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ABSTRACT

Ethnic and Religious Identity Retention among Second-Generation

Christian and Muslim Arab Youths in Montreal.

by Paul Eid
Doctor of Philosophy, 2002

Department of Sociology, University of Toronto

Employing a non-random sample survey and in-depth interview, I explore the
relationship between ethnic and religious identity retention among Arab-origin students from
five Cegeps in Montreal. Being non-random, this sample is not representative of the whole
population of Arab-origin Cegep students in Montreal. Special attention is paid to the
influence of three socio-cultural factors: parental socialization, gender-related traditionalism,
and perceived discrimination and stereotyping.

I examine how group boundaries among the second generation emerge from re-
appropriations of pre-fabricated ethnic labels and identities. Although these youths identify
strongly with their ethnic culture and community, nonetheless, they fail to show matching
levels of enmeshment in ethnic-based socialization networks. While it may be argued that a
symbolic ethnicity is well underway among these second-generationers, I discovered that a
symbolic religiosity was even more prevalent. Indeed, religion is more experienced by these
youths as a group boundary marker, than as a binding frame of religious prescriptions and

rituals. In any case, the data strongly suggest that religion and ethnicity are intertwined



within these youths’ identity structure. This connection reflects the refocusing of national
Great narratives, in the postcolonial Arab world, on religious symbolism and rhetoric.

Female conduct and sexuality also proved to be a primary locus of ethno-religious
identity. However, traditional gender relationships come to be highly problematized as part
of these youths’ identity building strategies. Furthermore, females are more likely than males
to critically engage traditional gender roles

Also, these Arab youths generally feel well accepted by Canadians in their personal
life. However, they often downplay the Arab component of their identity as a way to ward
off prejudice and discrimination. As well, there is a strong perception among these youths
that Canadian people and media have a very low regard for Arab and/or Muslim culture.

Finally, because Canadians lump all Arab groups together, these second-
generationers largely come to identify themselves as Arabs. However, the adoption of a
transnational Arab identity presupposes the subversion of the Western-made derogatory
significations attached to it. Yet, oustide labelling exerts “symbolic violence” on these

youths, which leads some, especially Christians, to reject the Arab label, deemed socially

compromising.
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INTRODUCTION

1) Objectives and Relevance of the Research

This research focuses on the relationship between ethnic and religious identity
retention processes among second-generation Christian and Muslim Arab youths attending
Cegep] in the Greater Montreal area. Special attention will be paid to the influence of three
socio-cultural factors on both processes: 1) parental socialization, 2) traditionalism regarding
gender relationships, 3) self-experienced discrimination, and perceived stereotyping.

The Arab community in Canada is one of the most understudied ethnic groups. As
underlined by Hayani (1999), since Abu-Laban’s first thorough sociological and historical
mapping of this community (Abu-Laban, 1980), subsequent studies on Arab-Canadians have
been relatively scarce. The paucity of the literature on this group is hardly consistent with the
relatively important size of the Arab-Canadian population. Thus, according to Statistics
Canada Census data (1996), there were 188 435 persons of Arab origin in Canada in 1996.
Furthermore, even less attention has been paid to second-generationers among the Arab
community. The present research investigates this latter group’s nature of ethnicity,
understood not only in terms of self-identification patterns, but also in terms of the ethnic
identity retention processes. Our inquiry is informed by the premise that identity retention is
driven by socialization agencies who transmit shared patterns of collective meanings to
individuals. In the case of the second-generationers born and raised in Canadian society, it

will be interesting to measure the extent to which their ethnic self-concept is rooted in ethnic

! The word Cegep was originally derived from the acronym C.E.G.E.P, which stands for “Centre
d’enseignement général et professionel”. It would be the equivalent of College in English Canada.



socialization, incorporating them into both a shared ethnic culture, and into an integrated
ethnic community.

But one could pose the following question: which ethnic cultures and communities
are at issue here? Indeed, the Arab world, far from being monolithic, is of course comprised
of several sub-groups divided along various national, religious, and sectarian lines.
Moreover, within each Arab Nation-State, there are further ethnic-based divisions leading to
different group sub-cultures, allegiances, and solidarities. For instance, several Moroccans
and Algerians give precedence to their Berber identity over national membership. Also, in
certain Arab countries, Kurdish and Armenian identities compete fiercely against national
allegiances as a source of collective identification. That being said, focussing on the Arabs as
a group is largely justified by the remarkable “sociological unity” of the Arab world, a unity
which, according to Baha Abu-Laban, has been maintained in spite of cultural diversity and
the fragmentation of the region into a score of politically independent Arab States (Abu-
Laban, 1980:49). Nonetheless, because of the plurality of sub-group cultures and allegiances
in this region of the world, our inquiry into ethnic identity maintenance will not be about
Arab identity per se, but rather about what our Arab-origin subjects perceive to be “ethnic” in
their patterns of self-identification and their socio-cultural practices. However, as it shall be
further discussed below, our analysis will pay close attention to gender and sectarian
variations (Christians vs. Muslims) in patterns of ethnic identity retention and identification
among our subjects.

Secondly, this research also aims at analysing how religion operates as an “ethnic-
like” identity marker, or group binder among both Christian and Muslim Cegep students of
Arab origin in Montreal. The interplay between religion and ethnicity constitutes a largely

understudied issue within ethnic studies, with the notable exception of Jewish studies.



Indeed, most studies on ethnic identity retention have neglected to take into account the
possible intersections between religion and ethnicity as identity markers. Such an omission is
perhaps not of much consequence in the case of researches focusing on most European ethnic
groups. For in much of the Western world, religion has become increasingly “privatized”,
thus loosing much of its importance as a binding force cementing and giving meaning to the
notion of national selfhood. However, the same cannot be said about contemporary Arab
nations, and hence about the present-day Arab Diaspora. In the post-1970s Arab world, Islam
has come to play an increasingly determining role in the re-definition of a post-colonial Arab
identity. The fact that Arab national self-narratives are highly loaded with religious
references contributes to bring Christian minorities in Arab countries at the margins of
dominant national and ethnic boundaries. Perhaps in part because of this exclusionary
process, religious minorities in the Arab world often tend to use the language of their religion
to give a shape and content to their own ethnic boundaries. Moreover, as it will be discussed
below, both the Ottoman Empire, which ruled the Arab world starting in the 16™ century, and
later the European colonial powers, had greatly contributed to crystallize and consolidate
Eastern-Christian sectarian identities.

In Canada, the role played by religion in the construction of ethnic identity is likely to
be different for Christian Arab-Canadians, as compared with their Muslim ethnic
counterparts. Because Islamophobia often fuels Western representations of the Arabs,
Muslim Arabs in Canada are all the more likely to use religion as a group boundary marker
giving a shape and a content to their ethnic identity. Christian Arab-Canadians, on the other
hand, share with their host society a wide range of religious beliefs and symbols.
Nonetheless, they often strive —more or less successfully~ to remain resolutely distinct from

Western Christian denominations and communities. Moreover, within Oriental Christianity,



there are several separate denominations, such as the Maronites, the Coptics, the Melkites,
the Greek-Orthodox, each of them giving rise to different group allegiances and solidarities.
As a result, Oriental Christians in Canada often tend to regard Western Christians somehow
as a religious “out-group”, although not to the same extent as Muslim Arabs do. Finally,
religion is particularly likely to be used as an identity marker differentiating the in-group
from the out-group among both Christian and Muslim Arab communities living in Western
societies; for Arab parents raising their children in a Western environment often perceive
Western mores and values as a threat to both religious and ethnic identity maintenance across
generations. However, it can be expected that, as they develop a dual sense of allegiance to,
and a dual familiarity with both, their host society and their ethno-religious group, second-
generation Arab-Canadians will occupy a much more ambiguous position in the realm of
competing identity discourses pitched against each other. This research attempts to tap into
the various cultural re-appropriations and creative transformations by which Arab youths
construct of their ethno-religious identity.

Thirdly, this research will also look at the influence of parental socialization on the
likelihood that children of Arab immigrants retain their ethnic and religious identities. More
specifically, ethnic and religious identity transmission processes will be probed in order to
better understand the relationship between the youths’ ethno-religious identity structure and
that of their parents. The broader question at issue here is how these socially inherited ethno-
religious identities are transplanted in a migratory context, and especially how they are adapted
by second-generation youths so as to make them fit the largely secularized dominant cultural
and identity models prevailing in Canadian society.

Gender issues have become a key component of the merging of ethnicity and religion

that has taken place in the post-1970s Arab world. As a result, within Arab communities



settled in the West, gender issues are often assigned a role of cultural buffer contributing to
ensure ethno-religious identity retention, and to maintain hermetic frontiers between “Us”
and “Them”. This triadic relationship (religion-ethnicity-gender) has been largely overlooked
by students of ethnic studies. Such a gap in the literature is all the more problematic that
many other non-Western ethnic groups in Canada, besides Arabs, tend, for pre-migratory
social, political, and historical reasons, to mobilize religion and gender as primary catalysts
of ethnic identity maintenance (see for example, the excellent article of Das Gupta (1997) on
religion, gender and ethnicity among East-Indian communities in America). This study aims
to determine the extent to which gender issues operate as ethnic and/or religious identity
markers for Arab-Canadian adolescents. It will also examine the possible discrepancies or
correlations existing between the models of gender relationships internalized by Arab-Canadian
adolescents, and those prevailing among their parents.

Finally, this research also examines these second-generationers’ relationship to their
Arab identity, in relation to perceived stereotyping and discrimination. In this respect, this
study takes on particular relevance since the September 11"™ 2001 attacks on the World Trade
Centre.” Since these events, Arab Diasporas in Western cities became all the more vulnerable
to ethnic and racial profiling, prejudice, and discrimination. Indeed, in the aftermath of the
September 11" attacks on U.S. soil, Arab minorities — especially those of the Muslim faith —
. have received much unwanted attention as the Arab and/or Muslim components of their
ethno-cultural background became a priori suspect in the eyes of a great many Westerners.
This upsurge in anti-Arab and anti-Muslim sentiments in the West resulting from

international politics is by no means unprecedented. The Arab-Israeli conflicts and the Gulf

21t should be noted, however, that data collection for this study took place prior to the September 11™ terrorist
attacks, namely between January, 2000, and May, 2001.



War, for instance, provide premium examples of such a phenomenon. Furthermore, in the
Western popular imagery, Arabo-Muslim and Western “civilizations” are often perceived as
being informed by twb fundamentally antithetical symbolic and normative systems, one
leading inevitably to democracy, liberal ideas, and liberty, and the other to bigotry, tribalism,
religious fanaticism, and cultural backwardness (see Said, 1979).3 Also, in a Western
context, groups and individuals of Arab origin tend to be perceived by the majority group as
“Arabs”, irrespective of national variations, let alone sub-national ones. As a result, the so-
labelled individuals and groups, in order to be acknowledged by the host society, are often
forced to mobilize and identify as “Arabs”, so as to present a self-definition compatible with
the majority group’s frame of reference.

For all the above reasons, in a Western context, Arab identity tends to be socially
compromised and compromising for its holders. However, the Arab label and identity also
carry their own self-produced symbolism- rooted in a rich history and language - that can be
traced back to the 7" century. As a result, and despite various sub-group allegiances (which
indeed undermine pan-Arab ethnic solidarity), a transnational Arab identity and culture can
be activated or discarded, made more or less salient by actors of the Arab world and the
Diasporas, depending on the political, historical and economic conjuncture, as well as on
sub-group and individual pre-dispositions. This study will probe the Arab-Canadian youths’
strategies of either re-appropriation, re-invention, or rejection of their Arab identity as a
result of both, outside labelling and self-produced group consciousness— two processes which

are in fact mutually and dialectically related. Correlatively, we will assess whether the extent

3 It should be noted that Harvard Professor Samuel Huntington's much celebrated book The Clash of
Civilizations (1996) reminds us that scholarly representations of the “Arabs” are by no means devoid of such
reductive and simplistic dichotomies.



to which these youths feel culturally and socially accepted by the host society as Arab-

Canadians impacts on ethnic and religious identity maintenance.

2) A Socio-demographic Profile of Arab-Canadians

As mentioned earlier, the Arab community in Canada is one of the least studied
ethnic groups, which can hardly be explained on demographic grounds. According to
Statistics éanada Census data, there were, in 1996, 188 435 persons of Arab origin in
Canada, of which 81 680 lived in Ontario (43.35%), and 77 650 (41.21%) lived in Quebec.
The third most important Arab community in size is located in Alberta, with a population of
15 520 residents of Arab origin (8.24%). British Columbia and Nova Scotia occupy the
fourth and fifth places, respectively, hosting an Arab population of 5545 (2.94%) and 4215
(2.24%) individuals. The bulk of the Arab population in Canada is thus largely concentrated
in Ontario and Quebec, which host together 84.55% of the whole Arab-Canadian
community. In Quebec, as much as 91.51% of the residents of Arab origin are located in
Montreal - a figure in keeping with the particularly marked tendency of ethnic minorities in
La Belle Province to be concentrated in the Greater Montreal area (by contrast, only 48.48%
of Arab-Ontarians are Toronto residents). Therefore, by focussing exclusively on the greater
Montreal area, this research will yield results applicable to the overwhelming majority of
Arabs in Quebec (Statistics Canada Census Data, 1996).

In 1991, according to Statistics Canada, 67% of Arabs in Canada were immigrants,
while the remainder, 33%, were Canadian-born. Also, in 1991, almost 60% of Arab
immigrants were recent immigrants, that is people who immigrated to Canada within the last

10 years. In 1991, 62% of Arabs in Canada were Christian while 32% were Muslim.



However, whereas, historically, Arab migrants have always been predominantly Christian,
the Arab immigrants who came to Canada between 1981 and 1991 became more equally split
between Christians (55%) and Muslims (41%). The Arab population in Canada is highly
educated compared to other ethnic groups ; in 1991, 20% of Arab females and 27% of Arab
males had university degrees, and only 13% of the Arab-Canadian community held less than
a grade nine degree. The average income for males who had been working full-time for a
full-year was 33 980$, while the same figure for females was 22 6213$. However, it should be
mentioned that women were only half as likely to work full-time and full-year. Finally, in all
Canadian provinces, there were more Arab males than Arab females in 1991. In Quebec, for
instance, the female to male ratio was 0.8 (Canadian Arab Federation et al., 19994).

The Arab countries accounting for most of the Arab immigration to Canada from
1946 to 1980 are, in that order, Lebanon (44.9%), Egypt (29%), Morocco (11.6%), Syria
(6.2%), followed next by Jordan (1.9%). Lebanon and Egypt thus accounted for the great
majority (73.9%) of Arab immigration during this period. However, during the last decade or
so, the Arab population migrating to Canada has become much more diversified; for the
period 1992-1997, although Lebanon remained the most important source country, its share
of Arab migration to Canada dropped to 12.7%. The other most important source countries
for the 1992-1997 period are, next, Egypt (10.2%), Iraq (10.2%), Saudi Arabia (9.9%), Syria
(9.8%), Algeria (5%), Jordan (4.5%), Morocco (4.3%), and Syria (4.2%) (Hayani, 1999:286-
289). In Quebec, because of the provincial government’s preference for “Frenchified”
migrants, Algeria, Morocco, and Lebanon account for the bulk of Arab migration between

1991 and 1996. Furthermore, these latter countries are among the top ten source countries of

* This report is based on Statistics Canada’s 1991 Canadian Census Public Use Microdata File (PUMF) data.



all immigrants coming to Quebec for this same period (Statistics Canada 1996 data, cited by

the Canadian Arab Federation, 1999).

3) Arab Presence and Identity in Canada: Historical Background
3.1) The Pioneer Cohort (1882-1945)

The pioneer cohort of migrants who came to Canada from what is known today as the
Arab world arrived in the late 1880s with Turkish passports. These first migrants almost all
came from the Greater Syria region, and more specifically from the mountainous regions of
Mount-Lebanon (or modern Syria), territories which, at the time, were still under Ottoman
domination (Abu-Laban, 1980; Suleiman, 1999). The overwhelming majority of them were
Christians who were affiliated either to the Maronite Church, the Melkite Church, or the
Greek-Orthodox Church (Kayal, 1983). The growth of the Arab-Canadian population has
been relatively rapid in the formative period of the community; by 1911, there was an
estimated 7000 individuals of Arab origin in Canada, both foreign-born and Canadian-born.
However, from 1911 to 1941, the rate of growth of the Arab-Canadian community was
extremely slow, as Arab immigration dropped to negligible proportions because of two
restrictive Orders-in-Council, enacted in 1908 with a view to reduce Asian immigration to
Canada in general, and Hindi immigration more specifically. In effect, these measures
resulted in considerably restricting Syrian-Lebanese immigration as well. Thus, from 1911 to
1941, the population of Syrian-born Arabs in Canada grew only from 2907 to 3577
individuals (Abu-Laban, 1980:53-56).

The great majority of the early immigrants wanted to accumulate capital so as to

return in their home countries and villages as soon as possible. Typically, they had little or no
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education, were often illiterate, and, consequently, knew neither English nor French. Some of
them worked as unskilled industrial labourers, but the large majority became either peddlers
or shopkeepers. They had, in the early years, very nomadic patterns of settlements due to the
business activities of the numerous peddlers among them. It should be mentioned that,
although many among the second and third generations of Syrian Christians followed their
father’s footstep by going into peddling, many other moved to new and diversified
occupational careers, thus undergoing rapid upward mobility (Abu-Laban, 1980: 98-109).

In the following, we will attempt to throw light on the historical and socio-political
context out of which emerged the group identities that the early Syrian-Lebanese migrants
brought with them to North America. To do so, we need first to make sense of the fact that
the overwhelming majority of the early Arab migrants to Canada were Christians from the
Greater Syria Region. Baha Abu-Laban (1980) identified different sets of factors
contributing to the large predominance of Syrian-Lebanese Christians among the pioneer
cohort. First, he stressed, Syria was geographically very close to the Sublime Porte, and thus
was subject to firmer control than other dominions of the Ottoman Empire (Abu-Laban,
1980:74). Also, adds Abu-Laban, whereas the oppression endured by Muslim Syrians was
mitigated by their religious affinities with the colonial administration, no such mitigating
circumstances existed for Christian Syrians (Abu-Laban, 1980:74). Secondly, sectarian
divisions between Christian minorities were exacerbated by the Ottomans, who deliberately
played one sect against another by structuring each rite both politically and socially as a
separate “nation” (called “Millet”) endowed with relative autonomy over matters pertaining
to personal status, such as divorce, marriage, and inheritance (Abu-Laban, 1980:74; Kayal,
1983; Naff, 1983). The Millet system set up hermetic institutional walls separating the

different Christians sects from one another both politically and socially, thus contributing to
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nourish jealousy, rivalry, and suspicion between them. These tensions degenerated into inter-
sect conflicts, which turned out to be a major contributor to Christian migration from Syria to
North America (Abu-Laban, 1980:74-75). Another important push factor is the deplorable
and harsh economic conditions faced by the inhabitants of the mountainous regions of the
greater Syria, in particular modern Lebanon. According to Abu-Laban, these mountain
peasants, many of whom were Christians, were deeply affected by low agricultural
productivity, the downfall of the silk industry, and by population pressures (Abu-Laban,
1980:75).

Finally, perhaps one of the most determining factors accounting for the large
predominance of Christians among Syrian-Lebanese migrants to the New world is the
Western colonial penetration into the region starting in the 19™ century. Even prior to the
dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire, several European missionaries and traders were sent
to the Greater Syria region under agreements between the Sublime Porte and certain
European powers. Through their emissaries in the region, emerging European colonial
powers were able to set up schools drawing large numbers of Christian locals who, as a
result, came to be strongly influenced by Western ideas and culture (Abu-Laban, 1980:75).
Also, on a more political level, European powers competed for influence in the tottering
Ottoman Empire by exploiting the loyalties and interests of various Christian sects (Naff,
1983: 13). The following quotation from Alexa Naff (1983) provides a partial overview of

the nature and details of these politicaily motivated alliances:

“In Syria, the French supported the Maronites and the Melkites; the Russians supported the Eastern
Orthodox; and England vacillated between the Christians and the semi-Islamic Druze as its interests
dictated. France encouraged a Maronite dream of political dominance and alienated Muslims, Druze,
and the Orthodox Christians who tended then as now to support the Muslims in politics. In Egypt,
England’s support of the Copts antagonized the Muslim majority (Naff, 1983:13).”
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Western imperialists found a fertile terrain to cultivate sectarian dislocations among
Christian minorities, who hoped to benefit from these alliances in order to secure greater
economic and political power for themselves (Kayal, 1983:47). The Maronites of Lebanon
provides a paradigmatic example of this power dynamics. Thus, as mentioned in the above
quotation, their rapprochement with France was indeed strongly dictated by their dream of
securing a homeland for themselves in Lebanon (Kayal, 1983:47; Naff, 1983, Abu-Laban,
1980:22). These strong nationalist sentiments are still at work today as the Maronites of
Lebanon tend to harbour a strong sense of identification with the land they inhabit, as well as
a distinct ethno-religious identity inextricably tied to the history of the State of Lebanon
(Abu-Laban, 1980:22; Kayal, 1983:47; Naff, 1983: 13). Thus, in Lebanon and Syria, as well
as in other regions of the Arab world, sectarian allegiances and loyalties (and even
nationalism in the case of Lebanese Maronites) were fostered and strengthened by European
imperialist powers. Furthermore, as underlined by Alexa Naff, the higher socio-economic
status enjoyed by the Western-backed Christian minorities led them to treat the already
embittered Muslims with arrogance (Naff, 1983:13). This situation resulted in antagonizing
Muslim majorities, whose own emerging nationalist discourses and identities were cutting
across sectarian and national interests (Kayal, 1983:47). Consequently, Christian minorities
often became natural targets for Muslim majorities’ growing anti-imperialist sentiments.
Furthermore, not only did European interference beget hostility between Muslims and
Christians, but it also contributed to accentuate rivalries and factionalism among the various
Christian sects (Naff, 1983:13). Thus, by the end of the 19® century, the tradition of

accommodation between Muslim majorities and Christian minorities was seriously eroded,






