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ABSTRACT
BECOMING AMERICAN, REMAINING ARAB: HOW THE "HIJABAT"
NEGOTIATE LIFE IN TWO WORLDS
By

Loukia K. Sarroub

I explore expectations for academic and social success at home and at school
among Arab American girls and boys who attend a high school that is struggling to
accomﬁodate a new immigrant population. In the study, I focus on the hijabat, Muslim
girls who cover their heads with scarves. I examine the links between local contexts—the
individual, the classroom, and the home and the broader community, district—and school
enactment of “cultural” accommodation and stabilization. In other words, I investigate
how different ways of “being” (Arab/non-Arab, Yemeni/non-Yemeni, American/non-
American, Muslim/non-Muslim girl, Muslim/non-Muslim boy), as revealed in the
multiple discourses and the contrasting literacy events students encounter in different
settings, intersect and sometimes collide. Within this nexus filled with continuities and
discontinuities, students’ intentions and evolving sense of themselves as successful
cultural agents living between two worlds, home and school, are documented. During
1997-1999, I was immersed in the Yemeni and Arab community in the Detroit area while
conducting ethnographic research. Perhaps the most salient implication of this study is
that key concepts such as success, identity, ethnicity, and gender must be understood as
shifting processes in which the dynamic enactment of culture and religion remain highly

nuanced. Even though the hijabat came from low socioeconomic status homes in which



the parents were predominantly print-illiterate, they still succeeded academically and
maintained relatively high grade point averages at school. Another implication drawn
from this study is that the Yemeni American immigrant relationship to Cobb High School
runs counter to the common sense view of "non-mainstream" cultures and public schools
in general. Previous research cited above on immigrant and minority populations in the
US has shown that schools historically have resisted adapting to the needs of their new
"non-mainstream" populations and have not, in general, embraced the notion of multi-
cultural curricula. The process of accommodation remains ongoing and illustrates that
schools, when need be, can reform both formal and informal curricula in order to meet
the needs of all students. School, however, was not a uniformly liberating experience for
the hijabat. Home and school worlds sometimes collided. The hijabat's interactive
performances and use of language as students, girls, Muslims, Yemeni American
daughters, sisters, and wives were all context dependent and highly variable, and that
variability in identity impacted their social and academic lives. The high school itself, as
an institution, remained highly fragmented because teachers, administrators, and parents'
visions for schooling and education differed. At times, the school actually reinforced the
hijabat's gendered and religious identities, which could be construed as less than
liberating. By describing both the unusual and mundane, by tabulating grade point
averages across two years, by conducting interviews and observations, and by
synthesizing emerging patterns across contexts and the published literature, especially
relevant studies done in Europe and the US, this dissertation attempts to contribute to our
knowledge about the intersections of education and religion, home and school worlds,

and immigrant students and their teachers.
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INTRODUCTION

Being American, Being Yemeni: Un-covering a Predicament

Okay, in their eyes, it means you be quiet, you listen, you obey

and you go through, you listen to what we say, regardless, because we

know what's best for you. Okay, in my eyes, it's not. It's you take what

they say into consideration but you also see your own views. You try to,

you have to make the decision on your own. You have to go beyond just

what they say, what they're demanding and look at it and look at what you

want, how do you see it, how do you feel about it, what is the best

outcome for you. Because you know yourself best. . . .For me, see, I

consider everything in an Islamic point of view. And being Yemeni, that's

basically, you listen to what they say. Being Americanized is the fact that

you can stand up and say "no," you know. This is what I want. And this

is the reason why I want this (Interview, 10/29/98).

Saba's hands and fingers punctuated each thought as she spoke with the slight
staccato which is characteristic of English speech influenced by Arabic. Except for her
face and hands, Saba's body was completely covered as she sat across from me, explaining
how difficult it is to construct an identity which makes sense in the American and Yemeni
worlds she inhabits. This was not the first of our conversations on this topic, but it was
the most emotional. Saba was tired, stressed to a breaking point, and depressed. Yet she
shared her thoughts with me freely as the audio recorder blinked after each pause,
recording not only her words, but the strain of her efforts to make sense of her life. As I
listened and responded to her comments, I thought of the other Yemeni American girls
with whom I had talked. All of them felt the same optimism and desperation Saba

expressed; all of them were attempting to reconcile the American lives they experienced at

school with the Yemeni lives they knew at home; all of them wanted to succeed at being



good students and good daughters and wives; and, all of them felt as if they were failing at
being both American and Yemeni. They each feared the risk of becoming less than "good
Muslim women."

In this dissertation, I explore how the Yemeni American girls negotiate their home
and school worlds successfully. By school world, I mean their involvement with their
public school and school district as institutions, their social relationships to teachers and
peers, and their academic interaction with subject content, their peers, and their teachers.
I designate home world as much more than the physical space of a house in which the
girls have a home. Not only is home a space but it is a set of relationships and ideas
which fulfill a different set of expectations than those of school. The home world might
mean living with parents and/or a husband and extended family, or it might simply mean
the future possibility of a new home either in their US community or in Yemen.
Importantly, home is really what the Yemeni American girls envision it to be and how
they perceive its connection to school.

I explore expectations for success at home and at school in order to better
understand the girls' lives as public school students, daughters of immigrant parents,
sisters to their "more important" male siblings, and members of American society.
Specifically, I examine the links between local contexts such as the individual, the
classroom, and the home. Also, I examine the broader community, district, and school
enactment of “cultural” accommodation and stabilization. In other words, I investigate

closely how multiple discourses as cultural phenomena at home and school intersect and



sometimes collide with the students’ intentions and evolving sense of themselves as

cultural agents between two worlds, home and school.

Finding Meaning Behind Success

In this ethnography I focus on the notion of success—what it means for Yemeni
American girls such as Saba to successfully negotiate home and school worlds—in order
to delineate the various players' (teachers, parents, students) expectations for success in
the worlds of home and school. In American public schools, academic performance and
social adjustment have been important defining factors of school success. Normative
definitions of success such as academic achievement, learning, and GPA have all in one
way or another guided students, teachers, and parents in formulating what is expected of
students during any given school day in any given year. However, the idea of success
becomes more complex when it is woven into a fabric created out of the threads of
cultural, religious, linguistic, geographical, national, and even personal forces. For
instance, with regard to immigrants, Gibson (Gibson and Ogbu 1991) suggests that
“...theories of success and attitudes about the value of formal education have their roots in
well-defined cultural processes predating migration” (p. 64). In other words, folk and
personal theories of success are as important in the construction of individual and
communal identities within traditional boundaries as they might be in promoting
socioeconomic mobility, a broader and more general goal shared by many people
regardless of ethnicity, gender, religion, or color. Therefore, examining and defining the

intersection of home and school expectations for success is one way of categorically



establishing the relationships which govern dispositions, language use, social adjustment,
and self-actualization among the Yemeni American high school girls.

Culture is intimately tied to people's conceptions of successfully negotiating home
and school worlds. Culture is also a lens for lending significance to human experience
because it refers broadly to the ways in which people make sense of their lives. Florio-
Ruane (1998) has noted five prevailing notions of culture in the social sciences. She
suggests that these rather static conceptions of culture have been the basis of much
educational research on immigrant and minority population and should be re-examined.

1. Cultures are unique; bounded groups often stand in conflict of one another.

2. Culture is passed on from one generation to generation.

3. Immigrants have much in common in terms of "static stock of cultural artifacts."

4. The worth of or value of the past sets of cultural practices is measured by the
economic success of groups holding these practices.

5. When cultural groups fail to succeed economically, this failure is perceived as due to
inadequacies of their values, traditions, and cultural practices.

While these prevailing conceptions of culture are misleading (if not incorrect), they do

inadvertently show that there is very little in them that addresses the roles of individuals

and the development of identity in different contexts. In the preface to his book, Rosaldo

(1993) points out that "questions of culture seem to touch a nerve because they quite

quickly become anguished questions of identity" (p. xxi). Saba's comments above about

what it means to be American or Yemeni gets at the heart of cultural identity and its

politics.



Salient notions of culture have been advanced in various fields and disciplines and
have become all the more complex and nuanced. In anthropology, for instance, Ogbu
(1988) has defined culture as “a way of life shared by a population. It is the social,
technoeconomic, and psychological adaptation worked out in the course of a people’s
history. [It] includes customs or institutionalized public behaviors as well as thoughts and
emotions that accompany and support those behaviors” (p. 11). Culture, as Ogbu
describes it, is indexed by artifacts that have symbolic meaning for a population, and the
imperatives of culture include people’s economic, political, religious, and social
institutions, such as schools.

Bourdieu (1977) states that the process of education and schooling becomes “the
production of the habitus, that system of dispositions which acts as a mediation between
structures and practice” (p. 487). In other words, culture is both historical action and the
present enactment of that history, and the habitus enables the cultural process as Ogbu
has defined it. Enactment (and perhaps the intention or un-intentioned reproduction) of
one’s past (traditions, customs, etc.) is mediated by both behavior and discourse, which
can either be an adaptation to or artifact of culture. As will be illustrated within the
Yemeni context, past and present are not easily differentiated, since this community
continues to live much as they did in Yemen, while the girls continually attempt to
successfully adapt to American life at school and Yemeni life at home. Also, the Yemeni
American girls show us that classroom life may be surprisingly liberating because the
habitus within which gender roles as they are part of the girls' ethnic identity matter less

than does school talk. In other words, it is because school talk often rules out students'



non-school discourses that problems of identity arise. In this dissertation, it is precisely
the educational "culturalectomy" phenomenon that seems to open new possible identities
for young women.

More dynamic conceptions of culture embody the development of identity, which
is instrumental in understanding how the Yemeni American girls understand themselves at
home and school. Taylor's (1996) phenomenological view directs attention to the self,
how the self ascertains how s/he identifies with the world and thus forms an identity:

To know who I am is a species of knowing where I stand. My identity is

defined by the commitments and identifications which provide the frame

or horizon within which I can try to determine from case to case what is

good, or valuable, or what ought to be done, or what I endorse or oppose.

In other words, it is the horizon within which I am capable of taking a

stand (p. 27).

According to Taylor, identity formation is an ongoing and shifting process, dependent on
social, historical and cultural contexts. This view, which is less static than that of Ogbu
or Bourdieu and Passeron acknowledges that the self is not tightly time to time or place,
and perhaps, it is not tied to status and role, which are negotiated and can shift with
situation. Raissiguier (1994), whose research focuses on Arab and French working class
women in France, has a particularly germane definition of identity: “[it is the] product of
an individual or a group of individuals’ interpretation and reconstruction of their personal
history and particular social location, as mediated through the cultural and discursive

context to which they have access” (p. 26). Thus, it can be argued that the process of

identity formation is one of socialization as one gains access to social institutions such as

' T owe this insight to Susan Florio-Ruane.



family or school, but it also means that rules can be suspended and that the notion of self
shifts with time and location. Taken literally, the modern dictionary definition of
socialization implies a coercive force whereby individuals must often conform to the
common needs of a social group. However, in a different light, it can also be argued, as
Bernstein (1977) has done, that socialization creates a safe place for people. He
understands the process of socialization to mean a child's acquisition of a specific cultural
identity that becomes a standard which he or she uses to respond to events, actions, and
other individuals: “Socialization sensitizes the child to various orderings of society as
these are made substantive in the various roles he is expected to play” (p. 476). What
happens when a child is socialized in multiple cultures? Does identity become fragmented
according to context (home, school, and community)? And, do conceptions of the self also
reflect this fragmentation as students remain Yemeni while becoming American?’ As
these questions suggest, success may be somewhat dependent on the successful
realization of expected selves (or identities) at school, at home, and in the community.
Equally important in the development of identity and its relationship to notions
of success is the idea that identity and/or expressions of the self are rooted both in history
and in ideology and are often expressed through one’s ethnicity. di Leonardo (1984)
defines ethnicity as “a phenomenon of state societies, involving the labeling, from within

or without of particular populations as somehow different from the majority” (p. 23).

? Kondo (1990) explores the notion of fragmentation of the self in the Japanese family and in a Japanese
company. As a Japanese American in Japan, she writes about the collapse of her identity in her
collaboration with informants and as both ‘other,” someone who is American and someone who is the
same in the sense that she looks like the informants.



She argues that the labeling itself, as a cultural process, is crucial to the construction of
identity and ethnicity as groups interact economically and politically. Her work on Italian
Americans showed that it matters where Italians came from, when and why they left,
where they went, and how newcomers were received on the basis of economic and social
conditions. Ethnicity, in this view, is both cognitive and economic, and as the economy
changes, so do ethnic boundaries and ideologies. In the case of the Yemeni as an ethnic
group, there is no question that history and economy impact their world view with regard
to life in the US and expectations for success at school and at home. As Gordon (1964)
comments,

Within ethnic groups, persons have two types of identification that

operate simultaneously: historical identification -- a sense of peoplehood

shared with other group members -- and participation identification -- a

sense of primary identification with an ethnic group with whom one shares

values and behavioral patterns. Primary relationships are normally

confined to persons who share both these identifications, persons of the

same ethclass, since values and behavior tend to be related both by class

and ethnicity (pp. 89-90).
Again, it is clear that identity formation within culture is the enactment of both the past
and the present. Identity, then, is dynamic, not static. As di Leonardo suggests,
“Focusing on ethnic boundaries rooted in economic and historical processes allows us
instead to see that all of daily life, not just family life, is part of the construction and
reconstruction of ethnic identities” (p. 24). For example, she found that gender identity as

well as religious belief changed over generations in the Italian American families she

studied.



The definitional parameters of success—culture, identity, and ethnicity—illustrate
the complicated and complex worlds the Yemeni American girls inhabit between home and
school. As this is a study which focuses on girls, gender is also a significant concept and
analytic tool for understanding Saba and her peers. Gender identification is an important
aspect of Yemeni and American cultures, and as such, it is consequential to identity and
ethnic formation. Woods and Hammersley (1993), have suggested that it is critical for
ethnographers in education to explore the connections between ethnicity and gender rather
than rely solely on social class characteristics. EI-Or's (1994) work on ultra-Orthodox
Jewish women, for example, focuses on the intersection of religion and education and
explains the struggles these women face as educated people who are also ignorant within
their world. Peggy Finder's (1997) work around the literacy events of young adolescent
girls characterizes the girls' literate world as constituting both the official school literacy
events and the "literate underlife." Amira Proweller's (1998) examines the identity
formation processes among a group of upper middle-class adolescent girls in a private,
elite academy. These are ethnographies in which the study of identity is delimited in
unusual ways and gendered practices are strongly influenced by school life, religion,
ethnicity, and language. The representation of gender today is problematic, especially if
and when gender itself becomes an objectified category of socialization within academic
and education discourse (Connel 1987; Thorne 1997). I maintain that gender is a rather
fluid category which cannot easily be demarcated or objectified because it is indexed by
talk, interaction, ethnicity, and in the case of the Yemeni American girls, by religion. In

many ways, the Yemeni American girls in this study are "triangulators" of identity and in



so being, culture is enacted in the in-between spaces they occupy in their home and
school worlds.

One aim of this dissertation is to argue that these broad concepts described above
must be considered together as factors which can help shed some light on the continuities

and discontinuities that may exist between home and school.

Research Questions

In light of the continuities and discontinuities that may exist among school,
community, and home, for Yemeni Americans, I asked the following questions in
analyzing data collected during two years of fieldwork, 1997-1999:

¢ What are the expectations for success at school and home among Muslim
Yemeni American students?

¢ How do the girls negotiate the various expectations around them?

¢ In light of the cultural and/or religious discontinuities that may exist between
home and school, how do Yemeni American students make sense of their
identities in those contexts?
* How do the girls develop their identities, between home and
school, in a Yemeni and American community?

¢ What role does gender play in the enactment of cultural norms at home and
school?

¢ How do ethnicity, religion, and socioeconomic standing influence expectations
for success at home and school?
* How are these expectations (from parents, teachers, peers)
communicated to the girls?
¢ And, how then do they respond?
¢ How does the school perceive and accommodate cultural and religious
differences among its students?
* How do teachers view their pedagogical roles with regard to these
students?

10



* And, what impact do school and teacher accommodations have on
the students?

The five research questions serve as broad, tangible guides. They allow an
interdisciplinary approach, and they also reinforce the idea that school and home cultural
processes exist and interact in larger contextual arenas. As di Leonardo (1984) suggests,
contextualizing identity historically and politically allows for a more dynamic view of the
cultural processes that occur as ethnic groups interact with others, themselves, and the
institutions they inhabit. In writing an ethnography of California Italian-Americans, di
Leonardo examined the varieties of ethnicity among this population by studying the
interrelations among ethnicity, economy, kinship, and gender in order to disprove the idea
of a single homogeneous ethnic culture.> In much the same way, I examine closely, within
the broader definitional parameters described above, the relationships that exist among
gender, religion, socioeconomic standing, identity, and discourse within the Yemeni
population and in particular, among a small number of students and their families, in order
to delineate expectations for success at home and school.

I draw mainly from three interdisciplinary perspectives—sociolinguistics, cultural
anthropology, and sociology—to explain the relationships and connections among the
contexts of school, community, and home. A sociolinguistic perspective is useful in

unmasking the notion of ‘culture’ as discourse (Gee 1989; Goffman 1959; 1981).* This

* Other pertinent work on immigrant communities in the United States and Europe include Graff1995;
Haw and Hanifa 1998; Lewis 1994; Perimann 1988; Portes and Rumbaut 1996.

* Sawyer (Forthcoming) suggests that the use of "discourse” as an intellectual concept is problematic in its
origins and its use in various academic disciplines. I use it here as a broad concept to denote ways of being
which encompass talk, action, and performance.

11



frame of reference is especially helpful in delineating the contextual uses of texts and
language among the Yemeni American students. For example, the use of Arabic in school
serves important functional and religious purposes as students attempt to maintain dual
identities. It is not clear, however, whether cultural differences in communication style
between home and school have a direct cause and effect relationship on school
achievement (Erickson 1987). While in the field, I observed that communication style (the
discourses used) is important in making social adjustments within the school setting and,
in particular, in the classroom but not necessarily in academic performance. For these
students, social success in school (behaving appropriately according to cultural and
religious traditions) is as important as academic achievement because the enactment of
appropriate social mores in and out of school determines status as well as degrees of
shame and honor.

One example of the enactment of language and cultural competencies that cuts
across socioeconomic background and ethnicity in schools comes from Luis Moll’s Funds
of Knowledge project within working class Latino populations and their experiences with
non-Latino teachers (Moll 1992; Moll et al. 1992; Moll and Gonzalez 1994). Moll
(1992) defines funds of knowledge as “the historically accumulated and culturally
developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning
and well-being” (p. 133). The ‘funds of knowledge’ perspective acknowledges that social
class can be an impediment to or a catalyst of learning and achievement. However, “the
essential cultural practices and bodies of knowledge and information that households use

to survive, to get ahead, or to thrive” (Moll 1992, p. 21) are part of wider social networks
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and are required by diverse labor markets. In other words, Moll suggests that if schools
could find a way to explicitly privilege cultural tools of minority populations, the range of
students who could rely on cultural knowledge to engage in successful school practices
would be expanded. Therefore, schools and teachers would do well to become familiar
with these funds of knowledge simply because they represent “a potential major social
and intellectual resource for the schools” (p. 22). Moll’s research illustrates that when
schools make attempts to understand the underlying social, cultural, and language
networks of the populations they service, it is more likely that there will be congruence
between what and how content is taught and students’ ability to learn, thus broadening
the definitions of privileged cultures and tools to include more than just social class
distinctions.

An example of this, although not representative of the ‘funds of knowledge’
perspective, comes from a study in which the researchers observed that there was a
mismatch between the teacher’s expectations for classroom behavior and her students’
(who were Italian Americans) knowledge of the required norms for proper behavior
(Shultz, Florio, and Erickson 1982). Shultz and his colleagues found that although the
students’ social etiquette was perfectly acceptable at home, it did not meet the
expectations of the classroom. They concluded that teachers and researchers need to
“understand more fully children’s socialization into communicative traditions at home and
at school, traditions that may be mutually congruent or incongruent” (p. 91). Itis clear
that researchers who have studied the impact of home cultures and social class on success

at home and in school, have concluded that although socioeconomic standing is a useful
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tool, it does not always explain how individuals learn, produce knowledge, and sustain
cultural and/or social identities in multiple worlds. Heath (1983), for example, showed
that the complex language socialization process is "more powerful than single-factor
explanations accounting for academic success" (p. 344).

From cultural anthropology, I draw on Ogbu’s (1982; 1993) cultural-ecological
model, which maintains that child rearing in the family and subsequent adolescent
socialization aim at developing instrumental competencies—defined as “the ability to
perform a culturally specific task, or a set of functional or instrumental skills”—required
for adult economic, political, and social roles. Cultural imperatives vary from one
population to another as do the required competencies. Within this model, Ogbu takes
issue with views of human development which assume that a child’s later school success
depends on the acquisition of white-middle class competencies (and sources of cultural
capital) through white middle-class child-rearing practices (see Gibson and Ogbu 1991).
He argues that all children experience an “initial discontinuity between home and school in
language use, contextual learning, and style of learning.” A central distinction in Ogbu’s
(1997) account is between voluntary and involuntary minorities. Voluntary minorities are
immigrants who “have generally moved to their present societies because they believed
that the move would lead to more economic well-being, better overall opportunities or
greater political freedom” (p. 317). Involuntary minorities, on the other hand, were
brought to the present society through conquest or colonization.

Ogbu further differentiates among primary and secondary cultural differences.

Primary cultural differences are those that existed before two populations came into
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contact, while secondary ones are those arising after two populations have been in
continuous contact and the minority population has participated in the institutions
controlled by the majority. Basically, Ogbu argues that involuntary minorities face
cultural differences based on style whereas voluntary minorities face differences in
content. This means that voluntary minorities or immigrants “perceive their social
identity as primarily different from the social identity of white Americans” (p. 323), and
involuntary minorities “develop a new sense of social identity in opposition to the social
identity of the dominant group after they have been subordinated.” Ogbu argues that
“immigrants see the cultural differences as barriers to overcome in order to achieve their
long-range goals of future employment and not as markers of identity to be maintained”
(p. 327). Gibson (1988) calls this strategy “accommodation and acculturation without
assimilation.” In her study of Punjabi Sikh immigrants, she found that although they are
proud to be Americans, they "openly and actively reject the notion that Americanization
means giving up their separate identity (p. 24). Involuntary minorities, however, and
according to Ogbu’s model, perceive cultural differences “they encounter in school as
markers of identity to be maintained, not as barriers to be overcome” (p. 331). The
cultural-ecological model is useful in assessing what competencies are expected among the
Yemeni American girls in the contexts of home, school, and community, and how those
competencies will influence future success at work and home. However, Ogbu’s model
has come under criticism recently on the grounds that it not universally applicable.
Although Ogbu’s typology is useful, it falls short in explaining that primary

cultural differences can become charged with political meanings in present situations and
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actually cause conflict. For example, Elderling and Van Zantan (Eldering 1997; Van
Zantan 1997) found that European girls of Arab descent who wore the hijab (head
scarves) were stigmatized and told to go home by school officials. “The critical factor for
the Muslim students seems not to be the origin of the differences — but rather that the
differences are viewed as markers of identity” (Gibson 1997). In the case of the Yemeni
Americans, they exhibit tendencies that would characterize them as both voluntary and
involuntary minorities, and as I explain in chapter one, many families are really sojourners
who live two lives, one in the US and a second in Yemen. Furthermore, Ogbu’s model
does not account for how gender shapes student identity at home and school and with
regard to social and academic performance. In the Yemeni culture, for instance, gender is
decidedly a fundamental aspect of social differentiation and must be addressed, especially
if school represents a form of liberation as it does for young Muslim girls in Europe and
for the Yemeni American girls in this study. In addition, perhaps the most interesting
finding in the literature on minority populations is that these students do better in school
“when they feel strongly anchored in the identities of their families, communities, and
peers and when they feel supported in pursuing a strategy of selective or additive
acculturation” (Gibson 1997, p. 445). This is important because it may explain why
students who come from working class families in which the parents (and usually the
mother) are semi-literate or illiterate, still perform well, sometimes outperforming the

majority population in the school. Finally, Ogbu's model seriously under-conceptualizes
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the power of curriculum and teachers.” As the Moll's "funds of knowledge" research
shows, and as the evidence I present in chapter four suggests, schools and teachers have
an immense impact on student engagement and achievement in school. Schools and
teachers are often the catalysts needed to change students' futures and future
competencies.

From the literature in sociology, I draw on relevant theories relating to social and
cultural capital because school performance has often been linked to them. Cultural
capital, according to Bourdieu (1986) exists in three forms: the embodied state
(dispositions of the mind and body; in the objectified state (cultural goods such as books,
pictures, instruments, dictionaries, machines, etc.) and the institutionalized state
(academic qualifications which give the holder a conventional, constant, legally guaranteed
value with respect to culture). Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Passeron 1997/1990) maintains
that his theory of cultural reproduction “sought to propose a model of the social
mediations and processes which tend, behind the backs of the agents engaged in the school
system—teachers, students and their parents—and often against their will, to ensure the
transmission of cultural capital across generations and to stamp pre-existing differences in
inherited cultural capital with a meritocratic seal of academic consecration by virtue of the
special symbolic potency of the [credential]” (p. ix). In other words and according to this
argument, school knowledge and the values transmitted within the institution are more

legitimate in society than pre-existing home knowledge and values. In accordance with the

* I owe this insight to Susan Florio-Ruane during a personal telephone conversation on January 23, 2000.
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notion of stamping out preexisting differences, Bourdieu & Passeron (1977/1990) have
suggested that “every power which manages to impose meanings and to impose them as
legitimate by concealing the power relations which are the basis of its force, adds its own
specifically symbolic force to those power relations” (p. xv).® This theory, then,
espouses the idea that widely held norms for success, norms which are imposed by
schools, are the most meaningful economically and culturally. In contrast to Ogbu’s
theory of cultural-ecology, which accounts for different types of minorities and different
types of cultural discontinuities between home and school that are not solely class-based,
Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory instantiates social class as the key factor of success in
school. Bourdieu (1977) argues that social class provides individuals with high status
roles with the resources to maintain positions of power in society. The home and family
contribute certain resources, such as language (and forms of discourse) and other types of
cultural experiences which are either in line with or deviate from the middle-class values
schools embody. As Labaree (1997) observes, individuals from low socio-economic
backgrounds aim at upward social mobility by using school as a necessary credential for
status positions in society. However, according to cultural capital theory, upward
mobility and the acquisition of credentials are controlled by one’s ability to adopt and
enact middle-class values, discourse, and dispositions. In other words, some social class

ideologies are better suited to schools than others.

¢ Although Bourdieu and Passeron’s work has been applied across many contexts, it is important to
remember that it is largely based on the education aims of Republican France and may not apply in many
situations in the United States.
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For example, in her work on social class and its relationship to parent involvement
in schools, Lareau (1989) maintains that the relationship between working class families
and schools is characterized by separation (parents and students think of school and
education as a job which stops when the children arrive home). The relationship that
middle-to-upper middle class families have with schools is characterized by
interconnectedness, such that the business of school and education is an ongoing endeavor
in everyday home life. Meanwhile, schools are thought to accept, reproduce, and reflect
societal hierarchies. This was corroborated earlier by Bowles and Gintes (1976) who
suggested that schools are class-based institutions which often reproduce the advantages
and deficits of class-based consciousness and knowledge. Deterministic in nature, Bowles
and Gintes’ argument proposed a one-to-one relationship between schools and societal
structures, such as the home. Fortunately, this may not really be representative of the
levels of congruence and discontinuity between home and school environments. In fact,
the main thrust of Lareau’s argument is that although cultural capital theory improves
upon other existing explanations of why middle-class families seem to be more involved in
school than working-class families, it needs to be modified if it is to explain that in fact,
“possession of high status cultural resources does not automatically yield a social profit
[unless] these cultural resources are activated by the individual” (p. 10). In other words,
social class is a potent and at times an accurate predictor of student success in schools,
but it may not always account for the enactment of competencies which can cut across

social class barriers.
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Although cultural reproduction theory provides a strong framework for what
schools expect from students in the context of national and/or societal goals, it does not
necessarily address the realities of schools and teachers’ accommodation of students’
differences whether they be cultural, religious, gender specific, etc., (Cummins 1997;
Eisikovits 1997; Eldering 1997; Gibson 1997; Gillborn 1997). If cultural reproduction is
viewed mainly as a recursive event, it is challenged by students who have virtually little
cultural and/or social capital seem to be meeting and reaching beyond expectations for
academic success at school. In the chapters which follow, I document the religious and
cultural traditions that are in fact reproduced and reconstructed within the Yemeni family,
and by the girls, and then explore their impact on social and academic performance in the
school setting. The evidence will suggest that cultural tools and traditions may have little
bearing on learning and achievement but may serve the purpose of easing cultural or

religious tensions as home and school worlds collide.

The Hijabat

As I stated above, the narrative which follows focuses on six Yemeni American
high school girls.” I met these girls at the community center in a suburb of Detroit and
followed them in and out of school and home for two years. They all wore the hijab

(head scarf) and were therefore called hijabat (the plural feminine noun denoting those

7 In addition to the six high school informants, I got to know and interviewed two Yemeni American
young women, Mariam and Sabrina, who attended college. They introduced me to some the high school
girls and provided support and answered questions about the community. I also interviewed two high
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who wear the scarf) by other Arab Americans in the community and in their school. In

Table 1 below, I list the girls' names, grade levels during 1997-1999, and their level of

achievement in school. High achiever denotes a grade point average of 3.5 or above; above

average means a grade point average between 3.0 and 3.5; average denotes a grade-point of

3.0; below average denotes a grade point average of 2.0 or below.

Nadya (Grades 9 and 10) Below average-average
Aisha  (Grades 10 and 11) High achiever

Layla (Grade 10and 11) Average

Nouria (Grades 10 and 11) Average

Saba  (Grades 11 and 12) Above average

Amani (Grades 11 and 12) Above Average

Table 1: The six high school hijabat

Throughout the chapters, these girls' personalities emerge as highly individualized voices
who, as Brown and Gilligan (1992) suggest in their study of adolescent girls, find
themselves at a crossroads of girlhood and womanhood. The hijabat's individualized
voices merge and blend into one story about a group of people whose history, ethnicity,
religion, school and home lives, and gender delineate social and physical boundaries.
Nadya was a ninth and tenth grader who was characterized by her teachers as

having "a lot of potential if only she could settle down." She enjoyed socializing in school

school boys, Fateh and Malek, from the Yemeni community. Please see Appendix A for more information
concerning fieldwork, data collection, and analysis.
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and her school counselor suspected this was so because there were cultural and social
constraints in the Yemeni community and at home. Nadya hated to clean and cook at
home and knew that her older sister would do her chores. Nadya's parents were careful
not to ask her to do too much because she had had a seizure once which frightened her
family. So, unlike most of the hijabat, Nadya was often excused from her chores, until
her sister was married and moved out of the house.

Aisha_was called "very sweet" by all of her friends. She was quiet and rarely
spoke. An exceedingly bright student, Aisha dreamed of going to college when I knew her
as a tenth and eleventh grader. She tutored at the community center near her home until
her parents no longer allowed her to work there. She helped her parents manage their
finances and paid the bills. Her biggest worry was whether she would be able to stay in
school because her parents wanted to send her to Yemen to marry as her sister had done
when she was fifteen. Aisha was afraid to marry one of her cousins because her parents
were first cousins, and she worried that there would be phenotypic aberrations, such a
missing limbs or blindness. She worried all the time about school and her grades and often
changed her classes to be with other hijabat.

Layla was the most outgoing and talkative of the hijabat. She identified strongly
with her mother who grew up among the British when South Yemen was a colony. Layla
thought that her mother was more open-minded than most of her friends' mothers. Like
many of the hijabat, Layla wanted to cut her long hair short and go to college. She kept
her marriage a secret at school and planned on getting a divorce. Layla resented learning to

cook Yemeni dishes and to maintain a household for her own future home. She had
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dreams of becoming a teacher, a nurse, or a politician. She tutored at the community
center near her home.

Nouria was always dissatisfied with her home and school life. She complained
incessantly about her household chores and having to take care of her siblings. More than
once, Nouria threatened to commit suicide because she was so unhappy. She kept to
herself at school, when I knew her as a tenth and eleventh grader, but she did tutor at the
community center. Most of her energy was spent on finding ways to divorce her
husband, also a student in the high school, and trying to persuade her father to let her
divorce him. Nouria's older siblings were all high achievers in school, which furthered her
disgruntlement.

Saba was known as a leader among the hijabat. She could recite the Qur'an
(Muslim holy book) in both Arabic and English and gave lectures at the mosque and even
organized a weekly lecture and reading group called Muhathara (lecture). Saba, as an
eleventh and twelfth grader, was a student leader as well and a noted "trouble-maker" by
the administration and some teachers. Saba tried desperately to obtain permission to
choose her own husband and refused to go to Yemen when her family insisted. She
tutored and worked in the community health center clinic. She was committed to
furthering her education and becoming a teacher or nurse, marrying someone of her
choosing, and being a good Muslim.

Amani was quiet and shy. During the eleventh and tenth grades she enrolled in all
the preparatory nursing classes and interned at a clinic with her classmates. Amani

wanted to become a nurse and planned to attend college. She sometimes wished she could
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wear short sleeves and take off her scarf but did not think this would be possible in her
neighborhood. She drove her brothers to school but was not allowed to work anywhere
other than the community center, where she tutored with the other hijabat. Amani had to
learn how to cook Yemeni dishes at home and was often judged as a worthy cook and
housekeeper by relatives and neighbors.

The hijabat, much like American women at the beginning of the twentieth century,
found themselves hoping to become nurses and teachers—acceptable occupations in their
culture. In their community, such occupations preserved their primary roles as mothers
and the same time, allowed them to entertain the notion of being educated mothers. For
these adolescents, the prospect of a high school degree, if not a college degree, enhanced
the role of the mother in the family. Education is valued by the Yemenis in the US and,
and it is especially valued in girls.® It is useful to draw an historical contrast between
these young women and women at the beginning of the century in the US. The shift in
women’s work roles in the nineteenth century, for example, inspired new definitions of
womanhood and eventually led to the feminization of occupations such as teaching. The
urbanization and industrialization of the American economy also redefined, to a certain
degree, the role women played at home and in society. In tandem with these changes, the
advent of universal public education further transformed notions of womanhood,
woman’s sexuality, and woman’s work. I draw attention to this history because Yemeni

immigrants also move to the US from a mainly agricultural village setting in Yemen to a

® The hijabat were often not allowed to finish high school if they did not maintain their Yemeni cultural
and social norms. I address this issue in several of the chapters.
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labor market based in industry in the US. The lives of Yemeni women as homemakers
parallel those of many women at the turn of the twentieth century. Today, these
transformations, which lead to the recognition of teaching as a “woman’s profession,” are
characterized by historians as the “cult of true womanhood” (Clifford 1989; Degler 1980;
Ryan 1981); domestic femininity” (Clifford 1989; Degler 1980; Grumet 1988; Hoffman
1981; Rury 1989); and “domestic/woman’s sphere” (Clifford 1989; Ryan 1981). The
construction of woman as mother and the paragon of domesticity allowed her to receive
an education, but restrained her in work opportunities. This dialectic of opportunity and
constraint illuminates the conflicting private and public roles of women in the last century
(Rury 1989). Interestingly enough, I observed that same dialectic among the six hijabat
and their peers as they attempted to establish their identities both at home and in their

community and at school.

The Structure of the Study

In chapter one, I describe where the hijabat lived through a case study of Layla. I
argue that she and the other hijabat and their families were sojourners, with one foot in the
US and the other in Yemen. As such, the notion of space becomes a relevant construct
for demarcating religious, ethnic, and gender boundaries. Although I had access to the
girls' homes, in this chapter I rely on the girls' descriptions of their home lives because as
a woman researcher, I did not always have easy access to the men in their families. In
chapter two, I examine the hijabat's school and classroom lives. It is clear that the

classroom was a special and safe place for them socially, one which allowed them to be
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both American and Yemeni. However, in relation to subject content in the classroom,
levels of engagement were not uniform and really depended on teacher interaction styles
or on the specific content of text the teacher introduced. In chapter three, I show that the
hijabat generated "in-between" texts which allowed them to partake in both American and
Yemeni social and cultural norms. This chapter along with chapters two and four clearly
show the difficulties in reconciling folk, in this case Yemeni American, and school notions
of success both at academic and social levels. Chapter four is an analysis of how the
hijabat's teachers, high school, and school district accommodated their growing Muslim
Arab population. As I explain, this was a complex and complicated process which
continues to develop over a decade. In chapter five, I discuss the hijabat's dispositions
toward school and their futures as they neared graduation from high school. One critical
finding is that they tried to maintain their GPAs in order to stay in school, but at the
same time, they did not have much input in the decisions made about their futures. In
Conclusion, I synthesise the main elements of each of the five chapters and draw some
implications from the study. In Reflection I reflect on my own role as a researcher in the
field.

Why an Ethnography?

In the narrative I focus on a group of Yemeni American high school girls whose
families settled in the US in the early 1970s. In my attempt to understand the lives of
Saba and her peers, I find that meaning is both uncovered and recovered. At times this is
as simple as wearing or removing the hijab (scarf) from one's head. In other instances,

actions, words, the cast of one's eyes—these index the undercurrents of meaning. Telling
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this story means being able to navigate among meanings, and therefore, it is no coincidence
that I chose to write an ethnography. As James Clifford (Clifford and Marcus 1986)
notes:

Ethnography is actively situated between powerful systems of meaning.

It poses its questions at the boundaries of civilizations, cultures, classes,

races, and genders. Ethnography decodes and recodes, telling the grounds

of collective order and diversity, inclusion and exclusion. It describes a

process of innovation and structuration, and is itself part of these

processes (p. 2).

Miles and Huberman (1994) describe ethnography as “extended contact with a
given community, concern with the mundane, day-to-day events, as well as the unusual
ones, direct or indirect participation in local activities, with particular care given to
description of local particularities; focus on individuals’ perspectives and interpretations
of their world; and relatively little prestructured instrumentation, but often a wider use of
structured observation than in other research traditions” (p. 8). To understand the Yemeni
American girls in the context of a “Yemeni village” in the US, it is important to focus on
the quotidian as well as the unusual occurrences in that community. Therefore, the
methods in this dissertation espouse a ‘naturalistic’ perspective. In order to understand
as much as possible the lives of the Yemeni within the contexts of school, home, and
community, I apply a broad methodological approach which relies on thick description
(Geertz 1973) based on rigorous observation, participant and non-participant
observations, formal interviews, and informal conversations. According to Hammersley

and Atkinson (1996)

The value of ethnography as a social research method is founded
upon the existence of such variations in cultural patterns across and within
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societies, and their significance for understanding social processes. . . .
Naturalism proposes that through marginality, in social position and
perspective, it is possible to construct an account of the culture under
investigation that both understands it from within and captures it as

external to, and independent of, the researcher: in other words, as a

natural phenomenon. Thus, the description of cultures becomes the

primary goal. The search for universal laws is downplayed in favour of

detailed accounts of the concrete experience of life within a particular

culture and of the beliefs and social rules that are used as resources within

it (pp. 10-11).

By describing both the unusual and the mundane and by synthesizing emerging
patterns across contexts and the published literature, especially relevant studies done in
Europe, I attempt to contribute to our knowledge about the intersections of education and
religion, home and school worlds, and immigrant students and their teachers. US scholars
in education tend, for the most part, not to focus on issues such as religion and its impact
on education and schooling.” This study proposes to do so.

Wolf (1992) has said that “an anthropologist listens to as many voices as she can
and then chooses among them when she passes their opinions on to members of another
culture. The choice is not arbitrary, but then neither is the testimony” (p. 11). In many
ways there is really nothing arbitrary about the site or the participants chosen to
participate in this study. They are not representative of all schools or teachers or
students across the US. They were chosen because they are unique. At the same time,

however, they belong to larger communities which are not at all unique in that their

geopolitical relations are similar to those of others. The children go to public school as

° A notable exception is Alan Peshkin’s (1986) work on schools and Christian fundamentalism.

28



other children do. Their teachers deal with cultural and linguistic differences as do
teachers in different settings. Their parents worry about their children as do other
parents. Without exhausting the list of congruencies and similarities, it is important to
note that like many other ethnographies, the value of this study will be in its ability to
develop further constructive ideas and theories about larger issues and problems with
which educators and researchers grapple. This will be done by paying attention to the
particulars. The point is to get to the “heart of the matter,” if possible (Geertz 1983;
Wolcott 1994).

In writing this ethnography I hope to broaden and to add to our understanding of
immigrant families in the United States. As the twenty-first century unfolds, we must
not forget that a new generation of Americans is in the making. It is often easy to
overlook that American children of immigrants often straddle two worlds and must
negotiate various systems of belief which may not complement each other. That this
process is further complicated by a combination of factors such as religion, ethnic
identity, gender, language, social economic standing, and school socialization norms
emphasizes how much we need to know to make decisions for improving schools and
relations among schools, communities, and homes. Saba's comments at the beginning of
this introduction foreshadow the importance of uncovering the predicament of being an

“either/or" and becoming American in the public schools.
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ONE

Between Honor and Shame: The Sojourner Experience of Yemeni American High
School Students

In this chapter, I focus on the relationships which existed between the Yemeni
American high school students and their land of origin. These relationships can be
described as "spaces," both social and physical from which networks and identities
emerge (Metmlf 1996). In other words, these spaces, whether they be religious (Muslim)
or cultural (Yemeni and American), describe people whose personal and community lives
were engaged with one another at multiple levels at different sites and on different
continents. The mechanisms for such engagement are examined as are the impact of these
multiple spaces on the students' school lives.

Classic sociological theory maintains that a sojourner is one who remains attached
to his or her own ethnic group while simultaneously living in isolation and staying apart
from the host society. The sojourn itself is conceived as a "job" during which one travels
back and forth during intervening years to the homeland (Siu 1952). While this definition
is compelling and often describes the migratory movement of immigrant populations in
the US, it is difficult to operationalize, especially when certain immigrant populations,
such as the Detroit Yemenis, not only travel back and forth to Yemen but also settle in
the US. Most Yemenis enter the US legally and become naturalized citizens and,
importantly, settlers. Yet, the notion of "sojourner” is a useful analytical tool in the case

of Yemeni Americans because, as with most immigrant populations, the desire to return
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to the homeland is pervasive among settlers. Unlike other immigrant groups, however,
Yemeni Americans travel back and forth to Yemen often, and in the Detroit area, the
Yemenis do in fact remain geo-politically, linguistically, religiously, and culturally isolated
from American life while maintaining those same ties to their homeland.

Yemeni migration is part of a larger historical trend. Arabs from the Middle East
have immigrated to the United States for over a century. The early Arab immigrants
assimilated American cultural norms and the English language easily, especially since they
came from Judeo-Christian traditions and immigrated with the intent of making new lives
for themselves and their children (Naff 1985; Naff 1994). The most recent immigrants,
those who have immigrated in the last twenty-five to thirty years, are Iragi or Yemeni in
nationality and represent the “peasant” class in their countries. They moved to the
Detroit area because they could find work in the large shipping and auto industries.
Unlike earlier Arab immigrants, they have persisted in preserving both their Muslim ways
of life and their Arab identities in the United States. Most of the Yemeni immigrants did
not have any kind of formal schooling in Yemen and are illiterate or semi-literate in Arabic
and in most cases, English. These immigrants have kept strong ties with their
motherland—they are sojourners—buying land in Yemen with the intent of going back,
visiting for long periods, and sending their children there for marriage. Consequently, the
children of these immigrants straddle two worlds, the literate world of school and the
home world of religious and cultural values where text (the Qur'an) sanctioned behavior,

certain language use, disposition, and cultural norms.
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Living in two worlds was both difficult and constraining for the Yemeni American
Muslim girls. The Yemeni American students, and particularly the girls, were successful
at school academically, even as they struggled to negotiate their Yemeni and American
selves in various contexts. Studies conducted in Europe among students of North African
origin show the same type of school success among high school girls (Hassini 1997; Haw
1998; Raissiguier 1994). In the case of the Yemeni girls in the US, their responsibilities
were three-fold: they were responsible for upholding the honor of the family; they
learned to be good mothers (most are engaged or married at the ages of 14-15); and, they
strived to be successful in school. As I illustrate in this chapter, these broadly defined
responsibilities did not complement each other and did in fact present incongruities
between the students’ personal aspirations for success and their community and/or

school’s demands for participation and learning in those contexts.

Making Space in America

In order to understand the Yemeni girls and boys' lives, it is important to
understand the spaces which they inhabited. Davis, a suburb of Detroit, had
approximately 95,000 residents during 1997-1999. Because of its shipping and auto
industries, Detroit and its suburbs had been a natural destination for immigrants seeking
employment for over one hundred years. Right across the border of Davis, Detroit has a
population which is more than 80% African American. There is considerable poverty
there and a lingering memory of the 1967 riots which contributed to White flight from

Detroit. Since the 1970's, southeastern Michigan, which includes the Detroit
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metropolitan area, had become the place with the highest concentration of Arabic
speaking people outside of the Middle East—it was estimated that 300,000 Arabic-
speaking people resided there. The Davis school district had a population of
approximately 16,700 students, 49% of whom were Arabic speaking, and 15% were of
Yemeni origin. The school district was ten miles long, with the Yemeni community
residing primarily in the south end, about six miles away from the focal school site in the
study, Cobb High School.

Davis was considered a nice place to live because of its low property taxes and its
reputation of being “lily white” (Abraham and Abraham 1983). The Yemeni community
occupied a ghetto-like neighborhood in the south end of Davis, where the Ford plant’s
“smokestacks [were] forever spewing clouds of smoke.” The south end of Davis was
populated mostly by Yemeni and Iraqi immigrants, while the Lebanese moved to more
affluent areas in and near Davis. Lebanese Americans constituted the majority (about
41%) in Davis, while the Yemeni (about 18%) were the second largest group in the area.
The median household income in the south end of Davis was $20, 125 while the mean
income is $24, 541 (Zogby 1995; Zogby 1990). One third of the population did not
speak English and many first generation immigrant women were illiterate in their first
language. Less than half of the population could read and write English (Kuliwicki, 1987).
The south end was a working-class community with two established mosques and several
small coffee houses. The mosques played a vital role in people’s lives, and the coffee
houses were traditional Middle Eastern social institutions in which men interacted

socially and politically. In some coffee houses in Davis, a traditional village hierarchy was
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maintained and certain tables were held in reserve for the elderly village heads and were
avoided by the younger men (Abraham 1978; Abraham and Abraham 1983). Also, the
men discussed community problems in the coffeehouse and family feuds often surfaced
there as well. These social institutions were distinguished both on the basis of
nationality, i.e., Palestinian, Lebanese, or Yemeni, and also by the village in the Middle
East that the owner represented. Virtually no women were ever seen on the streets of the
south end. The few Muslim women whom I observed on the streets in the area all wore
the hijab and the abaya (a shapeless, ankle-length dress). Some Iraqi women covered their
faces so that one could only sees their eyes.

The Davis school district included twenty-eight schools, three of which were high
schools. Davis High School’s students were predominantly white and middle-to-upper
middle class. Finkle High School’s students were predominantly (about 75%) Arab
American and Lebanese in origin. At least 15 out of 80 of Finkle’s teachers were Arab
American. These students came from both working class and middle-class families. Cobb
High School, the school on which I focus, had approximately 1,420 students and ninety
teachers. Forty to forty-five percent of the students were Arabic-speaking and 41% were
of Yemeni origin. During the 1998-1999 academic year, there were eleven Arabic
speaking teachers and staff, the majority of whom worked in the bilingual program, which
served mainly of newly arrived Yemeni and Iraqi immigrants. Cobb's mission was to be
“committed to preparing [its] students to be responsible and well-informed.”
Historically, Cobb High School began to receive students from Middle Eastern origin in

the mid-1980s. Before that, it was a predominantly “White” school. I chose Cobb as the
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site for my study because in making initial contact with the community, I learned that the
school and its students were experiencing difficulties adjusting to one another as the
number of Arabic-speaking students increased. I wanted to learn more about the process
of accommodation in this site. Also, the high school students who lived in the south end

were bussed to Cobb, rather than Finkle or Davis.
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Figure 1: The Southend

In many ways, the south end of Davis existed apart from the rest of the city (see
Figure 1). Local people even called it the "Southend" to denote its separate identity, and
henceforth, I use that label. The Southend was blocked from Davis by a wall of factories
and smoke stacks, and the people who lived there formed their own cultural and linguistic
spaces which they traversed cautiously and usually through an intermediary, such as the

local community center which provided social, educational, and economic services. The
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centrally located community center was the only place where the hijabat gathered as paid
tutors from three to six p.m. each day to work with mostly Yemeni elementary school
children from the neighborhood. During 1997-1999, rarely did I observe the girls alone in
any other context. All of the girls in the Southend walked a block or so to the community
center and back home each day. On the weekends, they went shopping at the mall with
their older brothers, or married sisters, and/or their parents. Whereas one might have seen
non-Arab teenagers walking in groups throughout the mall, the Yemenis went out as
families—going out to eat or shop was considered a family outing. That was always the
case for the hijabat, but, for boys, this varied because parents tended to be more lenient
with them, allowing boys more freedom of movement farther away from the home. For
example, many of the boys worked after school and were allowed to work at the airport
or in restaurants in downtown Detroit. A girl was rarely allowed to distance herself from
the home and to be seen in public working in what is considered to be male domains. The
reason for this was that public notice could ultimately lead to the loss of her good
reputation and the onset of gossip as discussed in chapter two. Therefore, if girls worked
at all, they did so in the community center and rarely stepped outside the boundaries of
the Southend. They left the Southend only to go to school or during family outings.

The Southend was a dynamic and lively enclave. There was much visiting among
the families who lived quite close to one another. Many of the houses were actually
duplexes which were shared by two families who were related or, in some cases, part of
the house was rented out to newly arrived Yemeni boys and men from the same village in

Yemen. People in the Southend tended to socialize with family members such as cousins
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or with people from the same village back home. There were two good reasons for this:
first, there existed dialect differences from village to village in Yemen. One of the girls told
me that she and her neighbor were not related, "We don't even understand each other
when we talk—we're from different villages." Second, political alliances were important
and parents associated with people with whom they had a connection back in Yemen.
This was useful for marriage purposes and for increasing one's status in the village upon
returning to Yemen for a long-term stay. In effect, this meant that both boys and girls
lived in two very different worlds and by different rules at home and school; the distance
from Southend to Yemen appeared to be much closer than the six-mile distance from the

Southend to Cobb High School.

The Influence of Yemeni Spaces in the US

What connections did the girls experience with Yemen? How did these
connections, this mingling of spaces within and without the US, impact their school lives?
In order to answer these questions, it is worthwhile to consider migratory patterns in
Yemen and from Yemen to the US, for it is clear that life in the US, particularly in the
Southend, was often mitigated by events in Yemen. According to Molyneux (1998), a
transitory period occurred between 1990 and 1994, during which time the commonly
known states of North Yemen (Yemen Arab Republic) and South Yemen (People's
Democratic Republic of Yemen) were united into what we currently know as Yemen.
Coincidentally, it was at this time and during the several preceding years, since 1985, that

the Southend received record numbers of Yemeni immigrants, mostly high school-aged
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boys and young men. When Yemen became unified in 1990, South Yemen (formerly
controlled by the British), which had had one of the most egalitarian secular codes in the
Arab world, came under the heavy-handed and more religiously conservative influence of
North Yemen. For example, South Yemen had adopted a "scientific socialism" when the
British withdrew in 1967. Their family law stated explicitly the equality of men and
women. In addition, free choice marriage was established and the minimal age for marriage
was age 16 for women and 18 for men. Polygamy was prohibited except in cases of
disease and barrenness, and bride price was reduced to 100 Riyal (approximately twice
the average white-collar monthly salary) in 1974. Both spouses would bear the cost of
supporting their family and unilateral divorce or talag by the man was banned. Divorce
could only take place in the courts, and men were also not automatically given custody of
the children.

North Yemen family law was different. In 1979, for example, polygamy was
permitted and the man had the right to unilateral divorce. Islamic law or the shari'a was
the source of all laws as it had been for many years. During the transition period of
unification (1990-1994), the family law was rewritten and women's rights, according to
Molyneux, appeared in a section called "social problems" after sections devoted to
illiteracy, tribal vengeance, and the use of the popular, mildly hallucinogenic narcotic, gar.
By 1992, Yemeni law had been revised to permit men four wives and to reduce the
minimum marriage age for both men and women to fifteen. Forced marriages were illegal,
but silence from previously unmarried women constituted consent—a woman who had

already been married had to give explicit consent. Marriage could be dissolved through
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the courts, but the husband had unilateral right to divorce. A woman had the right to
petition for divorce, if her husband did not treat her as he did his other wives, if there was
an addiction to drugs or alcohol, if he refused to work, or if there was a prolonged absence
by the husband. All in all, North Yemen's influence in South Yemen was made easier by
the fact that South Yemen's more liberal laws had never been fully implemented,
especially with the migration of North Yemeni men who wanted to find work in South
Yemen. Furthermore, families in South Yemen had protested against women's residential
colleges, and Saudi Arabia had also criticized South Yemen's "atheistic" legal reforms,
especially the appointment of women judges in the family courts (Molyneux, p. 139).
Control over bride price was no longer enforced and increased to from 8,000-10,000 Riyal
(%1, 780 to $2, 225) to 55,000-60,000 Riyal ($12, 225 to $13, 335) in the 1970s and
1980s (Stevenson and Baker 1991, p. 42). All of these legal changes, in addition to civil
war in the two Yemeni states, motivated men to travel elsewhere to find work then return
to buy land or to marry.

Although the Yemeni are relative newcomers to the US, they have emigrated to
other countries for centuries. Historically, North Yemen and, to some extent, South
Yemen, have depended on labor as their primary export. "The strategy based on
remittances channeled back to the mother country continues to be at the heart of the
labor-intensive migration for Yemenis" (Friedlander 1988, p. ix). In fact, as much as one-
fourth of the Yemeni male population emigrates, especially during times of political
unrest, thus forcing Yemen to rely heavily on remittances, which account for one-third of

Yemen's gross national product. Unfortunately, money sent back to Yemen has not been
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invested productively; it was has been spent on consumer goods such as cars, VCRs, and
inflated bride-prices instead of long-term development of industry or better farming
technology. Therefore, men generally have tended to make long sojourns for work once
the funds they do bring back to Yemen are depleted. The women have been left behind to
tend to the land and to farm qat, one of the most popular farm crops and a national
pastime that is uniquely Yemeni in the Arab world.

From 1975 on, families began to emigrate from Yemen to the US. According to the
1980 Census, at least twenty thousand Yemenis immigrated to Michigan, California, New
York, and Ohio. Most of these immigrants came from North Yemen. The majority of
emigrants were men who, after a productive work period in the U.S., went back to their
villages to give money, buy land, finance weddings, and build homes. However, the
increase in the number of Yemeni families immigrating to the US resulted in a growing
Islamic conservatism as men struggled to preserve their families' cultural integrity within
American society (Swanson 1988). This increased conservatism in the US mirrored that
of the North Yemen's influence on South Yemen, which also continued to be steadily
influenced by Saudi Arabia, where many Yemeni men emigrated to work in the oil fields.
Historically, Muslim men had been reluctant to bring their families to the US (Naff 1985),
and for those who have remained here, the concern for their children's futures had
increased such that relationships between Yemen and the US were closely maintained.

One difference between the American ethos and the Yemeni ethos
is in the attitude toward moral responsibility. Americans emphasize that
the individual is ultimately responsible for his own behavior. By contrast,

Yemeni culture insists that it is the community that is responsible for
evolving a social and political system that at once protects the individual
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from temptation and ensures his conformity to group values (Swanson
1988, p. 63).

In Davis, the Yemenis gained control of the mosque from the Lebanese community in the
Southend, and with funding for the mosque from Saudi Arabia, they struggled to maintain
traditional, cultural, and religious norms, especially among the youth. Barth (1969)
observed that a person's maintenance of an ethnic identity depends upon both the
perceived advantages of membership in the ethnic group and his or her ability to perform
in his or her ethnic role. Invariably, it was to the girls' advantage to maintain cultural
mores in the Southend, otherwise the consequences were dire. The loss of one's good
reputation resulted in parents pulling their daughters out of school, forcing an early
marriage, and sending them to Yemen. Sometimes, if in grave situations in which the
family's honor was at stake, fathers and brothers killed their daughters/sisters (Aswad and
Bilgé 1996). For the boys, many of whom lived with extended family members while
their parents remained in Yemen, life in the US meant an opportunity to earn money and
to send it back home. Unlike the boys, girls always lived with their parents who
immigrated to the US, and in this study the girls were either born here or immigrated from
Yemen at a very young age (infant to age four). In general, for both boys and girls, being
Yemeni and American was problematic, especially for the girls whose good reputation

reinforced a family's status both in the Southend and in a village in Yemen.
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The Case of Layla: A Representative Portrait

Over two years, I learned much about Layla and her family. We communicated at
school, at the community center, at parties and weddings, and by written correspondence
and telephone when I was away from Davis. I interviewed her mother and met all of her
friends in different contexts, such as in the mosque during Arabic school and at school, in
the "Ramadan room," where all the Muslim students fasted during the holy month.
Layla's story is not unique. She had much in common with the other five girls in the
larger study. Her story, however, illustrates concretely her negotiation of the two worlds
she inhabited, and especially her role in relation to the village in Yemen and her family in
Davis.

Layla was a sojourner. She wanted to live in the US, but she also enjoyed going to
Yemen because her family enjoyed a high status there as American Yemenis. According to
the Oxford English Dictionary, a sojourner is one who lodges in another's house—one's
living space is temporary. In many ways, Layla and the Yemeni girls in this study lived in
suspense, not knowing explicitly which space they were likely to inhabit in the near
future. She navigated multiple spaces and found a "home" in managing the liminal spaces
she occupied. In addition, it was not always clear to Layla whether she was American or
Yemeni and her attitude towards her home and school lives reflected her consternation
with both. Undeniably, she was a Yemeni Muslim, and her Muslim space, governed by
ritual and sanctioned practice, permitted a view of the world which was not always
satisfying, at least not to a young adolescent girl with dreams for a bright future and who

was exposed to alternative images of what she could become.
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Layla's story illustrates the irreconcilability of the spaces she inhabited. It is
possible that in two or three generations from now, Americans of Yemeni or Arab origin
will not experience such tension or the intensive and constant negotiation of home, school,
and "old country" worlds. But for the moment, the Yemeni girls lived lives full of
uncertainties, not knowing whether they would finish high school or get married, go to
Yemen or perhaps attend college. In all likelihood, the girls would marry early. The early
marriages of daughters and sons to Yemeni nationals (although boys were usually not
married as early as the girls) was the mechanism by which these Arab families preserved
and maintained their ethnicity. The advantages of such marriages were three-fold:
1)young men from Yemen obtained residency in the US and were able to send remittances
to their families, thus continuing Yemen's successful economic dependence on emigration;
2)particular family or village affiliations grew larger in the Southend, bringing increased
status and wealth to the family on both continents and ensuring that the girls ere
supported; and 3)religious and cultural traditions were, to a large extent,
reproduced—Arabic remained the language of the home because one of the spouses was
usually illiterate in English. Under such circumstances the girls from the Southend grew
up remarkably fast. In light of these governing factors, Ogbu’s (Ogbu 1982; Ogbu 1982a;
Ogbu 1993) cultural-ecological model is useful for understanding what is required for such
adaptation and the successful realization of cultural mores. In Layla's case, regardless of
the events which occurred outside her home culture, she still had to learn to become
Yemeni in the same manner her parents were Yemeni. Consequently, because the hijabat

shared their parents' lives, they were also sojourners, with each foot planted in a different
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space. However, even the intimate spaces of domestic and ritual life, meaning and
behavior, were shaped by the contexts of the larger society.

Layla and the other hijabat experienced a primary affiliation with their Yemeni
family, village, Arabs in general, and their religion. Their secondary affiliation was to
America, but here the boundaries were not very clear, for America was their country
while Yemen was their imagined homeland, at least until they traveled there to visit and
to marry. For the girls, the sojourn was really a feeling of impermanence, a
disembodiment with the local environment and a simultaneous intellectual and emotional
connection with a familial root of origin. Layla's story illustrates in detail the sojourn
nature of her life at home and school.

Layla, like all the other Yemeni American students, identified herself as Yemeni,
Arab, and American, in that order. She thought of herself, as the others hijabat did, as
Arab and not "White," a category reserved for "Americans." Both of her parents were
“Yemeni, just like me,” even though she was born in the US. Her father was born in “the
village" in North Yemen where there were not many work or education opportunities. He
arrived in the US at age 16 in the late 1960s. Her mother was born in the city of Aden,
the old capital of South Yemen and lived alongside the British. She arrived in the US in
the 1970s with Layla's older brothers. Layla's father had immigrated some years before
and worked in the auto factories. Layla's parents make an unusual couple—they were not
cousins and one of them was from a city and from the South, which most northern
Yemenis considered to be of lower status and too liberal. However, Layla's parents met

through common family friends and lived in relative social and economic security among
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their north Yemeni neighbors in the Southend. Layla's father worked at the Ford River
Rouge Plant, and her mother did not work outside the home, although she did volunteer
work for a while at the nearby elementary school on the playground during recess.
Layla's parents had some elementary education in Yemen. Her mother went through sixth
grade in the city and was exposed to English. Both parents had minimal fluency in English
(they did not read or write or speak English much) and an overall fair fluency in Arabic
(although I could not confirm whether the father read and wrote in Arabic). Layla was a
fair reader and speaker of Arabic and her writing ability was minimal. Layla's family
income was about $1200-1600 per month. Her two older brothers, both in their mid to
late-twenties, attended college and worked at jobs away from the neighborhood.

Layla was married at the age of 15 in Yemen to her first cousin. Marriages were
important events in the Southend. They signified a girl's coming of age, a time during
which her role as a Yemeni woman rather than a high school girl was reinforced. Some of
the girls were reluctant to admit that they were married. They preferred, instead, to
continue with school as other teenagers did. During the 1997-1998 school year, which
was her sophomore year, Layla's family spent six months in Yemen visiting relatives.
Layla was married then, and upon her return, she attempted to keep her marriage a secret
from her friends, who nonetheless were made privy to the information because her father

was so proud of the union between her and her first cousin from her father’ side, a sayyid,
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a direct descendent of the prophet Muhammad.'® Her father told most of the community
about the happy event. Her husband paid a bride price of 200,000 Riyal (approximately
$1,333; today $1=150 Riyal), but Layla believed that she was worth much more and that
this was not enough for her. The marriage was not consummated immediately, but the
ahked (loosely translated as a binding betrothal of marriage) took place in Yemen, and in
the US, this constituted a legal marriage. Layla did not wear a ring and never discussed
her marriage at school. She wanted to divorce here twenty-year-old husband—whom she
said she had not seen since their return—because she knew that marrying one's first
cousin was "bad." He worked in a factory in Davis and did not live with her family.
Layla insisted that she married in order that the young man could enter the country as a
legal US resident. Helping cousins or village friends from Yemen enter the US was often a
bi-product of marriage for many of the girls, including Layla and Nouria, another of the
hijabat in the study. Unfortunately for Layla and Nouria, they could not obtain divorces
while their husbands awaited their naturalization papers from the US Immigration and
Naturalization Service. And, in fact, they could not initiate divorce proceedings at all
because, as was their custom in Yemen and in the Southend, only the man had the right to
unilateral divorce, or talag. To bypass immigration restrictions, both girls were willing to

travel back to Yemen and have their husbands declare the divorce!! and quickly return to

%I did not know that Layla was married until a year later. Throughout my interviews and "shadowing" of
her during the first year of fieldwork, she never mentioned the fact and did not wear a wedding ring. She
told me she was married during the second year of fieldwork and explamed then that she wanted a divorce.

"' During talaq, the husband declares three times, "I divorce you." Once that is done, according to the
shari'a, the divorce is final. However, there is a legally prescribed period, iddat, after the divorce and
during which neither husband nor wife can marry. During that time the wife cannot reverse the talaq, but
the husband has the right to return (see Molyneux 1998, for a more detailed explanation).
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the US and worry about a legal divorce at a later time. In other words, the girls were
much more concerned with the Islamic laws governing their marriages than with US law
which bound them legally to their husbands. They were very careful, as in Nouria's case,
not to be seen associating with their husbands at school or in the community. This
validated the marriage even further and perhaps would destroy their reputations, since the
marriages had not been consummated. Nouria confessed that she had done
everything—from insulting her husband to asking him to talk to her father directly—to
"get him to divorce [her]," but nothing worked. Layla was not as forceful, but she, too,
wanted to do the same. She did not want to disappoint her family. The union between
her family and her husband's family was a difficult one to break, especially since her
husband’s family was related to her through her father. Marriage for these girls was an
unsettling process, but there was often no exit once the ahked took place.

Marriage was in many ways an obstacle. Importantly, the institution of marriage
brought to the surface cultural tensions which were not easily reconciled in the Yemeni
girls’ American spaces. Layla recognized that daughters in the US have doors open to
them and more opportunities than do the girls in Yemen. A friend who was a 4.0 student
told her, “I really don’t want to go to high school no more cuz I know my mom, my
parents won’t let me go to college” (Interview, 10/14/98). This depressed Layla, who
was a good student herself, and made her angry because her friend was intelligent and had
a bright future ahead of her. “And that’s what makes me mad,” she emphasized, “we’re
not like the girls in Yemen. We have a chance to do something with our lives and they

just wanna think, oh, no. You’re going to get married and do this. That’s not how it is. I
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mean, I would never do that to my kids” (Interview, 10/14/98). In Yemen, according to
Layla, even though she considered it to be a primitive place, a good education was
respected. Many of women regretted not going to college, and “a lot of them wanted to
do something with their lives.” Layla had a cousin in Yemen, for example, whose father
stopped her from going to school in the sixth grade even though she wanted to continue.
Now, at twenty-one, Layla's cousin wanted to train to be a seamstress, so that she could
at least make a living sewing clothes for people, since ready-made clothes were so
expensive to purchase. Layla could not come to terms with her cousin’s situation; it
seemed somehow alien, even though it reflected her own fears for her future during and
after her last year of high school.

Despite its minor role in Yemen, education was important, perhaps as important
as marriage, to the Yemeni community in the Southend.'? Although the parents of the
hijabat in this study had not received much formal schooling, they took seriously their
daughters and sons’ education. They sent their children to public school and to Arabic
school on the weekends—most of the Yemeni community children attended school seven
days a week. At the same time, however, the Southend community feared the social
aspects of public schooling and limited their children’s experiences there. For example,
there were certain classes, such as gym, which caused anxiety and frustration among the
Yemeni girls, an anxiety mirrored by their parents. The girls had requested their own

classes with a female teacher, but because of the lack of space, they still shared the same

2 See Shamsavary, Saqeb, and Halstead (1993) for an historical analysis of Islamic education and
scholarship in the Arab world.

48



gym with the boys. The girls worried about being seen in t-shirts, and Layla did not feel
right when a boy watched her as she ran on the track or inside the gym. Her arms showed
and her chest jiggled, she often said. She commented that at lunch, the school accepted
who they were. The girls went their way and the boys, the other. In class, socializing
with boys was fine because they talked about school work; elsewhere, it did not feel right,
and in gym it was wrong. Sabrina, one of the two hijabat in college clarified Layla's
uneasiness with gym, ". . . a sport is jumping and running and doing. . .a girl should be,
because of the way I'm raised and the way it is, you know, a girl is supposed to sit, you
know, legs crossed" (Interview, 1/27/98). Although only three semesters of gym were
required at Cobb , some girls enrolled in the class for four years, continually failing it each
time because they did not dress in gym clothes or participate in class. This situation was
exasperating for them and their teachers.

Social life in school was monitored as well as curtailed by family members. “She’s
supposed to be quiet, walk in the halls like nobody knows her...,” Layla explained the
girl’s role in school (Interview, 2/11/98). Layla’s brothers told her not to hang out with
the “loud ones, the ones who always laugh, the ones who always play around.” If Layla
was too loud, then people would say that she was trying to draw attention to herself
from the boys. This was a common thread in all the girls' interviews and in my
observations of school life. At Cobb the gendering of common spaces by both Yemeni
boys and girls was reinforced at home and school. For example, when Layla was required
to take Technical Education, her brothers questioned her about it because was not a

“girl’s class.” They did not want her to take auto shop either. She enrolled in the same
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classes as her friends, i.e., home making or clothing. One of Layla's best friends, Aisha, a
high achiever, refused to take classes in which she was the only hijabat and dropped them
and took other ones. The Yemeni boys generally stayed out of classes such as clothing or
home making as did almost all of the boys at Cobb. These were girls' spaces, and as a
teacher observed, these classes were the only places in the school where the Arab girls felt
safe enough to remove their scarves sometimes.

Ironically, school was still an actively social place for the hijabat, even when they
experienced cultural tensions between American/Yemeni and female/male spaces. Layla
liked school because she socialized with friends—school was one of the few places where
all the girls could see one another. But, she admitted, there were grudges and there was
prejudice among Arabs and non-Arabs. Layla distinguished her “American friends” from
her Yemeni friends by levels of connection and comfort: ["My friends] are all Yemeni
because that’s who I like. You know, I like to hang around with my, the people that I
really connect with” (Interview, 2/11/98).

In addition to family concerns about school and its potential negative social
influences, the hijabat also lived under the constant watch of Yemeni boys. Much like
Foucault’s (1977) famous panopticon, ' the girls’ behavior was often altered by the gaze
of these boys, especially in the hallways, in the cafeteria, and during after-school
activities. For example, Layla had been involved in a few extracurricular activities before

going to Yemen, but nothing that took place after school. She found that life could be
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frustrating at school when the girls participated in extra-curricular activities. One of
Layla's friends, a Yemeni American girl who did not wear the hijab, wanted to run track.
When the boys found out that she wanted to join the track team, they began to spread
rumors about her. “They don’t want us to do anything!” Layla exclaimed. The boys at
Cobb had a subtle but potent surveillance role—they were the ones who reported girls as
having bad reputations to parents and the community. Bad reputations were constituted
of certain behaviors, such as being too loud, talking with boys, and participating in after-
school activities. Most of the girls at school, as in Foucault’s description of prison
inmates, internalized the threat they perceived from the boys’ gazes and changed their
behavior accordingly. The hijabat were quiet and kept their distance as much as possible.
The married girls especially feared the false rumors that reached their husbands.

The wave of religious conservatism experienced by the Southend in the 1980s and
1990's paralleled that of North Yemen and the Middle East. Layla observed that the boys
in the neighborhood and parents had grown very strict, always watching the goings-on of
the girls. “Nobody trusts anybody for some reason.” It was her understanding that in
Yemen, people behaved normally while in the US, everyone "got the wrong idea" and said
“people are going to talk about you.” At the mosque, during the Arabic school for girls
only, Layla and the girls were told by the teachers to look down when they walked in the
hallways of the Davis public schools, otherwise boys would look directly in their eyes

and have evil thoughts. When Layla entered high school her life changed. “I came into

'* According to Foucault, the panopticon, a building designed by sociologist Jeremy Benthanm,
automatizes and disindividualizes power. For example, in the peripheric ring of the building, one is totally
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high school and everybody told me you gotta do this, you gotta do this, you gotta do this
and this in order to live a happy life in high school. And that was don’t look at guys,
don’t talk to guys, don’t laugh loud in the hallways, don’t socialize a lot in the hallways.
Just keep up the education” (Interview, 2/11/98). Layla did not associate with boys
unless the talk was about homework. She knew a girl, for example, who ran away and
married a Black boy from Detroit who was not a Muslim. Her parents had had a Yemeni
boy from Yemen in mind for her. This incident frightened the whole community, which
became suspicious of anything over which they did not have control. School yearbooks,
for instance, became an issue of control among all of the Yemeni girls and their families
following the incident of the run-away girl. It appeared that boys would cut out girls’
photos and tell everyone that “so and so is my girlfriend.” This caused parents to worry
about their daughters’ reputations, so many girls were prevented from having their photos
taken for the yearbook. This incident was followed by the publication of a pamphlet,
"Awareness." It was written by one of the high school boys and was passed around
stating (in Layla's words) "that a girl holds the family’s name. She reflects on her family
and the parents have a hold on her. She can’t be a “ho” [whore]; otherwise it reflects
badly on the parents. Girls shouldn’t listen to American music on the school buses,
especially to songs that are sexually explicit" (Interview, 2/11/98). Layla keenly observed
that when the girls were so controlled by others, they tried to break away and they chose

the wrong way, such as talking and forming relationships with boys or disregarding their

seen, without ever seeing; in the central tower, one sees everything without ever being seen” (p. 202).
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Yemeni community, parents, and friends. As a result, parents married off their daughters
early and to people from Yemen.

School was not the only place that was worrisome among the Yemeni families in
the Southend. Any space outside the home was questionable, at least for the women. For
Layla, life centered in the immediacy of her home. Her younger sister walked the few
blocks to attend Arabic school with all the neighborhood girls and her mother usually
stayed home. Only her brothers and her father left the vicinity of the house when they
went to work. Layla volunteered at the community center, a few blocks from her home,
and handed her earnings to her parents who maintained houses in the Southend and in
Yemen. She was allowed to work at the community center because her friend and next-
door neighbor, Aisha, did as well and her mother trusted this particular friend and her
family. “She [Aisha] has a clean rep. She [Layla's mother] thinks she’s a very good girl.
My mom has a lot of trust in me because of the friends I have” (Interview, 2/11/98). In
other words, Layla’s activities were limited to those of the “good” girls in the
neighborhood. This satisfied her parents’ safety concerns and ensured that everyone
knew she was behaving properly.

In effect, Layla and her mother's social lives revolved around their nearby relatives
and neighbors, whom they visited often. Layla usually went out shopping or to a
neighbor’s house with Aisha and Aisha's married sister. The girls were not allowed to go
to movies, and most of them had never been inside of a movie theater. Layla hoped to go
to the movies with Aisha, but because Aisha's parents did not allow their daughter to go,

Layla’s parents also decided not to let Layla go. Movie theaters posed a threat: "the room
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is dark and people do bad things in there, like making out,” Layla explained. If Layla did
g0, she would have to go with someone of whom her parents approved. For example,
Layla was allowed to see Titanic because Sabrina and Mariam, the two older “good” girls
in charge of the tutors at the community center, went. “I’d be allowed to go because
Mariam, she lives right next to me, too, and my parents, they’re like, she’s a really good
role model. You know, because she’s in college, you know, she drives a car and she has a
job.” In other words, as this description of Layla’s travel through different physical
spaces illustrates, Mariam's proximity to Layla's family and her good reputation (as the
one of the few Yemeni girls in college) played an important role in the parents' decision to
allow Layla to participate in an activity away from the home. The same held true for all
the girls. They tended to be involved as a group when they participated in activities
outside the home so that there was no question of inappropriate behavior or issues of
safety. Importantly, the group comprised of girls whose reputations were above
reproach and whose families had high status (religious and economic) positions in the
community.

As with all the girls, Layla had many chores to do at home. Learning how to do to
housework and how to cook at an early age served two functions. First, most Yemeni
families in the Southend had at least four children, sometimes seven to twelve children,
and the older girls were needed to help around the house. Second, because the girls were
usually married at an early age, between twelve and fifteen, they were expected to know
how to care for their own homes in the future. Layla, for example, cleaned as soon as she

arrived home from school and after she worked at the community center. During the
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weekends, she learned how to cook with her mother and all the cousins were invited for a
family dinner. Layla was preparing herself for her own home and marriage. As one of the
other hijabat, Amani, said, "I have more home responsibilities now. I have to do more
cooking. My mom expects me to know how to do things for the future. Ladies come
over and look me over, look my cooking over. It's a lot of pressure" (Interview,
10/23/98). Like Layla, Amani was expected to perform well in the kitchen and at home,
for it was likely that she would be married to one of the visiting ladies' relations. As
Layla grew older, her mother spent more time with her teaching her how to cook Yemeni
dishes. “She’s accepting me more as a lady, more grown up. She’s respecting my
privacy for one thing,” Layla said about her mother (Interview, 10/14/98, p. 5). Layla felt
that she was more of a woman than a girl and that her mother's treatment of her had
changed accordingly. She included Layla in decision making, asked her for advice or
information, and took her along when shopping or visiting friends. Her brothers stopped
wrestling with her as they used to do. Now, the siblings had serious conversations. As
was noted above with Amani, Layla was preparing for duties in her own home. Yet,
while she understood the changes that were occurring, she did not accept them willingly.
Her mother often compared her to other girls who cleaned the whole house and who could
cook a whole dinner, while she had yet to make an entire meal. Layla was methodical
while her mother could do several things at the same time. “I’m like children of America,”
she would say, alluding to the fact that her American self was rebelling against what she
perceived as Yemeni responsibilities. Her mother often grew impatient if she perceived

her daughter to be avoiding housework or homework.

55



It is clear that the Yemeni girls from the Southend shouldered much responsibility
at a young age. They had to excel in all domains of their lives: school, at home, and
housekeeping in preparation for marriage. These responsibilities took their toll, making
school a burden for some rather than a means for social and intellectual development and
mobility. When Layla reached her junior year of high school, she decided to take school
more seriously because she was worried about her future and what she would be able to
accomplish. She focused more on her studies and less on her friends, and she noticed that
her teachers were also focusing more on preparing students for college. Doing well in
school increased the likelihood that she would be able to attend college. In many ways,
Layla had to prove to her parents that she could improve her grades from those of the
previous year, from a 3.0 to better. Her grades would be her ticket to college, otherwise
there would not be much hope of her going. Layla observed that many of the Arab girls
gave up in high school—"they wasted four years of their lives when they said that they
were going to be married." She claimed that the Arab girls got lazy in school, knowing that
they could not go to college, "so what’s the point of trying?" She wanted to prove to her
friends that they could go by going herself. She paid attention to her teachers, who had
told her that she was a good student, an overachiever. Layla liked to hear this praise
because she struggled with her home responsibilities.

At times, Layla was confused and unhappy with her situation at home. She
preferred to be at school. One cause of her unhappiness was her father’s use of qat, a
legal narcotic in Yemen, but an illegal one in the US. Like many men and women in

Yemen, Layla's father invited his male friends to his house where they sat in a room
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whose perimeter was covered by mattresses. There, they discussed political issues,
smoked a tobacco pipe, and chewed qat. Qat, or Catha Edulis, is a shrub grown in
Yemen, the leaves of which when chewed (within twenty-four hours of its cutting),
produce a mild euphoria. In Yemen as in the Southend, qgat is an important social
acitivity—qat parties are arenas for announcing news and reinforcing social status
(Stevenson and Baker 1991, p. 46). In fact, qat and coffee make up ten percent of all
cultivated land in Yemen. Religious authorities sanction qat but the Yemeni government is
opposed to it because it is considered to be a health hazard, a drain on household budgets,
and an obstacle to economic development, since qat parties may start at one in the
afternoon and continue into the evening (Varisco 1986). Nevertheless, the Yemeni
government does profit considerably from the production and marketing of qat. In the
case of Layla’s family, qat was a large expense—one rubta or bundle for a day of chew
cost between fifteen and twenty dollars—and made life harder for them. With all the
expenses in Yemen and home expenses in the Southend, including qat, life was not "what
it used to be." Layla preferred going to school where she could be with friends who
understood her problems and with whom she could talk. “They make me feel like really
happy. I have friends that have to deal with the same issue. . . they deal with the same
things” (Interview, 2/11/98).

Home life was complicated even further by what Layla perceived to be a gender
bias in the Yemeni community. Her mother wanted her to go to college, but her father
pushed marriage. Layla was often angry with the fact that girls in Yemen were taken out

of school during their elementary years. “They’re not given the freedom of choosing
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education.” She argued that if she was not going to have a choice about going to college,
she might as well stop school now. She maintained that parents felt differently about
education with regard to boys and girls. “A guy is supposed to have an education
because he’s the only thing that can hold a family together; he’d feel low if he depended
on his wife for money" (Interview, 2/11/98). Sometimes, Layla thought this is the way
things were. “Like, if you’re lucky to graduate [from high school], you know, good for
you, but you still gotta go home to the kitchen.” At least, that is what her aunt always
told her. The girls did not go to college, although Miriam and Sabrina were exceptions
among the Yemeni in the Southend. The boys went unless they had families to support,
although, for the boys, college as more of an option when it provided the better paying
job. If Layla had been able to do anything she wanted in the world she would have gotten
"rid of the boys at school because they stress[ed] the girls out so much." She stated
plainly that she wanted to be rid of all the selfish and foolish guys that made girls
uncomfortable. “You know, it’s like you can never trust a person. You never know what
they’ll do to you” (Interview, 2/11/98). She thought that the boys had been given too
much freedom, more so than the girls because the attitude was that boys could take care
of themselves. The girl is thought to be more vulnerable and that was why she was
covered up, especially if she was attractive. Layla saw herself going to college, becoming a
nurse, a teacher, or doing pharmacy or politics, but she did not think she could do politics
because “being an Arabic girl,” she could not go into something that is "supposedly a
man’s job." As it turned out, the hijabat in the study and most of the Yemeni American

girls with whom I spoke in the high school and at parties hoped to become nurses and
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teachers, vocations which they thought would go hand-in-hand with motherhood and their
future home lives.

Perhaps the most troubling issue for Layla and other Yemeni girls was the
question of the return to Yemen. Layla’s mother wanted to go back to Yemen and stay.
She was happy in the US at first, but no longer. Yemen had changed for the better and
her parents wanted to return. Layla emphasized her parents’ sojourn mentality: “They
come here, looking for work, and as soon as they’re retired, they just go back because
they see nothing else for them here. What else, they’re just gonna live in poverty over
here. So they just go back to their own homeland and they’ll be like respected so much
and they’ll receive a check for $1000, like every month. So, they’ll be living like the
middle class here in Yemen” (Interview, 2/11/98). Several of the Southend families
wanted to return to Yemen where their retirement pensions would place them solidly in
the middle and upper-middle class and where they would enjoy a higher social status.
Most of the girls did not want to leave the US. At school they saw that the “boaters” (a
pejorative term used at Cobb to denote new immigrants and others who do not conform
to particular social norms, such as wearing the right shoes) were boys who, like her father,
came to the US, because there was nothing for them in Yemen. According to Layla, these
boys come from the villages, the lower classes, and were uneducated. When they came to
the US, they could not believe all the girls and women they saw so openly and did not
relate well to this change. Layla was afraid of becoming part of that village life in Yemen.
She liked traveling to and being in Yemen with her parents as member of the upper

classes, "who are more sophisticated and have interesting conversations." She enjoyed
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the high status of being and American Yemeni in Yemen. However, she did not want to
be married to a village man (although she was) who did not have that status. Once in a
while, when Layla purposefully forgot that she was legally married, she fantasized about
having a boyfriend. When she saw people walking hand in hand in the school hallways or
at the mall, she could not wait to be married to the man she would chose so that she could
hold his hand. Instead, Layla was expected to go with her family to Yemen after she
graduated from high school. Her father wanted to retire there because their house was
built. She was afraid of making this journey and being unable to return to the US and go to
college. All the same, she wanted to travel to Yemen just to obtain a divorce through the
shari’a. She did not want marriage unless “[she] fell in love with a millionaire or
something." For Layla the journey to Yemen was one fraught with anxiety, for she had
no control over events in which she played a central, albeit, silent role.

The return to Yemen was in fact marked by the imposition of cultural norms that
grew steadily more frequent as the Yemeni girls matured. Layla’s father for instance, had
a strong influence on her behavior and dress. He told her when she entered the third grade
that she had to wear the hijab because other girls did. He wanted her to wear an abaya
(an ankle-length dress worn over one's clothes) but Layla insisted on wearing loose jeans
and large, long-sleeved shirts. Sometimes, she wore a long skirt, but upon her family’s
return from Yemen during the tenth grade, her father identified her with the women from
Yemen, suggesting that Layla had finally learned who she really was: “And then he’ll tell
me. . . ‘now that you went to Yemen, you see how we are, why don’t you just wear like

a, you know, an abaya?’" Layla explained that one of the girls at school, Saba, always
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wore abayas to school and that her father was used to seeing women wearing those and
covering their faces and hair in the house. During her stay in Yemen, Layla wondered why
she had to wear the hijab in the house when men were not present. Her mother never
dressed that way in the early 1970’s when she lived in Aden shortly after British
colonialism ended. Layla thought she related better to her mother’s “society,” the city life
as opposed to her father’s “village life.” “I really, I relate to my mother and I really don’t
accept my father’s kind of living” (Interview, 2/11/98). She said that her father did not
know that there was a difference between there and here. “He still doesn’t accept it.”
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