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Bayan Khatib
In 2011, when the revolution in Syria began, I became deeply inspired by the courage and
determination of Syrian activists who risked their lives to ignite the call for freedom and
democracy in Syria and to organize protests in the streets knowing that the brutal Assad regime
has positioned rooftop snipers to shoot at them. Syria’s repressive regime is known for its
brutality against its people and it was hard to imagine that an uprising would even begin. But
Syrian people began to march on the streets in the thousands, and many incredible heroes
came to be.
In the midst of my work of trying to bring western media attention to the Syrian uprising, I heard
about a woman named Nora Aljizawi. She was one of the first young women to speak up openly
against the regime and to organize activists. Sadly, she was detained by the regime early in the
uprising. In Toronto, a group of us got together and created a video calling for her release.
Luckily, Nora was released a few weeks later.
Years later, well into the revolution, I found myself in Turkey, tasked by my current job as North
America Public Relations Manager for the Syrian Coalition to write Nora’s bio. Nora had become
the Vice President of the coalition of oppositional forces against the Assad regime. I knew that
Nora had taken this role to ensure that young activists like herself were represented in the
political struggle.
I met Nora at a restaurant overlooking the Bospherous Sea in Istanbul and she told me about
her encounter with Syria’s secret service police during her detention. When she spoke, Nora
had an undeniable strength in her presence. Although she was only in her twenties and quite
petite, Nora spoke truth to power and stood by what she believed. She told me how she
maintained her ground even in the face of the notorious secret service. I was awed by her
strength and determination.
The Syrian regime and its secret service agents were known for severe human rights abuses
and the use of unspeakable torture against those who spoke out against them. Yet, Nora stood
up to them. She faced the most horrific of monsters with strength, dignity and confidence.
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I could tell that it was Nora’s deep rooted values and principles that grounded her. And that
stayed with me. In my continued work as a Syrian activist, I would be tested with devastating
loss and failure. It was Nora’s calm determination and resilience that would come back to me
and remind me that we do this work because we believe in freedom and human rights. Our duty
is to give it all we got. Whether we succeed or fail is in God’s hands. This became my recipe for
resilience.
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Ana Maria Dumitrach
I was born in Romania, my parents and I immigrated to Canada when I was 3. I was young, so
most of my memories and experiences are from growing up in Canada. At times, it was like
straddling two worlds, especially when navigating the education system. The cultural differences
between my peers and I were difficult to navigate. So I always felt that when none of your
parents have been in the system, it is very brave as a child to go through it without any
guidance. Luckily, I had some guidance in the form of a friend, Cristina Lazar, who is like a sister
to me. Cristina is also a child of immigrants, she is five years older than me, and in a way, she
carried the burden of being like an older sibling to me. She was a trailblazer through the
education system in Canada. Although it was all new and different, and it often felt challenging
to navigate, growing up, I was inspired by how she took on that challenge and made me feel at
ease.
It was that experience that inspired me to become an activist for educational reform. I believe
that it is essential to have a more intersectional approach to education, especially for women.
We must prioritize women's perspectives because those are the voices that will lift other women
and girls. When you have people in leadership roles that are themselves from marginalized
groups, it is easier to engage and connect communities who otherwise may feel left out.
Understanding that you can create opportunities to develop more comprehensive approaches to
community building if you have different perspectives. Not only that, but I think there are some
struggles that maybe other people who are outside of those communities wouldn't see. As much
as people from outside a community can do research, I think it's always essential to amplify the
voices from within those communities.
I'm part of the Canadian advisory of women immigrants, and right now, we're working on a
sexual health campaign for women immigrants. This project brings subjects that are considered
taboo in many immigrant communities, and as a result, critical conversations about sexual
health don't happen. This lack of dialogue impacts women who may have a more limited view of
sexual health and how sexual health can impact their mental health in the long run if they don't
feel like they can talk about those topics. When we were planning this, we were very mindful of
that. We looked within our networks and reached out to organizations that are already
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connected with immigrant communities. Ensuring that the leading voices make participants feel
comfortable so that these conversations can continue to happen way beyond this event.
Women like Cristina sparked my desire to create an impact in my community through activism.
I've also met and witnessed the work of other women who inspire me to continue advocating for
the things that matter to me. As I embark on my journey of leadership and activism, I hope to
be able to do the same for other women and girls.
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Tatenda Mhaka
I come from a line of VERY strong women whose history, fortitude and love for life has inspired
me to be half the woman I am today. My maternal grandmother, who is alive and thriving in her
late 80's, was a teacher for over 30 years. Having her own identity outside of her roles within her
family was something of importance. For her it has always been about having something else
going for her, a life of her own so to speak, that she defined by herself, not her family or society.
My paternal grandmother was the same kind of independent woman too. She lost my
grandfather at a very young age, but she lived this long and enriched life as a single mother and
a widow. Although she was the sole provider for her family, she believed in being her own
woman that owned the ground she walked on with sheer strength and perseverance. She lived
on a farm in the countryside where she still tended to her fields right up until her death at the
beautiful age of 102.
This outlook on life has inspired generations of women in my family to be the creators of our
own identity. Society will try to define identity for all of us -- to dictate what it’s supposed to look
and be like, but at the end of the day, that can all be ephemeral.
I want the identity I create for myself to leave a legacy of lasting impact when I’m gone -- an
identity that is free of all the fleeting externalities. One that will inspire the future generations of
women in my family to boldly carry forward with them the same strength, resilience, and grit that
has spanned generations.
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Aysha Yaqoob
Growing up, I never read a book with a Muslim female protagonist or a book written by someone
who was Muslim and female. Today, I am a teacher who actively seeks to find resources with
voices representing all of my students because that was missing for me when I was in school.
My mom was my first role model of resilience and perseverance. She was a teacher back in
Pakistan, but she had to stay home with the kids when we moved to Canada. She could no
longer continue being a teacher or go on to upgrade her education here. However, she taught
me the importance of resilience and resistance. As my siblings and I grew up, my mom held on
to our culture, traditions, and language so that we could also know all of those things. As a kid, I
didn't see the importance of what she was doing, and sometimes I was a little embarrassed by
her passion to hold on to these traditions. As an adult, thinking back to her determination
inspires and empowers me. So when I think about creating safe spaces where students feel
comfortable to share, I think about my mom because she spent a lot of time doing that with us
as kids.
It wasn't until my high school biology class that I had a teacher of colour. Her name is Tina or
Mrs.Rioux. She always looked out for me and made learning fun while ensuring we were
prepared for University. It was so refreshing to see a woman of colour in a teaching role. It
helped me realize that this is a role where racialized women like me have space and can create
space.
I often thought about a STEM career, and in grade 12, I was in this work placement course
where you get to explore different careers and take aptitude tests. All my results showed that I
cared a lot about people and that working to serve the general public would be where I would
thrive, but the results always come up as nursing. I remember telling my teacher that I'd give
that a shot, and she reminded me that when I was in her biology class, I almost passed out
when we were doing an experiment testing for blood type. We had a long conversation about
my options and exploring things outside of STEM. At that point, I had not considered teaching
as a career. I also never thought that this was a place where I would even belong. Up until Mrs.
Rioux, the majority of my teachers were white. So I figured that this was not a space where
brown faces were allowed to exist. That's where this teacher had a significant impact on me.
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She really encouraged and pushed me to consider the difference I could make as an educator
to students who had never seen themselves in their teachers or people in positions of authority.
As I pursued my career in education, I had an experience that made me realize that there are
other places where I can also make a difference. In 2015, we had a guest speaker from Chief
Kahkewistehaw Community School. He was the school principal there, and he talked to us
about the funding discrepancies on reserves. That was the first time that I really understood my
role as an immigrant settler. I thought a lot about my responsibility in terms of reconciliation, so I
started fundraising to donate school supplies to schools in reserves. That's how "Pencils of
Hope'' started, and today our efforts have expanded. We receive support and donations from
businesses and the community, and our board is made up of a group of people who are
champions of this cause. Nevertheless, we know that this is just a band-aid solution, and we
hope that eventually, the federal government will step in and close the funding gap so
non-profits like this don't have to exist.
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Sepideh Afhshar
When we moved to Canada from Iran, my parents had to retake their studies because their
degrees didn’t translate within the Canadian education system. My dad would study at the
Richmond Hill Library, and when he did so, he would take me along with him. I remember the
library being this endless space full of books that I would wander around for hours, collecting
piles of books, and then I would sit quietly next to my dad and read while he studied.
My dad also worked many minimum wage jobs while he went to school. I remember when he
had a job at a cafe, and when I visited him at work, I always got to sneak to the back for free
donuts. Growing up as a first-generation immigrant in Canada, it was a common thing for your
parents to have to work multiple minimum wage jobs to support your family, so as a kid I thought
this was normal but as I got older, I realized that it wasn’t.
I learned that there were people who never had to work minimum wage jobs in their life and that
people who did were often shamed for it. It was so hard for me to wrap my head around this
because I witnessed how hard people worked in service-oriented jobs in order to support their
families just like my dad did.
When I became the executive team member who was in charge of mentorship for the McGill
Undergraduate Law Society, I would review peoples’ CV’s from the perspective of how I came to
see the value of work growing up, witnessing my dad work minimum wage jobs to support us. If
someone didn’t have a lot of professional experience but was always working a job, I would take
that into consideration because it meant that they had a strong work ethic.
I look for the people who remind me of my family. I see people working multiple minimum wage
jobs, and I understand their sacrifices for themselves and their families. I saw how oppression
exists in Canada from my own experience, and that’s why things like increasing the minimum
wage to a liveable wage are so important to me. No one deserves to endure hardships or to be
treated differently because of where they’re from.
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Muzna Dureid
I am inspired by the resilience of the people of Syria. Living in Syria, I grew up during a time
when the people wanted change. They went to the streets to protest and demand dignity,
freedom, and political reform from a military regime that has been in power for the past 60
years.
The violence of this regime that wants to hang on to power by any means has caused many
people to live in constant fear, often without basic necessities like water, power or food. I saw
many people being arrested or killed for participating in demonstrations, like my uncle, who
never returned home to his family and my brother, who was arrested twice during the protests.
Witnessing these injustices pushed me to fight for social justice. During the first wave of
refugees, I saw that women are the most vulnerable people in society, so I launched a campaign
called "" الجئات ال سباي, which in English means Syrian Women Refugees not captives, to fight
against child marriage and forced marriage. To date, this campaign continues to raise
awareness about this issue using virtual platforms providing online resources.
After Syria and Turkey , I came to Canada in late 2016. Sometimes I feel survivors' guilt
because I see myself in a safe country, and I'm working from my office, and I'm out of harm's
way. I often think of the people who are still there fighting for freedom every day.
There was a time when people were afraid to help after a bombing had happened for fear of
being victims themselves in a second bombing that was often inevitable. As a result, volunteers
called "White Helmets" started recruiting and training other volunteers to go into areas that had
been attacked to help survivors. These volunteers also lead other projects like women's centres,
counselling, and support for internally displaced people. I joined that organization in 20218 while
in Canada. My work with them involves supporting the team,programs, and new projects.
I am continually in awe of how these brave women and men go out each morning with no
guarantee that they will come back alive. Sometimes, they come back to their home to find that
it has been destroyed.
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Nevertheless, they continue their work because they believe there is always a chance to save
lives. To date, 291 volunteers have lost their lives in the line of duty. To add to the already dire
situation, volunteers are also working through the COVID-19 pandemic that affects many people
who have limited access to health resources.
Living through and surviving the conflict in Syria has given me a lived understanding of
oppressed people's struggles. I've also come to understand the importance of social justice and
advocacy work. A quote I often think about says that "we are not free until everyone is free".
This means I also need to be aware of the injustices happening in the place I now call home.
Therefore, although I am a refugee, I acknowledge my position as a settler in this land. I want
to help other newcomers and refugees learn and understand Canada's history concerning
indigenous people to build bridges that create allyship between all of us.
Whether it is in Canada, Syria, or other places in the world, standing up for justice and taking
action to help others is what will help make a better world for all of us.
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Marian Nur
As a Black Muslim woman, each experience of my life has impacted who I am and how I interact
with the world around me. I come from a long line of powerful and brilliant women whose own
lives have inspired who I am today and the work that I do.
The women that came before me strived for justice, equity and liberation for those around them,
and those most in need. I find inspiration in the women of my history, the stories of those that
shared aspects of identity or existed within the same intersection. The women in my family
including my mother, grandmother, aunts and cousins have carried forward the same legacy
through their dedication to community activism, education and themselves.
My mother has had the largest impact on me and is the most significant person in my life. She is
brilliant, patient, and filled with so much kindness. I’m inspired by her own experiences, whether
that be from back home in Somalia, here in what is presently called Canada, or the multitude of
other places she’s lived. On many evenings, my mother and I will sit together and talk about
everything under the sun from the days we've just had to stories of back home. I hold these
conversations closely and they are one of my driving forces.
I’ve been fortunate enough to have been raised in a community around incredibly resilient
women who hold me close, in kindness and ensure that I stay true to myself and the work that I
do. My friends who are in every sector imaginable continuously push me towards new
experiences, speak my name in rooms filled with opportunities and remind me to always
demand what I deserve.
I am fortunate to be surrounded by phenomenal folks, but I’ve also found so much inspiration in
realizing we are all so deserving of rest and peace. I find that for a lot of Black, Indigenous and
other racialized folks we are continuously expected to fit the narrative that we are strong and
can do it all. While I do believe in our strength, I also recognize that we do not have to do it all,
the individualism that has been forced upon us through capitalism is inherently toxic.
We do not have to buy into the industry of self-care, when so many of these practices are
inherent to our cultures and religions. In my own life, it can be found in my daily prayers, during
Ramadan where I am forced to stop and reflect. It is captured in the cultural practice of “shaax
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and sheeko”, which when translated means tea and talk, a time in which we have
conversations, relax and hold space for one another. Burn-out is real, it is something that we are
all facing or have experienced and our institutions do not prioritize us, we have seen the already
existing inequities exacerbated during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic while simultaneously
reckoning with the numerous issues plaguing our world.
Lately, I’ve been wanting to share the message that rest is okay, saying no is okay, demanding
better is okay. This is a reminder to myself firstly, and these are the lessons I have learnt from
the women around me. I love the work that I do, but it is not my entire identity and I have
passions and loves outside of them and those are just as important as my advocacy.
Everything we do is worthy of celebrating because existing is a form of resistance.
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