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Maintaining their identity

Rebea Murtzaz is a 17-year-old high-school student who wears a teenager's
uniform of blouse, jeans and Birkenstock sandals-but with a difference. A
devout Muslim, Ms. Murtaza never goes out in public without her hijab, a scarf
that covers her head and shoulders.
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Last year, the Grade 12 student decided she wanted to observe hijab, the canon
law of Islam that dictates that once a woman reaches puberty, every part of her
body except her face, hands and feet must be covered. Emotionally, Ms. Murtaza
was prepared to cloak her body and lower her gaze when in the company of men.
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Still the reaction from her peers in Grade 11 shocked her. "l was in the hallway
and people would say, 'She's a weirdo," said Ms. Murtaza, a student at Earl Haig
Secondary School in the Metro Toronto municipality of North York. "It hurt. |
don't like being thought of as a freak or different or weird."
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Ms. Murtaza is among a small but growing number of young Muslim women in
Toronto's Islamic community of 105000 who have found the call of Islam and
the commitment to wear hijab irresistible. According to Statistics Canada census
information, in 1991 there were about 253000 Muslims in Canada, with the
majority, 145000, settled in Ontario.
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With more and more Muslim immigrants choosing Ontario as their new home
(statistics show that last year, 2:500immigrants came from Somalia, 2<500 from
Iran, 2:600 from Pakistan and 2:000from Iraq), young Muslims who grew up in
Canada feel emboldened by the growing number of their co-religionists and are
increasingly comfortable expressing their emerging identity.

LS o Dl 3 5 o Gl Ol e 4 gy gl 48 Olabs O - lge Jtal 331 40 gy sl
SLAYE Ol 510 Jlogw 51 len YO+ 4z dS Lo ys 48 dins e 0LES ba,LT)
& Ao g (il o 6855 13U 53 457 Ol g Obladune (LT Gl e 51 L85 5158 Y 5 OLSTL
Olo 1y 395 (6 odd slowl Ly g Sl by ahy g 03 S Iy Ol > 35 odds Ollas 1 (ol

"Wearing hijab is my way of saying, 'I'm Muslim and a Canadian™ said
Ms.Murtaza, who, with three classmates who also are "new hijabis," persuaded
school officials to designate a classroom where they could pray during school
hours. "Being Canadian means making your own choices and choosing your own
lifestyle.” It's not about doing what your parents or peers want, but doing what
you feel is right, she said. She explained that modesty is prescribed in two verses
in the Koran. One says, "Say to the believing men that they should lower their
gaze and guard their modesty: that will make for greater purity for them." In a
later verse, the same instructions are directed toward Muslim women:
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"O Prophet! Tell thy wives and daughters, and the believing women, that they
should cast their outer garments over their persons when out of doors.” Over the
centuries, the concept of hijab--meaning literally "curtain,” requiring both men
and women to be modest and chaste--has evolved into the long flowing robes
and head-dresses worn by many Muslims today.
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Yasmin Zine, 31, a master's student at the Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education in Toronto, whose research thesis explores how immigrant women
negotiate and reconstruct their identity when they land in a new culture, says
she is increasingly encountering hijabis who are young and university educated

o lingolearn 35S 422 o O ) 95 plSL JUIS 4 OIS O 900 4 (s jgeT S Igime 35bls cugr




and who have chosen to cover up after studying Islam extensively. By rejecting
Western norms and conventions that have dominated their lives, Muslim women
are able to create a new identity for themselves, Mrs. Zine said.
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They are fighting a culture that is not consistent with Islamic ideals, and are
asking that they be judged by their spiritual, rather than physical, characteristics.
Mrs. Zine said they are saying, "We realize there is a dominant culture in
Canada, but we don't have to be part of it." At the same time, they have to

contend with hostile stares and cruel comments from people who consider their
dress an oddity.
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Sajidah Kutty's life was a roller-coaster ride from the day she started wearing
hijab in Grade 6. When she came to school wrapped in a scarf and baggy,
shapeless clothing, her friends, seeing her in the hallway, ignored her and walked
by without a word. "I lost a lot of friends because of it," she said. "I came to
expect more looks, more name-calling. Mostly 'Paki."
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Ms. Kutty, 22, now amass communications and creative writing student at York
University in Toronto, feels that today's hijabis definitely have it easier because
there are more of them. "There's such an increase in it now," she said, gesturing
toward the five women seated at a table with her in the basement of the Islamic
Foundation in Scarborough. They are among the burgeoning number of young
hijabis who choose to attend Friday-night study sessions at the mosque instead of
partying with their peers.
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Ms. Kutty attributes the increased interest in Islam and subsequent observance
of hijab to the war in the Persian Gulf. She said young secular Muslims were
shaken into self-examination by the backlash against Muslim fundamentalists. In
looking at the source of discrimination, "we discovered our own faith. We
discovered we were different, but it made us stronger. So we banded together.” In
doing so, these young Muslims have begun to analyze the Koran and to attend
religious discussions. One discovery was that many of their parents' habits, which
they thought were prompted by religious observance, are actually cultural in
origin.
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For instance, an Islamic marriage is made through a contract that is confirmed
when the bride receives a dowry, called mahr, from the groom. Mabhr is for the
bride's exclusive use in case her husband dies, or if they are divorced or there is
an emergency. In India and Pakistan, the bride receives mahr, but she is also
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expected to provide her jahez — which consists of the bride's clothing, jewelry
and other possessions, as well as gifts for the groom and his family.
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The tradition of the jahez is not Islamic, but is rooted in Indian, and more
specifically Hindu, culture. New hijabis reject the jahez because they feel it
places a burden on the bride to shower the groom with expensive gifts. Hina
Khan, 20, a member of the Scarborough mosque's youth group, said that
ultimately, she rejects Pakistani culture. "I have to follow the Islamic culture."
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First-generation teenage Muslims and other members of the younger generation
are more confident expressing their individuality than their immigrant parents
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were, said Magbool Aziz, a professor of English at McMaster University in
Hamilton. Ms. Khan said some of the fiercest reactions to hijab came from her
parents -in particular her mother, who does not cover up.
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Her mother fears her daughter's beliefs will reduce her chances of a successful
arranged marriage because her values will be interpreted as militant by
prospective Pakistani suitors. Ms. Khan rejects the concept of a traditional
arranged marriage, and firmly believes God will find her a husband. "If Allah has
somebody for me, then | will get married." Otherwise, she said, it is not
something she worries about."
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New word: English explanation / .., s

Maintaining: act of maintaining; preserving; supporting/ asls! « s ,lugs s S L

Oals

Birkenstock: a type of shoe or sandal with a contoured cork-filled sole and a
thick leather upper/ « 5.5 > Jtis

Dictates: state or order authoritatively/ g 5 sl c0sls Ol 505 S 8 5 4 ) s

93,8

Canon law: Christian religious law, ecclesiastical law of the Christian
religion/canon law is the law of the Christian church/ «ole 5 (LS oSl 0l 58

g P

Cloak: loose sleeveless outer garment that fastens at the neck and hangs down
the back/ QJ; QL@..i WOdemo ald BE M§J:>’- ca= eloy e

Puberty: sexual maturity/ g5k o
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Weirdo: weird person; creepy and possibly dangerous person/ —. & 5 s ("T

Municipality: city or district with its own government, city council/ I ¢

Irresistible: impossible to oppose, impossible to resist/ . slie LG & (g4

Census: counting and surveying of the population for official purposes/ ¢ L ..

Emboldened: make bold, encourage, strengthen/ os S s <05 S e

Co-religionists: person having the same religion of another/ .. -

Emerging: appear, come out, be revealed/ 5T o5 0 «0ls Hld b

Designate: intended, marked out for, chosen/ & S e ¢ 2alLE

Outer garments: over garment, outer layer of clothing/ 5 . U

Devout: a devout person has deep religious beliefs/ _.zxs ¢ -1 50
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Chaste: a chaste person does not have sex with anyone, or only has sex with their
husband or wife/ sl (ke ¢ uliSL

Robe: any long loose garment; dress, gown/ sL:8 5l .U

Head-dress: covering or decoration for the head/ <t ¢ w5

Land in: cause someone to be in a difficult or unwelcome situation/ costél ws s 4

O Lk S

Reconstruct: if you reconstruct a building or a town that has been destroyed or
badly damaged, you build it again/os 5" L1 05 S (g5l 6 ¢l 5 )

Norm: a norm is an official standard or level of achievement that a person or
organization is expected to reach or conformto/ 46 ol el ¢ jlowa clow y U

Oddity: odd thing; unique thing; unusual happening/_. & 5 Co>e >

Baggy: if a piece of clothing is baggy, it hangs loosely on your body/ sb cacls ¢ &
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Name-calling: abusive language or insults/ -.» s ¢l 5 S 5, 22ld8 W !

Burgeoning: if something burgeons, it develops or grows rapidly/ 5 6 S Ji= s

Ay a9

Attribute: if you attribute something to an event or situation, you think that it was
caused by that event or situation/ ! cacs (Ol (i

Subsequent: subsequent describes something that happens or exists at a later time
than something else/_:l ;=

Backlash: a backlash is a sudden, strong reaction against a tendency or
development in society or politics / wlw foall So ¢ S5 s cbidd 2SI

Discrimination: discrimination is the ability to recognize and like things that are
of good quality/ aws (o 108 G563

Prompt: done immediately, without delay / ¢ , 5 55,5 & B S Y-
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Dowry: a woman's dowry is the money or goods which her family give to the
man that she marries/ L ,.&

Exclusive: leaving out/s & joss «o laml (s ys 01 5 ¢ juamie g

Fiercest: having or displaying an intense or ferocious aggressiveness/ uf\w}

AT

Suitors: man who courts a woman; one who makes a petition/ , (K. ;=

Militant: one who has aggressive or combative tendencies/ - ¢ Sles
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punctual, quick, swift

New Word Synonym Antonym

Fiercest Ferocious, powerful,
strong; wild

Exclusive limiting, restrictive | comprehensive,

inclusive

Prompt expeditious, delayed, late, tardy
immediate, instant,
instantaneous,

Discrimination

partiality, unequal

treatment

Backlash rebound, recoiling

Subsequent succeeding,
following, ensuing

Attribute quality, characteristic

Burgeoning bloom, blossom;
expand

Baggy loose, shapeless, ill-
fitting

Norm Standard, quota

Reconstruct rebuild, construct
again, recreate, make
again

Chaste celibate, pure,

undefiled, modest,
unaffected
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Devout

sincere, pious,
religious, reverent

Designate

show, indicate
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