
Gokh Alshaif & Noor Qwfan  
 

 

Daughters of Sojourners: The Yemeni-American Female's Experience 

 
Over the years, Yemeni females have become an increasingly more visible part of the 

Kern County community as they enroll in our elementary schools and university and participate 

in public life around our cities. Yet, relatively few studies have been conducted exploring the 

experiences of these women. Given the seemingly contradictory values of both their Yemeni and 

American identity when it comes to education, this study seeks to understand the restrictive, as 

well as autonomous, factors that influence Yemeni women's  access to higher education. We 

wish to further understand how these women mitigate their cultural barriers to gain access to 

higher education as well as how they have come to view their own experience. This explorative 

.study rooted in grounded theory uses an in-depth qualitative interviewing method to understand 

what factors contribute to the educational opportunities-or lack of opportunities-ofYemeni 

American females in Kern County. 

I.  Introduction 

 
Growing up, we faced the dilemma of how to answer the question many American 

children with immigrant parents face: "Where are you from?" Ifwe replied 'California,' we 

risked sounding condescending considering that we knew the person asking the question was 

clearly referring to not our state, but that of our parents. And yet, these individuals were asking 

us the very question we as Yemeni-American females have been asking ourselves for years: 

where are we from?  We were obviously American, but also obviously Yemeni. We adhered to 

the American way oflife, but also held on to our Yemeni roots and cultural values. We seemed 

to be in a constant struggle to make both cultures an equal part of our identity and life; however, 

nothing challenged this delicate balance more than the concept of pursuing an education. 

As American females, equal opportunity to higher education was ensured, expected even. 

As Yemeni females-Yemeniat, as they will be referred to throughout this paper-we fought 
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for or watched other Yemeni females fight for such opportunities. We could not help but wonder 

whether those Yemeniat who were successful in their fight shared certain factors, experiences, or 

even tactics that may have secured such success. We became interested in understanding how 

Yemeniat mitigate their cultural barriers to gain access to higher education and how they 

understand their own experience. In short, what factors contributed to the educational 

opportunities--or lack of opportunities--of Yemeni- American females in Kern County? 

II.  Literature Review 

 
Hybridity and Forging of 'Third Space' to Navigate It 

 
The hyphen in many immigrant children's identity, such as Hispanic-Americans or Arab 

Americans, has become a symbol of the unification of diverse cultural realms so that it now 

serves to link rather than separate the often seemingly contradicting identities. Much of the 

literature on theses individuals' construction of identity has revealed that in an effort to join both 

their cultures, these hyphenated individuals begin to identify with a 'hybrid' identity (Asher, 

2008; Zaver, 2012). With these forging ofhybrid identities, individuals may soon find 

themselves in a state of"in-between" that is neither "one" nor the "other" (Asher, 2008: 8; 

Bhabha, 1994). This "in-between" state allows hybrids to "elude the politics of polarity" 

(Bhabha, 1994:39) by forming a 'third space' as Bhabha coined it, "which enables other positions 

to emerge" (Bhabha, 1990:210 quoted in Mythen, 2012). Such identity allows them to "combat 

challenges of dualities and restrictions by helping facilitate the transition from dualities in 

identity to holistic integration" (Zaver, 2012: 94) granting individuals the power and freedom to 

decide for themselves how to best navigate their compound identity. Hybridization,  therefore, 

empowers individuals to "become the masters of their own identity creation" (Zaver, 2012:93) 

This freedom allows individuals to move away from traditional forms of assimilation that often 

require a surrender of many aspects of their 'minority culture' in an attempt to be accepted by the 
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majority culture.  Instead, individuals acculturate allowing them to continue to identify with and 

possess cultural traits ofboth cultures (Britito, 2008: 856). 

Similar to other hybrids, Yemeni-Americans often embrace a hybrid identity and form a 

third space that allows them to navigate both their Yemeni and American cultures.  Studies on 

Arab Americans have revealed that the Middle Eastern culture views the family as the 

community's foundation and consequently women as the primary keeper of such foundation 

(Read, 2004:57). Thus, women are discouraged from public participation and are instead 

socialized "to view themselves in relation to the larger kinship structure that privileges male 

authority and dominance over their own achievement" (Read, 2004:57). This 'patriarchal 

connectivity' (Joseph, 1999) thus plays a strong role in the way Yemenis view female education 

where they place greater pressure on Yemeniat to conform to domestic roles. Such culture is 

arguably contradictory to that of the dominant American culture which values the worth of the 

individual and the equal opportunity to education.  The use of a third space is therefore necessary 

for Yemeniat to navigate the issue of education while holding on to both their identities. 

Anecdotal evidence has shown that Yemeniat often do so by pursuing the American value of 

equal opportunity to education, but under the frames of the Arab culture's patriarchal connectivity. 

These women often talk about pursing education 'the right way,' that is by respecting some of the 

Yemeni cultural restrictions. This includes maintaining strong ties to the Yemeni community, even 

if it is to limit their choice of schools and universities,  and taking on domestic roles in addition to 

their student ones. Her hybrid identity thus allows her to acculturate in the American culture of 

individualism and pursue of education as well as maintain the strong communal aspect of the 

Yemeni culture. 



Gokh Alshaif & Noor Qwfan  
 

 

Not Like the Rest: Yemeni-Americans and the Sojourner Mindset 

 
In compiling literature, we have noticed that only a few studies have focused on the 

hybrid identity of Arab-Americans  and almost none on that ofYemeni-Americans. Those studies 

that did study the immigrant identity experience of Arab-American revealed some significant 

differences between Yemeni-Americans and other Arab-Americans. Kulczycki and Arun's (2002) 

study in particular looked at the immigration assimilation patterns within the different Arab 

nationalities and found that unlike other Arabs, Iraqi and Yemeni immigrants are less likely to 

assimilate to the American culture. In addition to vast differences in level of education and 

income, these immigrants are also less likely in comparison with other Arabs to marry outside 

their nationality, even into other Arab nationalities. Instead, Iraqi and Yemenis, the literature 

argues, often attempt to tightly hold on to traditions and often possess a sojourner mindset that is 

different than other immigrants. 

A sojourner, Sarroub defines, "is one who remains attached to his or her own ethnic 

group while simultaneously living in isolation and staying apart from the host society" (Sarroub, 

2001:392) Similarly the sojourner mindset refers to many Iraqi and Yemeni immigrants intents 

when they immigrated to America. Rather than immigrating to the States with the intentions of 

establishing their lives and families' here, they perceive themselves as temporary residents, or 

visitors even, who will someday return home (Anthias, 2001). Even if they possess permanent 

residency or even citizenship with many years, or in some cases decades, having passed since 

they last visited their homeland, these immigrants still have an almost romantic intention of 

returning 'home.' They maintain a strong tie with their homeland, often still economically 

supporting many family members left behind there. While some immigrants may also support 

family members abroad as well as hold on to such romantic intentions, it does not stop them 

from reaping the educational, cultural, as well as economic benefits of their new country. This, 



Gokh Alshaif & Noor Qwfan  
 

 

however, is not the case for many Yemeni immigrants. Their immigration is first and most 

importantly a means to secure economic security rather than reap the educational, cultural, and 

other advantages and aspects of their new country. Anecdotal evidence has shown that such 

mindset, in tum, affects how they choose to raise their children, and in particular their daughters. 

In the Yemeni community, some parents-as is customary in Yemen-may therefore be 

unwilling to educate their daughters reasoning that it is only a matter of time before they and their 

children return 'home' where their daughters will eventually marry and be well taken care of, thus 

not needing an education. 

Bridging the Gaps 

 
In surveying the literature, we realized that very little research had been conducted 

studying Yemeni-Americans and fewer still looking at Yemeni-American females'  educational 

experience. The few studies that had been conducted were also based in Dearborn, MI-a place 

radically different than the small towns of Central California we are interested in studying. 

Further study of other Yemeni female populations is also required if findings are to truly be 

representative of the greater Yemeni female experience. 

Although work has been conducted studying the formation of hyphenated identities and 

third space, few studies have attempted to understand how such concepts apply to Yemeni 

Americans who, as the literature has demonstrated, have a different experience than even other 

Arab immigrants. Studying how such concepts, in addition to the Yemeni sojourner mindset, 

translate into the Yemeni female experience can help us better understand what factors may 

contribute to their educational opportunities or lack thereof. Therefore, our study hopes to 

address these gaps in the literature by shifting our attention to the voices of the sojourners' 

daughters of Kern County Yemenis. 


