the task to be the breadwinner of the family. These gender role beliefs are still
maintained and practiced by some families, despite the change in social context (Tonsing
& Tonsing, 2019). In this study, participant’s private and public patriarchy experiences
are important factors that may influence South Asian women’s perceptions of gender
roles in the context of family and society prior to migration and post immigration.
South Asian Family Structure
Despite the differences among South Asian communities which are primarily
based on the country of origin within the South Asia region (i.e. language, religion, and
caste; Naidoo & Davis 1988), the common thread that binds majority of the South Asian
families is adherence to the patrilineal kinship system. There are a few matrilineal
communities in Kerala, India, such as, the Nayar Cochin and Mappila Muslims in
Malabar district (Kottakkunnummal, 2014). A matrilineal family system is when the
“relationship, and inheritance is traced through the mother…, and matrilocality is when
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husband would visit only during the day… or night without permenantly living there”
(Kottakkunnummal, 2014, p. 2). South Asia predominantly however, follows the
patrilineal and patrilocal family system (Dube; 1997; Hirschman; 2017; Kõu, et al.,
2017). Ballard (1982) described the typical patterns of South Asian patrilocal and
patrilineal family in the United Kingdom:
The basic pattern of family membership was very clear cut: it consisted of a man,
his sons and grandsons, together with their wives and unmarried daughters... Only
sons had full rights of inheritance and so remained family members all their lives.
At marriage daughters left their natal home and became members of their
husbands' family. (p.2)
Although, Ballard’s description of the South Asian family has changed in the past few
decades, recent research has shown that many families still follow the same pattern after
immigrating to a new social context (Naidoo & Davis, 1988; Samuel, 2010; Zafar, 2015).
For example, South Asian families in general abide to the collectivist world view
(Triandis, 1995) in which they give priority to the collective well-being of the family,
cohesiveness, unity, and community and expect family members to show loyalty and
gratitude in return (Noor, 2018). Personal ambitions, individual needs and the notion of
privacy are given less importance in majority of the South Asian families (Noor, 2018)
It is in this collectivist view of a family structure, where women are the ones who
sacrifice the most for their husband and children. For example, South Asian immigrant
women are responsible for maintaining and preserving traditional family values. They are
the carrier of family honour (Tonsing & Tonsing, 2019), eluding to the idea that women’s
virtue is directly associated with the family honour. The present study offers an
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understanding of the institutionalized system of patriarchal based structure that place
women in a subordinate position both in a public and private sphere. The notion of family
honour (Izzat in Urdu and Hindi) language is a patriarchal tool that is used in South Asian
families to control female behaviour and movement (Chhina, 2017; Gilbert et al.,
2004). Male members are given the responsibility of protecting the honour of the family.
Thus, gender role beliefs based on patriarchy dictates what counts an honourable and
disrespectful behaviour for one’s family (Chhina, 2017).
South Asian immigrant women, upon arrival to the receiving country, are faced
with many challenges in relation to cultural views that conflict with their traditional
beliefs and values. For example, upon arrival many immigrant women are expected to
preserve their traditional values and family honour whilst trying to acculturate into the
society that promotes liberal values when it comes to women’s role in the family and
society. Thus, in this study, understanding the social system of kinship in the family
structure based on the collectivist ideology is important to understand how gender roles
are conceived and enacted in the South Asian immigrant families after migrating to a
society where societal structures are based on Western worldviews. Besides family
structures, there are other factors within the host society that influence the lives of
immigrant women and their conceptions of gender role which can be understood through
the lens of the acculturation theory.
Acculturation Theory
Acculturation as explained by Berry (2005) is a dual process of cultural and
psychological change that occurs as a result of “contact between two or more cultural
groups and their individual members” (p. 698). From this view, acculturation is
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understood as a process of adaption at a social, cultural, and psychological level.
Literature on acculturation process reveals two models: a unidimensional or bidimensional model. Ryder et al. (2000) explain the unidimensional process as a change in
cultural identity which takes place along a single continuum of identities ranging from
exclusively a heritage culture to exclusively a mainstream culture. A person adopts the
values, behaviours, and attitudes of the culture of the host or mainstream society while
forsaking the values of their heritage culture. This idea was initially proposed by Gordon
(1964) in support of assimilation of ethnic culture into the mainstream culture. It was
projected that as migrants acquired the culture of the host society, they were expected to
abandon their heritage culture. The cultural psychologist John Berry (2003) recognized
the issue that adopting the cultural norms and values of the host country does not
automatically suggest that immigrants will reject the cultural norms and values of their
native country. Berry (2003) developed a bi-dimensional acculturation model in which
immigrants use four acculturation strategies based on two issues that most new
immigrants contemplate on to acculturate in the host society. These issues according to
Berry (2005) are cultural maintenance, contact, and participation. For example, upon
arrival, immigrants are exposed to new values and norms. Immigrants, according to Berry
(2005), have to contemplate about which values are more important to them and which to
discard. Immigrants also have to decide if they want to be involved with the members of
the other cultural group or members of the host society, or if they want minimum or no
contact with other cultural groups.
The four acculturation strategies used as a conceptual framework to address the
two issues raised by Berry (1997) are: assimilation, integration, rejection and
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deculturation. According to Berry (1997), assimilation occurs when individuals do not
want to maintain their cultural identity and keep daily interaction with other cultures
(accept/ reject). On the other hand, if individuals maintain their home culture and reject
or distance themselves from keeping contact with other cultures then it is defined as
separation. Integration occurs when individuals try to balance and maintain home and
host culture at the same time. Lastly, marginalization or deculturation happens when
individuals reject both home and host culture. However, the literature on acculturation
suggests that this process of adaptation is more complex than just having two cultural
groups being in contact with each other (Padilla & Perez, 2003). Various social, cultural
and political factors may influence how individuals acculturate into the host society. It is
also argued by Berry & Hou (2016) that younger children will be influenced more from
the culture of the receiving society and less from sending society culture. Strong
attachment to one’s own culture and religion, the ability to speak the language of the host
society, gender and personality are among the many factors that may influence the degree
to which an individual acculturates into the host society (Padilla & Perez, 2003).
Many changes take place at a group and individual level during the acculturation
process that may have a positive and /or negative impact on the immigrants’ level of
acculturation in the host society (Berry, 2005). According to Berry, these changes may be
physical, which means finding a new place to live, new housing, changes in health, and
diet. There may be economical changes, such as finding a suitable job and cultural
changes such as learning a new language. At an individual level, psychological changes
occur as a result of the individual experiencing acculturation, which Berry (2005)
referred to as psychological acculturation. For example, changes in behaviour, values,
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attitude, abilities and motives, which Berry referred to as behavioural shifts. Berry also
argues that immigrants generally are prone to stress and tensions caused from the
acculturation process and termed this phenomenon as acculturative stress. According to
Berry (2005) “acculturative stress is a stress reaction in response to life events that are
rooted in the experience of acculturation” (p. 708) . Types of stress behaviour include
physical, social, and psychological, for example, “lowered mental health status
(specifically confusion, anxiety, and depression), feelings of marginality and alienation,
heightened psychosomatic symptom level, and identity confusion” (Berry et al., 1987, p.
492).
In the context of this study, behavioural shifts are understood as changes in
attitudes towards gender roles, and shifts in previous held identities. As Berry (1992) puts
it, “identities and attitudes change and new ones develop, personal identity and ethnic
identity often shift away from those held prior to contact, and views about how (and
whether) one should participate in the process of acculturation emerge” ( p. 70). In this
study, behavioural shifts are investigated to gain insight into the immigration experiences
of South Asian immigrant women when adjusting to a new Canadian life.
The classic acculturation framework based on the four acculturation strategies
(assimilation, integration, rejection and deculturation) seems to overlook women’s
experiences and their social historical and cultural location. Gender is usually ignored in
the context of the acculturation process, and cultural groups are presented as one
homogenous group and the diversity that exists among the same ethnic groups is ignored
(Ozer, 2017). Bhatia and Ram (2001), Ozer (2017) and Schwartz et al. (2010) criticized
Berry’s acculturation theory which maintains that all groups go through the same
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psychological process of acculturation after migration. Bhatia & Ram (2001) argue that
acculturation theory ignores intersecting socio-cultural factors such as race, gender,
ethnicity, language, and the colonized history of the sending countries. Schwartz et al.
(2010) also posit that in order to understand acculturation, it is important to look at the
context in which it happens. For example, immigrants’ individual characteristics, the
countries they came from, their socioeconomic status, the local community they settle in
and the fluency in the language of the host society should be considered. Bhatia & Ram
(2001) stress the use of postcolonial perspectives to understand unique experiences of
non-Western immigrants. In the context of this study, the acculturation theory (in the
context of postcolonial experiences of women) will be used to also explain how gender
roles are perceived, defined and negotiated by South Asian immigrant women.
Cultural Hybridization
The word hybridity originates from biology and botany which literally means
“crossing between two species by cross pollination that gives birth to a third species”
(Shah, 2016, p. 81). The term hybridity in relation to culture, refers to a concept that is
useful in analyzing “present situation and past religious, cultural, and historical heritage”
(Kim, 2016, p. 262). In relation to the latter, the creation of a hybrid culture occurs when
immigrants get traces of both cultures, thus creating a partial identity or an identity with
multiple roles. Voicu, (2011) in her article, Crossing borders of hybridity beyond
marginality and identity, discusses the concept of hybridity and how it is used or
conceptualized in various contexts. According to the author, hybridity can be seen as an
inter-mixing of race which can pose a threat to purity of white race, or it can be
understood “as a creative mixture of disparate cultural elements; it can be seen as a
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subversive insistence on equality through difference… or; and it can be seen as yet
another strategy for upholding existing power relations” (p. 176). From this veiew,
hybridity theory, was criticised by some scholars for its lack of attention to class
differences that exist in postcolonial colonies (Acheraïou, 2011).
In this study, hybridity is conceptualized and understood as re-constructing, and
negotiating of cultural identity with traces of both cultures; East and West. Thus,
hybridity opposes the idea of purity of race, culture and essentialist identity (Shah, 2016;
Voicu, 2011). For example, in postcolonial discourses the notion of hybridity is also
drawn from the works of Russian philosopher Bakhtin (1895-1975), who developed the
idea of ‘double-voiced’ in discourses; which means expressing one’s own opinion and at
the same time not; thereby, undermining the opinion and concerns of the opponent.
Bakhtin (1981) further explains two forms of hybridity: organic hybridity
characterised by fusion, and intentional hybridity arising from conflicting viewpoints.
These notions of hybridity explain how “cultural change and resistance to change in
groups” (Ackermann, 2012, p. 12) can co-exist at the same time. Organic hybridity,
which develops from the unconscious and unintentional fusing of different cultural
aspects, can be positive, and result in new ways of perceiving the world. On the other
hand, intentional hybridity, where two points of views or cultural differences are not
mixed and are in conflict, can challenge and bring about change (Bakhtin, 1981).
Intentional hybridity as Guignery (2011) explains, is a form of double-voiced discourse
in which one voice “deliberately ironizes and unmasks the other within the same
utterance” (p. 2). Bhabha’s (1994) conception of hybridization aligns closely with
intentional hybridity (Ackerman, 2012). Bhabha explained the concept in relation to
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colonial countries where the culture of the colonizer and the colonized nation such as
India, clashed resulting in a transformed culture. In postcolonial situations, immigrants
also incorporate elements of their native culture and the host culture to “create a new
hybrid culture” (Smith & Leavy, 2008, p. 3). In this sense, the concept of hybridity in this
study should be understood in the context of negotiation of identity and gender roles. For
example, literature suggests that South Asian women carry enormous responsibility to
preserve their heritage culture, which is based on a collectivist view, and at the same time
there is the expectation they adapt to the norms and values of an individualistic society
which puts enormous strain on these women. In the context of migration, the space where
identity negotiation, construction and re-construction takes place, is referred to as ‘Third
space’ (a site of struggle, a place to share stories of being marginalized based on many
intersecting factors (Bhabha, 1994). This is a place where the subjects reflect on their
experiences, use their agency to resist oppressive discourses and at the same time move
forward and make a change.
Naidoo’s (1988) seminal work on South Asian immigrant women, suggested that
South Asian women hold dual world views; both traditional and contemporary views
which can be considered a form of cultural hybridity. Traditional, when it comes to
family and children and preserving their culture at home, and contemporary in terms of
showing aspiration for achieving career and education. However, Naidoo also noted that
women were selective in their adoption of traditional or contemporary patterns and views
and were in a state of constant pressure to balance both cultures. From that view, it was
argued by Naidoo that South Asian immigrant women developed partial identities with
traces of both cultures, a form of intentional hybridity. Postcolonial literature suggests
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that women living in Western countries are constantly negotiating identities and crossing
borders between the two cultures (Zvonkovic & Das, 2009).
Acheraïou, 2011, poignantly pointed out that hybridity discourses in postcolonial
studies needs reconceptualization when anlazing class and race politics (Acheraïou,
2011). In this view, Cheung (2014) stresses the importance of integrating hybridity and
intersectionality in order to understand immigrant women’s identity based on categories
of class, race, ethnicity and gender. In the context of migration, the hybridity perspective,
according to Cheung (2014), helps in understanding how immigrant identities are
constructed and negotiated in the process of acculturation.
In this study, the concept of hybridity is relevant in order to understand how
traces of both cultures influence on South Asian immigrant women’s religious, cultural
and ethnic identities. In conclusion, the acculturation theory provides a basic
understanding of social cultural and psychological adaptation when it comes to adjusting
to a new society. However, as mentioned in this section, the acculturation strategies are
too broad in nature and need to have an integrated approach to reframe the theory of
acculturation considering the diversity that exists among immigrants from the same
cultural religious and ethnic background. From a postcolonial feminist perspective,
cultural hybridization enables the researcher to interpret, how immigrants use multiple
strategies based on their social location to adapt to social, cultural and psychological
changes, whilst being cognizant that universal generalizations cannot be made for all
postcolonial subjects, as stated by McLeod (2020).
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Previous Studies: Immigrant Women in North American Context
In this section, I discuss the studies that have focused on immigrant women’s
experiences in regard to their acculturation experiences, and how gender roles ideology
has shaped their lives. As mentioned in the introduction chapter of this dissertation,
research on migration in the past has primarily focused on experiences of men on the
assumption that women mostly migrate as tied movers. In the last two decades, more
women have been migrating internationally mostly due to economic reasons (Baluja,
2003; Fleury, 2016; United Nation Migration Report, 2020). This feminization of
migration (Fleury, 2016) gained the attention of scholars to investigate migration from a
feminist lens. For example, looking at shift in gender roles and family dynamics (Dargy,
2018; Nawyn, 2010; Sabri et al., 2018) that changed gender relations (relationship
between husband and wife, and family members). For example, Sabri et al. (2018) noted
that South Asian immigrant women encounter many challenges that are different from
immigration threats experienced by their partners or spouses such as financial
dependency, abusive treatment from in-laws or family members and the responsibility of
upholding cultural values and honour. Martins & Reid (2007) pointed out that South
Asian immigrant women are viewed primarily based on their gender roles which are:
“homemaker, housewife, and caregiver” (p. 204). The factors that influence the
experiences of women immigrants should be examined on its own and not be
generalizations from the experiences of the male partner or spouse.
Migration to a new country is largely considered a positive gain; however, as
Fleury (2016) stated there are many barriers that outweigh the gains mostly for immigrant
women such as lack of language skills, cultural differences, discrimination, and non-
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recognition of educational skills. In migration studies, it is generally understood women
gain more autonomy living in an egalitarian society and can become more assertive in
relationships (Sabri et al., 2018), compared to their lives in a more traditional society
where women have fewer rights. Jibeen & Hynie (2012) conducted a quantitative study in
Ontario to measure life satisfaction and personal autonomy of 102 Pakistani married
women living in Canada. The researchers found that women who immigrated to Canada
exhibited more personal autonomy and life satisfaction, compared to their lives in
Pakistan. Jibeen & Hynie, however called for qualitative research studies to confirm
whether women perceived their current increased sense of autonomy or not. The current
study is a response to such calls for qualitative studies to explore how women explain and
perceive their situations. Another qualitative study was conducted by Rashid & Gregory
(2014) on Pakistani women in Canada (Muslim religion) to explore the lives before
migration and post immigration experiences and challenges. Findings from their study
suggest that despite facing challenges after migrating to Canada, women in their study
kept a positive approach and demonstrated resilience to survive in a new country. The
current study extends the findings of the aforementioned study as it examines the
experiences of immigrant women in relation to gender perceptions and participants are
South Asian women from different religions (e.g., Punjabi, Hindu and Muslim).
Other studies (DeBiaggi, 2002; Kim, 2016) conducted in the North American
context have suggested that women gaining autonomy in a Western society generally
creates tension and conflicts in the family relationships, and in most cases results in
acculturative stress that could lead to domestic violence and abuse. DeBiaggi (2002)
noted that one of the common factors that causes acculturative stress is change in gender
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roles, in which women take an active role as a breadwinner or contribute to household
income. This change in gender ideology challenges the male authority in a patriarchal
based family structure which expect men to be the primary breadwinner and women as
the homemaker. Research on domestic violence shows that changes in gender roles, or
gender relations in the immigration context are one of the causes of domestic abuse (Kim,
2016). Similarly, Hosseini-Sedehi’s (2016) study stated that most domestic abuse
incidents are indirectly related to problems in intimate relationships because of the
change in gender roles that occurred after migration. For example, women taking more
assertive roles when making family decisions that affects family dynamics. While the
focus of the current study is not on domestic violence, the current study explored how
factors such as changes in family structure and relationships may have influenced
changes in immigrant women’s perception of gender roles.
The following studies focussed specifically on gender roles of immigrant women
of colour to North America (USA and Canada) as the host country, and findings highlight
some of the different and similar factors that influence the lives of women from different
countries pre-migration. Thaker’s (2011) study on Indian women in the United States
examined gender role expectations and acculturation. The author found that most women
in her study agreed it was a challenge to maintain the balance between being an Indian
woman and an American woman at the same time. According to Thaker, women are
pressured to “uphold not only immediate relations, but also relationships with extended
family members” (p. 18). The pressure to meet the gender role expectations to be a good
wife or selfless mother, or obedient daughter in law, adds to the acculturative stress
among the participants in her study. Akram (2012) conducted a study on Muslim
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immigrant women from India and Pakistan in Ontario, Canada. She reported that
participants in her study were overwhelmed with the amount of work they had to do since
they immigrated to Canada, which Akram referred to as ‘double burden’. For example,
looking after the house, taking care of the children and also finding a job to support the
family financially. Similarly, Premji, et al. (2014) recruited racialized immigrant women
residing in Toronto, Ontario, Canada from various ethnic and cultural backgrounds. Their
study reported that racialized immigrant women face “triple intersecting layers of barriers
and inequalities—based on gender, race and migration/immigration—as they attempt to
find a good job, negotiate work-life balance, and take care of their family within the postmigration context in Canada” (p. 137).
In Sabri et al.’s (2018) study in the United States, first and second generation
women from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka also reported that because of the
inferior status of women in the South Asian family structure, women face double the
burden as men are not expected to contribute to the household responsibilities. Frank and
Hou’s (2013) study also investigated the relationship between an immigrant’s home
country culture in regard to gender norms, and the burden of immigrant women’s paid
and unpaid work in Canada.
Okeke-Ihejirika et al. (2019) study on African immigrant women in Alberta
echoes the experiences of South Asian immigrant women in the above mentioned studies.
For example, one of the participants in the study pointed out how husbands still expect
their wives to serve food on the table just like in their native country. It is evident from
their study that men’s authority as a decision maker and sole provider is challenged by
women who have access to jobs and are contributing to the family income. Okeke-
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Ihejirika et al. (2019) noted this change in gender relations became the main cause of
conflict in marital relationships within African families after migrating to Canada. When
interviewing Muslim men from Afghanistan, Iran, Palestine and Pakistan in Ontario,
Canada, Moghissi et al. (2009) found that majority of the men blamed the continuous
source of tension in spousal relationships to women having more autonomy in Canada
because of the government support to women when it comes to legal matters. In that
sense, Canadian laws about domestic abuse have provided women access to many
resources for them to leave an abusive household and supports the general notion that
women benefit the most when they migrate from a patriarchal society to a more
egalitarian society.
Choi et al. (2014) ethnographic study on middle-aged Korean immigrant women
in Western Canada also indicate that women’s role in a Korean society is not much
different from South Asian society that demands women uphold family traditions. Their
study found that women sacrificed their aspirations in favour of taking care of the family
despite living in Canada for many years. Thus, raising the question if number of years
living in an egalitarian society has any influence on change in gender relations. For
example, in Ahmad et al.’s (2013) study, South Asian immigrant women who survived
intimate partner violence noted the gender equality in Canada and wished that South
Asian men would have more education on gender equality. Mahapatra, & Rai (2019)
argue that South Asian immigrant women are more at risk of being victims of domestic
abuse and violence in comparison to other minority groups and are least likely to ask for
help. According to these authors, this is due to the deeply rooted patriarchy that
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reproduce rigid gender roles. In addition, the concept of family honour also restricts
many South Asian immigrant women from reaching out for help.
The current study will explore the pre and post immigration experiences of South
Asian women in South Western Ontario with a focus on how changes in pre and post
migration experiences influenced their negotiation of gender roles. The findings can be
compared to the aforementioned studies in the literature and reinforce or add to this body
of findings related to immigrant women’s gender and acculturation experiences in the
North American context.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I presented a postcolonial feminist framework that was informed
by relevant theories such as intersectionality theory, postcolonial theory, social identity
and social role theories, and acculturation theory in order to provide a theoretical
understanding of concepts such as patriarchy and family honour in regard to South Asian
women’s position in the family and society. The chapter also provides a brief look into
the four dimensions of the general accepted acculturation model (Berry, 2005) to provide
a foundation for the psychological and cultural adaptation of immigrants into the host
society. However, from a postcolonial perspective, the acculturation model ignores many
social, cultural, and historical factors that may influence the strategies to acculturate
employed by immigrants arriving from countries with a colonial history. Given the fact
that immigration in Canada includes many racialized, non-white immigrants from Asia
and Middle East, an integrated approach using an intersectional lens is suggested when
looking at the acculturation process of immigrants from postcolonial societies (Ozer,
2017; Schwartz et al, 2010). For example, Bhatia and Ram (2001) suggested that scholars
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in the area of migration should look at the identity of immigrants using postcolonial
concepts and theories that calls for hybrid or partial identities, instead of only focusing on
the fixed notion of acculturation strategies (integration, separation, marginalization and
assimilation).
In the last section of this chapter, I discussed some empirical studies in the last two
decades in relation to the topic of my research. Majority of studies that I examined in the
North American context have looked at the acculturation experiences of immigrant
women mostly in relation to language barrier, mental and physical health, and domestic
abuse or intimate partner violence of immigrant women (Mahapatra, & Rai, 2019;
Rashid, & Gregory, 2014; Sabri, et al., 2018; Shirpak et al., 2011; Thandi & Lloyd, 2011;
Tonsing & Tonsing, 2019; Yakushko, & Consoli, 2014; Yoon et al., 2010). Most of the
quantitative research (Ahmad et al., 2009; Bhanot & Senn, 2007; Londhe, 2015; Thaker,
2011) do not provide in-depth understanding of the acculturation experiences of
immigrant women in relation to negotiation of gender roles in the context of family and
society. These quantitative measures cannot capture the complexity which exists among
immigrants within the same group. Nevertheless, the common theme that emerged out of
most studies (qualitative and quantitative) was women’s subjugation, because of the rigid
gender role beliefs practiced in the home country that imposed many challenges to
women’s mental and physical health. Another issue raised by a few studies, is how
women face a double burden (Okeke-Ihejirika et al., 2019) once they contributed to the
family financial needs and faced challenges in balancing their home and work. These
were some of the common challenges that women faced when they immigrated from a
patriarchal society to a more egalitarian society such as Canada.
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From the review of the literature, it is evident that gender role beliefs play an
important role for immigrant families in order to have a successful adjustment in the new
society. In the context of this study, the examination of pre-migration perceptions about
gender role is significant to understand immigrant women’s previous lives in their native
country, and how they negotiated their gender roles in the context of family and society
prior to migration. This study also investigated post immigration perceptions about
gender roles to gain knowledge about how the acculturation process influenced how
women negotiate their gender roles in the Canadian context. From a postcolonial-feminist
perspective, it is important to refrain from making an essentialist assumption that all
South Asian immigrant women go through similar acculturation experiences when it
comes to resisting patriarchal based institutionalized practices and gender inequality. The
literature in this area focused on victims of domestic violence, and their use of resilience
to cope with the violence and mental health issues. The notion of agency and the concept
of voice in regards to negotiation of gender roles has not been examined with respect to
South Asian immigrant women in Southwestern Ontario.
This study addresses agency in the context of negotiation of gender roles and
identity. It also examines the concept of silence and use of voice from a postcolonialfeminist perspective to argue that voice as portrayed by Western discourses as agency
does not necessarily mean that women from the East lack agency and are passive victims
of their culture. In summary, there is a need to look at the acculturation process and
experiences of South Asian immigrant women from a feminist-postcolonial perspective
which addresses both gender inequality and the hegemonic portrayal of non-white, nonWestern, women of colour.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of South Asian
immigrant women in South Western Ontario about gender roles in the context of family
and society, prior to migration and after immigration to Canada.
The following four research questions guided this study.
1. What are the perceptions of South Asian immigrant women about gender roles in
the context of family and society, prior to migration, and after immigration to
Canada?
2. What were the challenges experienced by South Asian women during the
immigration and resettlement process in Canada?
3. How do South Asian immigrant women define and negotiate their gender roles in
the contexts of family and society prior to migration and post immigration?
4. What are the implications for immigration and settlement programs designed to
support immigrant to Canada?
In this chapter, I describe the study design, the philosophical underpinnings, the position
of the researcher, and the process involved in collecting and analyzing the data. The
chapter concludes with a discussion on reliability and trustworthiness in qualitative
research, and study limitations.
Research Design
Qualitative research is generally based on the philosophical, theoretical and
methodological understanding of the ways that people view, experience, and make
meaning of their lives (Ravitch, & Carl, 2019). In this study, I followed Ravitch & Carl’s
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(2019) statement on adhering to a general qualitative approach to conduct the present
study, instead of employing a specific approach such as a case study, ethnography, or
phenomenology. Merriam (2015) contend that all qualitative research is interpretive,
based on social constructivism, which she called it as a basic or generic qualitative study.
Kahlke, 2014 contend that for some reserachers one single approach does not fit with
their inquiry and therefore they develop a research design which aligns closely with their
research questions, and their philosophical and theoretical understandings.
Caelli et al. (2003) however, pointed it out that for a qualitative research to be
reliable following “four key areas must be address: 1) the theoretical positioning of the
researcher; 2) the congruence between methodology and methods; 3) the strategies to
establish rigor; and 4) the analytic lens through which the data are examined” (p. 5). In
that sense, the present study to be credible and have rigor, I adopted a feminist research
practice that uses feminist theories, methodology, and a feminist approach, in particular,
the in-depth interview method to gain knowledge about women’s lives and how they
make meaning of their experiences in various social contexts. In this respect, my research
aims to listen to the voices of all participants which according to Caelli et al. (2003) is
part of a feminist methodology and is guided by the feminist theoretical framework.
Feminist research according to Hesse-Biber (2013), is primarily concerned with
the feminist struggle and uncovering subjugated knowledge; especially issues related to
gender-based stereotypes and biases. Marshall & Rossman (2014) also regard employing
feminist theory and methodology as a suitable approach to understand women’s
perspectives, and their experiences. This study therefore employed a qualitative inquiry
which uses feminist research practices to explore and understand the perceptions of South
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Asian immigrant women about gender roles in the context of family and society prior to
migration and post-immigration. To understand the perspective, attitude, and experiences
of the women with respect to gender roles, an in-depth interview study was implemented.
This design enables feminist researchers to “access the voices” (Hesse-Biber, 2007, p.
118) that have been silenced, or unheard from groups that are marginalized in society.
Philosophical Underpinnings
The qualitative researcher brings her/his unique perspective and worldview to the
research, and is conscious and aware of the “self and other and of the interplay between
the two” (Rossman & Rallis, 2012, p. 10). As a novice researcher, I therefore entered the
field of research believing that human beings construct knowledge through social
interaction with other individuals, and that cultural beliefs strongly influence how human
lives are shaped, defined, and experienced. The value of this approach as noted by Baxter
and Jack (2008), is the “close collaboration between the researcher and the participant”
(p. 545) as participant’s tell their stories and share their experiences. Therefore, in this
study, I met and listened to participants’ stories to understand each participants’
understanding of how they perceived gender roles and how such perceptions influenced
how they defined and negotiated gender roles in the context of family and society at
large.
The present study uses a feminist methodological framework which is informed
by a postcolonial-feminist and intersectional perspective which assumes that experience
and identity are socially constructed. Social constructionism presumes that we make
meaning through the interpretation of our social interactions with people and objects in
the environment (Crotty, 1988). In feminist research practice, priority is given to
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women’s voices and their experiences (Kowalski-Braun, 2014). Earlier feminist research
focused on mainly white middle and upper class women and the experiences of women of
colour and the working class were ignored. Through the use of feminist research
practices, feminist researchers of colour brought attention to the shortcomings of earlier
feminist research and the role that they played in the marginalization of women of colour
(Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2007). Furthermore, feminist researchers employing a
postcolonial-feminist lens, not only called attention to women’s oppression through
patriarchy, but also examined how gender inequalities are institutionalized within a
historical, political, social, cultural, and economic context in which women of colour
lives are shaped (Racine, 2003). Employing a postcolonial-feminist approach, together
with a feminist methodology, helped me to realize that as a feminist researcher, my aim
in this study is not to ‘speak about’ and ‘speak for’ the women from the Global South, but
to provide an opportunity for the subjugated knowledge to be heard and acknowledged
(Racine, 2011).
Postcolonial-feminist approaches also disrupt universal knowledge which depicts
a monolithic cultural image of women from Global South countries. The intersectional
approach along with postcolonial feminist theory provides an analytical lens which reexamines the postcolonial history and the “relationship between power and knowledge,
and directs discussions of processes of doing difference by emphasizing the power
relations between the West and its Others” (Yang, 2010, p. 42). For example, challenging
the ethnocentrism in feminist theory and politics. One of the core tenets of feminist
methodology is to “raise consciousness of women’s issues” (Cooper & Edndacott, 2007,
p. 816) and also call attention to the “ issues of difference” (Kowalski-Braun, 2014, p.
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49). In this study, I examined gender role perceptions of South Asian immigrant women
prior to migration and post-immigration. The intersectional perspective utilized in this
study helped in challenging the universal representation of women of colour and social
categories based on multiple factors such as ethnicity, race, class, gender, language,
religion among many others. An intersectional perspective, as pointed out by KowalskiBraun (2014), is valuable to hear the unheard voices of women who have been
stereotyped and “essentialized in feminist scholarship” (p. 44).
As an emergent researcher and an immigrant, I also bring my own sets of beliefs
into the research process that could influence my understanding and the interpretations of
the data. The researcher’s epistemological beliefs generally shape the steps taken to
conduct the research. For example, employing reflexivity as a methodical process in
which the researcher is constantly reminded of his/ her role in shaping of the research is
important in the methodological process (Creswell, 2013). According to Ravitch and Carl
(2019),
Researcher reflexivity is the systematic assessment of your identity, positionality,
and subjectivities. It is an active and ongoing awareness and address of the
researcher’s role and influence in the construction of and relational contribution to
meaning and interpretation throughout the research process. (p. 47)
I constantly reminded myself to avoid my assumptions to the study based on my
personal experiences as a South Asian immigrant woman living in Canada.
Acknowledging my biases helped me to stay focused by giving priority to participants’
voices and perspectives when analysing and reporting the data.
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Insider-Outsider Position of the Researcher
My interest in this research topic came from my personal experiences of arriving
in Canada as an immigrant woman of South Asian descent. Al-Fatrousi (2013) cautions
individuals to be more critical of one’s subjective positioning as a researcher; especially
when investigating participants within their own community. Following in her footsteps,
my position in the present study is also an in-between insider-outsider researcher. My
South Asian cultural background places me as an insider, and my position as a researcher
places me as an outsider. Maykut and Morehouse (1994) pointed out that qualitative
researchers “are also subjects or actors and not outside of the process as impartial
observers. Subjective researchers are exposed to the same constraints in understanding
the world as are the persons they are investigating” (p. 19). As a researcher of South
Asian background, I can relate to the cultural and immigration experiences of the
participants in this study. To minimize the influence of such preconceptions in the present
study, I ensured that participants’ views, thoughts, emotions and voices are honoured. In
doing so, I was also particularly mindful of the power that I have as a researcher. As
Smith (2005) puts it, “research is a site of contestation not simply at the level of
epistemology or methodology but also in its broadest sense as an organized scholarly
activity that is deeply connected to power” (p. 87). However, power in the form of
knowledge in this study, is produced in collaboration with [me] the researcher and the ten
South Asian immigrant women from Pakistan and India who shared their experiences. I
kept in mind the words of Spivak (1988) who warns the intellectuals and scholars from
the West about speaking on behalf, or for the women in the Global South, without
knowing their individual experiences.

65

Kanuha (2000) referred to ‘insider research’ or ‘native’ researcher as the one who
conducts his/her research within their own community, or those “identity groups with
whom [the researchers] have a historical, social, and ideological affiliation” (p. 441). As
an insider researcher, I share the group identity with the South Asian community. I share
cultural traditions that influence and shape the lives of South Asian women, especially
issues concerning arranged marriage, the concept of dowry, and most importantly the role
and the status of young woman as a wife in a joint family system. As an immigrant
woman, I can relate to challenges that many immigrant women face when they first arrive
in Canada as a new bride. I also came to Canada over 25 years ago from Pakistan as a
sponsored wife, and like many South Asian women, I also had a traditional arranged
marriage (a marriage generally decided or arranged by parents of both sides). I share both
culture and immigration experiences with the participants that assisted me to gain the
trust of participants, which enabled us to have an in-depth exploration of the phenomena.
At the same time, my knowledge about South Asian culture or being too close to the
study under investigation posed a few challenges, which I mitigated by separating my
own experiences from influencing how I interpret the experiences of the participants and
I tried not to generalize it. In doing so, my insider position moved towards outsider
research position.
As Kanuha (2000) puts it,
One must not assume that being an insider to a cultural group necessarily means
that the insider researcher has intimate knowledge of the particular and situated
experiences of all members of the group or that generalizations can or should be
made about the knowledge the researcher holds about her own culture. (p.442)
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Abuzeyit (2018) in her study on Kurdish women pointed out the limitations of being an
insider and outsider researcher. As an insider researcher, she acknowledged that being a
Kurdish woman from the same area benefited her to gain access and trust of the women.
Simultaneously, she also admitted that sharing the gender and ethnicity with her
participants could have limited her research “as participants may fail to fully share their
thoughts and knowledge based on the assumption that the researcher shares their
experience or already has an understanding of the experience or issue at hand” (p. 48). As
a Western woman researcher, her research position also moved her towards the outside.
She accepted the fact that at times she had “no knowledge of the specific experience” (p.
48). Consistent with Abuzeyit’s (2018) statement, I as a South Asian woman,also share
gender and the group identity with all the participants. However, in this study, I had one
participant who practiced ‘Hinduism’. This posed a limitation to my fully understand the
cultural practices of Rajasthani women in India. Abuzeyit noted her position in her
research as “not fully in an insider or an outsider position, but rather in a third space” (p.
49). Similar to Abuzeyit, my insider position also moved between the spaces of ‘insideroutsider researcher positions’. Dwyer and Buckle (2009) termed this in between space as
the ‘third space’ (p. 60). According to Dwyer & Buckle (2009),
We may be closer to the insider position or closer to the outsider position, but
because our perspective is shaped by our position as a researcher (which includes
having read much literature on the research topic), we cannot fully occupy one or
the other of those positions. (p. 61)

67

To mitigate the limitation of being an insider researcher, I encouraged the participants
during the interview to elaborate more on their responses which helped to minimize any
assumptions on my part.
Data Collection Method and Selection of Participants
In qualitative research, the general idea is to understand the attitude, perceptions
and experiences of smaller group of participants (Merriam, 2015). After acquiring a
research ethics clearance (Brock University REB file # 16-135-Jaipal-Jamani), a total of
ten participants from Southwestern Ontario were purposefully selected based on the
following criteria: (a) all the participants must be from Pakistan and/or India; (b) all of
the participants should be residing in Canada between 2-8 years; (c) all the participants
must be over 18 years of age. Purposive samples are regarded as an appropriate method
of selecting the participants if generalisation is not the intention (Dawson, 2009). A letter
of invitation was posted on the bulletin board on various South Asian community
centres/cultural centers, Immigration Working Center (IWS), and Language Instructors
for Newcomers program (LINC) in Southwestern Ontario. The LINC program and IWS
program were purposefully selected in order to have access to the recently arrived
immigrant women. Prior to conducting the interview, each participant was asked to
complete a demographic questionnaire in order to collect information on their country of
origin, immigration status, language, marital status and education (See Appendix A).
Conducting Interviews
In a qualitative research, a primary source of data is through the interview
process. Leavy and Harris (2018) contend that the interview method is the best approach
to document women’s experiences and perspectives in which participants’ words and
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subjective knowledge are valued. To find out information from the other person, the most
common form of interview method is the person to person encounter; other forms
include, use of skype, telephone or via videoconferencing (Leavy & Harris, 2018). The
main purpose of the interview is for the researcher to find out things that he/she cannot
directly observe. As Patton (2014) explains,
We cannot observe behaviours that took place at some point in time. We cannot…
observe how people have organized the world and the meanings they attach to
what goes on in the world. We have to ask questions about those things. The
purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the other person’s
perspective. (p. 426).
Interviewing, as Hesse-Biber (2013) puts it, is a valuable feminist research method. In
this study, interviewing provides a narrative account of how South Asian immigrant
women perceive gender role in the context of family and society. For example, I ask how
women were treated inside the house and when going out for work. In regard to migration
experiences, I asked what kind of challenges they encountered during the process of
migration and after immigration. In this in-depth interview study, two sets of questions
were created. The first set of interview questions were open ended which invited
participants to talk about their family background, where they lived before immigrating
to Canada, and their immigration experiences. This strategy helped in building trust with
the participants. (See Appendix B). The second set of interview questions were semistructured which are “more flexibly worded” (Merriam, 2015, p. 110). Using a semistructured protocol, the researcher is equipped to respond to new topics that may emerge
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during the interviewing process, and is more flexible to probe further based on the
participants’ responses.
As the researcher, being fluent in Hindi and Urdu aided me in conducting
interviews in both languages. Some women preferred to be interviewed in English as
well. Interviews were audio-taped and the initial interview took between 30-50 minutes
depending on the participants. Multiple follow-up interview sessions (ranging from 2-5
calls of about 10-15 minutes) were also conducted to clarify, validate and to “develop the
ideas from the initial session” (Hesse-Biber, 2013, p. 122). The latter process allowed for
a richer data collection from the women’s responses. Three participants were interviewed
at the ESL center where they were taking classes for English language. One participant
asked to meet at a mutually agreed place. The other six participants requested to be
interviewed by phone.
Ethical Duty and Confidentiality
One of the core tenets of conducting feminist research is to follow ethical protocol
by “protecting the identities of participants and ensuring research poses no risks or harm
beyond that participants might face in their everyday lives” (Bailey, 2012, p. 399). All the
participants were informed about the research process and their rights as a participant. A
letter of informed consent was provided to all participants. They were made aware that
their participation in this study was voluntary and that they were free to withdraw at any
time for any reason without any consequence. Furthermore, to reduce power imbalances
between the researcher and researched continuous contact was maintained throughout the
research process that helped in building trust with the women in this study. This step also
helped the researcher verify the data when analysing the data and assigning categories.
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In addition, participants were reminded that if they did not wish to continue with
the interview, or if they wished to withdraw from the study, the data collected would be
shredded. In accordance with the ethical confidentiality mandates in the Tri Council
Policy on-Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans, I took measures to safeguard
all the personal identifiers (such as participants’ names, contact information, age,
educational background, religion, and the name of the country that they immigrated from)
by securing them in a locked cabinet in my home office. An electronic master list with
participants’ names, contact emails and/or telephone numbers, and pseudonyms were
kept in my personal password-secured computer. All master lists from the main study
would be deleted at the completion of the doctoral dissertation.
Data Analysis Process
In qualitative research the data analysis process is a complex process and as
Rossman, and Rallis (2012) put it, “think of analysis as ongoing and emergent
understanding of what you are learning” (p. 263). The first step was to read through all
the interview transcriptions including the memos that I made during interviewing the
participants. A ‘code’, in qualitative data analysis process, is a word or short phrase that
captures the attribute for that portion of the text or visual data (Saldaña, 2015). Thus,
coding in a qualitative research is a strategy to generate categories by labelling the data,
“grouped them by category. The data is then “examined and compared, both within and
between categories” (Maxwell, & Chmiel, 2014, p.24). Writing memos can also help in
reflecting on issues raised during interviews which may relate to the theoretical concepts
(Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). For example, it helps the researcher to think critically
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about their own beliefs and assumptions which may influence how data is coded and
interpreted (Saldaña,, 2015).
Moreover, use of the NVivo 12 software program also helped in managing and
organizing the data which included interview transcriptions, literature related to the
dissertation topic, researcher memos of interviews and researcher memos of categories
created by assigning codes to the data. Merriam (2015) refers to category as a segment of
the data which may be a potential answer to the research question. In line with Merriam’s
statement, I read the first interview transcript carefully, made notes or comments in the
margin and identified words and phrases that either relate to the research questions,
purpose of the study, or in a few cases to the theoretical framework. I used open coding
strategy in which data is coded for “major categories of information” (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2018). More than 50 codes were created by using the NVivo program. The same
process was repeated for the rest of the raw data. The next step was to read my notes and
the codes that were created during the open coding. I grouped the codes that fell under
the same category. This kind of coding is called axial coding where the researcher
interprets or finds relationships between the open codes based on categories and sub
categories (Saldaña, 2015). For example, ‘freedom’ and ‘live their own lives’ were first
coded separately. After rereading the data, I grouped both codes under one category i.e.
‘being independent’.
Thematic Analysis
In qualitative study, thematic analysis method is commonly used to analyse the
data by identifying themes. Braun & Clarke (2012), describe thematic analysis (TA) as
follows:
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TA is a method for systematically identifying, organizing, and offering insight
into patterns of meaning (themes) across a data set. Through focusing on meaning
across a data set, TA allows the researcher to see and make sense of collective or
shared meanings and experiences…Numerous patterns could be identified across
any data set—the purpose of analysis is to identify those relevant to answering a
particular research question. (p. 57)
The thematic analysis process starts when the researcher has fully familiarized and
engaged herself / himself with the dataset (Terry et al., 2017). This means that researcher
is not reading the textual information passively but rather actively engage in the process,
making notes, noticing patterns and asking questions to make sense of the data set. After
familiarizing myself with the data and creating codes as described in the previous section,
the next step was to construct themes which involved looking at similar codes and
collapsing them together to establish a common pattern and relationship. The last step is
to review the process and ensure that the themes that emerged from the coded data make
sense, and answer the research questions (Terry et al., 2017). The review process
involved naming the theme based on the central organizing concept in the coded data set.
For example, a few participants described the immigration process as a lengthy process.
This phrase was coded as ‘long process’ and the sub-theme that emerged by noticing the
pattern in the data set was immigration policy and processing time. For example, one of
the major themes that emerged was Immigration and Resettlement Challenges which
answers the research question: What were the challenges experienced by South Asian
women during the immigration and resettlement process in Canada?
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Figure 2 shows the example of categories and sub themes created by using NVivo
software. Most nodes were created using participants’ words and phrases in the transcript.
Each node was then aggregated into a category or sub-theme which resulted into a major
theme (e.g., Immigration and Resettlement Challenges). All transcripts were analysed
with NVivo. For participants’ quotes for themes 1, 2, 3 and 4, please refer to appendices
C, D, E, and F.
Establishing Trustworthiness
My role as a qualitative researcher is to present authentic accounts of participants
by following the protocols. Stake (1995) asks this question “Did we get it right?” (p. 107)
and to answer Stake’s question, it is the responsibility of the researcher to use process,
protocols and techniques to ensure that the data is credible and the “findings are
transferable between the researcher and those being studied” (Creswell, 2013, p. 246).
Similarly, Leung (2015) explains validity in qualitative research in terms of employing
appropriate processes for answering the research questions.
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Figure 2. NVivo screen shot illustrating categories under Theme 1: Immigration and
Settlement Challenges
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For example, Leung raises the question whether a researcher’s “choice of methodology is
appropriate…, or the results and conclusions are valid for the sample and context” (p.
325). In qualitative research, credibility refers to the “truth of the data or the participant
views by the researcher” (Cope, 2014, p. 89). Credibility and trustworthiness are
established and enhanced by the researcher using several strategies such as using multiple
sources of data, member checking, reflection or the maintenance of field notes, peer
examination and researcher’s own position. Therefore, in this study, I took the following
steps to make sure that the results of the study are credible and trustworthy.
In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary source of data collection and
analysis, and as Merriam (2015) puts it, “interpretations of reality are accessed directly
through the observation and interviews” (p. 243). Keeping this in mind, as I interviewed
and audio-recorded participants, I made personal notes of my understanding and
impressions. I then carefully listened to the interview recording several times and made
additional notes as needed. I also clarified my understanding of the transcribed text
through multiple, follow-up interviews. During the analysis process, I referred to these
notes when creating categories and sub-themes.
I also engaged in member checks and peer examination. In this step, I provided
the opportunity to each participant to go over the entire transcript. Out of ten participants,
five women chose to respond to the interview questions in English, while the other six
women preferred to be interviewed in their native language (Urdu and Hindi). Interviews
were then translated in English by me, as I speak and understand both languages; Urdu
and Hindi. During the translation, I made sure that in the transcriptions I used the words
and phrases that corresponded to what participants used in their own language. The copy
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of the transcript was then provided to all the participants for member checking in order to
read the transcripts and make changes or correct any mistakes. Only one participant did
not respond back to any of the emails, and phone messages.
The member checking step verified the participants’ words and helped to reflect
on the interview content. Aujla (2013) noted that “connecting with the participants at a
later date after transcribing the interviews allowed her to capture missing pieces of the
puzzle” (p. 69). For example, I contacted one of the participants to clarify a few facts
about a government funded program for foreign trained professionals. The findings were
also reviewed by my supervisor which also helped in strengthening the internal validity
of the results. Table 1 below illustrates the summary of the strategies used to enhance
reliability and trustworthiness.
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Table 1
Summary of the strategies to enhance reliability and trustworthiness
Strategies
Multiple sources of data

Descriptions
Ten Semi-structured interviews
Multiple follow-up interviews ( 2-5
interview calls, 10-15 minutes)
Making notes during the interviews/ listening
to the interview recordings several times and
making notes and memos
Writing memos- as needed while coding the
data (NVivo)

Maximum variation

Purposefully selected ten participants
(Immigration categories: Family class and
Economy class from India and Pakistan)

Member checks

Provided opportunity to participants to read
interview transcript for its accuracy and
interpretation

Peer Review Examination

Supervisor reviewed and made comments
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Methodological Limitations
A limitation in this study was conducting phone interviews. Most of the
participants chose to be interviewed by phone and developing a rapport with participants
who I have never met was challenging. It took the researcher a couple of phone calls in
the beginning to build that trust and to gather rich data for the study. Conducting the
interview in their native language, for some, helped to make participants more
comfortable.
Summary
The main purpose of the present study was to explore the perceptions of South
Asian immigrant women about gender roles in the context of family and society. The
study focused on the intersecting factors that influenced how South Asian immigrant
women defined and negotiated their gender roles in the context of family and society. For
this study, a feminist research practice and method was considered to be an appropriate
method to gain insights about the participants’ immigration experiences and their
understanding about gender roles in the context of family and society, prior to migration
and post immigration. Ten South Asian immigrant women in South Western Ontario
were purposefully selected for this study. All participants were assigned a psuedonym to
protect their identities. An in-depth interview method was used to gain rich data from the
participants through semi-structured interview questions. Multiple follow-up interviews
were also conducted to enhance the reliability of the data. A thematic data analysis
strategy was used to identify themes that emerged through open and axial coding
methods. NVivo software program was used to manage and organize the data. In the next
chapter, the results of the analysis are presented according to the themes that were
constructed from the coded data.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
In this chapter, I present a postcolonial feminist thematic analysis of ten South
Asian women’s experiences immigrating to Canada. Four central questions guided this
study:
1. What are the perceptions of South Asian immigrant women about gender roles in
the context of family and society, prior to migration, and after immigration to
Canada?
2. What were the challenges experienced by South Asian women during the
immigration and resettlement process in Canada?
3. How do South Asian immigrant women define and negotiate their gender roles in
the contexts of family and society prior to migration and post immigration?
4. What are the implications for immigration and settlement programs designed to
support immigrant to Canada?
Below I present ten profiles of participants who agreed to share their immigration
experiences and how they perceived gender roles in the context of their family structure
and society. Each participant was given a pseudonym to ensure confidentiality.
Participants
Participants in this study are ten South Asian immigrant women who are all
married and have children. Six participants arrived in Canada under the Economy Class
(EC) category. Out of these six participants, one participant came from an urban city in
the Western state of India, the other five participants came from various cities in
Pakistan. Similarly, in the Family class (FC) category, out the remaining four
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participants, three participants came from small cities in the province of Punjab and
North-West territory, and one participant came from a city in the Northern state of India.
All the participants in the family class category joined their husbands who previously
have immigrated to Canada.
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Table 2
Demographic data of participants in the Economy Class Immigration Category (EC)
Participants
Pseudonym

Religion

Country of Origin

Age

Number of
years in
Canada

Ammara

Islam

Pakistan

42

6

Nana

Islam

Pakistan

44

3

Sara

Islam

Pakistan

41

2

Aarfa

Islam

Pakistan

44

6

Faria

Islam

India

30

2

Kareema

Islam

Pakistan

38

3
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Table 3
Demographic data of participants in the Family Class Immigration Category (FC)
Participants
Pseudonym

Religion

Country of Origin

Noor

Islam

Pakistan

26

2

Samr

Islam

Pakistan

42

7

Seema

Islam

Pakistan

41

3

Pooja

Hinduism

41

2

India

Age
(years)

Number of
years in
Canada
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Participants Immigrating under the Economy Class Category
Ammara came to Canada with her husband and three children in 2013 from Pakistan.
She earned her Bachelor of Arts degree from Pakistan. Ammara is a stay at home mom
who is trying to start a catering business from home. She lived in a joint family system
before moving to Canada. The main motivation behind moving to Canada was to provide
a better future for her children. She describes her immigration experience as a very long
and arduous process.
Nana is a 44- year old woman who moved to Canada from Pakistan in 2016 with her
three children and her husband. Nana has a Masters in psychology degree from Pakistan
and based on this qualification she qualified to be the principal applicant to immigrate to
Canada. Before coming to Canada, she worked as an Early Childhood Education (ECE)
teacher in the urban city school in the province of Punjab in Pakistan. Nana described her
life in Pakistan as very comfortable:
Most of us lucky people, we had better life in back home countries
because we get a lot of you know household help, so in that regard, yeah, I
was living a very better life compared to Canada.
Her motivation to immigrate to Canada was to give her son and daughter the opportunity
to pursue higher education in North American universities.
Sara arrived in Canada with her husband and three children in 2013 from the province of
Punjab in Pakistan. Sara is 41 years old and has a Masters in English literature from
Pakistan and worked as a teacher in a school for boys. Initially, Sara was opposed the
idea of immigrating to Canada but later reconciled that it would be better for her
children’s future in terms of achieving higher education.
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Faria came from an urban city in India. She arrived in Canada in 2017 with her husband
and two children to obtain more fulfilling employment opportunities and a better future
for her children. She has a Business degree from India. She previously lived in a joint
family system. One of her motivations to move to Canada was to create distance in order
to avoid daily interference from her extended family members and in laws.
Kareema came to Canada in 2016 with her husband and a young child. She is 38 years
old and earned her MBA degree from Karachi, Pakistan. She was raised in a typical joint
family system with her aunts, uncles and grandparents. Kareema worked for many
multinational companies before moving to Canada. The reason to move to Canada was to
seek out a better future. Though it was a mutual decision, Kareema was the one who
initiated the immigration process and was also a principal applicant. She referred to
herself as “the thinker of the family”.
Aarfa is 44 years old and came to Canada with her husband and three children in 2013.
She has a Ph.D. from a local university in the province of Sindh, and was an Assistant
professor before moving to Canada. She lived in a nuclear family system before moving
to Canada. In Aarfa's case, the decision to immigrate to Canada was not mutual. Her
husband wanted to move to Canada to get away from the daily stressful environmental
conditions in Pakistan, while Aarfa was adamant to stay in Pakistan due to her job that
she loved. Ultimately, Aarfa complied with her husbands’ decision to immigrate to
Canada.
Participants Immigrating under the Family Class Category
Samr is 42 years old and grew up in a small village in Northwest Province of Pakistan.
Her father passed away when she was young. Her mother and two brothers took care of

85

her. She has a Bachelor of Arts degree (B.A) from the local university. She arrived in
Canada in 2011 as a sponsored wife and lived with her in laws in a joint family system
for a few years. At the time of interview, Samr was taking English language classes. She
lived in Canada for 8 years. As she expressed: This is the first time in 8 years. I just took
care of their house. I did not have permission. I will tell you the truth that I did not have
permission to go out.
Seema is from a small city in the province of Punjab. She lived in a joint family system
with her in-laws before coming to Canada in 2016. She has a Bachelor of Arts degree
from a local university.
Noor is a 26-year-old young woman who married at the age of 18. She arrived from a
small city in the province of Punjab in Pakistan to join her husband in 2017. She finished
grade 9 and was currently taking English language classes.
Pooja arrived from a city in the Northern State of India. She finished high school and
worked in a restaurant before coming to Canada. Pooja lived with extended family
members in a joint family system for many years. In 2017, Pooja, with her grown-up
children, finally decided to join her husband in Canada.
Reasons for Immigrating to Canada
Majority of the participants who came under the Economy Class (EC) category
decided to move to Canada in the hopes of finding a better future for their children, and
to pursue employment options that were not achievable in their home countries. In
contrast, participants under the Family class category immigrated to join their husbands
and have their families together in one environment. For example, Faria recalls the insane
work hours that her husband spent daily at his job in India without overtime payment.
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Sara and Nana came strictly for their children’s education. Seema, Pooja, Samr and Noor
on the other hand came to Canada to join their husbands.
Findings
Four major themes emerged in response to the interview questions:1) Immigration
and Resettlement Challenges, 2) Gender Roles and Patriarchal Society in the Native
Country, 3) Perception of Gender Role/Women’s Role in the Canadian Society, and 4)
Negotiation of Gender Roles, Agency and Empowerment. South Asian women’s
narratives are discussed and analysed to show how multiple factors intersect and result in
inequality and challenges as participants negotiate perceptions of gender role pre and post
migration.
Theme One: Immigration and Resettlement Challenges
All participants faced challenges in their first year of settlement in Canada. The
following factors intersected to create challenges and barriers for the participants: 1)
Family Dynamics, immigration Policy and Processing Times; 2) Lack of Information and
Guidance from the Settlement Agency Workers; 3) Challenges in Finding Jobs; 4)
Cultural Conflicts and Acculturative Stress.
Family Dynamics, Immigration Policy and Processing Times
Family dynamics that included familial ties and responsibilities were reported as
major factors that prevented a few participants from migrating initially to be with their
husbands. Both Pooja and Seema talked about taking care of their in-laws and being
honour bound by the expectations of family obligations in the role of daughter in-law,
where it is their responsibility to take care of the members of the husband’s extended
family. For example, both Pooja and Seema joined their husbands after 15 years. Both
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initially declared that financial issues were the driving force that prevented them initially
migrating, but later they were hesitant to move due to family obligation. According to
Pooja,
Family problem! I have a big family. Actually, at first my kids were small, so I
didn’t want to come, then my in-laws also did not want me to leave with children
and wanted us to stay with them” (Pooja, Transcript).
In Seema’s case her husband delayed the immigration process because he wanted
Seema to take care of his mother in Pakistan.
The structure of family kinship in India, where the bride lives with the husband’s family
and takes on the role of caregiver to all members of the family (Bhopal, 2019) acted as a
barrier in these South Asian women’s immigration process. Later when Seema’s husband
decided to sponsor the family it was delayed due to legal issues in the visa process.
According to Seema,
My husband tried very hard to bring me here. There was an issue with my visa
and [it] took a long time for me to come here. My two kids have the citizenship
because of their father, but my older daughter was born before, she couldn’t get
the passport and I was her guardian, so until I get the citizenship, then she will get
the passport.
Canadian legal immigration policy was another barrier to the reunification process for
families. Most of the participants in this study reported that it took them 2-3 years from
the time they submitted the application to the time that they actually landed in Canada.
The time frame for spousal sponsorship is shorter, but in Seema’s case it took more than
3-4 years to complete the process.
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In the last few decades, more women immigrated due to economic reasons
(Bergeron & Marchand, 2019). In this study, Nana and Kareema were the only two
participants who immigrated under the economy class immigration category as principal
applicants. Nana’s decision to move to Canada was mainly for her two grown children to
pursue higher education. Both women experiences are unique to their position as
principal applicants and quite different from the other women in this study. For example,
Nana and Kareema were aware of all the necessary requirements needed to resettle in a
new country. Contrast to Kareema, Nana had the financial stability because her husband
was still employed in Pakistan. This type of arrangement in the literature on migration is
referred to as an ‘astronaut arrangement’ which is a common trend in countries such as
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand for the past two decades (Chang & Darlington,
2008). For example, the husband in the nuclear family returns to the “source country to
pursue… business or career, while wives and children remained in the destination
country” (Chang & Darlington, 2008, p. 61). Nana’s family is an example in this study
where family unity is sacrificed over education for their children, and as Kobayashi and
Preston (2007) put it “livelihoods remain at the source, not the destination” (p. 151).
Lack of Information and Guidance from the Settlement Agency Workers
The immigration process is described as a long and arduous procedure for many
of the participants. Coming to Canada is only half the battle, the other half is how to
successfully settle down. Settlement agencies are first to help the newcomers to adjust to
a new life in Canada and also train them in areas such as resume writing, finding a house,
job or a child care assistance, as well as language proficiency training. In this study, a
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few participants reported lack of guidance and information from the settlement agency
workers. Noor, who came from a small city, struggled to adjust to the Canadian culture
and environment. She complained that she did not have adequate information about day
care service which was available for mothers who wish to attend English language
classes with small children. This lack of information resulted in Noor not being able to
attend any English language classes when she first arrived, since she had small children
and did not have any help and support at home. Noor explained:
I have small twin children and [at] that time [I] did not know that day care was
available and that is why I did not attend the class. I did not have the information.
I think we should know about the information before coming here [Canada] about
the rules of the land.
At the time of the interview Noor was attending ESL classes after two years of her arrival
in Canada.
Aarfa also recalled how frustrated she was with the lack of information and
guidance provided by the settlement workers when she first arrived in Canada. For
example, she came to know about the Bridging program (a program for foreign qualified
health professionals for recertification of credentials) from a friend. Aarfa felt that this
information should have been provided to her by the settlement workers when she first
approached them for assistance instead of hearing via word-of-mouth. According to
Aarfa,
Another big challenge was that there was no guidance. For example, there was a
bridging program in my field in my neighbourhood area. I went to see the
settlement workers regularly and no one guided me. No one know there that there
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was this type of bridging program exist in this field. They were just passing their
time so they can get the salary at the end of the month. Once or twice in a week
they call you and just they talk and talk without providing a proper guidance. This
was a biggest challenge for me, because I was not getting any useful thing
[information] from them. Then I took admission in the LINC program and ESL
program for one year and try to improve my English. During that time, I got the
information about the bridging program which one of my friends was doing it. I
realized that I wasted a lot of time. If I have gotten this information before from
the settlement agency workers, I would have done many things.
Aarfa described that period in her life as stressful, both professionally and emotionally.
Aarfa’s description of her experiences corresponds to what Berry (2005) referred to as
psychological acculturation which produces acculturative stress. This stress could have
been minimised by the timely response of settlement workers with relevant supports. This
experience suggests that the training of settlement workers should be examined to ensure
that the appropriate resources and facilities to meet the needs of different immigrant
women are known and communicated to new immigrants when they arrive in Canada.
Challenges in Finding Jobs
The settlement process also includes seeking employment not only for their
economic survival, but for their personal professional goals. Majority of participants
encountered challenges in finding jobs in a related field and reported that time in their
lives as the most stressful; especially for those women who came under the economic
class category because of their limited funds and the urgency to find employment.
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Participants mentioned devaluing of their education and lack of affordable day care
services as key factors that hindered them in finding jobs.
Foreign credentials. Recognition of foreign credentials to find a job was the
biggest challenge that most participants encountered during the first two years. Aarfa,
who was working as an Assistant Professor in one of the acclaimed university in the
province of Sindh, Pakistan, before she migrated, was quite emotional about her
experiences in finding a job in Canada that corresponded with her credentials.
Aarfa
I think I will describe my experience as painful and stressful. Another thing was
that our education and credential from back home is not recognized. You are
nothing. You have to start from zero or from scratch. It was very painful for me
that I have so much experience, research experience and it was not acceptable
here. I was in much of a stress because of this.
After her credentials were evaluated, Aarfa was still unable to find a job in the related
field. It was only after doing an additional Canadian certification program that she could
find a job that was in the related field, but not in academia. Aarfa emotionally recalled
her experience as follows:
You have to do all over again. Later on, I came to know about credential
evaluation. I have my degree evaluated for credential they gave me the same
credit for my Ph.D. Again, I applied to so many places and did not get any
response. Last year, I did a certification of psychotherapist and I got a job right
away. I am working as a psychotherapist since November 2018.
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Guo (2015) points out that devaluing of education can relegate immigrants to accept low
paying jobs in order to gain Canadian experience. Even though Aarfa’s credentials were
eventually accredited for the same profession in Canada, she was not able to find a job in
her profession. She had to pursue a job in another field and acquire another certification
to be able to get a job.
Kareema also shared similar sentiments about not having Canadian education and
experience. She described how non-recognition of foreign credentials and a highly
competitive job market made life unnecessarily difficult and negatively affected her
chances of getting employment. Moreover, the lack of understanding of Canadian job
search, and interview processes posed a challenge to find a job in the field. For example,
Kareema spoke about the challenges behind understanding the Canadian work
environment and how to adjust to it. She described her experience of sending her resumes
and not getting any response back as very overwhelming. In Kareema’s case, settlement
agency workers were able to assist her and her husband in understanding Canadian work
environment culture and based on that understanding, both were able to secure jobs
within six months of their arrival.
Kareema
First thing was getting the job because everything, like we have limited savings
and financial stability. That was a priority and because of that priority the first
challenge was getting a job. We did have to struggle very [much]. It was a very
emotional roller coaster ride for the first six months of the settlement. We were
going for interviews, giving out resumes, but we were not getting called.
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Participant’s experiences with settlement agencies is consistent with Sakamoto et
al.’s. (2010), study which examined underemployment and unemployment of newly
arrived skilled workers in Toronto, Canada. They noted in their research that settlement
agencies provide many services to help immigrants prepare resumes, understand the
language, culture and norms of the Canadian workplace including the understanding of
soft and hard skills in order to obtain employment in the desired field. Some participants;
however, did not have a positive experience with the settlement agencies when it comes
to providing valuable information about day care services and certification programs for
foreign trained professionals.
Day care. Another major issue raised by a few participants with young children
was the inaccessibility of day care. For example, Faria in this study expressed her
dissatisfaction about staying home, and not being able to work because of the long wait
list and lack of affordable daycare for her two small children. Her main motivation to
move to Canada was to pursue her career goals, which was previously impossible when
she lived with her in-laws in a joint family system in India.
Faria expressed:
I have small kids. The biggest challenge I have that I wanted to work, but at the
same time I couldn’t, because I was looking at childcare which are really
expensive here. Also, impossible to get into any childcare place because
everywhere is full. So that is the problem that I still am facing it. That is why I
couldn’t continue to work. I just worked for three months period. Childcare is the
problem that I still couldn’t sort it out. I think that is the biggest challenge I faced.
(Faria, Transcript)
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Similar concerns were reported in Khan and Watson’s (2005) study in Canada that
highlights childcare as one of the main reasons most of the immigrant women with small
children are not able to go out and find work. Mukhtar et al. (2016) also interviewed
executive directors of settlement agencies in the region of Peel who reported the pressure
to serve a growing population with a limited amount of funding leads to cutbacks to
many social programs that includes, mental health services, domestic abuse, and
childcare program. A lack of childcare services was reported by an official of service
providers as “being the most prohibitive for newcomers to accessing their services.
Newcomer women were affected as they often are the primary caregivers in the
household” (Mukhtar et al., 2016, p. 401). Limited funding also impacted evening
programs and extended hours services provided to help newcomers (Mukhtar et al.,
2016). Mukhtar’s study supported the findings of participants reporting that they were not
able to access services, job training workshops, or finding appropriate employment, due
to the unavailability of the childcare services at these centers.
Cultural Conflicts and Acculturative Stress
Finding employment emerged as a primary and urgent source of stress for new
immigrants, however it only scratches the surfaces of the acculturative stress that new
South Asian immigrants face. Narratives of participants suggest that immigrant women
went through social, emotional, behavioural, and cultural adjustments. Pooja and
Ammara went through cultural adjustments. They spoke about how women in Canada
dress and behave in public differently compared to their own country, and because of
such cultural differences and conflicts, their perspectives on raising children has changed
since they came to Canada. For example, in Ammara’s case, her children questioned
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women shaking hands with men which they did not witness in Pakistan. She had to
explain that women are more liberal in Canada compared to Pakistan and that they shake
hands with men and mingle with men who are not related to them.
Similarly, upon arrival, Pooja was also shocked to see women showing open
affection, such as kissing in public. Coming from a culture where women’s faces her
partially hidden under the veil, Pooja was shocked to witness such openness.
According to Pooja,
Culture also different; especially for kids. For example, here everything is very
open; especially how women dress here, compared to how women dress in India;
especially where I come from. In India we don’t see openness. Suddenly we got
shock looking at the dressing. In Rajasthan we don’t see that. I have to explain to
my kids about the environment. Here we see people kissing each other on the
road, and we don’t see these things in our culture. They are at that age that they
may get influence by the open culture.
Pooja also expressed her fears that her grown children will be influenced by the open
culture of Canadian society and may marry someone out of their caste bringing shame or
unwanted judgement to the family name. Pooja’s collective group membership to her
Rajasthani culture and her concerns to protect the honour of her father-in-law became the
cause of her stress, even though she no longer has residence in India. As noted by Chhina
(2017), family honour is an intrinsic part of South Asian family structure and many
Western practices such as shaking hands with men, being in public without a chaperone,
and women dating are actions that bring shame and dishonour to families in many
Eastern cultural groups.
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Lack of family support system. While the family structure of kinship acted as a
barrier in the immigration process for some, many mentioned the positive benefits of
extended family and friends which would have made their acculturation experiences
emotionally less stressful and helped with childcare. While talking about loneliness Faria,
Nana, Pooja, Samr, and Aarfa all expressed that they missed their extended family and
the support system that they had back home. For Samr, the move was emotional as she
started her married life in Canada away from her family. Aarfa, on the other hand, missed
the university environment and the academic conversations she used to have with her
colleagues.
At the personal level, I was very emotionally stressed because all day I don’t have
any one to talk to, because I was used to going to university in the morning where
you talk to people, you have your colleagues over there from the same mental
capacity, you enjoy talking to them. Here, I did not observe anything like that
here. Emotional bonding was lacking here.
She also missed her family and the support she had when living in her native country.
According to Aarfa, “you don’t have that support system here. My mother house was
very close to mine in Pakistan…Whenever you want to leave your kids you can leave
them at your parents’ house. You can’t have this over here” (Aarfa Transcript).
A few participants compared the individualistic nature of the Canadian society to
the collectivist view that their society holds. For example, Ammara pointed out how most
people in Canada are busy in their own lives and don’t pay much attention to what is
happening next door or in another person’s life. She perceived that “people here are a
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kind of rude type [laugh] or they don’t want to mix with other people or kind of lonely…
I think”. When asked to clarify if she was referring to only white Canadian, this is what
Ammara had to say:
No, total for everyone. They are not very social with everyone. Even from one
house to another, you don’t know who your neighbours are. Even our desi people
[people from South Asia community] don’t mix with everyone. They have their
own grouping and only meet with people from their own group or status. They
just do Hello / Hi and are not concerned much after that.
This excerpt shows the challenges immigrants face when the social norms and practices
in the home country derived from collectivist world views are different from the host
country (Western individualistic world views), resulting in feelings of alienation. In this
sense, it appears that Ammara and few other participants in this study have encountered
the psychological stress related to acculturation, which Berry (2005) described as
acculturative stress.
For Pooja, migrating to Canada with her grown up children was also a big social
and cultural adjustment. Pooja reminiscence about her time in India. She described her
relationship with her children as close before the move. Now she thinks that her children
are distant. According to Pooja,
After coming here I also feel that my role as a mother changed. Now kids are all
inside the room and don’t come out and talk to me, over there we used to talk a
lot. Here I feel that even living under the same roof we are all separate and
disconnected, this is the biggest change here.
The distancing that Pooja feels from her children can be linked to the acculturation
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process experienced by her children who when exposed to Western norms and values,
acculturate in ways that result in a hybrid culture or cultural hybridization. The children
take on some of the individualistic values and practices of Western culture where
children are socialized as independent individuals with privacy compared to patriarchal
cultures where children are part of the collective family and are not regarded as
independent and afforded privacy and share their personal lives with family. It is assume
that Pooja’s children have created a hybrid identity while crossing borders between two
cultures (Kim, 2016; Zvonkovic & Das, 2009).
In contrast to Pooja, Faria who also migrated from India praised the Western
society and the individualistic world view that it represents.
Like here, once you are 18 you are going off to college…Whatever we have done,
we raised you to look after yourself, now please look after yourself. So even if
they are not married, kids after 18 or 20, they are like move out [and have] their
own place, whatever place that may be, even if it is the room. They have started to
become independent. Kids here, like in high school, they are earning well and
they are saving up for their college which is unheard of in India.
In India, even boys when they are 25, they are like still…are still
dependent on their parents, sitting at home and not working. I have seen it with
myself in my own families, like first -hand experience, not stories or stuff like
that. This is the main reason so much dependency on other people. People have
stopped getting that drive to be independent. (Faria, Transcript)
The experiences of Pooja and Faria about conflicts in cultural world views, shows the
unique and different ways, intersecting factors influence the perceptions of South Asian
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women even though they come from the same colonial country. Both women came from
a patriarchal country but their experiences in the host country was different because of
the degree to which each individual embraced western values and culture. The latter
finding is consistent with postcolonial feminist theory which critique western feminists
monolithic representation of the woman from Global South, and the assumption that all
women experience the same oppression without recognizing the differences that exist
among them (Rajan & Park, 2000; Tyagi, 2014).
In summary, there were multiple factors that intersected to create challenges for
all participants during the immigration and resettlement process in Canada. For example,
for some participants who came under family class immigration category, it was an
emotional journey for them in terms of trying to keep their family together, while others
immigrated as a family unit. After immigrating to Canada, participants who arrived under
economy class immigration category encountered more challenges compared to
participants who arrived under family class. Most of the participants who wished to join
the work force after immigration spoke about the difficulties of finding jobs because of
the lack of Canadian experiences which devalued their education and experiences. Some
mentioned lack of guidance from the settlement agency workers when it comes to
providing valuable information that could have helped them in upgrading their skills or
access to childcare and language classes. Participant’ experiences with settlement
agencies aligns with Sakamoto et al. (2010), study which examined underemployment
and unemployment of newly arrived skilled workers in Toronto, Canada. They noted in
their research that settlement agencies provide many services to help immigrants prepare
resumes, understand the language, culture and norms of the Canadian workplace
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including the understanding of soft and hard skills in order to obtain employment in the
desired field. Some participants; however did not have a positive experience with the
settlement agencies when it comes to providing valuable information about day care
services and certification programs for foreign trained professionals.
As discussed above, the structure of the foreign credentialing process, settlement
agency supports, family kinship, extended family and cultural world views intersected in
ways that created barriers in the lives of these South Asian immigrant women in different
ways.
Theme Two: Gender Roles and Patriarchal Society in the Native Country
Although patriarchy permeates many societies including Western ones, there is a
degree to which it impacts women when immigrating. Majority of the women in this
study described their native country’s culture and environment (India and Pakistan) to be
conservative and male oriented. The following sub- themes or categories emerged from
the data collected from the participants’ interviews: 1) Male oriented society; 2)
Perception of working women in the patriarchal society; 3) Joint family System; 4)
Family honour/Family name. These factors played a role in how participants perceived
gender roles pre migration.
Male Oriented Society
All the participants agreed that in their native country, the general perception is
that women are inferior to men. Aarfa, who has a PhD in clinical psychology described
the society in her native country as male oriented. She further elaborated that “when it is
a male oriented society, then it follows the ways of men’s mental thinking, and the
society grows based on that mental thinking” (Aarfa Transcript). Ammara also shared
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similar thoughts about the culture of the society where women cannot perform a simple
task, such as sweeping outside the home, or gardening without being watched or accosted
by men. Ammara also added that women are not safe going to the market, as men either
follow them, or hassle them. According to her, “it is happening almost everywhere
mostly in the market. When women go to the market, men just leave their work and start
to hassle women by bumping into them” (Ammra Transcript). Ammara’s statement about
men harassing women in public places is echoed by Hadi’s (2017) report who stated that
when a woman in patriarchal society goes out to work, or school, or taking the public
transport she is subjected to sexual harassment, which mostly in Pakistan and India is in
the form of unwarranted comments, “gestures, or physical contacts of a sexual nature”
(Hadi, 2017, p. 300).
On the other hand, Nana who lived in Islamabad (Capital city of Pakistan) did not
experience situations faced by Ammara. However, she admitted that culture of the bigger
cities (where she is from) is very different to the culture of living in the smaller cities.
According to Nana,
I am basically from Sialkot and …, it is a small city [in Pakistan]. I can imagine if
I was living there, so it might be a little different, because of the population
around. But in Islamabad, majority of people around there have exposure to
international communities, like Embassy… all these people who live in capital
cities are mostly highly educated doing good jobs, all these things. People are not
that narrow minded. There must be certainly some percent of those people there
too, but luckily, I never have contact with these people.
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Nana and Sara agreed that family and social background (e.g., level of education) have
some influence on how women are treated at home and outside the home. For example,
the amount of freedom women experienced depended on many factors such as the
perspectives of male members in the family about norms of behaviour, the influence of
western culture in cities they lived in, and the level of education among people. For
example, Sara spoke about growing up in a broadminded family where women’s opinions
were respected by the male members of the family, and as a female, she was allowed to
make choices about what she wanted to do. Based on Sara’s personal experiences,
treatment and general attitudes from men towards women outside of the home could be
linked to level of education.
Nana also shared similar sentiments when she described how certain things in her
native country are limited to only men, like buying meat from a butcher. She spoke in
detail about the negative perception that people have of women, if a woman goes to the
butcher shop in small cities.
You know, there are certain things back home, like certain places, certain shops
are No! No! You are not going out. Usually male of the household they would go
for groceries and everything. The female will go for the mall …other shopping…
Like if you want to get the bread or you want to get the meat you won’t go there.
You know in small city, I think …mostly are male, and you know small area, I
don’t want to tag with someone, but it happens if female going to such places, and
[people will think that she is]… very independent, or she is not good lady and
that’s why she is going to such places. Luckily I never faced such things in my
city [Islamabad]. (Nana, Transcript)
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Seema also spoke about the culture in her native country where people are more
concerned about what is happening next door, especially keeping track of how many
times a woman goes in or out of the house. They make negative judgements about the
women’s character.
The culture back home is like that they don’t concentrate on their own lives, and
pay attention to other people’s lives, what is happening next door, especially
when it comes to women… not for men so much. Men do whatever they want and
they don’t talk about it. Back home people keep taking interest [in] how many
times someone goes out, like if a respectable women go out more than 2 -3 times,
she would be talk of the town; especially for those women, who are living without
a husband. Living in joint family system, or for any woman, that is kind of things
[that] are there [native country] but not here [Canada]. (Seema, Transcript)
Majority of the participants in this study agreed that culture of their native country is
more restricted when it comes to women’s movement in public spaces such as going to a
market, taking public transport etc.
Perception about Working Women in a Patriarchal Society
General attitudes towards women in a patriarchal society, are not limited to their
social freedoms. Many participants spoke about limited job options for women in their
native country, compared to Canada where women are working in every department and
have many roles. A few participants shared their thoughts about the societal perceptions
of working women in their native country, even if they were educated for a job. Aarfa
described her experience living in a community where majority of women were
homemakers. She pointed out that “having a job was not a trend in his [husband]
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community. They consider it odd that I go outside the home, drive a car or I work” (Arfa,
Transcript).
Ammara also acknowledged that “ majority of women in Pakistan stay home
because of the thinking that women are different from men, that kind of thinking matters
a lot” (Ammara Transcript). Similar sentiments were shared by Noor.
In Pakistan, women mostly become housewife. If someone works, or has a job
they see it disrespect that she goes out of the home to work and she is bad woman,
thirty percent people in Pakistan think, if women have a job and going outside the
home, she is not a respectable woman, or wear a pant-shirt [western clothes] then
people think it is bad.
Faria spoke about many barriers women face in her native country when they pursue
careers, especially after getting married. She shared examples of difficulties that she
encountered after getting married to finish her bachelor’s degree. Living in a joint family
system was another factor that hindered her from completing her degree. Kareema who
worked in Marketing and travelled alone because of her job, she spoke about the societal
pressure on women to make sure that the household responsibility is taken care before
they go out to work.
Basically, majority of women in Pakistan, and Dubai are home maker. There is
peer pressure, then there is a societal pressure that your first role is to take care of
the house first. Even five percent or ten percent of women who are working, they
have to first prove at home that she can do it. When they go into the task force, its
male dominated, so when they go there, they have to prove their authority. Trust
levels is high for men compared to women. (Kareema, Transcript)
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Gender based job discrimination. Majority of women in this study spoke about
stereotyping particular jobs for women only, such as teaching professions, and some jobs
were regarded as not respectable for women as it required working late night. For
example, Ammara compared limited job opportunities for women in Pakistan to multiple
job options available for women in Canada. For example, Kareema commented that
getting respect and status of authority as a professional working woman is a daily
challenge. She also brought attention to the culture of the society where majority of the
women are homemakers. According to Kareema, as a working woman when you go out,
you are viewed as a ‘rare species’. “So when you are rare species, you have to fight about
what you would say, you have to fight in getting that status authority, so comparatively
here [Canada] women are already in the workforce” (Kareema, Transcript).
In terms of discrimination faced by women in the workplace in their native
country, Aarfa acknowledged that women are subject to all kinds of discrimination based
on gender. She gave her own example by pointing out that majority of the time, male
figures are picked over females when it comes to assigning a special role, or choosing a
position in the committee. Aarfa also shared her negative experience while she was
employed as a university professor. She recalled an unfortunate exchange between her
and the senior male colleague who confronted her at work saying that her earning was not
halal (not permissible in Islam). The male professor also commented that if she had
stayed home, a man could benefit from the job, since culturally and religiously it is the
duty of the man to provide for the family, and the woman’s role is to stay home and look
after the family. It is evident from Aarfa’s description of the incident that her senior
colleague was making her aware of the biological difference between males and females
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as determined by differences in gender roles.
From this view, Aarfa was being exploited to give up her position in academia,
which is considered as a male dominated public sphere. Similar issues were reported by
Pooja who worked as a chef in a hotel in India, she spoke about the treatment she
received while working in a male dominated profession. In Pooja’s words:
Sometimes they make you feel so hopeless. They make you think that you don’t
know anything, or you can do many things or hard work like them or you can’t do
night shift like them. Because working evening shift in India is a problem (for
ladies) so many times they(men) say she works only general shift not evening
shift this not a real job she leaves in the daytime. If there was a man he would
have helped them in the night shift.
Noor also commented that in Pakistan, there is less respect for women who work
night shifts. She gave an example of her relative who works as a nurse that “people talk
about her behind her back that she is not good, because she works night shift”. In Sheba
George’s (2005) book When Women Come First: Gender and Class in Transnational
Migration, the author explores the lives of Kerala women in the nursing profession who
came from India as principal applicants. When examining their post immigration lives,
George reported that becoming a nurse was seen as a ‘dirty’ profession in most of the
communities in India because these young nurses would be in close proximity with men
who are not their brother or father, and thus “gave a rise to allegations of sexual
immorality against nurses as a group” (p. 34); moreover the nurses are involved in
cleaning diseased bodies and therefore considered as ‘dirty’. Sara for example in this
study also noted that some professions in Pakistan are not considered a respectable job.
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She gave an example of working in Tim Hortons or Walmart which would be looked
down upon; over here [Canada] it doesn’t matter” (Sara Transcript). In Samr’s opinion,
women only go into afew professions which is mostly teaching.
From the participants’ narratives, the majority of the women agreed that gender
bias exists in their country when it comes to women working in male dominated
professions. Most of the participants also acknowledged that professions such as teaching
and medicine are considered to be respectable occupations for women. Working in the
fast food industry, or working late night shifts are seen as undesirable professions for
women. Immigrant women in Dlamini et al’s. (2014) study also considered teaching as a
more suitable profession for women.
Financial dependency and control. In a patriarchal society, the general belief is
that only men are supposed to be the bread winner, and women stay home and take care
of the house and the family. Faria, Seema, Aarfa, and Kareema spoke about the
perception about men and women’s roles when it comes to taking financial responsibility
of the household. For example, Faria and Seema both compared the norms of Western
society to the cultural norms of their native country and praised how in Canadian society
both husband and wife financially contribute to the household, while in their native
country only men are responsible to earn money, no matter how much the family is
suffering financially. Seema stated:
Here in Canada, husband and wife both work hard for their kids, even kids get
independent and they also work. It’s not like that they are dependent on their
parents. This is a change. Over there, only one male person is responsible to take
care of the household with so many expenses and everything so costly over there
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like schooling and things like that. In comparison here this kind of tension is not
here like in Pakistan.
Kareema, also shared similar sentiments about how she grew up with the same mind-set
that “mardoon ko kamana ke lana he” [men are supposed to earn money] while women
stay home and look after the children. According to Kareema, “my father was a sole
bread earner. My mother was married at a very early age, so she didn’t make her own
career, she was dependent all her life on my father, so that is what I grew up with and
when I got married, again the same thing” (Kareema Transcript). These findings are in
accordance with Sohail’s (2014) study which reported that the main barrier to women’s
employment in a country like Pakistan is the belief that women’s role is only to look after
kids and home, while “men has to fulfill all financial needs” (p. 217).
Faria from India, also shared her insight on how the notion of women working
outside the home, or getting a job is looked down upon in their culture. She described the
culture as follows:
A lot of people don’t want their girls or women to study [and] even they had
studied, not to have a career…and ultimately in one huge family remains 1-2
earning members, and both are male. What happen is that financial control is in
one person’s hand, and everyone else becomes dependent on that person. From
the beginning you loss control of everything. You have nothing under your own
hands. You have no financial independence, which very important for people to
take a stand or get away from even abusive household. I am not saying that every
household is abusive, but I am saying that this is the reason people stick to that or
stick to the same traditions. (Faria, Transcript)
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The patriarchal concept of men being the head of and financial provider in the family
tends to make women financially dependent and subjugates them and prevents them from
making decisions to leave if relationships are abusive.
Family Honour / Family Name
Most of the participants in this study spoke about the need to conform to parental
expectations and to behave in public in the company of boys/men in ways that did not
bring shame to the family name and honour. Kareema, who grew up in a joint family
system noted the differential treatment when it comes to socializing outside the home.
Izzat or family honour, pride and respectability is directly tied to the chastity of daughters
in patriarchal families and societies (Gillespie, &, 1995; Hadi, 2020). For example, she
was instructed by her mother to come home before dark while her brother stayed out late.
According to her,
I carry the family name, so I have to gear to societal norms as per se of the family
name that I carry. I was not allowed late night outings. I was very, very careful in
terms of the company in the university even outside, especially I have to be very
careful… I was reminded constantly by my parents that we are allowing you but
you have to bear in mind that you have these restrictions. I was allowed freedom
but within certain limitations. There was a curfew in terms of what kind of
gathering. We were given permission that we can do group studies with boys in
groups, because it was a coeducation system in which I studied…You can mingle
around with boys, when studies are concern, but making friends you have to bear
in mind that how girls and boys friendship are perceived in our society. So we
kind of subconsciously repeated that. I wouldn’t blame my parents, but in my
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joint family system my dadi [grandmother] used to say something, or my aunt
used to say something, so sublimely subconsciously affected our behaviour.
(Kareema, Transcript)
From Kareema’s statement it was evident that she was warned by her parents to abide by
certain behaviour codes when socializing in public. In a later part of the interview,
Kareema justified that her parents were pressured by comments made by her
grandparents and aunts which influenced the need of her parents to be stricter on her in
comparison to her brother. She realized that her parents have privileged her with the best
education, so in return she felt that it was her duty as a daughter to conform to the family
values, otherwise her education and social life may be compromised. Although it was not
explicitly stated by her parents, her family dynamics have pointed in that direction.
According to Kareema, she was always being mindful not to bring shame to the family
name. This strategy is viewed as a bargaining strategy which Kandiyoti (1988) called
‘bargaining with patriarchy’.
Noor on the other hand did not mention any restrictions when she was at her
parents’ house. However, things changed when she moved to her in-laws’ house after
getting married at the age of 18. She was not allowed to go out alone and was reminded
that she was now their honour. According to Noor, “you are our safety (honour). We have
to provide you safety. We cannot let you go alone outside”.
Noor also pointed out that in Pakistan, the environment is not safe for women.
When asked to clarify what she meant by ‘environment not safe for women’, Noor
hesitantly uttered the word ‘rape’, which is a ‘taboo’ in the patriarchal society such as,
Pakistan and India. Noor accepted the restrictions imposed by her in-laws because she
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feared that something bad would happen to her if she went out. Seema also described
similar restrictions imposed on her after her husband left for Canada. She was not
allowed to go out freely as before. According to her,
After my husband left for Canada, my brother in -law took the responsibility. He
watches every move and where I go. I think he was thinking that he was looking
after the wife of his brother in his absence and that is why he doesn’t like me
going outside. (Seema, Transcript)
Pooja from India also spoke about family honour and following the traditions of her inlaws. Pooja explained:
They expect me not shame their family name, follow the traditions. Take care of
the family, household chores. Take care of everything. I have to follow the rituals
of the culture and family that was there, but other than that it was all good.
Sometimes it happened that I did not follow the traditions, so they tell me to obey
the traditions. (Pooja, Transcript)
The notion of izzat which is associated with the family name, or family honour is
generally used in South Asian culture to keep a control over the female family members
(Ballard, 1982; Gilbert et al., 2004); especially in a joint family system. Hadi (2017)
noted that in Pakistan, one of the patriarchal strategies to control women is through
“gender segregation and the ideology which associates family honour to female virtue”
(p. 297).
Joint Family System
The majority of women in this study have lived, or are still living in a joint family
system. A few participants described their experiences of living in a joint family as a
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controlling and suppressing environment. Others saw it as a system that was built on a
mutual respect and support system. Participants explained the following reasons to be the
cause of suppressive environments: 1) Family expectations of females, 2) perceived role
of the daughter-in-law in the joint family, and 3) control and interference by heads of the
households.
Family expectations of females. Kareema spoke about the differential treatment
that she experienced, compared to her brother while growing up in the joint family
system. She stated:
We were given the freedom, but at limited level to what I compare to my
brothers because of societal pressure. I wouldn’t blame my parents for that
because in a joint family system they lean towards extent in pressure…what to
allow, to what extent. I mean, pressure in terms of that my brother were allowed
to have late night outings to which I used to argue with my mother that why can’t
I go out with my friends that we were not allowed beyond 7 and 8 p.m. After
sunset we’re not allowed that (raat hogai he) [it is late!] you have to be at home
[before dark]. We have given you permission, but you have to be home by this
time.
Perceived role of daughter in-law. Seven out of ten participants in this study lived
in the joint family system in their native country. One participant lived with the in-laws
after arriving in Canada as a new bride. For these participants, extended family members
expected them to conform to their ideas of how a daughter in-law should act and speak.
For example, Noor compared her life before marriage to the life after getting married and
living with the in laws. According to her, she was expected to stay home most of the time
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and was not allowed to go out alone, except if accompanied by her husband or other
family members.
At my home it was normal, things changed after I got married and become a
daughter-in-law. You can’t go outside the home, stay at home, don’t talk to
anyone. I mean you don’t go out alone after marriage. Before marriage, mom and
dad let you go with your friends, but after marriage they say you have to go with
your husband, or with other family members and not alone. (Noor, Transcript).
Samr spoke about her life in Canada as a new bride living in the joint family system.
According to Samr, she was expected to stay home, to follow their commands, and do all
the domestic chores.
Pooja who is from India also shared similar experience. She came from a culture
where daughter -in-laws have to abide by certain traditions and rules. For example, Pooja
was expected to dress according to Rajasthani traditions; such as wearing a veil at all
times. Moreover, she was not allowed to eat at the dinner table as equals. Her description
is as follows:
Actually, when you are living at home with your in laws, you have to put a
ghonghat (face half covered with the veil), don’t talk to any men, as well with
women who are older than you [elder women]. Always in covered and with the
ghonghat. Here you sit equally on the dining table, over there you can’t sit with my
in-laws. I am daughter in -law, so I have to sit on the ground. I can’t sit with my inlaws on the sofas as equal, and also with ghonghat. These are all traditions followed
from long time. (Pooja, Transcript)
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Control and interference by heads of household. Faria spoke in much detail about
daily interference from her in-laws. She gave an example like going out as a husband and
wife for dinner was not approved by her mother-in-law. According to her,
It’s like huge, huge thing over there. You have to tell the whole family that you
are going, and then it is like a very awkward situation. Most people who have
been born and brought up in Western countries will find this bizarre, and they will
not understand what we are talking about, but this a stark reality and it is the truth.
You absolutely have no privacy… no control over your own lives. Plus this…
whole family is interfering, what you are doing, what you can do, what you can’t
do, what you should do or how you should do it. Well yeah, I forgot to mention
that was the big motivated factor for us to move from there... We tried really hard
to move out, because we knew that was not our future there first thing, and
secondly this daily drama was too much to take in. (Faria, Transcript)
A similar problem was faced by Samr upon arrival in Canada. She recalled that whenever
her husband wanted to go out with her, the in-laws always accompanied them. In Samr’s
words,
For example, if I don’t feel like going anywhere, I still have to comply with their
wishes [in -laws]. I can’t say no to them. For example, if we, husband and wife
wants to go out, all the in -laws have to come with us. My husband wanted to go
out alone with me as a newly married couple, but they didn’t want me to go with
him alone. They have to come with us. Tell you the truth, they did not allow me to
go out, because they thought if I go out, I would not be under their thumb
anymore, and will not listen to them anymore, or if she gets licence she will not
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stick at home. Basically, they wanted to restrict me to stay inside the house all the
time and do the household chores. (Samr, Transcript)
Ammara and Sara, however, were the only two participants who described positive
experiences when they lived with their in-laws. According to Ammara, “we respect the
opinions of each other. It was not like that we impose our opinion on each other. As an
older daughter-in-law my mother-in-law and my husband respect what I say” (Ammara
Transcript). Sara explained her experiences as follow:
Actually when I got married, I came in the combined family system, but I was
also doing job at that time, so it was expected of me to contribute in the household
work, but I didn’t do a lot of it and my in-laws did not force on me, but whatever I
can do. I have younger sister-in-law and brother-in-law. They treated me with
highest respect, I have no issue about that. (Sara, Transcript)
At the time of the interview Sara informed that her mother-in-law lives with her. Women
in this study have varied experiences when it comes to living in the joint family system.
However, majority of the women agreed that living in a joint family system as a new
bride required a lot of patience and sacrifices in order to keep the husband, and the
extended family members happy. Parvez (2011) pointed out that through the use of
patriarchal hierarchal system, the mother-in-law and sisters-in-law subjugate the
incoming new bride to preserve their control, power, and status in the family. In this
study, Samr, Pooja, and Faria’s situations in an extended family show how patriarchal
ideology influenced gender role regardless of the change in social location and context.
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Theme Three: Perception of Gender Role/Women’s Role in the Canadian Society
Women in this study described Canadian society as a liberal and open society,
where women have equal rights and are independent. Noor appreciated and admired how
women in Canada have the opportunity to pursue different interests of theirs and can
come and go as they please without the necessity of permission granted by her family
members. After coming to Canada, Noor attended English language classes and joined a
gym, both of which were unfathomable and nearly impossible for her to do back home.
Similar sentiments were shared by Aarfa who described Canadian women as ‘bold’ and
can do anything they want to. She then compared how differently women in Canada are
treated in the society in contrast to women in Pakistan. According to her, “women are
considered inferior in Pakistan. There you can’t even say anything… like inferior sex or
gender” (Aarfa, Transcript).
In short, from Aafra’s statement it is evident that she perceives that Canadian women
have more rights and are not “discriminated at that level, like in Pakistan.” Aarfa praised
the culture of the Canadian society when she stated that “I can go anywhere with
children. I don’t fear police that they will harass me... For women it is an open
environment” (Aarfa, Transcript).
Similar sentiments were expressed by Ammara, who pointed out that in Canada,
people are not conservative and “you have this of freedom that you can do any work
easily by yourself and there is no issue. Even we [women] do ‘man work’ and there is no
issue with it. In Pakistan we cannot do this kind of thing” (Ammara Transcript). Kareema
also noted that women in Canada at this stage do not need to prove themselves as a
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professional, compared to women in Pakistan, who still are struggling to gain that
respect. According to her,
In terms of gender, I found myself more liberated here. Here if I am giving my
opinion versus to another male member it is immediately be trusted, compared to
back home where I have to fight to prove myself. It is because of the
environment. Here is more acceptability of women here compared to back home
because we are at a beginning level. We have matured here. (Kareema,
Transcript)
Noor who at the time of the interview was attending English language classes expressed
that when she sees women here [in Canada] it makes her “feel good that women can do
something” (Noor Transcript). Samr immigrated to Canada eight years ago. Despite
living in Canada for so long, she was unable to take any English language classes because
of her in-laws who did not want her to learn English and become independent. Samr
exclaimed, “Here it is totally different. I see women can drive and also work. Here
women live their own lives, they earn money and they spend money as they like and they
are not dependent on anybody else” (Samr, Transcript).
Faria, brought attention to the issue of domestic abuse in her native country. She
pointed out that it is easier for single women with children in Canada to get out of an
abusive family situation largely due to the government support, compared to women in
the same situation in India. According to Faria,
I mean women are more liberal they have a society where they are allowed lot of
things that Indian women wouldn’t be allowed and it’s like it is much better for
women place like here, I think. For example, single women with children, it’s

118

much easier here, than it would be in back home because they don’t have any kind
of support, so a lot of people they are still living in abusive houses because they
have nowhere to go. They don’t have government support they don’t have family
support so where they are going to go with their children, it is sad. In our families,
it is my own family, I know a lot of people in my own family, like in my relatives,
like every day they are getting beaten up by their husbands still they are there
because they have nowhere to go, like over here, they get child benefits, support
from the government lot of support provide therapies. (Faria, Transcript)
Seema commented that women in Canada work side-by-side with men, which was a
novel concept to her. She stated that in Canada everyone in the family has no qualms
working together and contributing to the family. According to Seema, “here women are
active... They work, spend time with [their] family. I mean everyone [is] playing their
part, like husband, wife and kids. Life is tough here, but they together manage it” (Seema
Transcript). Seema also spoke fondly about the LINC (Language Instruction for
Newcomer) program where she attended the English language classes. She found the
culture of the class very respectable compared to her native country. Seema stated:
As a woman I liked it very much, the environment was like Pakistan is an Islamic
country and people stare at you, talk about you if male and female are together, I
didn’t feel anything like that in this class, we have male and female here,
everyone has a fair behaviour, as well as teachers. I didn’t feel any hesitation or
that I was uncomfortable when I joined the program.
The majority of the participants perceive Canada to be an egalitarian society where
women have rights and freedom of making decisions for themselves. However, one
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participant Nana did raise an important point about South Asian women perceived as too
submissive and dependent on their husbands compared to the white women.
According to Nana,
I feel like our females all of those who come from South Asian countries they are
more dependent to their husbands, so I feel like they have to look up to their
husband for everything for most of the time whereas Canadian like white other
nationalities, other than these South Asian community are very independent family
husband and children is not like if they are living with husband and wife with the
kids but it’s not like they are submissive like our females. They are independent
they know like it’s not like our females they don’t have any other choice even they
have to live in abusive situation they will live because they got three or four kids.
What I will do if my husband leave me, so they will bear that husband to any
extant, but these ladies it’s not a problem with them these will say ok if you hit me
once I will hit you twice. You just go away. (Nana, Transcript)
As seen from the participants’ experiences, immigrant women’s gender roles perceptions
are varied when in Canada. Some view women in Canada as liberated, some view it as
too liberated in comparison to their native countries. Shirpak et al. (2011) examined post
migration changes in Iranian immigrant families in Toronto, Ontario. Their findings are
consistent with the results in this study that immigrating to an egalitarian society from a
patriarchal society shifted gender roles, and women exercised more rights and made
decisions for themselves. Women appreciated the freedom that they have from the
restrictive codes imposed on them by their in-laws, and that they can come and go as they
please without requiring permission.
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In this study, one participant mentioned that women from South Asian countries
generally are perceived as submissive to their husbands (e.g., being dependent on male
members or husbands) compared to other ethnic minorities and mainstream white
Canadian women. This is supported by a study by Shankar et al. (2013) who reported that
most South Asian families closely hold gender role beliefs and practices that confine
women to the private sphere, thus making them more dependent on male family members
even with the change of social location and context. Shankar et al. (2013) noted that such
stereotypical “beliefs have evolved from a number of inter-related discourses about
gender roles that are closely held by many South Asian families despite changing social
contexts” (p. 249).
Theme Four: Negotiation of Gender Roles, Agency and Empowerment
Majority of the women in this study negotiated their gender roles in the context of
family structure and society at large. The following categories emerged as influencing the
negotiation of gender roles: 1) Role as a mother in the context of Canadian society; 2)
Role as a wife in the context of family structure; 3) Exercising Agency; 4) Cultural
identity as a woman in the Canadian context, and 5) Changing Roles in the context of
Canadian society.
Roles as a Mother in the Context of Canadian Society
The narratives of Ammara, Aarfa, and Seema indicated that after immigrating to
Canada they have taken more responsibilities as a mother compared to their native
country. This added responsibility is consistent with Rashid’s (2011) study on immigrant
women who wanted to maintain their cultural and religious values, in addition to
protecting their children from their perceived negative values promoted through the open
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culture of Canadian society. These women also wanted their children to be integrated
successfully into mainstream society which created tension for the mothers like Ammara
(Muslim) and Pooja (Jain, Hindu) as they struggled to navigate this dichotomy of cultural
preservation and societal integration. For example, Ammara comes from a religious
background and was concerned that her children will be influenced by the Canada’s open
society culture and lose their faith that she carefully raised her children under. This fear
was especially exacerbated by the recent sex education curriculum implementation in
elementary schools. According to Ammara,
The culture difference between Muslim and Non-Muslim, in that sense I have to
keep an eye on them [kids] and explain, for example right now about sex
education which is now compulsory. So, I have to keep an eye on them, try to
make them understand and explain Muslim issue and non-Muslim issue and why
it is like that. So now I have to take more responsibility as a mother. (Ammra,
Transcript)
Ammara’s experience are similar to findings from Londhe (2015), who examined
parental stress and acculturation of South Asian parents in the United States. According
to the Londhe, South Asian parents are particularly selective when it comes to
acculturating in their host society, thus influencing how mothers or fathers negotiate their
roles and the consequences behind these negotiations. As can be seen in the case of
Ammara, she was not going to compromise on her beliefs about sexuality from a Muslim
perspective and was faced with the additional responsibility in Canada of teaching her
children what values to uphold and provide reasons for this position which would not
have been the case in Pakistan, where perspectives of sex as described by the Muslim
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faith (e.g., sexual norms such as abstinence before marriage) are the same in the family
and society.
The care-giving responsibilities of a mother also changed for some participants.
Aarfa noted that Canadian laws regarding the care and safety of young children are
different than in Pakistan. Parents in Canada need to be more accountable and provide
proper childcare. She realized that in Canada, it is not acceptable to leave children alone,
whereas the authorities in Pakistan did not monitor childcare.
My role as mother changed because the children are your responsibility, and you
have to provide a proper childcare, and you cannot leave them alone at home. In
Pakistan nobody asks you, if you left your child alone. Here they are different, and
I think it is good thing because they protect kids here and safety is here. I think
child rearing practice is different compare to Pakistan. You have to give children
their space. I felt it was different that you can’t say anything to your children here.
(Aarfa, Transcript)
Aarfa further added that children in Pakistan are always under supervision, even for
mundane behaviour, such as reading a book in the living room, instead of being alone in
their bedrooms. Children are not only under the supervision of their parents, but also
extended relatives living in the home provided support in parenting. The idea of giving
children independence and respecting their personal space was new to her as
independence and personal space was linked to the adulthood not childhood in Pakistan.
Londhe’s (2015) study reported that South Asian parents miss the social support
in raising their children and recommended adapting to an evolutionary model in which
minority parents can combine their cultural values and norms with that of the mainstream
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culture. For example, Aarfa learned how to give space to her young children, noticing the
difference it made in a child’s trust and individuality. According to Londhe (2015), this
strategy allows parents to accept child rearing practices from the dominant culture that
match their needs and resources” (p. 534).
Similar to Aarfa, Seema also expressed that after immigrating to Canada, she felt
that her role as a mother has changed considerably in terms of looking after the children.
She became the primary caregiver and could no longer rely on a maid or extended family
support to provide childcare. She explained,
Here we have to do all the work by ourselves. We don’t have servants or maid
here. Here we have to care for children more, because over there [back home] we
have a family system, like all my family live in the same neighbourhood... Here
you don’t see this. Here this is a biggest responsibility, you have to take them
with you everywhere, and you can’t go alone. (Seema, Transcript)
In summary, majority of the participants spoke about their added responsibilities
in the role of mother after migrating to Canada. Mothers with teenage children worried
more about their children being influenced by liberal western norms and values and took
responsibility to keep their children connected with their culture and religion, as in the
case of Ammara and Pooja. Others complained about taking on more household
responsibilities, such as cooking, cleaning, doing groceries etc., and taking care of the
children. A common theme among the women in this study was missing their maternal
family and relatives, relatives who they can leave their children whenever they wanted to
with ease. The differences in child safety laws between Canadian society and the home
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country – how Canadian laws are strict when it comes to leaving children unattended –
was also raised.
Role as a Wife in the Context of Patriarchal Family Structure
The main expectations for a wife in patriarchal societies or family structures is
based on family obligation – it is the wife’s role to keep the family together. In regard to
her role as a wife, Aarfa described how torn she was when she first moved to Canada.
Moving to Canada was solely her husband’s decision. This finding aligns with Coulter et
al. (2012) who reported that “men exert a greater influence on household moving
decisions than women” (p. 23). To keep her family together, Aarfa immigrated with her
husband and two children to Canada. Aarfa’s move benefited the household but put her in
a disadvantaged position. After living in Canada for six months, Aarfa moved back to
Pakistan with her children. Living without a husband as a single mother was a stressful
experience which forced Aarfa to return to Canada. In Aarfa’s words:
When I came here [Canada] I was not mentally set here, so I left after staying for
one year. I stayed in Pakistan for five months, and daily I ask my husband to
come back, but he did not. He said to me if you want to live there, you have my
permission to stay there. After living for more than 5 months, I decided to come
back because it was impacting my kids here [in Pakistan] and my husband was
alone over there. That is why, I came back. I realized that children, husband and
wife should live together. That five months living alone helped me made up my
mind because it was the first time, I lived alone without my husband. (Aarfa,
Transcript)
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The above situation illustrates Boyd and Greico’s (2003) statement about how
family and culture influence women making an autonomous decision to immigrate. In
Aarfa’s case her gender role positioning as a wife and mother compelled her to move
with her husband.
In contrast to Aarfa’s situation, majority of the participants in the study reported
that they were consulted about the decision to migrate to Canada. One participant pointed
out that though the decision was mutual, she was the one who initiated the application
process, according to Kareema, “I am the thinker of my family” (Kareema, Transcript).
This statement contradicts the general view that majority of women in the migration
process are ‘tied movers’ (Cooke, 2013) and are passive when it comes to making
decisions. Kareema’s experience should not be generalized as she is an example of an
immigrant women that opposes the submissive stereotype often tied to South Asian
women.
Cultural Identity as a Woman in the Canadian Context
In this study, Ammara and Pooja both spoke about how their behaviour and apparel
changed to better fit into Canadian society. For example, Ammara adopted some of the
Canadian cultural norms in order to integrate into the Canadian society and she made
changes in how she used to dress back home, as well.
Some people[Canadian] understand our culture and they don’t mind if we don’t
shake hands with men, but some people do mind, if we don’t shake hands, then
we have to explain to our children that here we have to change ourselves,
according to the society that we live in. In Pakistan we don’t do this kind of
things. It is good to stick to our values as much as we can (Ammra Transcript).

126

Ammara further added that she tried not to change so much from how she was in Pakistan
because of her children.
Kids would say that it is double standard…in some ways I also changed. I used to
wear long abaya [long gown that covers the entire body], when I first came to
Canada. Then later I stopped [wearing it] because my kids when they first came to
Canada, they were uncomfortable, saying no one wears it here.
Pooja, who came from Rajasthan, a very traditional region in India, spoke about how she
had to leave her cultural dressing in order adapt to the cultural norms of Canadian
society; especially when it comes to certain traditions, such as wearing of ghoonghat
(veil). In this sense both Ammara and Pooja negotiated their cultural and religious
identity by appropriating Western behaviours and common practices in order to minimise
feelings of being different or disrespectful to successfully integrate into the mainstream
society. From their narratives, it is safe to say that these women consciously decided
which cultural element they wished to retain and which values to discard, an example of
intentional cultural hybridization (Bakhtin, 1981) in order to have a successful integration
into the mainstream society. From their narratives, it is safe to say that these women
consciously decided which cultural element they wished to retain and which values to
discard.
Working Women, Agency and Patriarchal Society
Voice is generally associated with the concept of agency which it is believed that
Western women possess, while silence is linked to being weak and oppressed (Bergeron
& Marchand, 2019). In South Asian, patriarchal societies, silence is common as a
response among women but should not be interpreted as evidence of weakness and
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oppression in all instances. Aarfa, who worked full time in her native country, was
constantly reminded to quit her job in order to fulfill her family obligations. Her
negotiation in this situation was to keep silent. In this situation Aarfa used silence to
mitigate the criticism brought up by her in-laws and people in her husband’s community
to avoid conflict and keep her job.
The place my husband’s family live has 350 houses…anywhere I go, I will listen
to people talking that I work, I go outside the home, and I go alone. The
perception was very different about women over there. My in laws said to me
many times to quit my job, why you have to work your husband earn good
money. I feel that they don’t see it as a good thing, but I kept quiet. (Aarfa,
Transcript)
Similar to Aarfa’s case in Pakistan, Pooja in India was also told by her in-laws to stop
working and stay home and take care of the children. Her aspiration to do something for
herself made her strong. Pooja used her voice over time to convince her father-in-law to
accept her role as a working woman. Pooja’s statement rejects the Western discourse that
perceive women from Global South as individuals who lack agency and voice. In Pooja’s
words,
My father in law and my mother in law tell me to stop working and stay home and
take care of the kids. Everyday this topic used to come out, but I stayed strong
that I have to do something. Every day, I listen to this thing, but I kept strong and
keep going. I used to tell my in-laws that nothing bad is going on at work. I tell
them, when you go out you come to see the world, new things, and learn new
things. After while they slowly came around, much improvement. Every woman
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should go out and increase her self-confidence and should do something in life
and the education they got they should use it not waste it and should do
something. It is very important for women to learn something, and by staying
inside the home they will not gain any knowledge. (Pooja, Transcript)
Furthermore, Pooja also strategized her move by wearing her ghoonghat when she
leaves her house and then took it off near her work to avoid comments and judgemental
looks from people of her neighbourhood. Kandiyoti (1988) referred to this type of
behaviour as “bargaining with patriarchy” in which a woman uses strategies that will
benefit them according to their social location. Her ghoonghat is viewed as a signifier of
her submissive position in the family hierarchy, but it also serves as an agentic tool to
shield her from the peering eyes of the neighbourhood. Pooja’s case provides an example
of how South Asian women negotiate multiple identities based on their social and
cultural locations.
In addition to that Pooja also had to struggle to find her place as a hotel chef in a
very male dominating profession. She encountered resistance from male coworkers who
did not accept her presence as a chef, which was a male domain. According to her,
I was the only woman in my department, where there were mostly men.
Sometimes it happens that when women are in a workplace where majority are
men, it hurts their ego that women can do better job than them. This problem is
there always. Sometimes, when I tell them something, they listen, but then they
say they know more than me. There was a problem, because I was the only lady
between 10-15 male, I have to ignore all these issues. (Pooja, Transcript)
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It is also noteworthy to mention that Pooja whose husband is also a hotel chef,
encouraged her to take courses to become a chef. In the literature on South Asian family,
the role of husband is mostly discussed in regard to domestic abuse or being passive
when it comes to supporting the wife against his side of the family. Pooja’s situation
suggests that this stereotypical representation of the South Asian male cannot be
generalised to all cases.
In this section, women spoke about their experiences working in a patriarchal
society and how they used voice and silence to negotiate their gender roles. Aarfa used
silence as way to keep thing smooth, while Pooja, used her voice to convince her father
in-law to allow her to keep working as a chef. In another situation, Pooja also used
silence to ignore such harassment at her workplace. Silence therefore worked as an
agentic strategy for these South Asian women.
Exercising Agency in a Patriarchal Family Structure
Samr who came from one of the most conservative regions of Pakistan,
described her family as a moderate thinking family who imposed less restrictions. After
immigrating to Canada as a sponsored wife, Samr lived in a joint family system with her
husband’s family, who often interfered in her relationship with her husband. In eight
years, Samr was not allowed to leave the house except to pick her children from school at
the bus stop. As Kandiyoti (1988) noted that under classic patriarchy, women have no
“personal life after marriage, and are treated as servants not as a family member (p. 218).
Her narratives indicate that she exercised her agency passively, rather than actively by
compromising her position as a wife in favour of becoming a submissive daughter-inlaw. Samr also enrolled in the English language program at a local immigrant women
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center. She found ESL classes to be very beneficial in order to be independent. According
to Samr,
It’s only three weeks now, and I am having a very good experience. Learning
English language helped [me] in a way that when my daughters goes to school,
my second daughter only speaks English, so in the home I practice my English
with her. Now, I can have a conversation with anyone. For example, talking to
teachers etc. Now I have learned about the proper use of grammar in a sentence,
especially when it comes to filling an application. I know now.
At the time of the interview, Samr and her husband found a place of their own. Samr
expressed that this was the first time she could enjoy her life as an independent woman
after eight years of her marriage locked in a joint family environment. Noor also found
opportunity to join the gym after moving to Canada, which was not possible when she
lived in her hometown with her in-laws.
I joined the gym, which is easy here, but not there (Pakistan). Because your outfit
for gym is like that no one in the family would allow you to wear it, and you can’t
go outside wearing that kind of outfit, and only men goes to the gym, even if it
[meant] for women (Noor Transcript).
Faria came to Canada with her husband to find better job opportunities. She spoke about
how difficult it was for her to complete her studies while living with her in-laws. Faria
sought the opportunity to move to Canada; away from a traditional joint family system,
and to live her life according to her own terms. According to Faria,
I was very straightforward right from the beginning that I am going to complete
my education whatever happens so. I knew clearly that after my degree was over,
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I was not going to be able to work over there because of the culture and because
of lots of things. I wouldn’t be able to work and that is not something I was ok
with and neither was my husband because he knew that I have talent, and I have
the capability of working, so he didn’t want me to just waste that away. So, we
both knew as long we are in that house, in that family, in that place, in that
country, we would not be able to grow, and do anything that we wanted to do and
we would be stuck there forever.
The main thing was that we have to change our lifestyle, the lifestyle
which we had over there, like me being a housewife, and not doing
anything…Looking after the house and the kids obviously worthwhile, but it was
not done on my terms. I don’t mind being housewife, but I did mind being under
someone else. (Faria, Transcript)
In the examples above, where the patriarchal family structure was dominant, women were
silent, and the patriarchal family structure acted as a structural barrier to job and
education opportunities. Women exercised agency to overcome this structural barrier by
moving out of the joint family home to live in their individual homes. In this study,
women actively and passively bargained with patriarchy, and exercised their agency to
negotiate their gender roles in the context of family and society, prior to migration and
after immigration.
Changing Roles in the Context of Canadian Society
The data showed that women were able to negotiate their gender roles in
various social and cultural contexts by selectively appropriating the norms and values of
mainstream society while retaining the norms and values associated with gender roles of
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their cultural traditions. Only one participant spoke about a transformation of gender
roles after immigrating to Canada. For example, Kareema pointed out that both she and
her husband were brought up in a typical South Asian family system with the perception
that the male of the house was supposed to earn money and female of the house stayed at
home and looked after the children. However, her perception was transformed after
immigrating to Canada. The following quotes are from the interview in which Kareema
spoke in much detail about the transformation of gender roles in her household in
Canada.
When you are brought up in Pakistan, you are expected by the culture…that
family is first, then is your career. I have seen my mother sacrificing, aunts
sacrificing grandmothers, so it is ingrained subconsciously and is a part of my
upbringing that I give my family a priority. When I rethink since I have been here,
and I see that it doesn’t need to be [like] all the time that I have to think about
myself in order to survive. So, after coming here [Canada] both me and my
husband realize that we have to take care of our needs, our aspiration as well. Our
perspective has changed as to what are our roles in the family.
In Dubai and Pakistan, we were living with a typical mindset and we also
witnessed in our family that females are primary caretaker and male earn money,
so we are in the same grind. Now we left that... bubble. We are seeing in our
community that women are also contributing financially and that... male are also
taking care of the children…preconception and bubble has been broken, seeing
men and the women taking the other role. I have taken more financial role, which
I never did in Pakistan. When I have to go somewhere my husband also transcend

133

and took my role which is a preconceived role for female. Sometimes if I am not
feeling well, he will help out in cleaning, and washing dishes, so in that way he
has transitioned. (Kareema, Transcript)
It is safe to say that Kareema and her husband witnessed how men and women in
Canadian society take care of the house together, a concept that was foreign to them prior
to immigration. Both embraced this new perspective on the roles of men and women in
the home from the host society to take on roles in the family typically associated with the
other gender in patriarchal societies. This finding is aligned with Baluja’s (2003) work
who found a shift in gender roles among Bangladeshi immigrant families in the United
States in a similar fashion.
Conclusion
I presented the analysis of the findings that emerged from the data collected
through the interviews of 10 South Asian immigrant women. The first theme immigration
and resettlement challenges described personal, family and legal issues which hindered
the immigration process of few participants and other challenges such as finding a job
and day care services. The second theme presented the findings that showed participants’
understanding of what constitutes a male oriented society, the role of women in a
patriarchal society and challenges in living in a joint family system. The third theme
described how Canadian Society differs from a patriarchal society in relation to women’s
rights, roles, and responsibilities. The fourth theme, gender role, agency and
empowerment addressed how South Asian immigrant women actively and passively
bargained with patriarchy and exercised their agency in different ways in various social
and cultural contexts.
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CHAPTER FIVE: IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
This qualitative study explored the perceptions of South Asian immigrant women
in Southwestern Ontario about gender roles in the context of family and society, prior to
migration and after immigration to Canada, and how they defined and negotiated gender
roles. The study also examined the challenges South Asian immigrant women
experienced during the migration process.
A qualitative research design enables the researcher to gain an in-depth look into
the lives of people and the meanings they attach to their lives and the social world around
them (Miles & Huberman & Saldaña 2014; Merriam, 2015; Ravitch, & Carl, 2019). This
study used feminist theory and methodologies to understand women participants’
perspectives, and their experiences (Marshall & Rossman, 2014). In-depth interviewing
was the primary source of data; follow-up interviews and member checks were strategies
used to verify interview transcripts and interpretations. The data analysis was informed
by relevant theories. Acculturation theory (Berry, 2005) informs the researcher of the
psychological, social and cultural challenges that immigrants generally encounter when
they first come into contact with the culture of the host society. Postcolonial-feminist
theory and intersectional perspectives were used to gain insight into how South Asian
immigrant women negotiated their gender roles in the context of family and society and
how they exercised their agency in various social contexts. The two latter perspectives
provided insight into the lives of the immigrant women participants, which would not be
possible to understand with the use of the general acculturation model which assumes
that all groups undergo the same experiences during immigration (Schwartz et al., 2010).
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Discussion of the Results
The first research question sought to answer the question: What are the
perceptions of South Asian immigrant women about gender roles in the context of their
family and society, prior to migration, and after immigrating to Canada? The findings
reveal that the majority of the women agreed that the society of their native country is
considered male oriented and gender-based discrimination exists at every level, from the
daily chores of running errands to the woes of being a female in the workforce. Majority
of participants acknowledged that women in Canada have more societal rights, compared
to their native country. Some of the intersecting factors such as living in a male-oriented
society, the concept of family honour, and perceptions of working women in a patriarchal
society will be discussed in the section, Gender Roles and Patriarchy to situate the
findings in the broader literature.
The second research question explored the following: What were the challenges
experienced by South Asian immigrant women during the immigration and resettlement
process to Canada? Participants situated their gender role experiences and findings
highlighted the multiple intersecting structural, political and representational factors that
influenced their lived experiences of the immigration process pre and post migration. The
findings suggest that participants have diverse experiences when it comes to the
immigration process and resettlement challenges. The major challenges were related to
struggles within the participants’ family dynamics, immigration processing times,
immigration policy and laws, finding jobs, and cultural shock. Implications of the main
findings will be discussed in the section, Intersecting Immigration and Resettlement
Challenges.
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The third research question explored how South Asian immigrant women define
and negotiate their gender roles in the contexts of their family and society prior to
migration and post immigration. The findings indicate that South Asian immigrant
women bargained with family members who subscribe to patriarchal beliefs in order to
negotiate their gender roles in various social contexts. Significant findings in the study
indicate that women used their voice and silence to resist oppressive social structures.
Some of these findings will be discussed in relation to the literature under Gender Roles
and Agency. The fourth question draws on the findings from the previous questions to
discuss the implications for immigration and settlement programs designed to support
immigrants to Canada.
Gender Roles and Patriarchy
Pre-immigration, the world that surrounds South Asian women, is influenced by
patriarchy which has to be negotiated in their post-immigration world. Some of the
characteristics linked to patriarchy that influenced the perceptions of gender roles of
South Asian women participants will be discussed to highlight the inequalities and
disempowerment experienced by South Asian women during immigration to a Western
society.
Male Oriented Society
All participants agreed that the society of their native country is a male oriented.
Ferdoos (2005) described a male dominated society as one in which “women are the
centre of attention and life, but [are also considered] as no more than secondary citizens”
(p. 15). Women in this study spoke about how they were, or someone they knew was
subject of street harassment; especially when using public buses as means of
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transportation. This finding aligns with Ferdoos (2005) and Ahmed et al. (2019) noting
that women go through daily physical and mental harassment when they use public
transportation.
It is noteworthy to mention that few women in this study related street harassment
to men’s level of education and unemployment. Ahmed et al. (2019) also reported that
few participants in their study believed that street harassment depends on the social class
and place of residence. For example, one woman in Ahmed et al. study noted that she felt
that women are less harassed in an urban city because of well-educated people living
there, compared to women living in other cities. Similar comments were made by one
participant in this study who also pointed out that she believed women face less
harassment in urban city where much of the population is well educated compared to
smaller cities. This is an area that needs to be further investigated to find out if the level
of education influences how men treat women in public places in a patriarchal society
such as, Pakistan and India. As Ahmed et al. 2019 brought attention to, 61% of women
are verbally harassed every day in the United States. Street harassment is only one form
of patriarchy-based provocation that affects South Asian women. More nuanced forms of
hegemonic masculinity, such as limited interactions with men pervades these women’s
lives in their native homes.
Family Honour
The majority of the participants spoke about the concept of family honour linked
to female behaviour; especially in a public sphere. As Ballard (1982) puts it, the notion of
izzat is used in the South Asian community in relation to men keeping close control over
the female members of their families. For example, women in this study were constantly
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reminded that they carry the family name. This key finding aligns with Ferdoos (2005)
study, who also found women’s virtue associated with family honour. Hadi (2017) also
noted that one of the patriarchal strategies to control women is through “gender
segregation and the ideology which associates family honour to female virtue” (p. 297).
Mentioning izzat in relation to women’s honour is like a double-edged sword. If
women accept the restrictions and rely on men for protection, they are giving up their
autonomous position in the household and self-identity. On the other hand, if women
refuse to take the protection of men or the family, then they are viewed as rebellious and
bringing shame to the family name, and in an extreme case, potentially putting their life
in jeopardy. Another factor that appeared to keep women in a subjugated role under the
protection of men is the issue of safety and security of women in a public spaces. As one
participant poignantly pointed out, she is afraid to go out in her birth country because she
heard too many cases of women being raped.
Ahmad and Kamal (2000) examined rape myths and gender role attitude of
university men and women in Pakistan. The myth about women who follow the rules by
staying inside the home, and dress modestly will have less chances to be raped was
believed by both men and women. For example, in this study Noor mentioned that people
are hesitant to send their women outside alone, because they are afraid they will get
raped, consistent with studies conducted by Ahmad and Kamal (2000), Ahmad et al.
(2009), and Nadeem and Shahed (2017). These studies also noted that men, more than
women believe that women will get raped if they do not follow the codes of behaviours,
which according to the literature is a form of maintaining the “power imbalance between
the sexes in this patriarchal society” (Ahmad & Kamal, 2000, p. 68). Nadeem and Shahed
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(2017) also examined men and women in Pakistan in the university setting and found that
the rape myth is believed more by men than women, and that “students with educated
mothers and fathers with higher income were found to believe less in rape myths” (p. 28).
Future research could investigate the gender role attitudes of men on the street, as this is
where most women are being harassed sexually and was mentioned by most participants
in this study. The rape myth is dangerous to women’s psyches, as they are conditioned to
monitor their most mundane behaviour. Regardless of who believes in the myth or not,
the fact that the myth exists is a harmful cultural practice. Women lose their sense of
psychological safety and are forced to bargain with patriarchy when needing to perform
daily tasks, such as going to the market.
Shankar et al. (2013) conducted a study in the Canadian context and highlighted
some cultural practices that still occur even after the change in social contexts. Some
examples of these cultural practices are the dowry system, and women requiring
permission to go out, work, or socialization. These practices, which may be beneficial to
women in some cases because of the different social and marital laws in India and
Pakistan, disenfranchise immigrant women in Western societies For example, the practice
of men believing that they are protectors of women, and if women do not conform to the
cultural practices then they take it upon themselves to protect the family name, family
honour, or izzat still occurs. The concept of izzat is an extension of the daily pressure
South Asian women carry from their native country to their new homes. Although, less
pervasive in Canada, participants of the study felt restrained in some of their actions
because of izzat, especially for those who came from or are living in a joint family
system.
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Joint Family System
South Asian families put emphasis on family ties and hold a collectivist world
view (Chadda & Deb, 2013) in which priority is given to the family and community.
From a societal standpoint, collectivism is commonly enacted as obligation and duty to
the communal group (Oyserman & Lee, 2007). Family members rely on each other to
form a strong social structure at the “expense of individuality, freedom of choice, privacy
and personal space” (p. 301). For example, in this study majority of the women who lived
in a joint family system described the environment as suffocating and oppressive. Iqbal,
et al. (2019) study reported 67 % of married women faced stress related issue because of
the daily tension in the household. Conflicts generally occurs when a new bride or a
young female of the house show their independence. In the collectivistic family structure,
this behaviour is taken as an insult, or an act of disobedience. On the contrary, there were
a few women who acknowledged that they had a positive experience living in a joint
family system and perceived it as a site of support system rather than oppression. In the
Global South, joint family systems are regarded by many as assets. For example, it
enables the women to work outside the home because of the childcare offered in the
home (Baruah, 2017). In this study, the conflicting relationships that women have living
in the joint-family system may be dependent on the acculturation level of the women’s
in-laws. Samr’s in-laws had resisted acculturation and still upheld traditional values even
whilst living in Canada, thus creating a hostile and controlling home. Future research can
be done in the field of joint family systems and their level of acculturation in order to
investigate if years spent in Canada can be related to an acculturation level and how it
affects daughters-in-law.
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Intersecting Immigration and Resettlement Challenges
Migration research, considered to hold an androcentric, patriarchal perspective, has been
long-served (Gatt et al., 2016) in the literature regarding women and the immigration
process and their subsequent migration experiences. According to the United Nations
(UN, 2020), the migration process affects women at three levels: individual, familial, and
societal. The findings of this study make a contribution to the literature on migration
experiences by reporting on the experiences of South Asian immigrant women through an
intersectional perspective and gives women voice to tell their experiences and recount
challenges at the individual, familial and societal level pre and post migration. Results of
the findings suggest that all women faced challenges in their first year of settlement in
Canada which is consistent with the previous literature in relation to immigration and
resettlement challenges (Ahmadzai et al.; 2016; Choi & et al., 2014; Dlamini et al., 2012;
Deshpande, 2018; Khan, & Watson, 2005; Martin & Reid, 2007; Okeke-Ihejirika et al.,
2019). South Asian women in this study eluded to these important sacrifices in all three
levels as described by the UN.
Family Structure, Immigration Policy and Economic Needs
The analysis shows that many barriers experienced by participants in the study
were due to structural barriers (Crenshaw, 1991) at the individual, familial and societal
level in both the home country and new country. Family kinship structure during preimmigration emerged as a structural barrier for some women in the study. Familial ties
and responsibilities were revealed to be a trigger behind the apprehension of women’s
decision to move, as it prevented a few of the participants from migrating and it also
prolonged family reunification. Another structural barrier that emerged as important was
Canadian legal policy like the inability to sponsor a child born outside of Canada to a
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non-citizen spouse which hindered family reunification. This finding is consistent with
Wayland’s (2006) study that reported frustration and anger expressed by many
participants about the lengthy processing times for sponsoring family members. Wayland
offered a recommendation to the immigration policy and law makers to “strengthen
Family Class immigration by reducing processing times for immigration and family
sponsorship” (p. v). Findings in this study show that family reunification under family
class is still a present issue that has yet to be addressed into an actionable
recommendation from policy makers.
Current Canadian policy is worth noting to highlight how it may intersect with
economic factors to affect women’s immigration experiences and contributes to the lack
of action to address the issue of processing times. Dargy (2018) noted a sudden increase
in accepting economic class immigrants in favour of family class immigrants and cited a
long period of processing times for family class immigrants. The premise for such
increase in number of immigrants under economy class is to meet the “Canadian labour
market needs” (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2012). Bragg and Wong (2016)
noted that three to four decades ago, the ratio of immigrant under family class was 60:40,
and now it is reversed, making it 58:26 as preference is given to immigrants under the
economic class immigration category. This change in Canadian immigration policy acts
as a structural barrier at the societal level for family class immigration and contributes to
family class immigrants experiencing challenges such as longer processing times for
reunification during the immigration process.
Social Standing and Economic Needs
Individual social standing and family aspirations also intersect with economic
needs in different ways during immigration. While this study only had one participant
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who was representative of the Astronaut arrangement type of immigration where one
spouse, mainly the husband, returns to the home country to work and support the family,
Kobayashi and Preston (2007) pointed out that the majority of international immigration
in the last two decades has been dominated by astronaut families migrating solely for the
interest of children’s education, not for the economic reasons. Man’s (2015) study on
Chinese immigrant families in Canada reported that many immigrant professionals have
higher social standing in their native country, and when they immigrate to Canada, they
lose that social position because their higher education is not recognized in Canada.
Many husbands had no choice to return to the source country to maintain their higher
social status that they worked so diligently for.
Das Gupta (2015) investigated South Asian families from India and Pakistan in
Ontario arriving from Middle Eastern countries and found that husbands return to the
Middle East to continue to provide financial stability, since their skills were not
recognized in Canada and they did not want to take jobs that were below their education
qualifications and paid less than they were accustomed to. Das Gupta (2015) also noted
that in Mississauga, Ontario, there is an area called ‘Begampura’, which means ‘City of
Wives’ where majority of the residents are women and children live who reside without
their husbands and fathers who work in Middle East. While there is literature available on
astronaut families on East Asian population in Canada, very few studies have reported on
South Asian families. This dissertation study contributes to this body of literature by
including South Asian women’s experiences with migration. South Asian women’s
immigration experiences are diverse and finding employment is a unique burden on them.
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From a postcolonial feminist perspective, many intersecting factors affect women’s
immigration experiences at the individual, family and social levels.
Jobs and Social Roles
Representational barriers (Cresnhaw, 1991) also played a role after migration, for
women arriving from a traditional society that adheres to gender role ideology. From the
participants’ narratives it can be inferred that South Asian immigrant women stayed
home so their husbands can establish themselves first. This finding is supported by
Banerji and Phan’s (2016) study that reported most newly immigrated women take on
“supportive and caregiving role within family, regardless of their own professional
background” (p. 350). These gender role expectations ascribed to women at the societal
and family level act as representational barriers that restrict women from pursuing their
career goals. For most participants in this study, they took on the responsibility of child
care and sacrificed their job or career opportunities to stay at home. Phan et al. (2015)
also reported “traditional family roles and responsibilities” (p. 2073) hindered women
with young children to find employment in Canada. Nichols (2018) study reported that
women encountered challenges to find employment, attend training programs because
they needed to stay home with their children. From the perspective of social theory,
women are socialised into the notion that they take a communal role, while men take an
agentic roles. These so-called social role expectations lead to development of prescriptive
beliefs that women should take a role of a homemaker and men as a breadwinner.
Consistent with social role theory about gender role beliefs and expectations,
majority of women in this study did take a communal role; however, one participant
showed discontent with her role as a homemaker. Therefore, although immigrant South
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Asian women took a supportive role, it cannot be concluded that all women are content
with taking the domestic role, contrary to western literature that represents South Asian
women as submissive. It is evident from some of the voices in this study that gender role
positioning as mother and dependent applicant status acted as a source of
disempowerment for immigrant women.
Acculturation Factors
Research shows that migration itself is a stressful process which requires
adjustments at the social, emotional, behavioural, and cultural levels (Baluja, 2003;
Berry, 1997; Berry, 2005; Dargy, 2016; Khan & Watson, 2005; Samuel, 2009). Berry
(2016) describes these social and psychological changes, and adjustment strategies as a
part of an acculturation process. Consistent with previous literature on acculturation
(Berry, 1997; 2005; 2016), majority of the participants preferred to adapt to Canadian
norms and values in order to integrate into their host society. However, participants were
selective in accepting Canadian values and made conscious efforts to retain their own
cultural norms and values. For example, when threatened by the openness of western
society and how women behave in public space, both Pooja and Ammara became worried
that their teenage children will be influenced by such conflicting values. This finding is
consistent with Khan and Watson (2005) study who also found that immigrants
experience cultural shock after witnessing a “more open sexual environment” (p. 312).
Stress or cultural shock occurs when immigrants find that the values of the host society
conflict with the values and culture of their native country (Berry, 2005). However, from
a postcolonial feminist lens, women went through different stages of acculturation
process based on their social location. For instance, one participant enrolled in the ESL
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program after living in Canada for eight years, while others started after two years. Bhatia
and Ram (2001) and Schwartz et al. (2010), have criticized Berry’s (1997; 2005)
acculturation theory which claims that all groups go through the same psychological
process of acculturation after migration.
Women in this study came from a diverse socio-economic cultural and
educational background and it is fair to say that their integration process and strategies
differ from each other even though they belong to the same ethnic group identity. These
women backgrounds are diverse in their practice of religion, language, dress code, and
social class. As their backgrounds vary, so do their patterns of acculturation as indicated
in this study. For example, acculturative changes for some participants became the source
of psychological stress as it was seen in the case of Pooja and Ammara in this study, and
for participant like Nana, Faria and Kareema, it meant more opportunities for growth (Sa,
Sánchez, 2015). Schwartz et al. (2010) pointed out that the acculturation process should
be understood in the historical, cultural and political context of both countries; sending
and receiving. South Asian women are multifaceted, the “one-size fits all” mentality of
the West simply cannot apply to immigrant women’s experiences with gender roles pre
and post immigration.
Gender Roles and Agency
Literature supports the notion that women’s agency is either enhanced or
constrained when immigrating to Western countries (Okeke-Ihejirikaet al., 2019).
Agency as explained by Lee (2009) in the Western context is “women’s entry into the
public sphere” (p 48). Thus, agency in the context of this study is seen as women
bargaining with patriarchy, making conscious decisions for themselves in relation to
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family and society, and confronting or coping with situations and people in the public
sphere. Women exercised their agency in relation to family and society prior to migrating
to Canada and after migrating to Canada in the face of many structural barriers.
Patriarchal Family Structure
South Asian family structure is based on a patriarchal ideology which expects
women to sacrifice their own aspirations in favour of family well-being. It is the duty of
the wife to keep the family together. Majority of the women in this study arrived as ‘tied
movers’, a term used to describe women who migrate with their husbands and family
because they are married (Cooke, 2013).
Majority of the women participants shared that they were consulted by their
husbands when they made the decision to migrate. However, in one participant’s case, the
option was not offered, and it was solely the husband’s decision to move. Aarfa was
highly qualified in her field and because of this reason she did not want to leave her
secure job as an Assistant Professor in the university. It is important to note that even
Aarfa was not on board; her move to Canada could be seen as her negotiation of her role
as a wife and to keep her family together.
Abraham et al.’s (2010) conducted a study on European dual earner migrants. The
authors conclude that traditional gender role beliefs have less impact on men and women
decision to move, and that “both male and female partners take their respective partner’s
perspective into account” (p. 890) when making decisions. This finding is in
contradiction with the results of the present study which partially confirms that traditional
gender role beliefs have more impact on South Asian men and women’s decision to
move. It is important to note that Abraham, Auspurg and Hinz’s (2010) study was
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conducted on European migrants in the European context, and therefore, the findings
aligns with the egalitarian societal values, which focuses on gender equality.
Silence as Agency
Voice is generally associated with the concept of agency, which it is believed that
Western women possess, while silence is linked to being weak and oppressed (Bergeron
& Marchand, 2019). Women in this study spoke about challenges that they had as a
working woman prior to immigrating to Canada in their native country. The key finding
is that women particularly used silence as a form of agency to deal a workplace
harassment and intimidation by male co-workers. Aarfa who is a highly qualified
individual with a Ph. D. used ‘relational silence’ as a strategy to avoid harming the
relationship (Brinsfield, 2013) between her and senior colleague, while Pooja who
worked as a chef in a restaurant used ‘ineffectual silence’ (Brinsfield, 2013). This means
Pooja understood that raising her voice would not bring any positive change in a
workplace environment that is based on patriarchal based social structures. In Canada,
some participants who lived in patriarchal families did not change their ways of
exercising agency and silence was enacted out of fear. It was only when participants
moved out of the patriarchal family structure, in their home country, and in Canada that
they were able to exercise their agency to work, study, and live the lives they wanted.
Hence the patriarchal, joint family structure was a barrier to South Asian immigrant
women negotiating their voice and agency pre and post migration.
Gender Roles and Cultural Hybridization
The traditional acculturation model (Berry, 1980; 1997; 2005) suggests that
immigrants go through cultural changes when they encounter a culture of the host
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society. According to Berry’s (1997) model, in order to become a bi-cultured person,
individuals must resolve two things: cultural maintenance (the degree to which cultural
identity and values are preserved), and the contact and participation (the degree to which
individuals want to be in contact with members of other cultures (Berry, 1997; Cohen &
Kassan, 2018). Postcolonial studies use the notion of cultural hybridization (Zvonkovic &
Das, 2009) and intentional hybridization (Bakhtin, 1981) to explain the selective
appropriation of certain norms and practices from the host society.
The results of the study findings show that women in this study demonstrated the
bi-dimensional model of acculturation as they maintained their cultural values and at the
same time remained in contact with the members of the host society. In this sense,
women went through a process of cultural hybridization. However, in doing so, these
women participants were also very selective in adopting norms of the Western society.
For example, women were conflicted when making changes to how they dress (less
conservative) and behave (shaking hands with men) compared to how they used to dress
and behave pre-immigration. From the women’s narratives, it can be inferred that
majority of the women in this study went through a cultural adjustment, however, their
process of integration was not linear. Bhatia and Ram (2001) criticized the traditional
acculturation model (Berry, 1997; 2005) for ignoring gender. From a postcolonial
perspective, it is evident that women in this study constantly navigated between the two
cultures (Zvonkovic & Das, 2009), and engaged in intentional hybridization in a third
space (Bhabha, 1994; English, 2005) to construct hybrid identities that have traces of
both cultures that are fluid and changing.
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Another example of intentional hybridization occurred with changing perceptions
of gender roles. The findings reveal that women were able to negotiate their gender roles
in various social and cultural contexts by selectively appropriating the norms and values
of mainstream society to different degrees. Only one participant spoke about a
transformation of gender roles after immigrating to Canada that reflected more Western
views. For example, after arriving in Canada, this participant witnessed how men and
women take care of the house together, how children can contribute to the family income,
a concept that was foreign prior to immigration. This finding is aligned with Baluja’s
(2003) work who found a shift in gender roles among Bangladeshi immigrant families in
the United States in a similar fashion. This dissertation study therefore provides an
exemplar of how gender roles are defined and negotiated in the context of family and
society, both in the sending, and receiving country.
Implications for Literature and Future Research
From the results of the study it is evident that majority of the women have
benefited from immigration in terms of exercising their autonomy. Baluja (2003) pointed
out that female mobility is associated with power and autonomy, and that majority of
women gain independence when they immigrate to the Western countries. Since the
sample size was small, the findings of this study cannot be generalized to the larger
population belonging to India and Pakistan. However, the narratives of ten women in this
study add to the body of literature on South Asian immigrant women’s experiences
immigrating from a patriarchal to a Western society. The findings add to our
understanding of this group of women’s experiences from a postcolonial-feminist
perspective. Such narratives can be used in higher education feminist studies and
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graduate studies to provide current knowledge about the immigration experiences of
women. Furthermore, in the migration literature, pre-immigration lives are mostly
ignored. This study makes a contribution by providing understanding about how gender
roles were perceived, defined and negotiated by South Asian women before arriving in
Canada. Gaining insights into the pre-immigration lives of South Asian immigrant
women helps to understand the diversity that exists among women from India and
Pakistan and supports the notion to refrain from making a universal assumption that all
women from the South Asian region are weak, passive and lack agency.
Furthermore, the study adds to the literature on the conceptualization of
acculturation by looking at the acculturation process of immigrant women from an
intersectional perspective. As Gatt et al. (2016) pointed out, other social stratifications
such as class, social status, culture, religion, and global context should be considered
when analysing immigrants’ acculturative experiences. Therefore, the present study
challenges the fixed notion of the traditional acculturation model (Berry, 1997) that
stipulates a fixed process of integration. For example, in this study, women navigated
between the two cultures (heritage culture and the host culture), and strategically chose
strategies that helped them to integrate into the host society and to maintain their culture
and identity, which resulted in women occupying partial or hybrid identities.
The study also explored the concept of agency by analysing how a sample of
South Asian immigrant women negotiated their gender roles in various contexts. It
reveals that in some instances, women were using a different form of agency, silence,
when they confronted the patriarchal-based societal and family structures before
migrating to Canada. This study bridges this gap in the literature on postcolonial-feminist

152

perspectives on gender and migration, by contributing the knowledge gained through the
narratives and stories of South Asian immigrant women as they negotiate and challenge
Western expectations. However, more empirical studies should be conducted to challenge
the Western notion of silence associated with weakness; especially concerning women
from South Asian countries. There is also a need for more studies to explore the concept
of ‘silence’ from an intersectional perspective as stated by Bergeron & Marchand (2019).
It is important to note that two participants in this study qualified as a principal
applicant under the economy class immigration category. Their experiences differ in
many aspects with other participants. For example, both women took an active role in the
immigration and resettlement process, compared to other participants who came as a
dependent spouse. More in-depth investigation is needed to gain insights into the
experiences of female principal applicants from South Asian countries and to look at
astronaut families (this participant was one of them). One of the limitations of the study
was that the participants varied in their educational and social background. Therefore, it
is recommended to conduct more qualitative studies on women with similar education
and social status who immigrated as principal applicants.
Implications for Immigration and Settlement Agencies and Recommendations
Zhu (2016) argues that immigrant mothers face challenges in Canada because the
resettlement system has “been constructed within an androcentric, capitalist, and
imperialist discourse” (p. 144). Settlement agency and immigration policies favour men’s
education and work experiences, while concurrently overlooking women’s education,
experiences, skills, and the specific challenges that they face in the settlement process.
For example, many women in this study shared their unpleasant situations living in a
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joint family system pre-immigration and the only way was to join their husbands in
Canada. For some of these immigrant women, the immigration process was very lengthy
with some arriving in Canada after 3-4 years. Furthermore, Bannerji and Phan (2016)
note that the immigration criteria of dependent applicant status further alienates women
to pursue their career goals. Unlike in their native country where majority of them can get
affordable domestic help, this option is no longer feasible in Canada, which presents a
new challenge for those women who want to join the work force (Phan et al., 2015).
The Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) services has made
some progress in enabling future immigrant dependent spouses to get jobs and introduced
the Open Work Permit Pilot (OWPP) in 2014 which was set to expire in July 2020. It was
announced in the Canadian Immigration Choices (CIC) NEWS on July 28, 2020, that the
OWPP program would not expire and was going to be extended, and regulations
changed, to make it into a permanent program. However, immigration policy on
dependent processing times needs to be looked at to make the process shorter to help new
immigrant women to leave oppressive family environments and speed up family
reunification in Canada. Policy makers should also provide more assistance to women
who arrive as dependent spouses, both under family class and economy class immigration
category. Women in both categories have mentioned lack of information provided to
them about various services that could have helped their situation when they arrived in
Canada. It is recommended that settlement agency workers should have more cultural
specific training in order to serve the different needs of women who arrive as dependent
spouses.
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Just recently, a new sponsorship program (Parents and Grandparents, PGP, 2020)
was announced by the Minister of Immigration Refugee and Citizenship Canada.
Canadian citizens and permanent residents will now have the opportunity to sponsor their
parents and grandparents. However, the potential names of the sponsors will be randomly
selected to “ensure transparent and equal oppourtunity for applicants” (IRCC, 2020, p.1).
Though the program’s intention is to reunite family members; the way the sponsorship
application is set up is quite disempowering for many immigrant families; especially
immigrant women with small children. These are the immigrant families who will benefit
from the support of their immediate family members. For example, many immigrant
women with small children cannot afford day care services for their children and thus, are
disempowered because of their role as a mother. It is therefore recommended that these
immigration policies and programs need to be re-examined to cater to the needs of those
families who really are in dire need of having the support of parents and grandparents. It
also recommended in this study to recognize women’s rights to have the same
opportunities as men to be able to go out and work. From this view, it is recommended
that alternative options for child care services (e.g., day-care on the premises) be offered
for those women who want to attend employment training and resume building
workshops.
Devaluing the education of highly skilled women and non-recognition of their
education and professional credentials was seen as a structural barrier in this study.
Highly skilled immigrant women who were working before migration to Canada find
themselves in a precarious situation where they had to accept low paying jobs to get the
Canadain experience. It is fair to say that the Canadian labour market is less welcoming
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to immigrants arriving from non-European countries whose education and skills are
considered not up to the Western standard as evidenced by many immigrants having to do
additional training and certification programs. Some immigrant women go through many
training workshops to meet the Canadain labour market standard, which Maitra (2012)
referred to as “whitening processes” (p. 4) to overcome the deficiency that prevents
immigrants from getting a Canadian experience in the labour force. The aforementioned
whitening processes could be inferred as systematic discrimination based on the
immigrants’ geographical, cultural and ethnic location; especially from countries in the
Global South. Therefore, it is important that settlement agencies have cultural specific
training to inform immigrants from non-European countries about job qualification
expectations and training programs.
It is also recommended that settlement agency workers should be trained to offer
programmes that match the needs of the highly skilled immigrant women in STEM
(Science Engineering Technology and Mathematics) related fields and avoid offering
“homogenized programming that is inclusive of all immigrant categories” (Senthanar, et
al., 2020). It is also recommended that immigrant women who are highly skilled
professionals with small children should be offered incentives such as affordable day care
services so they are able to join the workforce. As Baruah (2017), poignantly pointed out,
Canada should take advantage of the qualified professional immigrant women who have
expertise in STEM related fields; such as Engineering, since there is a shortage of women
in this area, in spite of the Canadian government’s “efforts to encourage more girls to
consider technical careers” (Baruah, 2017, p. 25). Participation of highly skilled
immigrant women in the workforce also benefits Canada economically.
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Implications for New Immigrant Women and Recommendations
The findings of this study provide insights that can be helpful to new South Asian
immigrant women. For example, new women immigrants can learn about the
resettlement challenges that South Asian women encountered in their first two years of
arrival in Canada. They can also gain insight into the various strategies that these women
from different educational and social backgrounds used, to integrate into the mainstream
society without adopting. They will also become aware that integration does not mean
abandoning their cultural identity in order to be accepted in Canadian society; women can
assume a partial identity that have traces of both cultures. New immigrant women can
also gain knowledge about the Western ways of parenting which gives more room to
children’s individuality. The present study thus gives women’s stories about how they
navigated their lives when arriving from a patriarchal society to a Western society, where
women have more rights and freedom. It is recommended that vignettes of immigrant
women’s experiences such as those in this study be shared with new immigrants in
booklets or pamphlets in collaboration with resettlement services.
Implications for Education of Immigrants and Recommendations
Some women participants had positive experiences attending English language
programs in Southwestern Ontario which assisted in the acculturation process. However,
there were barriers that prevented women from taking advantage of these services. For
example, lack of information about free daycare services on the site was the reason for
one of the participants attending the language classes after two years. In these two years
she had a difficult time adjusting to the Canadian norms due to language and cultural
barriers. Her recommendation was to prepare immigrants like her with knowledge about
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the ‘basic rules of the land’ and Canadian norms before arriving in Canada. These
training workshops along with English language classes should be part of the
immigration process. This would help immigrant women in similar situations like this
participant to be well prepared upon arrival rather than being confused and delaying their
education and employment goals.Another strategy after settlement could be to create a
process for immigrants to register with their local immigration settlement agency so that
local services, resources and training workshops could be communicated to them through
mail or email in a timely manner.
Conclusion and Final Thoughts
In this study I sought to explore the perceptions of South Asian immigrant women
in South Western Ontario about gender roles in the context of family and society, prior to
migration and after immigration to Canada. The study particularly focused on how South
Asian immigrant women exercise their agency and negotiated their gender roles in the
context of family and society. Literature on migration supports the findings of this study,
that immigrant women encounter many social, cultural, psychological, and financial
challenges when first arriving in the host country (Khan, & Watson, 2005; Mahapatra, &
Rai, 2019; Menjívar, & Salcido, 2002; Meraj, 2015; Rashid; 2011). Despite the
challenges experienced during immigration, women readily accepted the Canadian
lifestyle to provide their children a better future. The findings in this study also indicate
that gender and patriarchal ideology played a significant role in women’s everyday lives.
Furthermore, a postcolonial-feminist perspective helped to gain insights into how women
exercised their agency and negotiated gender roles, prior to migration and post
immigration in the context of family and society. For example, women in this study
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intentionally and selectively bargained with patriarchy and chose voice or silence as an
agentic tool to cope, resist and confront situations in the family and society.
An important aspect that was not explicitly addressed in this study is the issue of
racism. The majority of women participants commented that because they live in the
neighbourhood with a large South Asian population, they did not experience any overt
racism. A similar issue was noted by Schwartz et al. (2010) who found that immigrants
living in “ethnic enclaves are likely to not to acquire the practices of the receiving
country” (p. 13). It is possible that most of their daily encounters were within their own
ethnic enclave, therefore they may not have noticed overt racism by the members of the
dominant society. However, based on the narratives of the few women about not finding
jobs related to their educational background, this latter experience can be interpreted as a
discriminatory policy against minorities, since majority of the immigrants in the study
arrived from countries with a colonial history. Khan and Watson (2005) pointed out that
“non-recognition of foreign qualifications conveys a message of racial discrimination to
these recent immigrants” (p. 313).
Nevertheless, my intention in this study is not to generalize the experiences of all
South Asian immigrant women who arrive from countries, such as India and Pakistan –
but to highlight their voices rather than masking or erasing them. Before I started this
journey, my theoretical understanding was underpinned by the Western notion of voice,
where speaking up in the public sphere is associated with empowerment. From
conducting this study, I gained a new understanding of the concept of voice from a
postcolonial-feminist perspective. The idea of voice is encapsulated in the moments
where women choose to be silent; where women use their silence as an act of strength.
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These subtle choices allow women in Global south to exercise their agency in a manner
that is comfortable and subverts the patriarchal environment they may live in. I found that
silence can be disguised as voice, and that it can be transformative, agentic, and powerful.
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Appendix A
Demographic Profile
1. Participant’s Name:
2. Participant’s Pseudonym:
3. Gender: Male ________

Female ____________

4. Immigration Status to Canada: __________________
5. Marital Status: Married: ______________Single: __________Prefer not to
answer:________
6. Children: Yes ____

No____________

Extended Family:_______________
7. Country of Origin: _____________________________
8. Preferred language: English __________◊ Hindi ________ Punjabi___________
Urdu________ other_________
9. Length of stay in Canada: ______________________
10. Education: School:_____________College:_________________ University
level:________________
Prefer not to answer:__________________
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Appendix B
Individual Interview Questions
1. Please tell me a little about yourself, your family background?
2. When did you arrive in Canada (days, months)?
3. How many members of your family live with you in Canada? (husband/ extended
family)
4. What is your education background?
5. What language did you study at school in your native (home) country?
6. What type of work did you do in your native country before coming to Canada?
Question Regarding Immigration Experience
7. Why did you migrate to Canada? What was the motivation/ or reasons behind
coming to Canada?
8. How would you describe the experiences of moving to Canada? Probe…
Tell me more about ……
Give me an example of …….
Explain how this happened…..
Questions on Gender Roles
1. When living in your native country, how would you describe your life as a woman
in the home/ society? (prompt: what was expected from you as a woman in your
house? At work, outside the home)
2. What did you actually do in your home?
3. Did you handle any financial matters in the home? If yes, explain how and if No,
please explain why?
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4. Did you make any decisions about family matters, such as children’s
schooling/etc.
5. As a female how were you treated at home and outside the home? Please tell me a
little about this.
6. What were your views about women’s roles at home and outside the home before
coming to Canada?
Gender roles questions in Canadian context
1. Since coming to Canada how would you describe your life in Canada compared to
your native country?
2. What challenges did you experience when you first immigrated to Canada? Please
describe some examples and why you think you had these challenges.
3. What challenges are you still experiencing as an immigrant women?
4. How would you describe the role of women in Canadian society? How is it the
same/ different from your previous country? Please explain.
5. Now living in Canada, how would you describe your role as a mother/ sister/
daughter in Canada? In what ways has your role as a woman changed since
coming to Canada? (Prompt: For example, do you now participate in financial
matters/ making decisions about the family members more than you did before
when you were back home?
6. What is the expectation of your family members/ your husband about your role as
a mother, wife, or sister at home and outside of the home in Canada?
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Appendix C
Theme One: Illustration of coding into categories
Major Themes/
Category

Code

Participants’ quotes

Family
obligations (stay
together as an
extended joint
family system)

Pooja: Family problem,
bari family thee[ it’s large
family], kids were small.
Actually, at first my kids
were small, so I didn’t want
to come, then my in laws
also did not want me to
leave with children and
wanted us to stay with
them.

Immigration
Process and
Legal
requirements
legal
requirements

Long process

Seema: He tried very hard
to bring me here. There was
an issue with my visa and
took a long time for me to
come here. My two kids
have the citizenship because
of their father, but my older
daughter was born before,
she couldn’t get the
passport and I was her
guardian so until I get the
citizenship then she will get
the passport.

Foreign
Credentials
and Jobs

Devaluation of
credentials

Subcategory/
sub themes

Theme 1:
Personal and
Immigration and Family
Resettlement
dynamics
Challenges

Aarfa: I think I will
describe my experience as
painful and stressful.
Another thing was that our
education and credential
from back home is not
Finding a job
recognized. You are
related to the field nothing. You have to start
from zero or from scratch. It
was very painful for me that
I have so much experience,
research experience and it
was not acceptable here. I
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was in much of a stress
because of this.

Child Care

Affordable day
care

Faria: I have small kids -biggest challenge I have
that I wanted to work but at
the same time I couldn’t
because I was looking at
child care which are really
expensive here. Also,
impossible to get into any
child care place because
everywhere is full. So that
is the problem that I still am
facing it actually. That is
why I wasn’t able to
continue to work.

Lack of
Information
and guidance
from the
settlement
agency

Information about
day care

Noor: I have small twin
children and [at] that time
[I] did not know that day
care was available, that is
why I did not attend the
class. I did not have the
information. I think, we
should know about the
information before coming
here [Canada] about the
rules of the land.

Information on
the Bridge
program for
foreign qualified
professionals

Aarfa: Another biggest
challenge was that there
was no guidance. For
example, there was a
bridging program in my
field in my neighbourhood
area. I went to see the
settlement workers
regularly and no one guided
me. No one know that there
as this type of bridging
program exist in this field.
They were just passing their
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time so they can get the
salary at the end of the
month. Once or twice in a
week they call you and just
they talk and talk without
providing a proper
guidance. This was a
biggest challenge for me
because, I was not getting
any useful thing from them.
Then, I took admission in
the LINC program…for one
year and try to improve my
English. During that time I
got the information about
the bridging program which
one of my friend was doing
it. I realized that I wasted a
lot of time. If I have gotten
this information before
from the settlement agency
workers I would have done
many things.
Lack of
Family
support
system

Loneliness

Mind their own
business/ keeping
Individualistic
to themselves
versus
Collectivist
society

Pooja: Everything is
different here, whatever is
in Rajasthan, is not here
[Canada]. There was no
family here, no help here so
it was quite difficult;
especially belonging to a
big family and now coming
here and living alone was
difficult. Here no one talk to
each other, it was different.
Ammara: Here, everyone
minds their own business
and busy with their own
thing and don’t pay
attention to what is
happening or not
happening. I think because
people here are a kind of
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rude type [laugh] or they
don’t want to mix with
other people or kind of
lonely… I think.
Cultural
Shock

Western ways of
women’s dressing
Open
environment/
kissing publicly

Pooja: Culture also
different; especially for
kids. For example, here
everything is very open;
especially how women
dresses here compared to
how women dress in India;
especially where I come
from. In India we don’t see
openness.

Conflicting norms Ammara: It changed a little
and values
bit... Children question that
in Pakistan it was like that,
here women are like this. I
mean that here women are
more liberal. Back home
women wear the scarf/
hijab and they don’t mingle
with men that are not
related to them, don’t
shake hands with men
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Appendix D
Theme Two: Illustration of coding into categories
Major Themes/
Category

Sub themes and
sub categories

Code / phrases

Participants’ quote

Theme 2:
Patriarchal
Society and
Gender Roles
(cultural norms
and values in the
native country)

Male oriented
society

Men’s treatment of
women in public

Ammara: Over there if
you come out of the
house to sweep, even
that you cannot do it.
They [men] will leave
their own work and
stare at the woman
instead [of] continue
doing their own work,
that’s a big issue.

Financial
dependency/
financial control

Men sole bread earner Seema: Here in
in the household
Canada, husband and
wife both work hard
for their kids, even
kids get independent
and they also work. It’s
not like that they are
dependent on their
parents. This is a
change. Over there,
only one male person
is responsible to take
care of the household
with so many expenses
and everything so
costly over there like
schooling and things
like that. In
comparison here this
kind of tension is not
here like in Pakistan.

Family norms
and social
background

Broadminded/ women Sara: Actually, my
are not suppressed /
background was in this
way that my father was
very broadminded,
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although he belongs to
a village he was
broadminded, and he
brought us up was not
in the way that you
should supress women.
So he allowed us to do
whatever we want to
do. He made
suggestions that you
can do something like
that, but he never
restricted us in
anyway.
Levels of education/
areas you lived in

Nana: Honestly, it
depend within area
where you live, and the
family that you belong.
It might be different
with those families
who are less educated
or in living in small
areas, it might be
different with them. I
must be among those
few lucky people who
never faced such
issues.
Sara: If you are
meeting with an
educated person they’ll
will give you respect
and if you are meeting
some shopkeeper and
they are not too much
educated, obviously
they will treat you in
the same way [less
respect].
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Family honour

Restrictions on going
out alone

Seema: After my
husband left for
Canada, my brother in
law took the
responsibility. He
watches every move
and where I go. I think
he was thinking that he
was looking after the
wife of his brother in
his absence and that is
why he doesn’t like me
going outside.

Carrying a family
name

Kareema: I carry the
family name so I have
to gear to societal
norms as per se of the
family name that I
carry. I was not
allowed late night
outings. I was very,
very careful in terms of
the company in the
university even
outside, especially I
have to be very
careful… I was
reminded constantly by
my parents that we are
allowing you but you
have to bear in mind
that you have these
restrictions. I was
allowed freedom but
within certain
limitations.
There was a curfew in
terms of what kind of
gathering. We were
given permission that
we can do group
studies with boys in
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groups, because it was
a coeducation system
in which I
studied…You can
mingle around with
boys, when studies are
concern, but making
friends you have to
bear in mind that how
girls and boys
friendship are
perceived in our
society. So we kind of
subconsciously
repeated that. I
wouldn’t blame my
parents, but in my joint
family system my dadi
[grandmother] used to
say something, or my
aunt used to say
something, so
sublimely
subconsciously
affected our behaviour.
Joint family
system:
a) Family
expectatio
ns of
females

Differential treatment
boys versus girls

Kreema: We were
given the freedom, but
at limited level to what
I compare to my
brothers because of
societal pressure. I
wouldn’t blame my
parents for that
because in a joint
family system they
lean towards extent in
pressure…what to
allow, to what extent. I
mean, pressure in
terms of that my
brother were allowed
to have late night
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outings to which I used
to argue with my
mother that why can’t I
go out with my friends
that we were not
allowed beyond 7 and
8 p.m. After sunset
we’re not allowed that
(raat hogai he) [it’s late
night] you have to be
at home. We have
given you permission
but you have to be
home by this time.
b) Perceived
role of
daughter
in law in
the joint
family

Conforming to the
ideas how daughter in
law should act or
speak
(suppressive
environment)

Based on mutual
respect

Noor: At my home it
was normal, things
changed after I got
married, and become a
daughter in law. You
can’t go outside the
home, stay at home,
don’t talk to anyone. I
mean you don’t go out
alone after marriage.
Before marriage, mom
and dad let you go with
your friends, but after
marriage they say you
have to go with your
husband, or with other
family members and
not alone.
Ammara: We respect
the opinions of each
other. It was not like
that we impose our
opinion on each other.
As an older daughter in
law. My mother in law,
and my husband
respect what I say.
However, I always say
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things that are
reasonable that
everyone agree to.
c) Control
and
interferen
ce by
heads of
household
s

No privacy/ no
Faria: It’s like huge,
control over your own huge thing over there.
lives
You have to tell the
whole family that you
are going, and then it is
like a very awkward
situation. Most people
who have been born
and brought up in
western countries will
find this bizarre, and
they will not
understand what we
are talking about, but
this a stark reality and
it is the truth. You
absolutely have no
privacy… no control
over your own lives.
Plus this… whole
family is interfering,
what you are doing,
what you can do, what
you can’t do, what you
should do or how you
should do it. Well
yeah, I forgot to
mention that was the
big motivated factor
for us to move from
there... We tried really
hard to move out,
because we knew that
was not our future
there first thing, and
secondly this daily
drama was too much to
take in.
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Gender based job
discrimination

Preference of male
Aarfa: In my
over female/ investing workplace they prefer
in male not female
male, and think that
female can’t do this.
Opportunities are
given to men over
female, which I
observed at my job. I
am giving my own
experience. As a
culture, it is a male
oriented society. For
example, if you are
getting a special role or
choosing a position in
the committee in that
case they try to pick
male figure. If there is
going to be a role
assigned then you can
see the discrimination
over there.
Few job options

Ammara: In Canadian
society women have a
lot of roles… In
Pakistan we see this
issue a lot that this job
is only for men, and
not appropriate for
women. In Pakistan
women are quite bound
in what profession she
can go, or not go.

Inappropriate /
appropriate jobs for
women

Noor: One of my
family member she
works as a nurse and
people talk about her
behind her back that
she is not good,
because she works
night shift.
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Perception of
working women
in patriarchal
society in the
native country

Women stays home

Aarfa: I can say that in
the community that I
married into, most
women are house wife.
Ninety nine percent
women were house
wife. Having a job was
not a trend in his
[husband] community.
They consider it odd
that I go outside the
home, drive a car or I
work.

Working women not
respectable

Noor: In Pakistan
women mostly become
housewife. If someone
works, or has a job
they see it disrespect
that she goes out of the
home to work and she
is bad woman, thirty
percent people in
Pakistan think, if
women have a job and
going outside the
home, she is not a
respectable woman, or
wear a pant shirt then
people think it is bad
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Appendix E
Theme Three: Illustration of coding into categories
Major Theme/
Category

Sub category/
sub themes

Code / phrases

Participant(s)

Theme 3: Perception
of Gender role/
Women’s role in the
Canadian Society

Open and
liberal
environment

Bold/ equal
rights/ not
suppressive

Aarfa: In Canadian society
women are quite bold and no
one can stop women over
here (laugh), no
environmental stressors, For
example, if women wants to
do anything, she can do it.
Women are considered
inferior in Pakistan. Here you
can’t even say anything here,
understanding is out of
question. You cannot say
such things like inferior sex,
or gender.

Not
conservative

Ammara: Here people are not
conservative, so whatever
you do people don’t take
notice. You have this kind of
freedom that you can do any
work easily by yourself and
there is no issue. Even we
[women] do man work and
there is no issue with it. In
Pakistan we cannot do this
kind of thing.

Liberated/
Acceptance of
women’s
authority

Kareema: In terms of gender,
I found myself more liberated
here. Here if I am giving my
opinion versus to another
male member it is
immediately be trusted,
compared to back home
where I have to fight to prove
myself. It is because of the
environment. Here is more
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acceptability of women,
compared to back home,
because we are at a beginning
level. We have matured here.
Independent

Samr: It’s totally different
like I see here that women
can drive and also work. Here
women lives their own lives,
they earn money and they
spend money as they like and
they are not dependent on
anybody else.

Women are
active

Seema: Here women are
active, compared to women
in Pakistan. They go to their
jobs, they spend time with
[their] family. I mean
everyone [is] playing their
part, like husband…wife and
kids. Life is tough here, but
they together manage it.
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Appendix F
Theme Four: Illustration of coding into categories
Major Themes/
Category

Sub category

Code/ phrases

Participant(s)

Theme: 4
Negotiation of
Gender Roles
and Agency in
the Context of
Family and
Society

Role as a
mother in the
context of
Canadian
society

Child rearing
practices

Aarfa: My role as mother
changed because the
children are your
responsibility, and you
have to provide a proper
child care, and you cannot
leave them alone at home.
In Pakistan nobody ask
you, if you left your child
alone. Here they are
different, and I think it is
good thing because they
protect kids here and
safety is here. I think child
rearing practice is
different compare to
Pakistan. You have to give
children their space. I felt
it was different that you
can’t say anything to your
children here

Cultural
identity as a
woman in the
Canadian
context

Cultural
conflicts:
preservation of
cultural and
religious values
and adapting
western values

Ammara: Some
people[Canadian]
understand our culture and
they don’t mind if we
don’t shake hands with
men, but some people do
mind, if we don’t shake
hands, then we have to
explain to our children that
here we have to change
ourselves, according to the
society that we live in. In
Pakistan we don’t do this
kind of things. It is good
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to stick to our values as
much as we can

Role as a
wife in the
context of
family
structure

Keeping family
together

Aarfa: When I came here
[Canada] I was not
mentally set here, so I left
after staying for one year.
I stayed in Pakistan for
five months, and daily I
ask my husband to come
back, but he did not. He
said to me if you want to
live there, you have my
permission to stay there.
After living for more than
5 months, I decided to
come back because it was
impacting my kids here [in
Pakistan] and my husband
was alone over there. That
is why, I came back. I
realized that children,
husband and wife should
live together. That five
months living alone
helped me made up my
mind because it was the
first time, I lived alone
without my husband

Agency of a
working
woman in the
context of
patriarchal
society,

Resilience/
Ignore all these
issues

Pooja: I was the only
woman in my department,
where there were mostly
men. Sometimes it
happens that when women
are in a workplace where
majority are men, it hurts
their ego that women can
do better job than them.
This problem is there
always. Sometimes, when
I tell them something, they
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listen, but then they say
they know more than me.
There was a problem,
because I was only lady
between 10-15 male, I
have to ignore all these
issues.
Exercising
agency

Learning
English
language

Samr: It’s only three
weeks now, and I am
having a very good
experience. Learning
English language helped
[me] in a way that when
my daughters goes to
school, my second
daughter only speak
English, so in the home I
practice my English with
her. Now, I can have a
conversation with anyone.
For example, talking to
teachers etc. Now I have
learned about the proper
use of grammar in a
sentence, especially when
it comes to filling an
application. I know now.

Joined gym

Noor: I joined gym which
is easy here, but not there
(Pakistan). Because your
outfit for gym is like that
no one in the family would
allow you to wear it, and
you can’t go outside
wearing that kind of outfit,
and only men goes to the
gym, even if it [meant] for
women.
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Living on your
own terms

Faria: I was very
straightforward right from
the beginning that I am
going to complete my
education whatever
happens so. I knew clearly
that after my degree was
over, I was not going to be
able to work over there
because of the culture and
because of lots of things. I
wouldn’t be able to work
and that is not something I
was ok with and neither
was my husband because
he knew that I have talent,
and I have the capability
of working, so he didn’t
want me to just waste that
away. So we both knew as
long we are in that house,
in that family, in that
place, in that country, we
would not be able to grow,
and do anything that we
wanted to do and we
would be stuck there
forever.
The main thing
was that we have to
change our lifestyle, the
lifestyle which we had
over there, like me being a
housewife, and not doing
anything…Looking after
the house and the kids
obviously worthwhile, but
it was not done on my
terms. I don’t mind being
housewife but I did mind
being under someone else.

210

Changing
Roles in the
Context of
Canadian
Society

Breaking the
bubble:
preconceived
notion that male
is bread earner
and women
homemaker)
seeing men and
the women
taking the other
role.

Kareema: When you are
brought up in Pakistan,
you are expected by the
culture…that family is
first, then is your career. I
have seen my mother
sacrificing, aunts
sacrificing grandmothers,
so it is ingrained
subconsciously and is a
part of my upbringing that
I give my family a
priority. When I rethink
since I have been here, and
I see that it doesn’t need to
be [like] all the time that I
have to think about myself
in order to survive. So
after coming here
[Canada] both me and my
husband realize that we
have to take care of our
needs, our aspiration as
well. Our perspective has
changed as to what are our
roles in the family.
In Dubai and
Pakistan, we were living
with a typical mindset and
we also witnessed in our
family that females are
primary caretaker and
male earn money, so we
are in the same grind. Now
we left that... bubble. We
are seeing in our
community that women
are also contributing
financially and that... male
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are also taking care of the
children…preconception
and bubble has been
broken, seeing men and
the women taking the
other role. I have taken
more financial role, which
I never did in Pakistan.
When I have to go
somewhere my husband
also transcend and took
my role which is a
preconceived role for
female. Sometimes if I am
not feeling well he help
out in cleaning and
washing dishes, so in that
way he has transitioned.

