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ABSTRACT 

Wives of graduate students from Middle Eastern countries who are accompanying 

their husbands in studies at universities in the United States (U.S.) are an invisible group that 

is capable of tremendous influence during their time in the U.S. and upon returning to their 

home countries. The prospect of empowering them to exercise leadership has potentially 

important implications on future economic, food, environmental, and world security issues. 

This thesis sheds light on contemporary development issues regarding gender inequality in 

the Middle East and brings religious and cultural factors causing friction in the global 

security context to the forefront of not only academia and scholarly discussion but also public 

awareness. It is based on a phenomenological qualitative study of the wives of Ph.D. students 

from the Middle East at TAMU. It illuminates the challenges the wives face as a result of the 

overwhelming shift from war torn home countries to a democratic society. Ten challenges 

were identified: a) Language Barrier, b) Affordable Childcare, c) Identity, d) Healthcare, e) 

Education, f) No Income, g) Transportation, h) Entertainment, i) Halaal Foods, and j) 

Religious Imposition and other latent issues.  

Contemporary development issues in gender inequality identified in this research 

serve as the foundation for a practical application course designed by a joint effort of the 

Bush School of Government and Public Service and the Department of Agricultural 

Leadership, Education, and Communications (ALEC) for graduate students interested in 

development careers. In the course, students will assess the challenges facing Middle Eastern 

wives of Ph.D. students at TAMU and propose solutions to remedy these challenges by 

empowering these women, within their cultural limitations.  
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The intent of this research is to pave the way for several capstone courses where 

informed students will find plausible solutions for the challenges that emerge from this 

research. The need for such courses is evident because there are few capstone courses offered 

in development work at the Bush School and ALEC. The importance and emphasis of these 

courses will be in identifying local issues with international scope, where students will gain 

experience in understanding and addressing cultural challenges. This research will have great 

impact and utility within academia by producing successful evidence-based programs for a 

more peaceful and prosperous world.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 In the fall of 2015, a serendipitous event brought Dr. Manuel Piña Jr. associate 

professor in the Department of Agricultural Leadership, Education, and Communications 

(ALEC) and Dr. C. Silva Hamie, lecturer at the Bush School of Government and Public 

Policy (Bush School) at Texas A&M University (TAMU) together in discussion regarding 

the plight of the wives of foreign students, specifically from Middle Eastern (ME) countries, 

at Texas TAMU University (Piña, M., email communication, December 3, 2015). Their 

discussion led to the realization that there exists both a challenging development issue at the 

local level with international implications and a need for graduate students pursuing careers 

in development work to gain practical experience. The challenges experienced by ME wives, 

a marginalized group in the TAMU community, and the lack of capstone courses for 

graduate student engagement in development programming activities are well paired needs 

that supplement one another.  

 This thesis came to fruition as a result of Dr. Piña’s passion for mentoring graduate 

students who demonstrate a keen interest in international development and Dr. Hamie’s 

vision for a comprehensive capstone courses in development theory and application for 

graduate students. This thesis will set the foundation for several capstone course projects by 

providing students a point of intersection in framing the issues and challenges ME wives of 

Ph.D. students at TAMU experience and pave the way for recommended solutions for the 

challenges identified.  

 This thesis follows the chapter method thesis format per TAMU’s Office of Graduate 

and Professional Studies requirements. It will shed light on contemporary development issues 
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regarding gender inequality in the ME and bring the religious and cultural factors causing 

friction in the global security context to the forefront of not only academia and scholarly 

discussion but also public awareness.  

 This document will be divided into several chapters that offer a comparative context 

for peeling away the layers of complexity involved in the background of this topic and the 

problem being addressed. Chapter II will provide a brief overview of Islam and its sects and 

explore issues of Muslim identity, the veil, and gender inequality in an American sub-cultural 

environment. Using a metaphorical magnifying glass in Chapter III, the problem and 

considerable knowledge gap regarding ME wives at TAMU is put into focus. The methods 

for conducting a qualitative study as well as an open-ended data analysis technique are 

discussed in Chapter IV. In Chapter V, the results of this qualitative study regarding the 

wives of ME Ph.D. students at TAMU are presented. The results will tie to the objective of 

this qualitative study, which is two fold: a) to examine and illuminate the challenges wives of 

ME Ph.D. students at TAMU experience during their time in the U.S as a result of the 

overwhelming shift from war torn home countries to a democratic society in the U.S. and b) 

to create a pathway for graduate students to solve the challenges identified and empowering 

the wives during their time in the U.S. The intent of this study is to establish the foundation 

for practical application courses designed by a joint effort between the Bush School and 

ALEC for graduate students interested in development careers where students gain valuable 

skills by addressing the challenges identified in this study.  

 In Chapter V, the challenges investigated will be framed to demonstrate common 

trends, uncover variations, and address problem areas that merit more attention. This chapter 

will close the knowledge gap regarding the challenges of ME wives at TAMU and provide a 
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launching pad for capstone courses in international development, where graduate students 

will address and ultimately try to solve the challenges identified. This exchange is symbiotic 

in nature and will result in mutual benefits for both ME wives and graduate students 

searching for practical experience in addressing international development challenges, 

particularly in a growing Muslim population in many developing nations. Lastly, Chapter VI 

offers make meaning of the findings and offers conclusions and recommendations for future 

studies and several new graduate capstone courses.  

Purpose of the Courses 

 The capstone courses will fulfill the need for connecting development theory to real-

world implementation by allowing students to gain practical experience for future 

development professions.  The need for such courses is evident in the fact that there are few 

capstone courses in development work available at the Bush School and ALEC. Many 

students, upwards of twenty or more, are interested and apply to the capstone course at the 

Bush School but enrollment is limited to eight to ten spaces.  

This thesis is meant to provide students with a starting point for the course. The emphasis of 

the course will be on identifying local issues with international scope, where students will 

gain experience in understanding and addressing cultural challenges, so that they are better 

prepared for a career in development, especially in regards to gender inequality. In the 

course, students will assess the challenges facing ME wives of Ph.D. students at TAMU and 

propose solutions to remedy these challenges by empowering these women with respect to 

the limitations set by their cultural and religious contexts. 

 Students will engage in a local hands-on project where their work will benefit the ME 

wives. Students will gain skillsets in critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and 
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creativity by gaining insights about the challenges ME wives face at TAMU and in College, 

Station, Texas and perhaps at other U.S. universities and communities surrounding these 

universities. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 This chapter explores Islam and its sects and introduces issues of Muslim identity and 

misconceptions about Muslim women, particularly the veil. It punctuates the complexity of 

gender inequality inherent in Islamic traditions, which prevail in a U.S. sub-cultural 

environment. 

 On an ordinary day on September 11, 2001 (9/11), two commercial airplanes were 

hijacked by Muslim militant extremists and crashed into the twin World Trade Center towers 

in New York City. That ordinary day became an extraordinary day as people of a shocked 

nation tried to understand questions of who, what, and why raced through their minds. This 

violent attack on U.S. soil defined the next great ideological warfare in the 21st century. 

Fifteen years have passed since 9/11 and as a consequence of the U.S.’ reaction to these 

attacks, the world seems to be on fire, namely the ideological warfare being waged between 

the Christian West and the Muslim Middle East. This chaos has resulted in a growing list of 

fragile and failed states, including Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and Syria.  

 The war between Iraq and the U.S. ended with the overthrow and execution of a 

notorious dictator, Saddam Hussein. This seemed to be a victory for the Iraqi people. 

Unbeknownst to the freedom fighting Americans, a new wave of inter-religious warfare 

between the two major factions of Islam - Sunni, and Shia/Shiite - was ignited in the region. 

According to a 2010 poll conducted by the Pew Research Center, Americans’ knowledge 

about Islam is limited and quite poor, with 55 percent of Americans stating that they know 

very little or nothing at all about Islam (Moore, 2015). This poll is reflective of the 
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widespread ignorance about Islam and the pervasive and harmful stereotypes that cause 

social discord. Ignorance propagates fear of the unknown and fear breeds hate.  

Sectarianism and the Islamic Spectrum  

 Sectarianism in Islam plays a major factor in ME geopolitics and has many 

sociopolitical implications, especially in regard to gender inequality. Understanding this 

schism in Islam is crucial to understanding how “the current conflagration in Iraq and Syria 

is spawned, in part, by bitter sectarian differences” (Moore, 2015, p. 228). The U.S.’s 

disastrous foreign policy is void of proper recognition and differentiation between the two 

major factions in Islam and focuses on labeling the ‘other’ with as many adjectives as 

possible to describe an irrational enemy, i.e., radical, extremist, terrorist, and jihadist, all of 

which contribute to a toxic atmosphere of fear among Americans today.  Even when 

politicians identify the two factions Sunni and Shia/Shiite – , they lack deep understanding 

and abruptly end with a distinction verbalized only by two Arabic words left undefined. This 

is one aspect of the knowledge gap this thesis strives to bridge, “this knowledge is vital if 

Americans are to make prudent decisions regarding support for specific foreign policy 

positions and decisions regarding Islam and Muslim countries” (Moore, 2015, p. 226).  

 With over 1.6 billion followers, or 23% of the world population, Islam is one of the 

fastest growing religions in the world (Desilver, 2013). The five pillars of Islam, a) 

“monotheism, b) fasting during the holy month of Ramadan, c) the five daily prayers, d) 

charity, and e) the pilgrimage to Mecca, unite all Muslims, regardless of sect or legal 

differences” (Moore. 2015, p. 229). However, there is a significant religious divide that dates 

back to a political disagreement regarding the Prophet Muhammad’s successor following his 

death in 632 (Moore, 2015). This division resulted in two major factions, a) Sunni, the 
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majority group and b) Shi’a or Shi’ite, the minority group. The Sunni accept four caliphs, or 

leaders, as the Prophet Muhmmad’s successors (Ali, Umar, Hassan, and Abu Bakr). The 

Shi’a, also known as the party of Ali, recognize Ali as the one and only legitimate successor 

of the Prophet Muhammad and reject the other three caliphs (Moore, 2015). Ali was 

Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law. The Shi’a believe he had a familial right to lead the 

Muslim community, much like European monarchies believed only the King’s offspring and 

those of royal blood could inherit the crown. The Shi’a contend that the will of Allah was 

carried out when Muhammad named, “Ali his successor at a speech at Ghadir Khumm, 

Arabia on March 10, 632, when he said “He of whom I am the patron, of him Ali is also the 

patron” (Brown 2009, 131). This sect considers descendants of Ali and his wife Fatima, 

Imams, who “are infallible religious leaders ordained by Allah and are the only legitimate 

sources for religious practices and instruction (Moore, 2015, p. 229). This political splinter 

evolved into a fracture that established significant differences in laws, rituals, theological 

interpretations and religious practices between the two factions. For example when the Shi’a 

profess their faith they recite the phrase, “There is no god but God, Muhammad is God’s 

Messenger and Ali is God’s Executor (wali)” (Aslan, 2011, p.185). The addition of the 

phrase with Ali distinguishes the Shi’ite profession of faith from the Sunni version” (Moore, 

2015, p. 230), which does not include a phrase about Ali as God’s executor. Since 

Muhammad’s death, this sectarianism has hardened with time and is a major source of 

geopolitical instability in the ME as each faction cycles in and out of political power plays 

while implementing a varying spectrum of Islamic law, namely Shari’a Law.  

 Shari‘a  is an Arabic word meaning “the way,” referring to the path to God. Shari’a is 

comparable to “the concept of natural law as articulated by Aquinas, Grotius, Pufendorf, and 
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others in the western Christian tradition” (Afsanuddin, 2013, p. 1). It is the application of the 

literal interpretations of a combination of the holy text in the Qur’an and the sunna, the 

Prophet Muhammad’s teachings. “According to the legal historian Khaled Abou El Fadl, 

‘The Sharī‘ah is God’s Will in an ideal and abstract fashion, but the fiqh is the product of the 

human attempt to understand God’s Will,” (Afsanuddin, 2013, p. 1). This illustrates the 

distinction between the perfection of God’s Will against the imperfection of a limited human 

understanding of God’s Will and thus the space in which a plethora of interpretations of 

religious texts have inevitably surfaced. After the Prophet Muhammad’s death in 632, 

Islamic law has expanded and changed through the centuries into a multiplicity of legal 

schools of thought. Asma Afsanuddin, an Associate Professor in Arabic and Islamic Studies 

at Notre Dame, offers a deeper analysis of these schools of thought and their various 

manifestations between the two major factions, “in the course of the fifth through eleventh 

centuries, four schools of Sunni law became predominant; these survive today. It is also 

during this period that the four sources of Sunni jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh) became 

stabilized: Qur’an, sunna (the sayings and practices of the Prophet Muhammad), qiyas 

(analogical reasoning), and ijma‘ (consensus). The predominant Shi‘i school of law (the 

Ja‘fari madhab) substituted ‘aql for ijma‘ as one of the sources of fiqh. In terms of actual 

legal rulings, there are often very few differences between Sunni and Shi‘i schools of law” 

(p.2). These small discrepancies within the legal realm and between Sunni and Shi’i show 

how subtle interpretation of religious text may be just enough to establish several different 

sources of Sunni and Shi’a jurisprudence. This mechanism is one of the primary reasons for 

the emergence of an overwhelming amount of friction between Muslim majority countries. 

The sources of tension are as diverse as the Muslim nationalities.   
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 A basic understanding of the Sunni and Shi’a factions and their schools of law, allows 

for a deeper grasp of the three major types of Muslim groups that comprise the Islamic World 

today: fundamentalists, secularists, and extremists, which introduces yet another layer of 

complexity. James Moore’s journal article, The Sunni and Shia Schism: Religion, Islamic 

Politics, and Why Americans Need to Know the Differences, provides an excellent overview 

of these categories. Moore writes: 

 There are hardline Islamists (fundamentalists) calling for the revival of traditional 

 Islam and the restoration of Islamic values and law as the proper course to combat 

 godless secularism, colonial exploitation, and the encroachment of Western 

 values—feminism, tolerance for homosexuality, rampant materialism—deemed un 

 Islamic (Aslan 2008; Bukay 2008; De Blij, Nijman, & Muller, 2014).  Muslim 

 secularists calling for democratic reform characterized by separation between mosque 

 and state (of course, this is considered heresy by many Muslims), gender equality, 

 and representative democracy that would allow Islam to adapt to modern realities. 

 Finally, there are violent and radical Muslim extremists who call for jihad (a complex 

 term meaning “struggle” or holy war in defense of Islam) to restore the Caliphate (De 

 Blij, Nijman, & Muller 2014). All these groups— fundamentalists, secularists , and 

 extremists—may contain Sunni, Shi’ite, and other sects in their ranks, confirming this 

 truism about Islam: it is an incredibly diverse faith characterized by profound 

 differences in historical experiences, geography, political ideology, racial/ethnic 

 identity, theology, and law. Understanding these differences and the intricacies of 

 religion and politics is of vital national security to the United States. (2015, p. 231)  
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 Although there are pronounced differences between the Sunni and Shi’a sects, 

Muslims from either branch may identify as fundamentalists, secularists or extremists that 

are motivated by very different aims. According to Dr. M. Sait Yavuz, Lecturer and Director 

of Academic Affairs of the Gulen Institute at University of Houston, the extremist group 

“emerged in 656 in opposition to the Sunni and Shi’a sects and responsible for the birth of 

the ideology embraced by the Taliban in Afghanistan or the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria or 

ISIS. They fight against who they perceive to be infidels” (Dr. Yavuz, personal 

communication, March 2016). In the Islamic world, this opposition group is shunned by 

Muslims and known as khaveraj or khareji, meaning outsiders (Dr. Yavuz, personal 

communication, March 2016). Being able to identify these different groups in the political 

sphere and their preferred school of Islamic law may help common citizens and leaders make 

more prudent decisions about the most appropriate course of action and interaction for 

stability and prosperity in this global human community in the 21st century.  

Muslim Identity  

 We live in a tumultuous time where identities and ideologies are shifting. In an 

enlightening seminar, hosted by The Scowcroft Institute of International Affairs at the Bush 

School in October 2014, Dr. Abdolkarim Soroush, a leading scholar in the Muslim world, 

explored the role of religion and politics, the dichotomies between them, and how to address 

the balance of rights and obligations.   

 He explained that Islam and every religion serve different functions but that there are 

three predominant purposes to include a) search for truth, happiness, and an established 

moral code; b) source of identity; and c) source of salvation, a promise that you will be saved 

if you follow the edicts of the religion. Religion is a means of the interpretation of religion, 



	11	

i.e., Islam is not the Quran. It is the interpretation of the Quran. The language of religion is 

created from this interpretation and that language spells out certain duties and obligations. 

Dr. Soroush then stated that modern politics has produced two ideas that are in direct conflict 

with religion: a) the idea of rights (political, sexual, civil) and the manner in which they have 

become dominant over duties and obligations in a religious context and b) the idea of nation-

states and the manner in which they have created new identities.  Dr. Soroush argues that 

since religion is not the language of rights, but rather the language of duties, it is in discord 

with this paradigm shift towards human rights. National identities are new and conflict with 

the role of religion and religious identity. The example of a Muslim American soldier 

demonstrates this conflict and the question of whether the individual is defined by his/her 

national identity (an American) or by his/her religious identity (a Muslim)? Is an individual 

an American Muslim? An American first and Muslim second? Or a Muslim American, a 

Muslim first and an American second? For many Americans, their religious identity trumps 

all other forms of identity, which begs the question of how Americans, who strongly identify 

with their religion, have the audacity of accusing a Muslim American or American Muslim to 

be un-American based on their religious beliefs? This is a rhetorical question meant to 

demonstrate the convoluted socio-political atmosphere many nations face in contemporary 

times. The solution Dr. Soroush offers is one of reformation for religion to tune itself to 

harmonize with the post-modern world and tweak the language of religion to be one that 

accommodates and recognizes human rights. It is an interesting notion, especially 

considering changes in Christianity, specifically Catholicism where Catholic Bishops have 

begun discussing acceptance of homosexuals and couples that live together but are not 

married into the Church instead of alienating them. Dr. Soroush’s views reconcile politics 
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and religion, especially with regard to Islam, which is deeply misunderstood as a result of 

radical fundamentalists who take religion out of historical context in order to manipulate it to 

serve as a means to an end.  

The Veil  

 Hijab, veil or scarf refers to some form of head covering worn by Muslim women. 

This practice is associated with conservative dress, covering of the arms, legs, and body, and 

varies by country due to regional and cultural differences. A male interpretation of Islam 

requires women to cover, but contrary to this common belief, a Muslim woman is not 

required to wear hijab, which is a widely debated practice because it is rooted in cultural 

tradition and its religious basis is unclear. The documentary film Women in the Middle East: 

A Veiled Revolution (Fernea & Gaunt, 1982) demonstrates the ambiguous origin of the hijab 

and various reasons for wearing. One veiled young woman expressed that she wants to 

emulate the prophet’s wife/wives by wearing the hijab to express her piety, but an Egyptian 

feminist stated that women during the Prophet Muhammad’s time fought in wars beside the 

men and without the veil. There are conflicting interpretations about the veil’s origins and its 

place in modern society.  

 Setting aside the question of the veil’s origin, it is important to note that some women 

who do not wear hijab feel that they do not have the deep faith it requires to wear it. It must 

come from inner conviction. Women who voluntarily wear the hijab want to show their 

devotion to faith while women who do not wear the hijab think they lack the inner conviction 

to do so and are not worthy of wearing it. Thus, it is not surprising to find that in the United 

States, “only a portion of the female Muslim population wears the hijab…, and not all 

religiously observant women feel that it is required…most Muslim women do agree, 
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whatever they choose to wear, conservative dress does not represent constriction, repression, 

or any of the other terms by which Westerners have generally understood the Muslim 

woman’s ‘condition’” (Yazbeck Haddad, Smith & Moore, 2006, p. 9). The fact that 

observing or not observing the hijab is indeed a choice for Muslim women further 

demonstrates the deep misconceptions that dominate American ideas about what is perceived 

to be female oppression. This is not to argue that Muslim women are not oppressed, but 

rather that the source of their oppression is in no way reflected by whether or not they wear 

the veil.  

 Veiling is a wedge issue.  In a survey conducted by the Pew Research center in 2013, 

globally, 53% of Muslims expressed that veiling should be a woman’s decision. 

Disaggregated country data show 46% of Egyptians, 45% of Iraqis, 45% of Jordanians, 53% 

of Palestinians and 90% of Turks, believe women should decide if they wear the veil. There 

were no reported data on Iran and Syria. See Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Illustrates veiling as a wedge issue among Muslims in the Middle East (Pew 

Research Center, 2013) 
 

 When disaggregated by sex, the survey showed that Muslim women are more 

supportive of women’s rights than are Muslim Men. Regarding whether it is a woman’s right 

to choose to wear the veil, 54% of Egyptian women, compared to 39% of men, and 52% of 

Iraqi women, compared to 38% of men, supported the right to choose. In Jordan, 49% of 

women and 41% men acknowledged the veil as a personal choice, while in the Palestinian 

Territory, 61% of women supported it, compared to 44% of men. In Turkey, the majority of 

women, 92%, and men, 89%, acknowledged veil choice. There were no reported data on Iran 

and Syria. See Table 1.  
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Table 1. Gender and the Right to Choose to Veil in Public (Pew Research Center, 2013) 

 

Regarding equal inheritance and whether sons and daughters should receive equal 

shares of inheritance, 28% of Egyptian women compared to 24% of men, and 26% of Iraqi 

women compared to 18% of men felt that it should be equal between the sexes.  In Jordan, 

24% of women compared to 27% of men, and 47% of Palestinian women, compared to 40% 

of men, expressed the right for equal inheritance. Due to Turkey’s secular position, the 

majority of both men and women, 89% of Turkish women as compared to 88% of men, were 

in favor of equal inheritance rights between sons and daughter. There were no reported data 

on Iran and Syria. See Table 2.  



	16	

 

Table 2. Gender and Equal Inheritance (Pew Research Center, 2013) 

 

 Country variations on these issues can be partly explained by the national context and 

presence of Shari’a law, or God’s Will in practice in absolute form. In countries where 

Muslims prefer their governing laws to be based on Shari’a, support for women’s rights are 

less likely and traditional gendered roles dominate social structures.  

 In some Muslim majority countries wearing the hijab is compulsory by law; violating 

this obligation brings serious consequences. However, in the context of a democratic society 

where freedom of choice is exercised, Muslim women do freely choose to wear the hijab to 

express their religious piety, commitment to their personal beliefs, and to escape from the 

objectification of their bodies. “For many American Muslim women, dressing Islamically is 
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not about coercion but about making choices, about “choosing” an identity and expressing a 

religiosity through their mode of dress. Some women say that by veiling they are making a 

statement against Western imperialism, which sees Muslim piety as a sign of terrorism and 

against conservative Islam. This seeks to impose a traditionalist understanding of Islam that 

oppresses women” (Yazbeck Haddad, Smith, &Moore, p.10). The veil is a double edged 

sword in that it can be both a potent source of liberation for Muslim women or a re-

Islamization and return to a fundamentalist interpretation of Islam where women’s rights are 

not recognized. The outcome depends on sociopolitical and historical context of the society 

in question.  

Gender Inequality in U.S. Sub-culture 

 The U.S. is described as “the melting pot” where the demographic landscape is as 

diverse as the country’s physical landscape. The U.S. where a microcosm of every 

nationality, e.g., Chinatown and Little Italy, can be found in diverse cities all across the 

country, e.g., New York, Chicago, Miami, and San Francisco. Typically, an ethnic 

microcosm is homogenous by definition, but when considering the Muslim microcosm in the 

America, we are confronted with multiple nationalities sandwiched between Islam’s own 

cultural and sectarian diversity. This results in intra-Muslim divergences that not only 

manifest themselves in various ways in regards to gender inequality in a U.S. sub-culture but 

also fuel stubborn animosities between different groups.  

 According to the Pew research center, a survey report on the world’s Muslims and 

their views on religion, politics, and society, reflects a conservative preference in regards to 

women’s rights as they pertain to family and personal status laws. For example, regarding a 

wife’s position relative to her husband, a majority of Muslims, 85%, expressed that it is a 
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wife’s duty to always obey her husband. Disaggregated by country, this view is shared by 

easily over half of each country’s population: Egypt 85% Iraq, 92%, Jordan, 80%, the 

Palestinian Territories, 87% and Turkey, 65%. There were no reported numbers for Iran and 

Syria. See Figure 2.  

 

 

 

Figure 2. Illustrates responses regarding a wife’s duty to always obey her husband (Pew 
Research Center, 2013) 

 

 There was no establishing consensus among Muslims in regards to a woman’s right to 

initiate divorce, whether sons and daughters have equal rights to inheritance, and a woman’s 

right to choose to wear the veil in public. The Pew report states, “In 13 of the 22 countries 

where the question was asked, at least half of Muslims say a wife should have this right.” 
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Disaggregated by country, with the exception of Turkey, this view is less than half: Egypt 

22%, Iraq 14%, Jordan, 22%, the Palestinian Territories 33%, and Turkey, 85%. There were 

no reported numbers for Iran and Syria. See Figure 3.  

 

 

 
 
Figure 3. Illustrates veiling as a wedge issue disaggregated by country (Pew Research Center, 2013) 

 

 Similarly, when asked about inheritance, the Pew report stated, “In 12 of the 23 

countries… at least half of Muslims say that sons and daughters should have equal 

inheritance rights. Most Muslims in Central Asia and in Southern and Eastern Europe hold 

this view, including 88% in Turkey.” Disaggregated by country, this view is again less than 

half: Egypt 26%, Iraq 22%, Jordan, 25%, and Palestinian Territories, 43%. No numbers were 
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reported for Iran and Syria. The wide range of results demonstrates how contingent attitudes 

towards genders equality are greatly influenced by the social and political context in which 

Muslims live (2013, Pew). See Figure 4.  

 

 

 

Figure 4. Illustrates Muslims view on sons and daughters and equal inheritance rights (Pew Research 
Center, 2013) 

 

 According to Asma Afsanuddin (2013), an Associate Professor in Arabic and Islamic 

Studies at Notre Dame, “in the United States, where Muslims are governed in their public 

lives by secular federal and state law, issues concerning marriage and occasionally divorce 
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are typically decided on the basis of traditional Islamic law as interpreted by imams (prayer 

leaders) of local mosques and/or community leaders and scholars” (p. 3).  The concept of 

“separation of church and state” presents a dilemma for Muslim Americans, whose 

communities do not distinguish a separation between the religious and political contexts 

within the social and personal spheres. For Muslims, living in a secular society is inconsistent 

with religious principles. For Muslim Americans, there exists an internal tug-of-war match 

between secular governing laws and Islamic social/personal status laws. This is because 

Islam does not only codify a path for the faithful to follow, but also prescribes codes for 

social, civil, and political life. The challenges presented by this inconsistency between a 

democratic/secular governing body and Islamic law pertaining to social and personal conduct 

are so widespread and increasingly difficult to resolve that Muslim organizations were 

established to help Muslim communities in the U.S. reconcile these differences.  One such 

organization is the Fiqh Council of North America (FCNA). It conducts “juristic research 

that focuses on resolving the ever-increasing modern jurisprudential issues in accordance 

with the pristine objectives of Islamic law and the general welfare of the entire community 

(Afsanuddin, 2013, p. 3).  

Muslim immigrants to the U.S. may no longer be bound to their origin country’s rules 

of law, specifically Islamic Law, which does not recognize gender equality. However, the 

inherent culture and religious traditions by which they lead their lives are so ingrained that 

even in a democratic context, gender equality is not recognized. The concept of honor/shame 

societies illustrates this fact. In honor/shame societies the honor of a family, especially the 

male kin, rests on a woman’s chastity. She has no control over her own individual honor and 

serves as a vessel for carrying the burden of honor for her entire family. When a woman has 



	22	

violated her family’s honor by breaking any of the “honor” rules, e.g., dressing immodestly, 

interacting with a male outside of her family, interacting with another female associated with 

dishonor, or loses her virginity (usually by rape), she is killed by her relatives. A woman’s 

male kin may restore the family’s tarnished honor by carrying out an “honor killing.” 

Although sometimes a mother may commit the act, in order to protect the honor status of the 

family.  

Honor/suicide act is an alternative to an “honor killing” where a woman is forced to 

commit suicide because she has dishonored her family. A woman is expendable and if she 

violates her family’s honor she is no longer beneficial to the family. In some cases one 

female kin’s dishonor to the family may result in all the females being dishonored and 

therefore all are killed for the crime of one. Honor killings are an example of gender 

inequality inherent in Islamic traditions, which continue to be practiced regardless of the 

country in which Muslims reside. This practice transcends the rule of secular law and 

transfers into the Muslim microcosms in the U.S.   

In a 2015 study, “Honor Violence Measurement Methods,” commissioned by the U.S. 

Department of Justice and conducted by the Westat corporation, four types of honor violence 

were identified: a) forced marriage, b) honor-based domestic violence, c) honor killing and d) 

female genital mutilation. The report estimated that there are between twenty-three to 

twenty-seven honor killings every year in the U.S., the majority of them being committed 

because the young women have become “too Westernized” (Helba, Berstein, Leonard, & 

Bauer, 2015). In recognition of International Women’s Day, on March 8, 2014, the 

Associated Press reported that although “Jordan's parliament passed a law that allows 

Jordanian women married to foreigners to pass on their nationality to their children,” women 
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still have much to gain in rights because, “domestic violence and ‘honor killings’ still 

happen.” In 2013, 26 women in the Palestinian Territories, West Bank, and Gaza were 

murdered in the name of “family honor-“’ by their relatives. The documentary film, Honor 

Diaries (Ali & Shore, 2013) explores this pervasive issue and women’s rights advocates fight 

to end this horrific practice.  
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CHAPTER III 
 

PROBLEM 
 
 
 

 This qualitative case study addresses two problems unique to College Station, Texas: 

a) the fact that challenges experienced by ME wives, a marginalized group in the TAMU 

community, have never been identified and, therefore not addressed and, b) currently there is 

a lack of international development capstone courses for graduate student engagement in 

practical learning opportunities.   

 According to the Institute of International Education’s Open Doors Regional Fact 

Sheet, the number of students from the ME in the U.S. increased by 11.9% in 2014/15 to 

96,615 (IIE, 2015). At TAMU’s main campus in College Station, there are 4,516 graduate 

students, with approximately 400 from the ME region. Despite the increasing presence of 

international students at U.S. universities, there exists an invisible group, i.e., the wives of 

ME Ph.D. students at TAMU. This unseen group is capable of tremendous influence during 

their time in the U.S. and upon returning to their home countries. Literature concerning this 

invisible group is almost nonexistent, which suggests that a new and untouched research 

frontier regarding ME wives accompanying their student husbands to universities in the U.S. 

awaits further exploration. The West’s weak grasp of the ME narrative and insistence upon 

imposition of its own politically motivated narrative has established impervious boundaries 

between the Western and ME worlds, which are now colliding into one another. 

 This thesis will present a phenomenological qualitative study of the wives of ME 

Ph.D. students at TAMU, illuminating the challenges they face as a result of several factors, 

including the overwhelming shift from war torn or authoritarian home countries to a 
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democratic society in the U.S., their gendered role within their cultural context, and 

limitations tied to their religious identity. In regards to the gender gap and women’s rights in 

the ME, “while previous research [has contributed] to the advancement of women’s issues in 

the region, there still exists a considerable knowledge gap on what actually works across the 

various political systems in the ME. Further work in this area would help bridge that divide 

and hopefully lead to greater gender equality in the region” (Shalaby, 2013, p.17). Within the 

purview of international development, this thesis will examine and unearth contemporary 

development issues pertaining to gender inequality in the ME by identifying and evaluating 

the underlying causes of the challenges the wives of ME Ph.D. students at TAMU experience 

during their time in the U.S. This examination is of great significance because of the 

potential influence ME wives may have on their educated husbands who share equal 

potential in realizing opportunities for closing the gender gap in the ME. The prospect of 

empowering the wives of ME Ph.D. students may have numerous implications for future 

economic, food, environmental, and world security. However, the first and most crucial step 

towards empowering a marginalized group is to understand the context under which this 

group functions. For the ME wives, this context is tied to religious, cultural, and gendered 

identity. 

Religion 

 Religion offers people a foundation for a worldview and provides guidance on how to 

live a happy, fulfilling life. It is powerful because it explains the unexplainable, life after 

death, and consequences of one’s actions. Religion also offers people an identity, a sense of 

community and belonging.  It can also be a potent source for female subordination. Is Islam 

oppressive against women or is it the cultures that have been absorbed into the religion based 
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on historical, political, and social context that discriminate against women? Islam is 

notorious for what the West perceives to be oppressive treatment of its women by restricting 

them to domestic functions and yet radicalized females committing acts of terror have 

become an alarming reality. Could this be another form of oppression? Could feelings of 

isolation, being undervalued as a female, and limited to a primarily domestic role lead to 

subscribing to extreme ideologies? Could the opposite be true, where radical interpretations 

of Islam are a pseudo-source of empowerment for females to assert their faith by becoming a 

suicide bomber, an ultimate expression of sacrifice? Do these radical ideologies offer these 

women something larger than themselves to fulfill in the ultimate display of faith? Although 

beyond the scope of this research, these questions are worth contemplation. 

 According to the Pew Research Center (2015), “while the world’s population is 

projected to grow 35% in the coming decades, the number of Muslims is expected to increase 

by 73% – from 1.6 billion in 2010 to 2.8 billion in 2050” (para 2). This projected growth is 

due to higher fertility rates among Muslim women, about 3.1, than compared to non-Muslim 

women, at about 2.3. This may be indicative of the lack of reproductive rights for Muslim 

women and in family planning matters. With over 1 billion Muslims worldwide, “Muslims 

have the youngest median age (23 in 2010) of all major religious groups, seven years 

younger than the median age of non-Muslims (30)” (Lipka & Hackett, 2015, para 5). This 

makes Islam the fastest growing religion in the world. Therefore, it is imperative to 

understand the appeal of Islam in order to address the new wave of ideological warfare 

dominating the international political landscape. 

 Whether in the U.S. or ME, Muslim communities conduct their lives according to 

Islamic law, which primarily governs personal status, or family law with respect to marriage, 
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divorce, inheritance, paternity, and child custody (Afsanuddin, 2013). Personal status law is 

an area in which Muslim women’s rights are severely restricted, not only as a result of male 

interpretations of religious texts, but also due to pressure from, “members of their 

communities, who see women’s challenges to traditional male-centered cultural and religious 

values and practices as ill-timed, misguided, and in the service of [Western] imperialism” 

(Moghissi, 2001, p. 596). In the Muslim sub-culture found in the U.S.,  Muslims’ views on 

such topics as marriage, divorce, polygyny, and gender roles vary greatly because of an 

incredibly diverse amalgamation of ethnic and cultural origins of immigrant and U.S. born 

Muslim communities. This diverse demographic spectrum reflects contrasting views within 

the faith itself. 

 According to Muhammad Abduh, a prominent Egyptian intellect of the late 18th 

century, there are two aspects of Islamic law: a) contingent and b) non-contingent, which 

must be considered when Islamic law undergoes legal reform in Muslim majority societies 

(Afsanuddin, 2013). The non-contingent aspects refer to matters of worship, which are 

indisputable. The contingent aspects refer to matters considered worldly transactions that are 

broadly founded upon principles of Shari’a. For example mercy, justice, and equity are 

worldly transactions that depend on the social and political context in which they occur, and 

thus are part of fiqh or different human interpretations (Afsanuddin, 2013). An entanglement 

between contingent customary practices and non-contingent traditions characterizes Islamic 

law in practice as it relates to the social and legal status of Muslim women. A number of 

customary practices are tied to non-contingent Islamic law, but should be reexamined and 

reformed based on their true contingent nature and the idea of itjtihad, or independent legal 

reasoning (Afsanuddin, 2013). This is key for ending discrimination against women based on 



	28	

obsolete religious concepts and reforming Islamic laws that reflect social circumstances in 

the modern world.  

 For example, on the issue of marriage, in Islam, a man is permitted to take up to four 

wives. This is not about supporting polygamy but rather a form of social insurance, a safety 

net for orphans of war. During Islam’s beginnings there were many tribal wars and women 

lost their husbands and were left to fend for themselves. The Qur’an addresses this issue and 

instructs Muslim men to care for and provide for the widows of war. However, there was the 

condition that if a man cannot treat all the wives he takes equally, to include providing 

separate homes, then he should not take more than one wife. Additionally, there are Qur’anic 

verses that permit women to exercise their input in a marriage contract by including a clause 

that forbids their husbands from taking additional wives. Established Islamic laws that 

discriminate against women and deny them their rights are the result of a convenient cherry-

picking strategy from male interpretations and implementation of the Qur’an and the Sunna 

of the Prophet Muhammad. In order to empower women, religious literacy and female 

interpretations of religious texts are essential to changing customs and traditions and 

reforming religious ideology from oppressing women to respecting them instead. 

 The Arab Spring, or wave of revolutions demanding democracy, was a promising 

movement that began with Tunisia in 2010 and spread across several countries in the Islamic 

world in 2011, including Egypt, Libya, Syria, Yemen, Bahrain, and Jordan, The Western 

status quo erroneously assumed that the Arab Spring would bring drastic leaps towards 

achieving women’s rights in the region. In 2013, Rice University’s Baker Institute for Public 

Policy hosted a conference on the Arab Awakening. Prominent female figures from the Arab 

world attended. Nabila Hamza, president of the Foundation for the Future expressed that 
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women’s rights, “have fallen by the wayside of the revolution. The rise of Islamist 

movements in the region has hijacked gender equality in many countries. Revolutions in the 

world don’t necessarily lead to gender equality” (Shalaby, 2013, p. 8).  Obtaining gender 

equality in a historically- and culturally-rich region will vary greatly in each country. 

However, there is a disturbing underlying mechanism at work that not only deters any gains 

for women under a previous regime, but also uses women as a means to an end. Haifa Abu 

Ghazaleh, assistant secretary general, head of media and communication, League of Arab 

States (Jordan), agrees and contends, “women have participated in the Arab Spring uprisings 

in many Arab countries— peaceful participation demanding democracy and social justice. 

The Arab woman was never a participant in acts of violence. Yet, some of the extremist 

Islamic movements have used women’s passage into the common framework to make them 

part of their plan to destabilize society. This phenomenon is new to Arab society”(MENA, 

2014, p. 2). This phenomenon is a force to be reckoned with as the lines between religion, 

politics, and identity continue to blur in the ME. 

Culture 

 It is argued that Islam does not oppress women, but that cultural limitations do. At 

Rice University’s 2013 Arab Awakening conference, consensus among scholars reflected 

that, “another major step toward female empowerment in the region would be to redraw the 

dividing line between custom and religion. This distinction has been blurred for decades 

throughout the region…Islam has had little to do with gender inequality in the Arab world 

and there is a need to distinguish between religion and social norms and customs if Arab 

women are to be granted fundamental rights” (Shalaby, 2013, p.16). This holds true within a 

culture and between two clashing cultures, the West and the ME. In the U.S., ME women are 
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quite misunderstood and "cultural stereotypes of Arab-American  women tend to collapse 

religion and ethnicity into synonymous components of culture, portraying them as veiled 

Islamic traditionalists" (Belk & Sobh, 2009, p. 208). Stereotypes about oppressed veiled 

women give way to misconceived notions of a misogynistic faith that restrains its women. In 

their book Muslim Women in America: The Challenge of Islamic Identity Today, Yazbeck 

Haddad, Smith, and Moore offer the contrary and contend that since its inception hundreds of 

years ago, Islam has granted women rights to education, to vote, conduct business, and to 

retain their family name even after marriage, which are all ironically rights that women in the 

West have fought for to obtain in their own society (2006). In fact, depending on their socio-

economic class, Muslim women enjoy a very comfortable lifestyle in their home countries. 

Many families hire help, nannies, maids, and cooks, to carry out domestic responsibilities, 

which allows the wives to have the time to establish their careers and maintain a healthy 

family life balance. The ME wives who are accustomed to this type of lifestyle have an 

incredibly difficult time adjusting to strictly becoming a housewife, a reduced role, when 

they accompany their husbands to the U.S. to support them in their Ph.D. studies.  

 Karamah, “dignity” in Arabic, is a non-profit organization based in Washington D.C. 

and concerned with the legal rights of U.S.  Muslims, Muslim women in particular. 

Karamah’s mission statement highlights the importance of education and that “women will 

be empowered to transform archaic, culture-based interpretations of women’s status in Islam, 

to the betterment of themselves and their communities” (Afsanuddin, 2013, p. 6). Karamah’s 

efforts on matters related to women’s rights have been criticized for being too ‘modernist’ 

and influenced by Western secular feminism. Other influential religious leaders, have 

endorsed their activism and juridical interpretations as valid and responsible examples of 
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ijtihad by learned female and male scholars. (Afsanuddin, 2013). Even legitimately 

established Muslim organizations face significant challenges from the wide spectrum of 

religious authority figures within the Muslim community. This makes the task of reforming 

antiquated Islamic laws and changing gender-based discriminatory customs a particularly 

daunting challenge. 

Gendered Identity 

 Gender roles are a social construct. They define responsibilities between men and 

women in social and economic activities, access to resources, and decision- making 

authority. Biological roles are fixed, but gender roles can and do shift with social, economic, 

and technological change. 

 Since gender is a social construct, cultural and social norms regarding gender roles 

are deeply ingrained in, “attitudes, societal institutions, and market forces, [therefore] 

political commitment at the highest international and national levels is essential to institute 

the policies that can trigger social change and to allocate the resources necessary for gender 

equality and women’s empowerment” (Grown, Gupta, & Ke, 2005, p. 27). Equal access to 

education for women and girls is essential for igniting the forces that will bring about cultural 

change. Currently, Arab women face significant challenges in accessing education, 

employment, literacy and even the feminization of poverty where a household could be 

relatively wealthy but the women are poor due to the power dynamics in the household. Arab 

women are also facing a new and unforeseen challenge: identity (MENA, 2014). How 

women see themselves and the source of their own dignity and respect is pivotal in fostering 

any type of gender equality. If a woman does not perceive herself as an equal to a man and 

worthy of equal rights, then gender parity will never be obtained. 
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 A 2014 United Nations Development Programme report revealed that, “90% of 

Jordanian women justify wife beating. As shocking as this figure is, it is merely the tip of the 

iceberg when it comes to self-defeating and destructive views held by some women in the 

region” (Askoul, 2015, para 1). The origin of women’s low self worth can be traced to 

customs and traditions that stem from cultural attitudes rather than religion. For example, 

when performing ablution before prayer certain acts make the process invalid. These acts 

include urination, sleeping, or vomiting, to name a few. In the case of a mother preparing for 

prayer and perhaps caring for a baby after the ablution process, the urination of a baby girl 

would invalidate the mother’s ablution (Askoul, 2015). This claim is completely baseless in 

Islam. However, cultural beliefs are fused into religious acts with one specific goal: to 

degrade the female gender. This toxic core belief system dominates women’s psychological 

health where their sense of self-esteem is completely rotted. How can a woman establish an 

identity when she lacks basic self-esteem? Rana Askoul, founder of Changing Pink, a ME-

based initiative seeking to empower women in the region, calls for “initiatives that seek to 

reconstruct the understanding of basic values such as human rights, self-respect, and self-

worth [which] are desperately needed at the grass-roots level, irrespective of gender, but 

more so for women,” (2015) because women face obstacles that hinder the whole of 

humanity. 

 The challenges outlined above are dominant issues for ME wives and quite 

overwhelming. These grand challenges will connect to periphery problems identified by ME 

wives in College Station, Texas. The periphery problems may seem trivial, but they reflect a 

microcosm of a larger, more stratified and complex system of unjust forces at play.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 

METHOD 
 

 
 

 This qualitative research study is phenomenological in nature. According to Merriam 

(2009) phenomenology, “has a focus on the experience itself and how experiencing 

something is transformed into consciousness… phenomenology is a study of people’s 

conscious experience of their life-world” (Merriam, 2009, p. 25) and daily social interactions. 

This phenomenological qualitative study is highly descriptive and provides insight into the 

challenges experienced by ME wives of Ph.D. students at TAMU. 

 Trustworthiness in qualitative research refers to whether the findings are credible and 

match reality given the data collected (Merriam, 2009, p.213). Trustworthiness can be 

verified using several methods, such as triangulation or an audit trail. As established by 

Goetz and LeCompte (1984), triangulation is a “means of refining, broadening, and 

strengthening conceptual linkages” (Berg, 1989, p. 5) which ensures trustworthiness. 

Reliability and transferability refer to, “the extent to which research findings can be 

replicated” (Merriam, 2009, p. 220) and “the extent to which the findings of one study can be 

applied to other situations” (Merriam, 2009, p. 223). To ensure trustworthiness, reliability 

and transferability, the researcher implemented the following qualitative techniques, 

triangulation, peer debriefing (conducted by Dr. Silva Hamie), and an audit trail, where a 

substantial sample size of twenty (N=20) participants, provided incredibly rich data for thick 

description.  

 Before interviewing the researcher provided a consent form and disclosed all 

pertinent information regarding my research topic and the purpose of the interview as well as 



	34	

ensuring confidentiality to the participants, which put them at ease and allowed them to 

comfortably share their views. The researcher has triangulated data by conducting interviews 

with twenty participants (N=20) from six different nationalities in College Station, Texas. 

The data collected was compared to the wide range of literature explored in regards to this 

study. The researcher has also collected email exchanges, and audio recordings of interviews 

conducted with all participants. The interviews were transcribed and amounted to 

approximately 190 pages of interview data. The transcribed interviews for four Iraqi 

participants, one Jordanian, and one Egyptian participant, were cross-referenced with the 

translator’s transcriptions of the interviews, (Susan Khalid, translator, 2016).   

 The diverse nationalities included in this study speak to the dependability of the 

findings, as the categories identified hold true across all participant views among all six 

nationalities. Additionally, the recorded interviews allowed the researcher to capture salient 

points that may have been overlooked during the interviews and allowed for deep analysis for 

inferences from the data.  The interviewing style was semi-structured, which allowed the 

researcher to follow up with questions that formulated naturally as the discussion flowed. 

The researcher prepared seventeen general questions and asked the same questions in several 

ways to ensure consistent answers from the participants were received. Dr. Hamie conducted 

a peer debriefing in order for the researcher to cross-reference her interpretations from the 

data and ensure that the findings were consistent within the context of the data collected.  

Credibility and Trustworthiness  

 This research study is credible because data were collected using audio recordings for 

true inference and analysis via the triangulation method where the researcher assessed the 

data in the context of the interviews as well as the extensive literature review, reflections and 
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observations from the researcher’s own unique experiences in Middle Eastern culture, and 

open ended data analysis. This interdisciplinary approach provides several pathways to test 

the credibility of the data collected.  

 The level of trustworthiness for this research article is sound with the exception of 

translator bias for six out of the twenty interviews collected, and the snowball sampling 

method used. Due to the closed nature of Middle Eastern cultures, in regards to interaction 

with women, snowball sampling was the most effective method for the researcher to reach 

and meet with women willing to participate in this study. The snowball sampling method 

introduces participant bias and may have limited the selection of women available and 

willing to participate in this study. Additionally, for six of the twenty interviews, an Arabic 

translator had to facilitate the interviews. For these six interviews with Arab women, a 

language barrier was evident between the researcher and the participants, which introduced 

the possibility of translator bias, another source for unintended inconsistency. Since the 

researcher was unable to directly communicate with these six participants and depended on 

the translator’s interpretations, internal reliability was limited. Where necessary, the 

researcher took measures to ask for clarification from the translator, however the translation 

process from one language to another carries the risk of losing nuanced details and meanings.  

 According to TAMU’s International Student Services website, as of Fall 2015, there 

are 4,516 international graduate students, representing 126 countries, currently enrolled. 

From these 126 countries, six ME nationalities have been identified for this study, from the 

Egypt, Iraq, Iran, Jordan, the Palestinian Territories, and Turkey. Of the 4,516 graduate 

students and six target countries, 1 student is from Palestine, 25 are from Iraq, 46 from 

Egypt, 14 are from Jordan, 92 are from Turkey, and 183 are from Iran.  
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 A qualitative study consisting of a purposive sample of twenty (N=20) wives of ME 

Ph.D. students attending TAMU was conducted. Individual and group interviews were 

conducted in College Station, Texas. As defined by Van Maanen (1979) qualitative research 

is “an umbrella term covering an array of interpretive techniques which seek to describe, 

decode, translate, and otherwise come to terms with the meaning, not the frequency, of 

certain more or less naturally occurring phenomena in the social world” (Merriam, 2009, p. 

13). The raw data collected from the interviews conducted provide the necessary depth in 

framing and extrapolating themes common among different ME nationalities as well as 

variations between them.  

Data Sources and Procedures 

 A research proposal for this study was prepared and submitted to the TAMU Human 

Research Protection Program Internal Review Board. Approval for conducting this 

qualitative study was awarded on February 11, 2016. The purposive sampling criteria 

included twenty (N=20) females, who are wives of ME Ph.D. students at TAMU and have 

lived in the U.S. for six months or more. The purposive sample was determined based on 

enrollment data obtained from the International Student Services Department at TAMU and 

included one (N=1) to five (N= 5) women, from each nationality selected. This sample 

consisted of an array of nationalities to include Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, the Palestinian 

Territories, and Turkey. Dr. Silva Hamie, lecturer in International Affairs at the Bush School 

connected the researcher to an Arabic translator, i.e., the opinion leader, in the local Arab 

community. Dr. Hamie is a first generation Lebanese immigrant to the U.S. The researcher 

conducting this study, Shiva Thompson, who was born and raised in Iran emigrated to the 
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U.S., with her family, at nine years of age. Ms. Thompson is fluent in Farsi and has access to 

the local Iranian community network in College Station.   

 As the first point of contact the translator connected the researcher with the first 

participant who expressed initial interest in participating in this case study. The researcher 

met and interviewed the first participant; developing a rapport in the process.  The next sets 

of interviews were facilitated through this first contact, who is a key informant. This key 

informant identified other potential participants within her community that fit the purposive 

sample criteria. The ability of the researcher to introduce herself to the participants by 

association with the key informant helped develop credibility and legitimacy for the 

participants. As for the Turkish and Iranian communities, the researcher accessed contacts 

within each community through the Raindrop Turkish House Foundation in Bryan, and the 

Turkish Student Association and Persian Student Association at TAMU. The researcher 

identified individuals who fit the purposive sample criteria mentioned above. 

 This process was highly exploratory and the researcher’s ability to create a 

comfortable and safe environment for participant discussion was integral to successfully 

collecting data. The researcher’s own dual cultural background, Iranian American, was a 

decisive advantage for maneuvering the complexity involved in this qualitative process. 

Some challenges to consider included connecting with wives who may be reluctant or 

socially isolated as well as overcoming a husband’s objection to his wife’s participation. 

Techniques for how to address these obstacles were considered.  

 To connect with reluctant wives, the researcher identified the opinion leader in the 

community, i.e., the Arabic interpreter, and an informant, the first participant, and developed 

a rapport with these individuals in order to gain the trust and respect of others who may also 
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be reluctant. The opinion leader was able to persuade socially isolated women to participate 

by informing them of the benefits in how their lives may improve as a result of participating. 

The opinion leader then coordinated individual interviews in order to accommodate the 

participants’ preferences for meeting.  

 Due to cultural taboos and religious sensitivity a mix of individual and group 

interviews were implemented to respect cultural and religious rules of conduct.  The sample 

size was twenty (N=20) women, and between one (N=1) and five (N=5) women from each 

nationality previously identified. The numbers of participants from each nationality were 

three Egyptian, five Iranian four Iraqi, three Jordanian, one Palestinian, and four Turkish. 

Interview size ranged between one (N=1) to three (N=3) female participants, for a total of 

eighteen interviews. Interviews were one hour to one and a half hours in duration. A total of 

seventeen questions were asked. The types of questions asked included demographic, 

opinion/values, experience/behavior, and interpretive, in order to collect relevant data and 

facilitate conversation among participants.  

 The selection of questions framed the tone of the interviews (See Appendix D). 

However, when opportunities were present, follow up questions were asked to probe further 

in order to allow for a natural conversation flow and maintain the intent of the research.  

Before the researcher conducted the individual and group interviews, all participants were 

made aware about the intent of the interview as well as their confidentiality and protection of 

identifiable information. The location and logistics for conducting these interviews were 

determined based on the participants’ preferences in order to ensure comfort and openness. 

Interviews were conducted in the participants’ homes. Leading questions and responses were 

collected using a combination of field notes and voice recordings. There were no cultural and 
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religious constraints that prevented the researcher from using these traditional methods of 

data collection. All participants agreed to allow the interviews to be recorded. Follow up 

interviews for data clarification and validation purposes were scheduled as necessary.   

Data Analysis Procedures  

 After collecting the data from the interviews, the researcher reviewed the information 

in order to extrapolate themes based on emergent design and ground theory as established by 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) on qualitative research methods. These criteria and research 

techniques ensured a sample that relates to the research question, which set the foundation 

for the practical graduate course by framing the issues and challenges ME wives are 

experiencing during their time in the U.S.  

 According to Merriam (2009) there are several roles the researcher can take on while 

collecting data during interviews, complete participant, participant as observer, observer as 

participant, or complete observer (pp. 124-125). For this qualitative study the researcher 

assumed an observer as participant role where, “the researcher’s observer activities are 

known to the group; participation in the group is definitely secondary to the role of 

information gatherer” (Merriam, 2009, p. 124). While carrying out the interview questions 

the researcher observed the physical setting, the participants themselves, the conversation 

and all interactions throughout the experience. This involvement allowed the researcher to 

triangulate her research findings and provide a broader and more accurate perspective to the 

data collection method. This contributed another layer to the manner in which the researcher 

made inferences about the information while mining through the raw data. 

 After completing interviews with Arabic speakers, the translator transcribed all 

recorded data into Arabic first and then into English, while the researcher transcribed 
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recorded interviews with Farsi speakers into Farsi first and then into English, both into a 

word document. The researcher also transcribed recorded interviews conducted in English 

with Turkish women into a word document. The researcher then used open coding to identify 

emerging themes from each interview. As established by Corbin and Strauss (2007) there are 

three phases for coding qualitative data where “open coding is what one does at the 

beginning of data analysis; it is tagging any unit of data that might be relevant to the study. 

Axial coding is the process of relating categories and properties to each other, refining the 

category scheme. In selective coding, a core category, propositions, or hypotheses are 

developed” (Merriam, 2009, p. 200).  

 After identifying descriptive codes the researcher reflected on the data to identify a 

common thread between each of these open codes. The researcher then applied analytical 

coding and established cross cutting categories that encompass variations of the emerging 

themes identified between nationalities.  The terms used for each category identified were 

pertinent to the research question and determined through the researcher’s interpretation of 

the data. The categories identified pertained to the challenges of the ME wives. The ten 

periphery challenges connected to macro challenges previously discussed in chapter two. 

These periphery challenges include: a) Language Barrier, b) Affordable Childcare, c) 

Identity, d) Healthcare, e) Education, f) No Income, g) Transportation, h) Entertainment, i) 

Halaal Foods, and j) Religious Imposition and other latent issues.  

 After each category was established, the researcher used open-ended data analysis to 

quantify the data collected from each one of the seventeen primary questions used in the 

study. These categories were used to conduct a frequency count of the number of responses 

that apply to each theme. These categories were coded and assigned to each response in order 
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to determine the frequency of responses associated with that particular theme. After 

determining the frequency count, the researcher then used proportions to demonstrate the 

percentage of responses associated with each theme identified. This technique further 

supported the qualitative portion of this case study by both allowing the researcher to 

discover key challenge areas common among the sample group and quantifying open-ended 

responses in order to provide a visualization of the data collected and to reach a broader 

audience, whether in academia or the general public.  

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



	42	

CHAPTER V 

RESULTS 

  

 The objective of this thesis is two fold: a) to examine and illuminate the challenges 

wives of ME Ph.D. students at TAMU experience during their time in the U.S as a result of 

the overwhelming shift from war torn home countries to a democratic society in the U.S. and 

b) to create a pathway for graduate students to solve the challenges identified and 

empowering the wives during their time in the U.S. The intent of this research is to establish 

the foundation for a practical application course designed by a joint effort between the Bush 

School and ALEC for graduate students interested in development careers where students 

gain valuable skills by addressing the challenges identified in this study.  

 After conducting twenty (N=20) interviews with ME wives from six different 

nationalities, Egyptian, Iranian, Iraqi, Jordanian, Palestinian Territories, and Turkish, ten 

primary periphery challenges were identified. The ME wives’ nationalities were well 

represented. See Figure 5.  
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 Figure 5. Illustrates the six nationalities represented by ME wives in this study  

 

 

 The periphery challenges identified include: a) Language Barrier, b) Affordable 

Childcare, c) Identity, d) Healthcare, e) Education, f) No Income, g) Transportation, h) 

Entertainment, i) Halaal Foods, and j) Religious Imposition and other latent issues. See figure 

6.  
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 Figure 6. Illustrates the ten periphery challenges experienced by ME wives 

 

 In the remainder of this chapter these challenges are investigated and framed to 

demonstrate common trends and variations. Open-ended data analysis was used to quantify 

the data collected from each one of the seventeen primary questions used in this study. A 

visualization of each question and common challenges identified between the ME wives can 

be found in Figures 7-21 within this chapter.  

Language Barrier  

 Communication is of utmost importance in any capacity, whether professional or 

personal. There is plenty of space for miscommunication within one’s own language, but 

what of those for whom a new language means a significant communication barrier? Such is 

the case for ME wives. Out of twenty participants, fifteen women identified English 
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proficiency as a significant challenge in their lives even though some have been in the U.S. 

for more than two years. See figure 7.  

 

 

  

 Figure 7. Illustrates ME wives time in spent in the U.S.  

 

 Two participants with three children each shared that language is a challenge. With 

the help of an Arabic translator, a Jordanian wife who has been in the U.S. for three years 

expressed, “I can explain what I need by pointing. And I’m not embarrassed because they 

always try to help me and understand what I am saying” (Jordanian wife, personal 

communication, Interview #18, April, 2016). An Iraqi wife candidly said: 
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 I didn’t think I needed to learn English because I have three kids and I felt like I 

 was too busy with them and I could handle going to the store like Target or HEB 

 with my simple language. But I would like it, if there is a professional place that 

 provides daycare for the children and classes for me to improve my language.  

 (Iraqi wife, Interview #15, personal communication, March 2016) 

 

 Their role as wives and mothers severely limits their opportunities for improving their 

English language skills. Another participant, of Turkish origin, who has lived in College 

Station for over six and a half years expressed her frustration through broken English: 

 

I have been here for 6.5 years. Long time for me. But unfortunately I am very sad 

 about my English. My English is not enough for communicate the people. If I 

 were back to 6.5 years ago, I was studying a lot, English. Because I have American 

 friends and other international friends, I want to tell them many things about myself, 

 about my country, about my culture, but right now it is very limited for me. (Turkish 

 wife, personal communication, Interview #2, February 2016) 

 

  The language barrier significantly hinders the quality of life and experiences for the 

ME wives in the U.S. They cannot communicate their cultures or understand American 

culture. The majority of participants expressed that they thought once they live in the U.S. for 

a year or longer their language would improve but due to their visa status, which does not 

permit them to work, they are confined to the home and have limited interaction with other 
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people. This severely affects the amount of language immersion they receive. An Iranian 

wife shared: 

 

You really have to immerse yourself in the environment. And with the F-2 visa 

 status I’m just in the house all the time. You can read books, watch movies, but you 

 don’t get to practice your speaking skills, it’s different. (Iranian wife, Interview #9, 

 personal communication, March, 2016) 

 

 Another Iranian wife stated that there is a significant learning curve between written 

English, spoken English, and listening skills: 

 

True that we’ve taken the TOEFEL and GRE and our English scores are good but 

 there is still a big difference between text and speaking. Like when I first came 

 here I felt like I was deaf and dumb. It was a feeling like this. (Iranian wife, 

 Interview #10, personal communication, March, 2016) 

 

 For ME wives, this lack of English proficiency is stressful and creates feelings of 

inadequacy, a lack of confidence, affects self-esteem, and results in an increased dependency 

on their husbands, who are extremely busy with their academic pursuits and equally stressed 

but for different reasons. This language dependency and inability to communicate with others 

is a source of female subordination for these wives and affects their marriages, some of 

which are new marriages.  
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 The majority of women expressed that English language proficiency is a significant 

benefit for them even upon their return to their home countries, especially in regards to job 

opportunities. An Iranian participant explained, “In Iran if you can put English fluency in 

your resume it is a huge point. It’s so important” (Iranian wife, Interview #10, personal 

communication, March, 2016) and makes you very marketable, particularly in countries with 

weak economies. When asked what is important for them and what they value, a Turkish 

wife shared, “To be able to tell people that this religion is a tolerant religion. I would like to 

spend my life informing and educating people about Islam as much as I can” (Turkish wife, 

Interview #12, personal communication, April 2016). But the English language barrier 

severely limits the ME wives’ ability to interact with Americans or people from other 

countries.  

 A Jordanian wife shared her experience in a salon where she tried to explain why she 

wears hijab to the hair stylist. When she stated that she does not have to wear the headscarf in 

front of blood relatives and that it is worn in front of strangers, she was bombarded with 

more questions and confusion, “they were like ‘strangers? What do you mean by strangers?’  

So I don’t know, I just like try to explain it but they don’t get the idea behind that. They think 

that it is not your choice” (Jordanian wife, Interview #6, personal communication, March 

2016). Since their English is not proficient, it is difficult for ME wives to communicate why 

they wear hijab and how it ties to their religious identity.   

 Out of desperation some women risked losing a lot of time by going back to their 

countries in order to improve their English first, ironically enough, and then try to return to 

the U.S. One participant shared an anecdote about her friend: 
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A friend in the Iranian community said that’s what she did. She came here, and her 

 English wasn’t very good. She had a single entry visa so she went back to Iran and 

 applied again. It took about eight months and while she was waiting she went to 

 English classes there. Then she came here and her English was much better and she 

 applied and tested to go to University here and was successful. People do  these 

 things. Here it is so expensive to go to English classes, at the Academic building, 

 especially for people with no income. I think the resident rate was $3000. (Iranian 

 wife, interview #11, February 2016)  

 

 This language challenge limits the influence of ME wives both in the U.S. and in their 

home countries. They cannot express themselves, explain their culture, religion, what life is 

like in their country, or have a cross cultural exchange with American people. There is also a 

lack of confidence and fear in practicing and learning English because they do not want to 

make mistakes and have people think that they are uneducated women when the exact 

opposite is true; they all have a minimum of a bachelor’s degree from their respective 

countries.   

Affordable Childcare  

 In ME culture and most other cultures outside the West, the extended family plays an 

important role in raising children. Grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and close family 

friends all help young couples, especially new mothers, raise their children. The ME wives 

ages ranged between twenty-two through thirty-six. See Figure 8.  
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  Figure 8. Illustrates ME wives age range 

  

 

 Fourteen of the twenty ME wives have children, some with toddlers, others with 

newborns. The number and ages of their children varied. See figures 9 and 10.  
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Figure 9. Illustrates ME wives’ number of children 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Illustrates the ages of ME wives’ children 
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 These ME wives are severed from their family network and have found themselves in 

a foreign country with no extended family close by to help them raise their children. An Iraqi 

wife explained the importance of family support in caring for her three children:  

 

The most difficult challenge is my kids and I’m missing my mother in law and my 

 mom. I have three kids, I spend the whole week with them, because my husband is so 

 busy with his studies… you can have new energy to be with them, I want to MISS 

 them. (Iraqi wife, Interview #15, personal communication, March 2016)  

 

When asked what they would like to change about their lifestyle, a clearly exhausted 

Jordanian wife with three children, two toddlers and a three-month-old baby, answered, “Get 

some rest from the children” (Jordanian wife, Interview #18, personal communication, March 

2016). An Iraqi wife echoed the importance of support from extended family: 

 

Also my family lived with me in Iraq so I can drop off my kids with my mom if I 

 needs to. Here in the U.S.A. I don’t have my family with me so if I need to do 

 something for myself I should provide daycare. (Iraqi wife, Interview #13, 

 personal communication, March 2016)  

 

Although there are many benefits to family support in caring for children, several 

wives, including Egyptian, Iranian, Iraqi and Jordanian wives, also expressed the 

disadvantages to this tradition, which concerned the kind of influence and unsolicited advice 

that in-laws or parents may exert on couples. A Jordanian wife elaborated on this subject:  
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Over there maybe your father-in-law or mother-in-law, can have influence in your 

 business. They can get involved in your life, give you an opinion, you can do this 

 better this way, and you need to follow to show respect but here you can do 

 whatever you want to do and you are far away from that. (Jordanian wife,  Interview 

 #18, personal communication, March 2016) 

 

In regards to childcare, the advantages and disadvantages of the family network are 

evident where each scenario brings a different set of outcomes for the ME wives. Without a 

close-knit family network present in College Station, the next best option is affordable 

childcare, which is incredibly difficult to find for ME wives, who do not have an income. 

There is a long waiting list for quality daycare programs that are in high demand. An Iranian 

wife with a newborn explained the process: 

 

You have to register a year in advance. It is the same for those who are graduate 

 students and have children. The daycare at the university is completely full and you 

 have to wait your turn next year. It is very expensive too. (Iranian wife, Interview #8, 

 personal communication, March 2016) 

 

A Turkish wife with a special needs child confirmed, “A couple of them have high 

ratings and I was put on a one-year waiting list. I think when people get pregnant they go and 

get on the waiting list” (Turkish wife, Interview #3, personal communication, March 2016). 

Affordable childcare is a crosscutting issue related to the ME wives’ lack of income, 

separation from their extended families as well as their isolated lifestyle in the College 
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Station community. Essentially these ME wives are prisoners in their own homes, spending 

the entire day with their children, with no time for themselves, waiting for their husbands to 

return from campus. This monotonous lifestyle affects these women’s psychological well-

being and reinforces gender roles.  

Several Egyptian, Iranian, Iraqi, and Turkish, women described their worries 

regarding raising their children in the U.S. and the lack of exposure to the cultures of their 

country of origin. An Egyptian wife admitted her future worries: 

 

The other thing I worry about is my daughter. I am afraid to raise her here. 

 Everything is open so there is a lot of freedom here and I don’t like this, maybe she 

 will learn things from school and will want a boyfriend and this is not acceptable in 

 our culture. I am afraid to stay here since the culture is so different. (Egyptian wife, 

 Interview #17, personal communication, April 2016) 

 

Contrary to this view an Iranian wife explained:  

 

In Iran children are raised a certain way, here it is different, it is another way. 

 There are some good things about how it is done in Iran and some good things 

 about how it is done here. I would like for my child to be independent. In Iran 

 children are very dependent on parents and the family. (Iranian wife, Interview #8, 

 personal communication, March 2016) 
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This concern is a common theme for immigrant Muslim women in the U.S. In their 

book Muslim Women in America: The Challenge of Islamic Identity Today, Yazbeck Haddad, 

Smith, and Moore explore this issue and confirm that there exists, “unique challenges [for] 

Muslims raising their children in America, a Western culture with values and norms that do 

not necessarily mesh well with Islamic tradition” (Yazbeck Haddad, Smith, & Moore, 2011, 

p. 284).  The conflict between raising your children and instilling your country of origin’s 

culture in them while living in a secular country is a common narrative for immigrant 

families; desperately trying to connect with their ‘Americanized’ children, who are also 

struggling to establish their own unique bicultural identities.  

Identity  

 As previously discussed, Dr. Abdolkarim Soroush, a leading Iranian reformer and 

Rumi scholar, offers insights on religion and politics, two opposing forces, in the geopolitical 

landscape of the ME. He argues that, “establishing an equilibrium between the Islam of truth 

and Islam as an identity is one of the most difficult tasks of religious intellectuals” (A. 

Soroush, personal communication, October, 14 2014). Dr. Soroush’s argument is evident in 

every interview conducted with each ME wife. See figure 11 for the distribution of religious 

affiliation between the ME wives.  
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Figure 11. Illustrates ME wives religious affiliation 

 

 

For Muslim women their identity is intensely intertwined with their faith in God, their 

religious obligations, and their relationship with their families. An identity separate from 

faith or family ties or a value system independent of these two factors does not exist. 

Religion and identity are mutually exclusive, “Just think about anything in your life that you 

feel like you are defining yourself with it. For instance, your family, that is part of your 

identity, you are attached to them” (Turkish wife, Interview #3, personal communication, 

March 2016) stated a Turkish wife, who struggled to define herself and establish her identity 

in an American context. When asked how often they are in contact with their extended 

family, the majority of women confessed that it is a life line and daily habit for them. See 

figure 12.  
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Figure 12. Illustrates ME wives contact frequency with extended family 

 

 

Twelve out of twenty women stated that they wear the veil. When asked why they 

wear the veil or how they would explain it to someone who is curious, all interviewees 

expressed the importance of applying religion to every part of their lives, pleasing God, 

fulfilling their religious duties per the Qur’an, and demonstrating modesty by wearing the 

veil by choice and when they have the conviction to do so. In regards to religious duties, an 

Egyptian participant stated that wearing the veil is important to her because: 

It is part of my religion, it is part of what I believe. It is one of the important parts  that 

 I don’t want to let go of. And like when it comes to me it’s something that’s off my 

 shoulders. I have a lot to worry about like praying and fasting and dealing  with 

 people very nicely…and a lot of things and [hijab] is one less thing, one small thing 
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 off my shoulders. (Egyptian wife, Interview #5, personal communication, March 

 2016) 

In regards to the veil in Turkey, radical secularism made wearing the veil forbidden in 

public spaces such as universities or government offices. When asked how being denied the 

veil made her feel, a Turkish participant argued: 

 You know identity matters, I feel like your personal freedom is really important.  It 

 doesn’t matter if you are Muslim, Christian, Atheist. A person has the right to do 

 whatever, believe whatever, as long as are not harming others. Banning your 

 headscarf is not so different than banning your short skirt, to my understanding. 

 Ok? If that girl wants to, and feels like it, as long as she’s not hurting anyone, she  can 

 do what she wants. In the same way I should be allowed to wear my headscarf. 

 (Turkish wife, Interview #3, personal communication, February 2016) 

 

This challenge not only holds true for women who wear the veil, but also for Western 

women who may own a scantily clad wardrobe. The crux of the issue is that women and their 

bodies are a source of great debate whether in ME society or Western society. 

In regards to wearing the veil in an American context, Muslim women struggle to fit 

into an existing Muslim subculture, (Yazbeck Haddad, Smith, & Moore, 2011). In contrast to 

radical secularism in Turkey, pacifist secularism in the U.S. poses its own unique problems. 

An Egyptian wife shared that her two sisters, one older and the other younger than her, do 

not wear the veil. They wore it for some time but took it off after years of wearing hijab. 

When asked why her sisters stopped wearing the veil, the participant answered:  
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The older one, she always had it on the back of her mind and part of it was being 

 harassed here. She didn’t like the part about being different; looking 

 different…She used to live in Memphis, that’s where she didn’t like it. That’s 

 where most of the harassment was and of course she doesn’t want to look  different. 

 (Egyptian wife, Interview #5, personal communication, March 2016)  

 

The social alienation experienced by Muslim women who wear the veil in the U.S. 

causes some to reconsider the reason they wear the veil and the fact that they are no longer 

able to blend in, attracting unwanted attention, which defeats part of the purpose of wearing 

the veil.  

When asked if they have ever been approached by anyone about why they wear the 

veil, an Egyptian participant expressed that she encountered this often and dealt with it 

differently each time: 

 The first couple of times it was just mixed feelings. I was fine, I didn’t feel 

 intimidated or anything, I just didn’t want to be the person responsible to explain 

 something this big. Cause I’m just like a tiny dot in everything. I don’t know 

 everything about the religion to explain it that good to someone that doesn’t know 

 anything about it. I don’t want to be responsible for something like this and I 

 didn’t know what to say that first time because my first interaction to talk to 

 someone who has no idea about it.  

 

I can talk to people that have different views, because we have the same 

 background, and not the same beliefs. That was the  first time and I think the last 
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 time I was asked about this was at the hairdresser and she asked about it and I 

 explained that like it was just my explanation about  it, it wasn’t THE explanation. 

 I talked to her about how it’s like protecting  something, like if you have some sort of 

 special gold or some kind of special  jewelry, you are not going to just leave it out 

 there and you put it inside a box and have an alarm in a museum. That’s how I 

 explain it. When I thought about it after that, it wasn’t maybe the  best explanation, 

 but it was mine and that’s what I felt about it. This is why I get mixed feelings 

 because like this is what I believe and at the same time I don’t want her repeating that 

 thing because I don’t want to be responsible for that. (Egyptian wife, Interview #5, 

 personal communication, March 2016) 

 

The explanations for wearing the veil are as diverse as the Muslim women who 

choose to wear it. This reflects the fact that the veil is a personal choice and not forced upon 

Muslim women, even though by religious standards the Qur’an commands that Muslim 

women cover themselves when they are ready to do so. Depending on the country of context 

this religious duty is optional or mandatory, as is the case in the Islamic Republic of Iran. All 

five Iranian wives interviewed do not wear the veil. This significant difference between 

Iranian women and Arab women is partly due to the oppressive and theocratic Iranian regime 

and the fact that wearing hijab is mandatory and expressing your opinions results in being 

arrested and jailed. An Iranian wife gave her view: 

In Iran you are born Muslim, raised in a Muslim family, and all the relatives are 

 Muslim, we haven’t had exposure to much else or something that it different,” 

 shares an Iranian participant, “Here there is a difference between something that is an 
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 obligation or mandatory and being able to decide and choose for yourself. When you 

 have come to the conclusion that a religion or beliefs are truly for you then you really 

 have a connection and roots to it. But if it is forced on you from the beginning and 

 you must accept it, it is not the same. (Iranian wife, Interview #8, personal 

 communication, March 2016) 

  This observation rings true throughout the Iranian immigrant community in the U.S. 

and establishing an identity divorced of religion and a belief system forced upon you is a 

significant challenge for Iranian women.  

When asked about her lifestyle in Iran and how it compares to the U.S., one 

participant immediately described the mandatory veiling requirement and explained, at 

length, how it affected her views about the veil or hijab: 

 

 It is quite different. In Iran we are required to wear hijab, and a different set of 

 beliefs. Here we have the same beliefs but with a different style/way. For example 

 in an Islamic country like Iran there is a certain dress code for wearing hijab, here 

 I wear hijab but I don’t accept it with the scarf. I wear conservative clothing that 

 covers my body and don’t show too much skin but I don’t accept the scarf on my 

 head or cover my hair.  With respect to beliefs and faith, it is the same beliefs and 

 faith I had in Iran, with the exception of wearing hijab.  

 

 This is a free country, and if you wear a headscarf people will look at you more 

 because the majority of people, 90%, don’t wear hijab and 10% do, well that 10% 

 will be looked at and  paid more attention to.  So I felt like it wasn’t necessary for 
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 me in this country. Why should I bother myself, I like to be free and comfortable.  I 

 feel like if I don’t cover my head then I can better connect with the people here. 

 Since I had decided to come and be freer, I like to really learn the culture here.  

 

 Since I am here I want to immerse myself in its diversity and I feel like if I cover  my 

 head then there may be a distance created. So without a headscarf I can make 

 better connections. When you don’t wear a scarf your religion is not obvious to 

 other people and they won’t ask you what your religious beliefs are. But if you 

 wear a headscarf others know you’re a Muslim right away and they label you. So  I 

 prefer not to wear it and go to the religious events at the mosque here and have my 

 own beliefs, but I like to blend into the majority. In Iran it is the same, I must 

 wear the scarf to blend. (Iranian wife, Interview #11, personal communication, 

 March 2016) 

 

 There is a clear distinction here between Arab women, who are proud of being 

Muslim and want to show people who they are and inform people about Islam while Iranians 

prefer to keep their beliefs personal and not advertise it to the general public. This is yet 

another implication of the effects of an oppressive Islamic State on the population. Iranian 

people are fatigued from religious rhetoric and wholly reject the State’s brand of Islam, 

which creates an identity crises loaded with confusion and angst.  

Due to widespread Islamophobia in the U.S., Muslim women who wear hijab are 

experiencing an increasing amount of discrimination. This was evident in the stories of 

discrimination several women shared regarding the veil: 
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Sometimes I wear black, all black, they look at me like ‘oh..she is this or that…’I  feel 

 bad. I think they should respect me. However I wear it. Don’t look at just the 

 outside, look inside me. They just don’t understand. They don’t like this. They 

 fear this. Because when you see in social media, the abaya, the black hijab, so 

 they think I am not good. (Jordanian wife, Interview #6, personal  communication, 

 March 2016) 

 

A Palestinian wife first alluded to the discrimination she has endured before 

 delving into the details:  

 

Well, sometimes, there are a few things that make you uncomfortable. Like once I 

 was at the mall, at Macy’s, one of the girls, she was in a group, she looked at me and 

 said ‘I don’t like Muslims’. She wasn’t talking to me directly; she was talking to her 

 group. (Palestinian wife, Interview #6, personal communication, April 2016) 

 

A Jordanian wife shared her travel experience at U.S. airports:  

 

 Something I want to tell you is that because of the media when we are in the 

 airport, I feel afraid. I have a sister in New Mexico and when I travel to see her for 

 a couple of months, I think they have this judgment. I think I stand for like 10 

 minutes while they are checking for everything, name, date. My husband was 

 looking to see what was going on. They just try to find something in your papers. 

 Just to check you all the time because they feel afraid or something like this and 
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 they have this strange look, like here in Houston. I don’t know, I think that is 

 because of media. (Jordanian wife, Interview #6, March 2016) 

 

A Jordanian wife shared a story about her friend’s disturbing experience at an apartment 

complex in College Station, which touched on not only the level of ignorance of common 

citizens but also law enforcement: 

 

 Once my friend told me that her neighbor, when he saw her wear hijab he just feel 

 angry he looked at her in a bad way and he started to be very angry and say 

 something. I don’t know what he said. But he is angry at her. When they call the 

 police and tell them, our neighbor do that, the police just tell them that you have to 

 have a gun in your own so if he do something, they can protect. So they just 

 move.  (Jordanian wife, Interview #6, March 2016) 

 

A Palestinian wife echoed a similar experience about her friend:  

 

 Once a policeman said to my friend’s husband… ah she was in the car with her 

 husband and the police was talking with her husband and said ‘why don’t you 

 have a gun in your car? At least when somebody come to harass your wife 

 because she is wearing this, maybe you should have something to defense her’. Ok 

 that’s not what we think about.  (Palestinian wife, Interview #6, March 2016)	 

	

 Given the prevalent stereotypes about Muslims, the police officer’s recommendation 

was preposterous, a Muslim man using a gun to protect his veiled wife; this does not solve 
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any of the issues at hand. On some level, these negative experiences for Muslim women who 

choose to wear the veil are an attack on their identity. The religious discrimination they 

encounter shapes their impressions of an intolerant West and may even degrade their 

religious identity when faced with repetitive episodes of harassment. The challenges Arab 

women face, “are not only connected to education, unemployment, illiteracy, the imbalance 

in equality and equal opportunities, or even the feminization of poverty. Arab women are 

now facing a unique challenge: the challenge of identity” (MENA, 2014, p. 2). While 

Islamophobia is an attack on the Muslim woman’s identity, circumstances for Muslim 

women are further complicated in the post modern era, which is rife with internal conflict as 

three major groups, fundamentalists, reformers, and extremists, with overwhelming 

differences in ideology and theology, compete to establish a majority (Moore, 2015). The 

range of views on the veil and how it ties to the Muslim identity is as diverse as the country 

of origin and context of the socialization processes to which these women were exposed. 

Indeed an Islamic reformation is well overdue to reconcile the conflict between religious and 

national identity.  

Healthcare 

Even after the passage of the Affordable Care Act in 2010, access to quality 

healthcare continues to be a contentious debate in the U.S. Many participants in this study 

offered their opinions about the complicated and poor quality healthcare system is in this 

country. Several ME wives were healthcare professionals in their country of origin and were 

awed by the expensive and yet mediocre healthcare system in the U.S. An Iranian wife who 

was a doctor in Iran shared her critique:  
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 Yes coming from a medical background, I can tell you that the healthcare system 

 here is totally political. It doesn’t really have to do with whether the candidates 

 want to establish a good healthcare system in society or not. For you, medical 

 assistance is not very easily accessible. For example going to the emergency 

 room, finding a good dentist, it’s like anything you want to do has question marks 

 all over it. If you want to go get a check up, they ask why, if you get a check up and 

 your cholesterol is high then it goes into your file and becomes some kind of 

 precondition and the next thing you know your insurance bills are higher because  of 

 it. In Iran, Canada, Europe this doesn’t exist. When I came here I noticed it and 

 thought ‘wow, this country doesn’t have one of the most basic things, access to 

 healthcare, as part of their minimal welfare system or public good’. You know? 

 (Iranian wife, Interview #9, March 2016). 

 

 Five participants had exceptionally challenging personal or family health issues and 

shared these difficulties in heartbreaking detail. An Egyptian wife explained that her husband 

and daughter have health insurance, but that she does not because she had a miscarriage 

during her second trimester of pregnancy: 

 

 I had a DNC surgery 6 months ago, so after that they raised it from $40 a month to 

 $400 a month and I got out of the plan. We’ve been trying to have a baby for a year 

 and a half now but I have had two miscarriages. One of them was big, I was about 13 

 weeks and I had to have the surgery. And then the health insurance skyrocketed after 

 that. (Egyptian wife, Interview #4, personal communication, March 2016) 
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 A Turkish wife talked about her difficult pregnancy that resulted in a premature baby 

girl, who is now almost three years old but suffers from severe developmental challenges.  

 

 We have Medicaid and my daughter is covered. She was born prematurely; I was  on 

 bed rest for 11 weeks and then another 5 weeks in the hospital after giving birth. Her 

 medical bills were covered but mine were not. It was so bad. I wish no one 

 experiences that. The medical system sucks, it is awful. I have never seen  such a 

 terrible system anywhere. I have been to other countries and their system is not 

 perfect but it is better than here. (Turkish wife, Interview #3, personal 

 communication, March 2016) 

 

 Another Turkish wife expressed the medical complications she endured within six 

months of moving to and living in the College Station.  

 

 My daughter has Medicaid but I don’t have health insurance. I had a kidney 

 problem when we first came here. I dropped a stone. It was really hard. It is good  to 

 forget the hard things. We don’t have any Medicaid or enough money to pay 

 insurance. When we apply, the people in the office tell us ‘you cannot have 

 Medicaid for yourself because you are not a refugee. This is interesting also. I 

 won the green card, I should have more rights or at least the same rights as 

 refugees. And most of these ladies their husbands are going to school and they 

 don’t have any healthcare. It is so expensive to pay health insurance. In Turkey we 

 had private health insurance and you can go to hospitals that were public or 
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 private.  We have the government insurance that is also available and also the 

 private company insurance. We cannot afford health insurance here right now. 

 (Turkish wife, Interview #1, personal communication, March 2016)  

 

 An Iranian wife who is a new mother shares her experience about her pregnancy and 

after giving birth to her daughter, who is four months old.   

 

No, I don’t have health insurance. When I was pregnant and going to give birth, I  had 

 insurance because my child was going to be a citizen. But after birth I no longer 

 have insurance now. I could get the University health insurance but the monthly rate 

 is very expensive. (Iranian wife, Interview #8, personal communication, March 2016) 

 

 An Iranian wife explained her frustrations about the lack of access to quality medical 

care and how perplexing it was for to discover how medical practice in Iran is actually 

superior and that the only exception is that the facilities and infrastructure in the U.S. is 

better.  

 

But if I need to go to see a doctor, I have a lot of issues with this here. I have an 

 issue with hair loss and going to see a doctor is incredibly expensive and this 

 situation is making me very unhappy. In Iran, anytime you needed medical care I 

 could easily go to a specialist for my ailment. Here, fees for just a simple doctor’s 

 visit is expensive. Prescription drugs, all of it is problematic. Iranian doctors are 

 much better than the doctors here. Their diagnosis is much better. The only thing  that 
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 is better here are the facilities. If someone comes to America for healing, it 

 would be just for the facilities reason. A lot of my friends have said that the 

 doctors here have given them poor diagnosis. One girl had been told that she has 

 bladder cancer and scared her about dying soon but she got a second opinion from 

 a doctor in Iran and it turned out that she just had a urinary tract infection. I don’t 

 know why their doctors are like this. My husband was saying these doctors are the 

 terrible ones that barely passed their exams in medical school. In Iran medical 

 school in Tehran is a monster, only the best and brightest study there. (Iranian 

 wife, Interview #10, personal communication, February 2016) 

 

The experiences of ME wives with the U.S. healthcare system offers critical insights 

about the shortcomings of the most powerful country in world with a broken health care 

system that does not invest in its citizens’ basic health, let alone people considered ‘aliens’ in 

this country. The most embarrassing discovery is the lack of access to healthcare for new 

mothers, which demonstrates a lack of prioritization for maternal health, especially for 

women who hold a non-resident visa status. A newborn baby birthed in the U.S. is 

considered an American citizen, and yet the baby’s ‘alien’ mother’s health is not considered 

important to the baby’s development.  

Education  

 All ME wives had bachelor’s degrees at a minimum, several had Master’s degrees 

and a few had PhDs or Medical degrees. See Figure 13.  
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Figure 13. Illustrates ME wives education level 

 

 

 Nine out of twenty wives expressed that they aspire to continue their studies and 

obtain at least a Master’s degree during their time here in the U.S. But many women felt 

discouraged to pursue another advanced degree due to several challenges, the English 

language barrier, childcare responsibilities or facing especially stringent admission 

requirements at TAMU. 

 An Iranian wife detailed her aspirations for pursuing an education at TAMU and the 

obstacles she faced in this endeavor.  

 We came here in September and I haven’t gone anywhere. I have been studying for 

 the GRE. I applied to a PhD program last year but didn’t get accepted and now I 

 can’t apply again because my husband will finish his degree before me now so I 
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 don’t have the PhD option anymore. We wanted to finish together. Now we don’t 

 have this option so I decided to try for a Master’s. Here education is valued 

 differently as compared to Iran. For example, here you can get your master’s and 

 find a job, easily, and make a lot more money than someone who has a PhD in 

 Iran. Most Americans prefer to get their master’s and start working and make 

 money, than to pursue a PhD. My problem is with the university. Some of the 

 departments compare internationals to the native speakers when it comes to 

 acceptance into their program. Some departments don’t do this, they judge 

 applicants in their own separate groups, Americans, and Internationals. (Iranian 

 wife, Interview #7, personal communication, February 2016)  

 

Another Iranian wife confirmed the exceedingly strict admission requirements for her field of 

study.  

 

A&M is so difficult to get into. I had great scores and they didn’t admit me. I still 

 don’t understand why. The second time I applied, they told me to go work as a 

 volunteer and get some experience to improve my application. I went and tried to 

 find a volunteer position and they told me since I am F-2 visa status I am not 

 allowed to volunteer in the lab. They said you can come observe, that’s it. I went and 

 did this too and would show interest, attend seminars, etc. The faculty member would 

 see me and my presence. But still I wasn’t admitted. (Iranian wife, Interview #10, 

 personal communication, February 2016)  
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 A Jordanian wife pointed at the numerous obstacles she faces and hinted at the 

disappointment she feels about the kind of life she agreed to when she committed to 

supporting her husband by accompanying him to the U.S. while he pursued his Ph.D.: 

 

 You get married and you come here and you can’t see anything anymore. The 

 other thing is that you don’t work and it is very hard to study and especially here at 

 A&M and it is hard to get accepted into the Master’s work. (Jordanian wife, 

 Interview #6, personal communication, March 2016) 

   

 Wives with children stated that if they could find quality childcare that is affordable 

then they would continue their studies and pursue another degree in the U.S. The English 

language barrier and lack of access to childcare are two cross-cutting challenges that hinder 

ME wives from pursuing an advanced degree at an American university, which holds 

considerable value in their home countries. This is a lost opportunity not only for these 

women but also for the U.S. and the wives’ countries of origin.  

 An advanced degree from the U.S. translates to better opportunities for ME wives 

upon their return to their home countries, where they can impart change regarding gendered 

perceptions of females in their professions by becoming high caliber professionals in their 

respective fields. ME wives make great sacrifices by abandoning their careers and their lives 

in their home countries in order to accompany their husbands to the U.S. and support them in 

obtaining their PhDs. This reinforces the gendered idea that a man’s education and career is 

valued above a woman’s, especially if she is ultimately expected to bear and rear children. 



	73	

All twenty cases beg the question of whether the husband’s of ME wives would reciprocate 

and support their wives, if they were to pursue advanced degrees in the U.S.  

No Income 

All participants in this study expressed that they do not have an income and depend 

on their husband’s graduate student income to survive. See figure 14.  

Figure 14. Illustrates type of income provided by ME wives’ husbands 

All ME wives are well educated and most women worked before coming to the U.S. 

with their husbands. The ME wives sacrifice a significant amount of time in support of their 

husbands and for their sake of their marriages, which range from less than one year to over 

nine years. See figure 15. 
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Figure 15. Illustrates ME wives length of marriage 

 

 

Now, due to their F-2 visa status, they are not allowed to work and have become 

housewives. They hold either bachelor or master’s degrees in engineering, veterinary science, 

economics, nursing, physics, marketing, etc. and were productive members of society in their 

home countries. When they came to the U.S. they are confined to the home, one participant 

expressed how offended she was when an employee at International Student Services told her 

to enjoy her time here when the problem is that she just has too much free time.  

Many ME wives shared their disdain for spending all of their time at home. As this 

Iranian wife protested:  

 My husband is getting his PhD, which is great but I feel like I am wasting my 

 time here. I never had the idea in my head that I will be a housewife like my 
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 Mom. I like to be active in society. When I have kids, I wouldn’t want them to 

 think that I am uneducated and don’t do anything. I want to be a mother who is 

 productive and knowledgeable about the society I am living in so that I can be 

 friends with my children and teach them how to navigate it for themselves. (Iranian 

 wife, Interview #11, personal communication, February 2016) 

  

 An active Turkish wife who has a degree in childhood development shared her 

frustrations with being reduced to a housewife: 

 

 I would be able to do a Master’s or PhD in Turkey or I could work but here I am  just 

 a housewife and just have to stay home. I don’t like. I don’t like being home so much. 

 That’s a hard challenge for me. (Turkish wife, Interview #12, personal 

 communication, March 2016) 

 

 An Iraqi wife echoes the same frustrations about the drastic change from working and 

being productive to being also exclusively confined to the home, “over there in Iraq, I was 

working and here I am a housewife and stay at home with the kids. It is hard for me to be 

able to work or study because I am here with my husband” (Iraqi wife, Interview #13, 

personal communication, March 2016). Another Iraqi wife sarcastically declared, “If I 

preferred to be a housewife then maybe I would not have gone to university at the beginning 

at all” (Iraqi wife, Interview #14, personal communication, March 2016). An Iranian wife 

reflected on her circumstances and regretfully declared, “Sometimes I think if possible, 

maybe I wouldn’t have come here. Sometimes it is so hard to not see my father and mother 
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and family. I have these thoughts a lot that I wish I hadn’t come” (Iranian wife, Interview 

#10, personal communication, March 2016).   

 Another Iranian wife thoughtfully shared the common conundrum among 

international spouses in College Station:  

 

 I wish they would offer good classes and activities for women who are spouses 

 here so that they don’t sit at home all day. Everyone who comes to this country, 

 Japanese, Chinese, anywhere, they are educated people and forced to sit around for 

 2, 3, 5 years with nothing to do” (Iranian wife, Interview #11, personal   

 communication, March 2016).  

 

 An Egyptian wife voiced her concerns about how constricting her financial situation 

has been, “The most important thing is the salary for my husband. It is too low. We are not 

able to go out, travel somewhere or do some activity because the income is too low” 

(Egyptian wife, Interview #17, personal communication, April 2016).  

For ME wives, being a housewife is yet another source of psychological stress. They 

have limited social interactions, they are severed from their extended family, do not have a 

strong command of the English language, they are isolated, and do not have their own 

income. When asked if there are any challenges experienced in the U.S. that they do not face 

in their home country, a young Jordanian wife who is pregnant with her first child quickly 

mumbled, “Challenges? For me, I think nothing, maybe my husband and money is my 

problem… I think we are good here. There are no challenges at all” (Jordanian wife, 

Interview #6, personal communication, March 2016), where she accidentally disclosed 
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marital challenges and quickly attempted to dismiss it by recanting. No income, especially 

for women with children, creates severe financial dependence on their husbands, who receive 

an insufficient salary as graduate students and carry different stressors and worries with 

them. This is another source of increased marital strain and cause of unintended female 

subordination within a marriage.  

Transportation  

Thirteen out of twenty participants expressed that transportation is a significant 

challenge for them. Many couples have only one car and the majority of the time the husband 

must use the car to drive to the TAMU campus. One participant was pregnant with her 

second child while pushing a stroller with her and walking a few miles to the grocery store or 

to a school in the middle of the summer in Texas. An Iraqi wife shared the details:  

How to deal with the kids by myself? Because I have two boys and they are so 

 hyper and noisy and active. The first one, he was in Pre-k and I didn’t have a 

 driver’s license so I couldn’t drive. Then I got pregnant with the second one and the 

 challenge was dropping off my older one at school and walking, pushing the 

 stroller while I was pregnant. It was so miserable and so hot in Texas. (Iraqi 

 wife, Interview #15, personal communication, March 2016)  

 

When asked what they would change about their lifestyle, an Egyptian wife, pregnant 

with her second child, first mentioned her language barrier and then mentioned 

transportation:  
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The next thing is to be able to drive a car because I am stuck at home. If something 

 happens suddenly, I get sick, or my daughter needs help, I cannot do anything, I will 

 have to wait for someone to come. (Egyptian wife, Interview #17, personal 

 communication, April 2016) 

 

Additionally some wives do not know how to drive, have not yet obtained their 

driver’s license or are simply afraid to drive, especially with young children in the car with 

them. Excerpts from several participants demonstrate their frustrations:  

 

 I would like to learn how to drive a car so that it will help me be more 

 independent, but the problem with that is that I need my husband to help me learn 

 how to drive. This will not work, he doesn’t have a lot of time to spend with me,  and 

 my family is not here for me to leave the kids with while my husband teaches me 

 how to drive. (Iraqi wife, interview #16, personal communication, March  2016) 

 

 A Turkish wife did not have much need for a vehicle when she lived in Turkey, but 

living in Texas brings an entirely different transportation requirement.  

 

 I do not know how to ride a car. I have a license but I did not drive much in 

 Turkey. I took the company bus or carpool. Here I am trying to learn and practicing 

 it. When we just came here and did not have a car, my husband and I wanted to go to 

 the market and we walked for over an hour. (Turkish wife,  Interview #1, personal 

 communication, March 2016) 
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 An Egyptian wife had become so accustomed to her monotonous routine and even 

apathetic about her transportation challenge but shared some insight about how transportation 

works in her home country: 

 

 Oh yes I forgot! I get used to the challenges and do not think about it. I am 

 working on getting my driver’s license. They are very strict about it and there are 

 rules, unlike Egypt, I got my license just by knowing people, which is bad. 

 (Egyptian wife, Interview #4, personal communication, March 2016) 

  

 An Iranian wife innocently expressed her lack of knowledge about procedures in the 

U.S., “And another thing is the challenge of learning how to drive. Where can you go to 

learn? In Iran we knew where to go but not here” (Iranian wife, Interview #11, personal 

communication, March 2016).  

 The wives’ inability to drive or lack of confidence to drive in the U.S. are symptoms 

of several issues tied to their lives back in their home countries, the first of which is the rule 

of law, and lack thereof. In Egypt for example, life is chaos and people are struggling to 

survive by any means necessary. Acquiring a driver’s license is not a organized affair where 

a citizen properly learns how to drive, but rather achieved by knowing the right person who 

can obtain a license for you regardless of whether you know how to drive or not.  The wives’ 

lack of confidence to drive in the U.S. is an indication of their severe dependence on their 

husbands to provide transportation as well as the English language barrier challenge, where 

these women may not be able to communicate their questions to an instructor or learn and 

understand all U.S. traffic laws. Lack of income and the cultural challenge for Muslim 
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women to enroll in driving school classes with a female instructor only, since a male 

instructor may be considered inappropriate, adds another layer of complexity to the 

transportation challenge. Some women explained that they had access to public 

transportation in their home countries, but that this is not the case in College Station. 

Although TAMU has an established bus transportation program, it is severely lacking when 

considering off-campus routes and the fact that only TAMU students are permitted to use the 

bus, which yet again limits ME wives’ options. This challenge is a reflection of the overall 

poor public transportation system in the U.S., especially in Texas where life is impossible 

without owning a vehicle.  

Entertainment  

All ME wives are well educated and were previously working professionals in their 

home countries before accompanying their husbands to the U.S. As the spouse of an 

international student at TAMU, these women currently hold F-2 visa status which severely 

limits their activities. They cannot work, pursue another degree, open a bank account, obtain 

a credit card, or even volunteer, especially on campus, if it is considered ‘work’ by some 

obscure rule or regulation. An Iranian wife explains: 

 

 When you are F-2 visa…it is like you have come and you’re just alive and that’s  it, 

 you can’t do anything else. America is more cultured. People from all over the 

 world come here and it is more technologically advanced and stronger. It is the #1 

 country in the world. I didn’t expect this country to be this tough on spouses who 

 come here and to be this limited. (Iranian wife, Interview #11, personal 

 communication, February 2016)  
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Since ME wives are severely limited in their activities and are either caring for their 

children or waiting for their husbands to return, they have no alternatives for occupying their 

time. The ME wives’ current circumstances is a rude awakening compared to their lifestyles 

in their home countries. See figures 16 and 17 for compare and contrast.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 16. Illustrates ME wives lifestyles in home country 
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Figure 17. Illustrates ME wives lifestyles in the U.S. 

 

 

In light of these hardships, the only saving grace may be the reduced cultural and 

social expectations they faced in their origin countries. While the isolation they bear is 

challenging the women shared what they appreciate and enjoy about living in College 

Station. See figure 18. 
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Figure 18. Illustrates ME wives responses to the benefits of living in College Station 

 

 

All participants expressed that they would like more entertainment options and family 

friendly activities in College Station. Due to the transportation issue, activities in surrounding 

cities, such as Houston or Austin, are inaccessible for the ME wives. When asked what kind 

of activities or entertainment they prefer, several ME wives mentioned private facilities for 

swimming, “maybe I can do something especially for women. A gym, swimming classes, 

massage,” (Jordanian wife, Interview #18, personal communication, April 2016). Several 

other wives shared this preference and suggested many other changes. See figure 19.  

0%	
5%	
10%	
15%	
20%	
25%	
30%	
35%	

College	Station	Pros	

College	
Station	
Pros	



	84	

 

Figure 19. Illustrates the changes ME wives would like to see in College Station 

 

An Iraqi wife shares similar confirms: 

Maybe a private exercise program for women. Swimming for example. Sometimes 

 the mosque rents the middle school swimming pool and it has happened maybe 

 twice in five years. A private salon. I don’t like to go to the  salon and a man is next to 

 me and sees my hair or getting my eyebrows done. (Iraqi wife, Interview #15, 

 personal communication, March 2016) 

 

Many participants offered creative long-term ideas about how they wish to spend 

their enormous amount of free time: 
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 More entertainment places, and places for children. When one of my family 

 members come here, I would like to take them to the zoo or aquarium. Something  like 

 this. I would like to exercise or go to a gym, where I can exercise without  hijab. 

 Another thing she said about swimming. I would like to swim. (Jordanian  wife, 

 Interview #6, personal communication, March 2016) 

 

 An Egyptian wife explained that College Station is outgrowing its humble beginnings 

quickly:  

 

 I would like to have more events done by the city. More events for different 

 cultures, because of the university there are a lot of different cultures here. More 

 family oriented places…More malls, having one option of everything really 

 sucks. The variety is small. It is not a small town anymore, it is getting bigger and 

 bigger. Activities, soccer, swimming, and just having a monthly issue of all the 

 activities going on. The classes for children are just five weeks and then you are on 

 your own for the rest of the year and when they do have classes opened there is a  lot 

 of people wanting to sign up and it is crowded and not everyone is allowed to get in. 

 (Egyptian wife, Interview #5, personal communication, March 2016)  

  

 An Iranian wife discussed the lack of social interactions with Texans and how she 

would like this to change:  
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 In general we have not have any friendships or interactions with Texas families 

 here. In Ohio we had a Mom and Dad. The University in Toledo had a host family 

 program. This would be awesome if it is also started here! (Iranian wife, Interview 

 #9, personal communication, March 2016) 

 

 An Iraqi wife mentioned cooking as a hobby and how she uses Facebook to blog 

about her culinary skills, “Yes it is, on facebook. Because all the social media and all the 

pages. When you try to make your day busy you want to show others. It is called Baghdadi 

cuisine” (Iraqi, Interview #15, personal communication, March 2016).  

 

An Egyptian wife provided insight into the plight of the single international men who are 

students at TAMU: 

 There are a lot of single international guys here and they don’t know how to cook  or 

 don’t have time to cook and some of them are getting upset stomach because of 

 eating out all the time. So what if we provided meals with a phone service and we  can  

 deliver the food to them? (Egyptian wife, Interview #4, personal communication, 

 March 2016) 

 

 An Egyptian wife expressed her interests in finding new hobbies, “I would love to 

have some hobbies. That’s what I’m trying to do, learn how to do something, knitting, 

quilting, cupcake decorating, anything” (Egyptian wife, Interview #4, personal 

communication, March 2016).  

   



	87	

 An Iranian wife provided a detailed vision of a future community center maintained 

by international spouses:  

 

 I wish at every university, they would have programs for international students and 

 create some kind of community center. If someone is a hairstylist, or knows 

 how to sew, bake desserts, has some other kind of skill, to have a skill exchange. 

 There is a lady I know who ran her own coffee shop in Iran. I don’t mean have 

 permission to work, because I know that is not allowed, but to just have access to 

 things you need within your own community. We have talked about this and 

 wanted to start something but have been too scared since we are all F-2 visa 

 status. We would like to have permission to cook Iranian food together and 

 provide it to single students here that don’t know how to cook. It would be a great 

 service. Both to keep the ladies busy and to help others in the community.  (Iranian 

 wife, Interview #11, personal communication, February 2016) 

  

 The ME wives all have a variety of ideas and skillsets to exchange, but they live in 

isolation due to their F-2 visa status and suffer from many restrictions and lack of options. As 

one of the Iranian wives suggested, a community center would solve issues ranging from 

language immersion, where the wives would practice their language within a multi-cultural 

community and learn from another, to occupying their time and forging meaningful 

relationships.  
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Halaal Foods 

 Halaal refers to actions or items permissible for consumption according to Islamic 

law. Halaal can apply to foods and beverages as well as daily activities (Halaal Choice, 

2011). In Islam there is a body of religious law that dictates how foods should be prepared 

and consumed. This concept is similar to Jewish laws concerning foods, i.e. kosher and the 

specific manner in which foods must be prepared and consumed (Judaism 101, 2011). 

Kashrut is the body of Jewish law dealing with what foods we can and cannot eat and how 

those foods must be prepared and eaten.  

 For Muslim families in College Station finding halaal foods is a problem. Not only 

are halaal food ingredients difficult to find, but also going out to restaurants for dinner has 

proven to be another challenge.  As one Turkish wife stated, “when we go out to eat we have 

very little selection of halaal food” (Turkish wife, Interview #12, personal communication, 

March 2016). Several wives explained that they are Muslims and since cannot find halaal 

food locally they, “have to go to Houston to find ingredients. Especially meats, they must be 

halaal” said an Iraqi wife (Interview #14, personal communication, March 2016). There is a 

new Arabic store that recently opened in Bryan, however it is quite expensive and these low-

income families have no other option but to travel to Houston and stock up on their primary 

halaal food needs. For a town with a substantial international student population and for a 

university as large and diverse as TAMU, a lack of access to halaal foods is a significant 

reflection of the community’s poor awareness and sensitivity to the Muslim population’s 

needs.  

 This lack of awareness intensifies all of the other challenges, language barrier, 

childcare, transportation, etc., and alienates the international community, especially Muslims, 
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and forges an impression that they are not welcomed or cared for in this country. These 

underlying impressions could result in an array of repercussions to include a growing anti-

American sentiment abroad.  

Religious Imposition and Other Latent Issues  

Thirteen out of twenty participants expressed their frustration and disappointment 

with their attempt to connect with the church communities in College Station. Many churches 

offer English classes, music as well as art programs, but the wives soon discovered that these 

services came with certain conditions. When asked about their experiences with the church 

programs, several participants shared their stories: 

 

 Yes, Christians here are the same. If someone doesn’t have faith then you have to  go 

 pray for them. The churches are so active, Chelsea has tea time on Thursdays and 

 invites all the internationals to read the Bible and they individually ask you 

 what your opinion is about it. I went a few times then I saw that they want to 

 convert me and decided not to go. (Iranian wife, Interview #10, personal 

 communication, February 2016)  

 

 An Egyptian wife honestly disclosed her motivations for attending English courses at 

a local church: 

 

 I wanted to improve my English so I went to the courses offered at the church and 

 it happened only once in a week for one hour. The topics covered were not useful  to 
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 me either so I stopped going because I don’t think I could get much benefit 

 from it. (Egyptian wife, Interview #17, personal communication, March 2016) 

 

 A Turkish wife searching for genuine friendship felt that: 

 

 You can find friends from church and organizations but when you meet them 

 from there and they are talking about religion and trying to convince you. You 

 know what I mean. This is not the right way. You just want to be friends and talk 

 about normal things like your friends in your own country. This is a handicap I 

 think. You can find friends from there, you can improve yourself in lots of things  in 

 terms of language and lifestyle learning and how to live in the US in better 

 conditions. But when they are talking like that you cannot look at them just as 

 your friend and be yourself. I can make the same to them and try to convince 

 them also but this is not in the picture of friendship that I see. (Turkish wife, 

 Interview #1, personal communication, March 2016) 

  

 An Iraqi wife candidly explained why she did not find interaction with the local 

churches very helpful:  

 

 The churches they teach you very simple things and then talk about the Bible 

 mostly so you do not learn what you need and every day conversational things, for 

 example, when you go to the doctor. We need good information that is useful. I 

 went to the Grace Bible Church once a week and the first hour of the class they are 
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 just talking about the Bible. We are not against this, it is just not useful. I think 

 they know everybody is from different cultures. We know the Bible stories, but it  is 

 our version from our religion. So I do not need to know about this. I need to 

 know words for conversation. (Iraqi wife, Interview #16, personal  communication, 

 March 2016)  

 

In their effort to break out of their daily routine and isolation, the ME wives tried to 

immerse themselves into the community, meet people and build relationships through the 

churches in College Station, however they encountered an atmosphere that was not 

conducive to their needs. The churches’ priority to educate internationals about Christianity 

caused more harm than good and created an uncomfortable environment where the ME wives 

often felt that Christian people are trying to convert them when they already have their 

established faith and values. When asked what they value and what they hold important in 

their lives the women expressed that they follow moral codes as prescribed by Islam and that 

they wish to inform non-Muslims about the goodness of their faith. See figure 20.  
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Figure 20. Illustrates ME wives values 

 

 

This periphery issue connects back to a macro issue previously discussed regarding 

the West’s narrative and imposition of their belief systems into the ME region. When asked 

about what the Egyptian people wanted when the Arab Spring first began and if it was indeed 

a democracy, an Egyptian wife provided invaluable insight and answered at length: 

 

 I think it was that initially it started by asking for a different person and then it 

 moved, no we want a better system, in order to have a better person in charge. 

 Instead of putting another dictator in charge, we want a different system. And 

 then the worse thing happened. I think the worse thing that happened is when it 

 came time to choose the person to be in charge, we didn’t even find the right 

 people. We didn’t find the actual people to choose from. So we had to choose 

 from one person from the old regime, and he was literally part of the old regime and 
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 the other one was a new regime. So we tried the new one and the new one  sucked so 

 we went back to the old one again because no one was running against him that 

 was.. you know, the one you know is better than the one you don’t  know…People 

 who knew the truth knew we were not ready for a democracy.  You cannot take a 

 country and change it radically like that. We are looking for a way to pave the way to 

 a democracy but not a democracy right away.  

 

 Even if you bring someone from the outside and put them in, which should never 

 happen, it will not work. People will not adjust to this. It will take time. It will 

 take a lot of generations to build this up. This is all we want, just a start to pave this 

 way. Nothing happened and now we are back to square…well I think we are at 

 negative five, not zero. (Egyptian wife, Interview #5, personal communication, 

 March 2016) 

 

From the West’s perspective democratic values, freedom and liberty, are necessary 

ideals for a prosperous society, however this ideology is not a perfect fit for the multitude of 

histories and country contexts in the ME region. The Syrian refugee crisis is yet another case 

and point regarding the ramifications of outside actors meddling in internal conflicts. When 

asked about what the solution to the refugee crisis may be, a Jordanian wife, whose country 

is experiencing immense pressure due to the crisis, firmly stated: 

 I think they should let them solve their problems internally. Don’t get other 

 countries or other people to get inside the country because once they get in 

 everyone wants their own privileges, if the country has oil, they want to come in and 
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 take the oil. So I think every country should solve its problems internally.  With 

 refugees you can’t just turn them away, that’s not good. But that’s it; I think 

 they should solve their political issues internally. And I think that people are not 

 prepared for good democracies because you see in Jordan and Syria we have 

 political issues and even if we have the right to vote, you don’t vote for the good 

 person you vote for the bad person because they have some monies or your 

 relative, if they are your relative you have to vote for him even if he is not  qualified. 

 We are not prepared for democracy; we have some issues to solve  before we have 

 this whole experience. (Jordanian wife, Interview #6, personal communication, 

 March 2016) 

 

A Turkish wife shared a shocking fact about the refugee crisis in Turkey and the 

government’s strategy for dealing with the situation: 

We have a refugee problem from Syria, lots of people are coming to our country and 

 they can give votes. It is a really strange thing to understand. They cannot even spoke 

 Turkish or even understand it but they can give votes. They can vote. Because they 

 changed that rule also to get votes from refugees. I don’t know, people are  saying 2 

 million, but I think it is at least 4 or 5 million. (Turkish wife, Interview #1, 

 personal communication, March 2016) 

 

Even as a secular state, Turkey struggles with political corruption and upholding 

democratic values. Democracy in practice varies between countries, whether developed or 

developing, where the degree of democratization lies on a broad spectrum and is contingent 



	95	

upon the informal socio-cultural codes of conduct practiced. The internal issues the Jordanian 

wife referred to is beyond corruption, it is ‘clientelism’, a socio-cultural system tied to 

historical and cultural challenges and presents unique challenges to creating a democracy. 

According to Lindberg, ‘clientelism’ is “an informal political system based on personalized 

rule and organized through clientelistic networks of patronage, personal loyalty and 

coercion,” Lindberg argues that clientelistic institutions create an informal privatized State 

and erode democracy by impending on vertical and horizontal accountability across the 

political machine (Lindberg, 2013).  

America prides itself on being a ‘melting pot’ of cultures where according to the Bill 

of Rights; every individual has the freedom of speech, religion, assembly, and pursuit of 

happiness. However, Islamophobia and a lack of public facilities for Muslims threatens the 

most basic of freedoms guaranteed by the constitution for temporarily immigrant populations 

in the U.S. Several ME wives shared that there are a lack of public spaces for prayer. Since 

Muslims pray five times a day, when they are in public they must have proper facilities to use 

for prayer, otherwise they must schedule their activities around prayer times, which proves to 

be difficult and limits Muslims to their homes. This is the case for the ME wives: 

 

In Turkey we have a lot of mosques or masjids everyone but here we don’t have. For 

 example, when we go to a shopping mall we don’t have a place to pray. Sometimes 

 we have to use the fitting rooms to pray in. So that is kind of a problem here. 

 (Turkish wife, Interview #12, personal communication, March 2016) 
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 An Egyptian wife admits that due to the negative perceptions about Islam, she prefers 

to pray in her home and avoid having to do so in public: 

 

 Maybe when I pray, I am not able to pray in front of someone, for example 

 outside in the park. If I need to pray. I don’t’ feel good to pray in front of people. 

 Nobody talked to me but you feel there might be some emotion in their face if I did 

 that. I prefer to pray in my house but if they trust in us then I would feel 

 comfortable to pray in front of them. (Egyptian wife, Interview #17, personal 

 communication, April 2016)  

 

 When asked about people’s perception of Islam and how they feel about the manner 

in which Islam has been vilified due to extremist groups, many wives expressed the 

ignorance they have endured and wished they could change, “I would like to learn English 

very well…I would like to tell people more things about Islam and that it is not a terrorism 

religion” (Turkish wife, Interview #12, personal communication, March 2016).  

  

 When asked what is important and what they value, an Iraqi wife stated that 

demonstrating what Islam is really about to people is of utmost importance for her:  

 

 I need to show my morals to the US and I need other Muslim women to go to the 

 Mosque and the Muslim traditions and show to the others because they need to 

 know what we do. Like they go to church. We are good and we have good values  and 
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 good personality. We need to show all this to them. (Iraqi wife, Interview  #14, 

 personal communication, March 2016) 

 

 A Turkish wife that has witnessed the almost exclusively negative reporting about 

Islam in the media explained the beauty of her faith and the frailty present in all people:   

 

 Our Prophet says that if you kill someone, you have killed the entire world, you 

 have killed humanity, so one life is equal to all lives in our religion. In Islam you  are 

 not supposed to hurt people, not even mentally. If they were true Muslims  they would 

 not kill people they would avoid doing these things. This is not part of Islam. You 

 know, the Ku Klux Klan? They were Christians and killed many black people. 

 Bad people don’t have a religion, I think. In history, people from all religions 

 have killed people. Christians, Jewish, Israel is Jewish and they kill Palestinians and 

 this is a kind of terrorism. Even though we try to tell people that Islam doesn’t allow 

 this kind of terrorism. All people see on TV is that these attacks are by terrorists. We 

 are less than television; our voice is only a few and we cannot reach a lot of people 

 the way TV can. It will be hard to tell many people that Islam is a good religion. 

 People will just think that Islam is terrorism. So as Muslim people we should be very 

 careful about how we behave here to show people that Islam doesn’t tolerate 

 terrorism. (Turkish wife, Interview #12, personal communication, April 2016) 

 

 The ME wives were eager to share their insights about what they have experienced as 

a consequence of being a Muslim and relished the opportunity to be listened to and heard. 
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 When asked why they participated in the interview, an overwhelming majority stated 

that they wanted to help and more than enough free time to do so. See figure 21.  

 

 

 

Figure 21. Illustrates ME wives reasons for participating 

 

 

 More importantly, the ME wives were well aware of the negative and narrowly 

understood perception of Islam and happy to provide much needed understanding. They also 

felt that the media, especially U.S. media, does Islam a disservice by sensationalizing every 

terrorist attack and not investigating the deeper, more important questions about the religion. 

According to James Moore, of Cleveland State University, “research indicates that 

Americans know very little about Islam and stereotypes about Islam and Muslims are 
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pervasive and harmful” (Moore, 2015, p. 227). The experiences and consensus among ME 

wives demonstrates that non-Muslims have little awareness about Islam and that their 

knowledge is limited to what they are exposed to through mass media. These issues infringe 

upon the diversity and cultural inclusion that makes America so wonderful. In America, 

democracy, a beautifully complicated political experiment, continues to change and 

transform. Even though America has had over two hundred years to build its democracy, it is 

still quite imperfect.  
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CHAPTER VI 

   CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Conclusions 

 The objective of this thesis is two fold: a) to examine and illuminate the challenges 

wives of ME Ph.D. students at TAMU experience during their time in the U.S as a result of 

the overwhelming shift from war torn home countries to a democratic society in the U.S. and 

b) to create a pathway for graduate students to solve the challenges identified and 

empowering the wives during their time in the U.S. The intent of this research is to pave the 

way for several capstone courses designed by a joint effort between the Bush School and 

ALEC for graduate students interested in development careers where students gain valuable 

skills by addressing the challenges identified in this study. 

 A basic understanding of the historical and religious context of Islam, especially the 

Sunni and Shi’a factions and their schools of law was introduced in Chapter II. It is important 

to possess a basic understanding of these concepts in order to appreciate the importance of 

the results presented in Chapter V. A deeper grasp of the religious, cultural and gendered 

context under which the ME wives carry out their lives is the first and most crucial step 

towards empowering a marginalized group in both a local and international setting. 

Therefore, it is imperative to understand the appeal of Islam in order to address the 

challenges identified.  

 There is a severe lack of gender awareness in education and general ignorance about 

Islam and ME culture, especially in regard to the implementation of development programs. 

The researcher intends to facilitate increased awareness and academic exchange concerning 

ME gender issues in development and cultural awareness by making this research available 
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to ALEC and the Bush School faculty as a launching pad for several capstone graduate 

courses in development theory and practice.  

 This qualitative study consisted of a purposive sample of twenty (N=20) wives of ME 

PhD Students attending TAMU. The purposive sample criteria consisted of females, who are 

wives of ME Ph.D. students and have lived in the U.S. for six months or more. The ME 

wives were from six different nationalities, Egyptian, Iranian, Iraqi, Jordanian, Palestinian, 

and Turkish. In depth analysis of the interviews conducted revealed ten major themes 

common among the six different ME nationalities. These periphery challenges included: a) 

Language Barrier, b) Affordable Childcare, c) Identity d) Healthcare, e) Education, f) No 

Income g) Transportation h) Entertainment i) Halaal Foods j) Religious Imposition and other 

latent issues. This chapter offers a summary of these periphery challenges, how they apply to 

macro challenges, and recommended solutions. See figure 22 for a concept map of these 

challenges.  
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Figure 22 illustrates a conceptual map of the challenges of the ME wives 

 

 

 This concept map illustrates the contexts in which the ten periphery challenges are 

embedded: religious, cultural and social stratums. Each color-coded sphere represents a 

specific challenge, as shown by the key, and the number of participants whom identified this 

issue unique to their lives, as shown by the percent values. The arrows pointing in several 

directions signify that the language barrier challenge in particular is a cross cutting issue. 

However all ten challenges are both significant and interrelated, as the outer arching arrows 

illustrate.  
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Language Barrier 

 In the purposive sample of twenty (N=20) ME wives, 75% indicated that English as a 

second language is a significant challenge for them. As reluctant housewives, these women 

are isolated and live sedentary lives. As spouses, they are bound to the home due to their 

restrictive visa status and have minimal interaction with their neighbors or community. They 

do not have the same exposure to English language immersion as their husbands who attend 

classes and spend their days on campus. The wives strive for perfection and prefer to speak 

English without committing any mistakes, however their language skills suffer due to their 

fear of committing grammatical mistakes and difficulty in developing listening skills for 

varying regional English accents. The ME wives searched for and attended English classes 

offered through different organizations in the Bryan/College Station community, however 

these efforts were to no avail. Many wives stated that the English classes they attended were 

poor quality and were not classified for different proficiency levels, too expensive e.g. 

TAMU Academic Building was a rate of $3,000 for the semester, or at local churches were 

their religious beliefs were challenged by conversion attempts, or overcrowded with limited 

enrollment space, e.g. courses at Blinn College.  

 There are international implications to consider for English language proficiency. As 

Muslim women, the wives struggle to find a sense of belonging in a foreign land where they 

cannot express themselves and converse with others about their culture, life in their home 

countries, and their religious practices, which is especially important for Muslim women who 

choose to wear the veil. Being unable to properly communicate their cultural identity in the 

communities they live in during their time in the U.S. reinforces mainstream social 
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stereotypes about uneducated, oppressed Muslim women who are forced to wear the veil 

against their will.  

 In an effort to address this language barrier issue, the researcher explored options by 

contacting several TAMU organizations and departments. This investigation brought a to 

fruition a promising solution. In collaboration with Sahar Zubairy, the International Student 

Services, International Spouses Forum program lead, and Dr. Miranda Walichowski, advisor 

to Bilingual Education Student Organization (BESO) at the College of Education and Human 

Development, a new English as a Second Language (ESL) program will commence in Fall 

2016. The students at BESO speak English as well as another language and are studying 

education, which is a perfect match for the language needs of the ME wives. These student 

teachers could earn academic credit for their work with the ME wives. The BESO group 

expressed interest in creating a program to teach English as a second language. The 

researcher has relayed these developments to the email distribution list of the ME wives in 

order to gain useful feedback to design a beneficial language program. The researcher 

advises future graduate students to continue this dialogue and ensure that a language program 

has been established for the ME wives through BASO.  

 Another resource for consideration are online English courses through programs such 

as Duolingo, where ISS may provide workshops on how to utilize these applications. English 

proficiency can help these women communicate, educate, and inform their community about 

Islam and their cultures during their time in the U.S. Upon returning to their home countries, 

proficiency in English can help ME wives obtain jobs in aggressive competitive economic 

environments and foster much needed development in sectors that coincide with their areas 

of expertise, e.g. engineering, veterinary science, biotechnology.  
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Affordable Childcare 

 A lack of access to affordable childcare was a common challenge among ME wives 

and a crosscutting issue related to the English language barrier. During their time here, many 

couples began to start families.  

 Some wives became pregnant with their first child and did not have their extended 

family to support them during a time of many ‘firsts.’ Several women experienced very 

difficult pregnancies and relied solely on their mostly absent husbands, who were occupied 

with their Ph.D. programs. These difficult pregnancies affected the wives’ ability to attend 

English classes regularly. After having children, the previously inadequate income became 

even more thinly spread as young couples tried to balance expenses for their children and all 

other costs of living. A severely limited income not only hindered ME wives from attending 

English classes, but also access to quality childcare services.  

 These women’s role as wives and mothers robs them of opportunities for improving 

their English language skills. This observation is not limited to the language barrier for ME 

wives, but rather a symptom of larger social challenges for women of any nationality or 

country to include the U.S., where new mothers do not receive paid time off when they 

decide to start a family. The biological responsibility of a mother to her infant often leaves 

women with a narrowly defined role in the family unit and in greater society. For ME 

women, Muhyi (1959) argues: 

	 The decision that faces the [ME] woman is even more difficult than that which faces 

the man. At one extreme she may accept the sequestered, protected, and relatively 

comfortable life typified by the generation of her mother; at the other extreme she may seek a 

career, demand independence, and fight for complete equality of the sexes. (p. 51) 
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  This still holds true today and the ME wives’ isolated lives is a testament to their 

gendered condition where they have limited choices and make unconditional sacrifices for 

the good of their families. ME mothers shared that they often struggle with disciplining their 

kids and never enjoy quality time for themselves or with their busy husbands.  

 Although affordable childcare is difficult to find in College Station, the researcher 

discovered a possible alternative solution, the Jobs for Aggies job board, a free resource 

provided through the Student Employment Office at TAMU. The job board is a site where 

on-campus and community employers may post job ads for part-time work for currently 

enrolled students at TAMU. Employers include families that need a professional babysitter or 

nanny. Students pursuing degrees in child development, special needs, nursing, or other 

related studies may be the ideal target employee demographic for ME wives to hire. On the 

Jobs for Aggies job board, ME wives can post an ad for childcare and offer a reasonable 

hourly wage that is at least minimum wage. In their job ad, ME wives can provide detailed 

requirements and request references in order to vet potential student employees. Students 

interested in such positions may gain valuable experience by caring for the ME wives’ 

children. This has the potential to become a permanent arrangement for several years, both 

because the students will be attending TAMU for at least two years and also because the ME 

wives will be living in College Station until their husbands complete their Ph.D. degrees. 

This arrangement could be an option for the childcare challenge and allow ME wives time 

away from their children, time for themselves and date nights with their husbands, which 

would support a healthier marital dynamic, and immensely improve their quality of life. 
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Identity  

The geopolitical landscape of the 21st century is marked with a host of internal 

conflicts surrounding identity and reconciling religious identity, which tied to faith, with 

national identity, which tied to the political sphere; this is particularly evident in the ME 

context.  

Islam is not just an identity, but also dictates governance, a philosophy, and a 

pathway to truth in all aspects of life. The multidimensional aspects of Islam has reached a 

heightened level of tension with democratizing forces in the ME; destabilizing the entire 

region. For Muslim women, the current state of affairs are incredibly complex with many 

identity issues and gender related obstacles to overcome. For Muslim women, religion and 

identity are not mutually exclusive. The ME wives’ identity is defined by their faith in Allah, 

or God, their religious duties, and family responsibilities. Duty to the State and patriotism is 

not included in this identity equation. This socially constructed ME identity is in discord with 

a secular country such as the U.S. There are many aspects of a Muslim woman’s identity that 

clash with the Western identity, the first of which is the veil, for those who choose to wear it. 

Dr. Lila Abu-Lughod, professor of Anthropology and Gender Studies at Columbia 

University, warns that:  

We need to work against the reductive interpretation of veiling as the quintessential 

sign of women's unfreedom, even if we object to state imposition of this form, as in 

Iran or with the Taliban. It must be recalled that the modernizing states of Turkey and 

Iran had earlier in the century banned veiling and required men, except religious 

clerics, to adopt Western dress. (Abu-Lughod, 2002, p. 786) 
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Common assumptions about veiled women must be addressed and debunked. As 

many of the interviews reflect, Muslim women who choose to wear the veil face 

discrimination and harassment in the U.S., where Islamophobia is rampant. Several women 

shared that their sisters who wore the veil for years abandoned it after enduring much 

mistreatment in the U.S. Iranian women offered a different experience. All Iranian women 

chose to abandon the veil in the U.S. because it is not a mandatory requirement by law, as is 

the case in Iran, and also because Iranian women struggle with Islam as an established 

identity due to the forceful theocratic rule they experienced in their home country. A forceful 

religious rhetoric dominates life in Iran, where the government censors information and 

keeps a tight control of Iranian citizens, and as a result Iranians, especially women, have not 

developed the desire and conviction to be devout Muslims, wear the veil, and identify with 

Islam as a way of life.  

In Muslim countries the veil allows women to deter unwanted attention from men, 

blend into the backdrop of public spaces and uphold their religious values. The veil 

symbolizes piety, a special relationship these women have with God, and is very much part 

of their identity. In the U.S. veiled Muslim women face a general public with a misconstrued 

understanding of the veil and often feel that their identity is under scrutiny and attack in 

public. This scrutiny attracts unwanted attention and defeats the purpose of the veil. The ME 

wives themselves are perfectly capable of addressing myths and stereotypes about the veil, 

however their lack of English proficiency hinders them from informing non-Muslims about 

what the veil means to them, their identity, and their reasons for wearing it.  
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Healthcare 

Healthcare in the U.S. is still a broken system for the average citizen, let alone 

visiting nationals from other countries. In the case of the ME wives, most did not have access 

to healthcare due to a lack of income and their husband’s low student income. Some women 

were expectant mothers when they first arrived into this country, who had access to 

healthcare since their baby was going to be an American citizen, but immediately after giving 

birth these new mothers no longer had access to healthcare. ME wives who were healthcare 

professionals in their own countries argued that the healthcare system in the U.S. is 

politically driven and that the fact that the cost for most medications, simple surgeries and 

diagnostic tests are sky-high is a testament to this.  

A few women experienced post child birth complications and one ME wife had a 

premature baby. A lack of access to proper health care plans complicated these situations as 

hospital bills piled up and financial pressures overwhelmed these families.  Such critiques 

reflect the many shortcomings of the U.S. healthcare system and offer profound insight into 

how the most powerful country in the world is lacking in one of the most basic public goods; 

investment in the health of a nation. Since Capitol Hill is continuously dominated by bi-

partisanship and complete gridlock, a long term solution to the health care problem in this 

country is not likely to occur in the near future. However, a short term solution for 

consideration can be explored through the International Student Service center at TAMU 

could create and offer a workshop on healthcare options through Planned Parenthood, 

Children’s Health Insurance Program, Medicaid, or other programs for which ME wives may 

qualify. This healthcare workshop will help ME wives understand their health insurance 
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options on a low income and how to navigate these different programs to best benefit them 

and their families.  

Education 

All ME wives have undergraduate and post graduate degrees, from their countries of 

origin, in fields ranging from biomedical engineering to journalism and early childhood 

development. The American university system is the envy of the world and highly valued 

because university degrees are a product of specific educational institutional standards 

incomparable to most other countries and therefore held in high regard. The ME wives are 

highly educated and wish to obtain an additional higher degree from a U.S. university. This is 

essential for those from post-conflict countries such as Iraq, Egypt, and Palestinian territories 

that experienced an enormous intellectual loss due to war and internal conflict. In 2007, the 

Iraqi Minister of Higher Education, Abduldhiyab al-Aujaili, spoke to the ‘brain drain’ effect 

in Iraq, “196 university professors have been killed and more than 100 abducted since the 

U.S. invasion. The violence frightened thousands of others away. According to other reports, 

some 170 Iraqi scientists were also assassinated in the past four years” (Saoud, 2007). Efforts 

to replace the loss of intellectual capacity is evident in testimonies from several ME wives 

who shared that their husbands are being sponsored by their country of origin’s government, 

which meant that they will return home after their husbands complete their Ph.D. program.  

The ‘brain drain’ phenomenon that plagues post conflict countries is also an 

opportunity for women to participate in their country’s development. By the same token, ME 

wives should be empowered to take advantage of the time they have committed to supporting 

their graduate student husbands and also pursue a higher degree. Two returning citizens with 

higher degrees from a U.S. university is a better long term investment for a country’s future 
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than one. However, the English language barrier coupled with the women’s roles as wives 

and mothers denies them the chance to continue their studies while they are in the U.S., 

which is not only a lost opportunity for ME wives but their home countries as well. The 

proposed recommendation is to first address the English language barrier and affordable 

childcare challenges previously discussed in order to solve the education challenge.  

No Income  

With the exception of two ME wives, all women in this study held an F-2 or J-1 visa 

status, which is a specific designation for spouses of international students. This visa status 

does not permit spouses to work and severely limits their activities, which forces most of 

these women to transition from being active and productive members of society in their home 

countries to becoming housewives in the U.S. They do not have any income and heavily 

dependent on their husband’s graduate student salary as a research or teaching assistant. For 

couples with young children, the financial pressures are immense.  

For the ME wives, having their marital role reduced to being a housewife introduced 

a new type of emotional and psychological stress. Several women shared that when they 

expressed discontent with their monotonous routine to their husbands, their complaints fell 

on deaf ears and they felt ashamed and guilty for sharing their trivial problems with their 

overworked husbands in the first place. One ME wife with a toddler had a miscarriage and it 

was easy to deduce that this occurred due to the marital tensions from financial and 

psychological stress she endures daily. Her miscarriage was at twelve weeks, the middle of 

her second trimester, and resulted in an emergency surgery and ultimately very high medical 

bills. The ME wives’ financial dependency on graduate student husbands who cannot support 
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their families on an insufficient salary is a significant source of marital tension and reinforces 

the gendered dynamic between the male as the ‘bread winner’ and female subordination.  

Transportation  

 The majority of the participants described transportation to be a challenge for them. 

Most families have one car, which is used primarily by the husband to commute to campus. 

Perhaps the ME wives could coordinate with their husbands and transport them to the TAMU 

campus in order to have access to the family vehicle for the remainder of the day, however 

cultural limitations or marital dynamics may not permit the wives to carry out such an 

arrangement. Even if families had the luxury of owning two cars, some wives do not know 

how to drive, do not have a driver’s license, or are afraid to drive especially if they have 

young children. ME wives, who are not afraid to drive, lack the income, language skills and 

confidence to enroll in traffic school to learn. Additionally due to cultural factors some wives 

may be limited to enrolling in driving classes with strictly female instructors. This challenge 

brings the poor transportation options in College Station, and the U.S. into focus. Growing 

Texan cities, such as College Station, Austin, and Houston, offer limited transportation 

options, which often leave people stranded or confined to their homes.  In College Station the 

TAMU bus system is available to students only, this is especially enforced for off-campus 

routes. University policy should be adjusted to permit spouses of international students to use 

the buses as well and perhaps issue a spouse of student ID for verification. The city of Bryan 

could also consider implementing a transportation program through Greyhound and offer bus 

passes at discounted student rates.  
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Entertainment  

 The ME wives’ English language barrier, lack of affordable child care services, 

inadequate transportation options, no income and F-2 visa status all contribute to leading 

quite a sedentary life.  These women’s activities mainly consist of domestic duties of either 

caring for their children or cooking and waiting for their husbands to return from campus. 

They do not have many alternatives for occupying their time. All participants expressed that 

they would like more entertainment options and family friendly activities in College Station. 

For example, the International Spouses Forum (ISF), a new service provided through 

International Student Services (ISS) could introduce a host family program where families in 

the Bryan, College Station community may host dinners or coffee night events and invite 

international families to their homes for cultural exchange. ISS could also disseminate a 

monthly newsletter to inform spouses of cultural workshops, seminars, Bush School 

symposiums, MSC film night, art gallery exhibits and other events on campus.  

 Many women mentioned how much they wish they could exercise. TAMU could 

issue spouse student IDs to allow spouses to also enjoy the facilities of which  their busy 

graduate student husbands do not even have the time to take advantage. A private female 

only exercise program and swimming classes at the TAMU recreation center could allow 

Muslim women who wear hijab to exercise freely and without any violation of their faith. 

The local mosque could also create summer programs where they rent out swimming pools at 

local schools for women and their young children to use at their leisure.  

 The ME wives come from diverse backgrounds and have a variety of skillsets to 

exchange, but they live in isolation and are ignorant of their options. As one of the Iranian 

wives suggested, a community center would solve many issues. ISS could collaborate with 
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the Aggie Moms Club and the Raindrop Turkish House Foundation, a nonprofit Turkish 

cultural organization in Bryan, to further expand the International Spouses Forum program 

and establish a spouse community center with an established spouse leadership that is run on 

a volunteer basis. This multi-cultural community center could be set up to facilitate the 

exchange of goods and services on a volunteer basis and host monthly ladies night activities. 

The center could obtain a food handling certificate so that ME wives can congregate and 

learn about the culinary aspects of one another’s cultures, while providing meals to single 

international students in their own communities. The community center could introduce a 

wide variety of hobbies ranging from baking, a book club, art, and musical classes. They 

could provide services, such as play dates for children of the same age, workshops for new 

mothers and infant care or Arabic classes for young children whose mothers are concerned 

about preserving a dual language home. This multi-cultural community center could be a 

home away from home and could be only as effective as the community of women that come 

together, as there is great potential for building a wonderful multi-cultural exchange.  

Halaal Foods  

For Muslim families in College Station access to Halaal foods is a problem. HEB’s 

halaal options are limited to chicken and restaurant halaal food selections are scarce. The 

U.S. boasts of its diversity and multi-cultural demographics, which leads one to assume that 

different needs are met without question. However, this is not the reality for Muslim families, 

particularly in regards to procuring halaal foods. One solution to consider is to begin a 

dialogue with the local mosque and inquire about creating a ‘bulk order group’ that lists 

families in the area requesting halaal food and procuring it at a bulk rate from ME shops 

from surrounding cities such as Houston or Austin. A more long-term solution to consider 
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may be using economies of scale and apply the ‘bulk order group’ strategy for supporting an 

affordable ME foods store in Bryan.  

Religious Imposition and Other Latent Issues 

Professor of Anthropology and Gender Studies at Columbia University, Dr. Lila Abu-

Lughod, provides insight about the West’s involvement in ME affairs, “we need to be 

vigilant about the rhetoric of saving people because of what it implies about our attitudes” 

(Abu-Lughod , 2002, p. 787). Her words could not ring any truer as the ideological 

phenomenon of democratizing the ME is as evident in today’s headlines as it is in this 

research study where ME wives expressed their discomfort with local churches attempting to 

convert them to Christianity. Western ideologies have brought prosperity and peace to 

historically western societies, however this ideological formula is not prescriptive for the ME 

region. With respect to Islam and the historical and sociocultural context of the ME, Muhyi 

(1959) contends:  

The religion of Islam is not merely a body of religious doctrine and practice; it is 

also a form of social and political organization. When the devout [Muslim] 

scrupulously follows the rules of prayer and fasting, he is expressing at the same 

time his devotion to God and  his allegiance to an ideal of society. In no small 

measure the Christians of the ME share the same attitude. Most of  the Christian 

sects have distinctive and highly elaborate rituals, but they are also communities of 

persons who conceive of themselves as governed by religious law. In the ME 

there is no clear distinction between religious and secular life. (p. 49) 

This argument is one of many reasons why ideological change and imposing 

democracy in the ME is disastrous and has resulted in countless power vacuums and a rise in 
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increasingly radical forms of Islam, e.g., Afghanistan, Iraq, Egypt, Libya, and Syria. A better 

dialogue between academia and think tanks on U.S. foreign policy in Washington is 

desperately needed to change political rhetoric from the ‘white knight’ complex to an 

informed and rational player in world politics. Sound changes in foreign policy will have 

immense ripple effects for the people of the ME, especially women who should be 

empowered within their own terms and cultural contexts.   

Recommendations 

 The outcome of this research study resulted in a) examining and illuminating the 

challenges wives of ME Ph.D. students at TAMU experience during their time in the U.S as a 

result of the overwhelming shift from war torn home countries to a democratic society in the 

U.S. b) creating a pathway for graduate students to solve the challenges identified and 

empowering the wives during their time in the U.S. and c) establishing the foundation for 

practical application courses designed by a joint effort between the Bush School and ALEC 

for graduate students interested in development careers where students gain valuable skills by 

addressing the challenges identified in this study.  

The researcher has discovered a new research frontier where graduate students will 

consider the challenges identified and further investigate the depth of these challenges by 

conducting new qualitative research and expanding on these initial findings. The new 

capstone courses, taught by ALEC and Bush School instructors, will provide graduate 

students an opportunity to apply development theory and enable students to gain practical 

experience in designing and implementing development programs. Graduate students will 

use this qualitative case study and the suggested solutions as a reference point for 

participating in a local hands-on project where their work will benefit the identified 
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demographic in need, which will foster reciprocal exchange among students and the ME 

wives.  

 The challenges these ME wives face are common across the six different nationalities 

featured in this study and may be transferable to not only other ME nationalities but also 

wives of all international students pursuing a higher degree at TAMU. Specifically, nine of 

the ten periphery issues a) Language Barrier, b) Affordable Childcare, c) Identity d) 

Healthcare, e) Education, f) No Income g) Transportation h) Entertainment and i) Religious 

Imposition, may be applicable to wives of all international students at TAMU, however 

further research is required to confirm these assumptions. 

 For the ME wives in College Station, gender equality can be achieved through 

inclusive empowerment efforts. A starting point is this capstone graduate course, where 

graduate students can empower ME wives by helping them gain access to the right resources 

to solve their own challenges. The TAMU community will continue to grow in the coming 

years and the initial challenges may grow exponentially and branch out exponentially. 

Therefore these ten challenges and other unforeseen problems may be further explored 

through several capstone courses intended for developing action-oriented solutions and 

promoting evidence based policies that are informative and effective at a local, national and 

international level.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

English Consent Form 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Arabic Consent Form 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Farsi Consent Form 
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APPENDIX D 

 

Interview Questions  
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APPENDIX E 

 

Letter of Translational Assurance- Arabic 
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APPENDIX F 

 

Letter of Translational Assurance- Farsi 
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APPENDIX G 

 

Email Recruitment Template  
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