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Abstract  

The present paper expands on Emile Durkheim’s original theory of anomie. Durkheim’s anomie is 

incomplete in its analysis, as it narrowly focuses on the negative outcomes of social breakdown and does not 

present the entire spectrum of possible favourable results for individuals faced with social upheaval. In 

contrast, positive anomie presents the hypothesis that de-regulation or a breakdown of social norms has the 

potential to create a new, more positive worldview. To interpret positive anomie, this study uses research on 

Syrians women with a refugee background to show how social norms in Canada contradict with and disrupt 

previously held norms and values of Syria. It specifically delineates financial norms, norms of movement, and 

relationship norms to demonstrate how Syrian women experience an internal revolution and paradigm shift 

regarding gender and expectations. After Syrian women arrive in Canada and begin experiencing Canadian 

culture and society, they discover that compared with their lives in Syria they have greater financial power 

and independence, limited restrictions in physical movement, and more freedom in their intimate 

relationships. The loss of previously held restrictive norms shifts into a reconstructed paradigm of greater 

rights, freedoms, equality, and hope for their future.  

Keywords: Anomie;Positive Anomie; Gender Norms; Gender Paradigms; Refugees; Refugee Worldviews 

 
Introduction 

 

Resettled refugees can clearly be demarcated within Emile Durkheim’s theory of anomie. They have 

experienced traumatic events and upheaval from their homeland and now find themselves in a foreign land 

where the language, culture, customs, food, and more hugely contrast with their own. They subsequently 

experience a breakdown or loss of social norms and values as they find themselves in-between two 

worldviews. However, despite ambiguity between cultures, this liminal space has the potential to inspire an 

internal revolution and transformation of worldview. This article highlights a case of Syrian women in 

Canada with a refugee background and reveals how the loss of social norms invites space for novel ways of 

discerning gender in a positive way. 
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Women Refugee’s Struggles of Integration 

 

Refugees face physical and emotional obstacles to integration that are exacerbated for women who 

often suffer additional distress and their own set of unique challenges. For instance, general challenges may 

include living in low-income housing and housing instability (Carter & Osborne, 2009; Oudschoorn, Benbow, 

& Meyer, 2019); language barriers (Stewart et al., 2015); physical health problems (Hansen, Maidment, & 

Ahmad, 2016); and status loss and downward employment due to not having academic and professional 

qualifications recognised (Tilbury & Colic-Peisker, 2007). Problems are often intensified for women, who 

frequently report feelings such as sadness, lack of purpose, and social isolation, which may adversely affect 

their overall well-being (Casimiro, Hancock, & Northcote, 2007; Owino & Weber, 2020). Women’s distress 

in a foreign country is often in addition to their distinct vulnerability and disempowerment through violence 

and brutality they may have experienced in conflict and during stays in refugee camps (Moussa, 1991; 

McLellan, 1996). More research on refugees must represent women, their unique manners of integration, and 

how their experiences of being positioned in a new social environment influence their life moving forward. 

 

Cultural Incompatibility 

 

Dissimilarities in language, religion, and gender norms have been found to contribute to poor cultural 

adaptation (Berry, 1997). Cultural compatibility is perhaps one of the most influential factors in the 

satisfactory resettlement of refugees (Kunz, 1981), and identification with others from a similar ethnic 

community contributes to a greater ability to endure challenges (Alfadhli and Drury, 2018). There are few 

cultural similarities between Canada and Syria; and one of the last established relationships of support for 

refugees is usually between neighbours, co-workers, and community members (Lamba & Krahn, 2003). In 

situations where is there a great degree of cultural dissimilarity, refugees often rely on members of their own 

ethnic community as a coping strategy during adjustment (Schweitzer et al., 2007); and a lack of interpersonal 

relationships results in lower personal happiness and decreased well-being (Baumeister et al., 2013; Cacioppo 

& Patrick, 2008). For instance, language is a significant barrier to successful integration and people are left 

feeling powerless when they cannot adequately express themselves in the host language (Hutchinson & 

Dorsett, 2012; Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2009). Similarly, while gender equality varies across cultures, 

Lokot (2018) warns researchers that stereotyping men’s and women’s experiences may create conflicting 

ideas about gender. 

 

Strength-Based Approach 

 

A product of the above-mentioned challenges experienced during integration is that refugee studies 

may employ a needs-based approach to resettlement and well-being, yet this is not without its limitations. A 

needs-based approach is bottom-up and identifies what a refugee population is lacking or deficient in, such as 

general orientation, community, housing, employment, language, and availability of integration services, and 

then provides for this need (George, U. 2002; Lapping, et al., 2002). A needs-based approach is crucial in the 

early stages of displacement by providing basic needs, such as food, water, and shelter (UNHCR, 2021) and 

has been shown to be effective in reducing factors that contribute to women’s feelings of isolation (Thompson, 

& Nasimi, 2020). In contrast, a strength-based approach to refugee integration focuses on leveraging what 

communities already have rather than what they lack. For instance, Dyer and McGuinness (1996) posit that 

misfortune can generate positive outcomes; and Stewart (2020) shows that Syrian refugees in Canada can 

develop collective resilience through various informal social support networks, including the wider Arab 

community, established immigrants from other countries, and Canada-born neighbours. Addressing a 

community’s needs is critical. Thus, a strength-based approach to refugee studies suggests that solutions to 

some problems may already exist. 

 

The points mentioned above—general and gender-specific challenges faced by female refugees, 

cultural dissimilarity, and the demand for a strength-based approach to integration—emphasise the need to 
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identify whether Syrian women with a refugee background experience positive adjustments regarding gender 

norms and social values during integration in Canada. Emile Durkheim (1997 [1951]) describes “anomie” as a 

state of de-regulation caused by abrupt social transitions. Refugees experience this type of de-regulation; 

however, it is conceivable for refugees to develop new social capital in spite of this (Almohamed, Vyas, & 

Zhang, 2017). Therefore, this research considers the concept of positive anomie as an annex of Durkheim’s 

original theory of anomie, as new paradigms emerge for Syrian women with a refugee background following 

resettlement in Canada. While traditional anomie presents a negative breakdown and deregulation of social 

norms, the present study investigates whether Syrian women with a refugee background experience positive 

changes to their worldview during integration. 

 

 

Theoretical Framework 
 

In Suicide, Durkheim (1997 [1951]) depicts anomie (also anomy) as a state of de-regulation that 

occurs when traditional social rules have suddenly lost their authority. As the title of this text suggests, 

anomie is largely negative. Individuals find themselves abruptly cast into a new social state and forced to 

relearn how to make sense and meaning of their life. Regardless of whether the source of the crisis is painful 

or pain-free, for a time guideline are absent; and there is confusion about what is possible and what is 

impossible for the individual in the culture. In The Division of Labor in Society, Durkheim (1997) [1933]) 

further summarises that as societies evolve from traditional to modern, there results a disequilibrium of beliefs 

and social norms which may also produce anomie among individuals. It has been shown that individuals 

living in nations undergoing sociopolitical transition experience anomie in inverse relation to their economic 

status (Zhao & Cao, 2010). In post-communist social transitions, women more frequently reported 

psychological anomie and feelings of normlessness (Adnanes 2007). Durkheim’s original Suicide was 

published in 1897, and in it he asserts that women are not highly socialized like men and thus are not active 

participants in social life (1997 [1951]). In contrast, the present study acknowledges that women are active in 

social life. Canada is a modern society that values individuals’ contributions, and Syrian women with a 

refugee background find themselves in a state of flux as they transition away from a more traditional society 

to one in which women are active members in the public sphere.  

 

In further breaking down Durkheim’s notion of anomie, TenHouten (2016) presents two theoretical 

models of normless anomie. The first is an intentional and active violation of norms, and the second is an 

unintentional and passive violation of norms. It is this second model of normlessness that is of significance 

for the present study. Passive, unintentional anomie arises when individuals experience uncertainty of how to 

act in society, which may cause them to feel “perplexed, suffer ambiguity and instability in the moral order” 

(p. 469). Put another way, passive anomie disrupts one’s paradigm, i.e., their model or set of patterns that 

makes up their worldview (Kuhn, 1996 [1962]). TenHouten (2016) further explains that the causes of this 

uncertainty may be, among other factors, (1) incompatible cultural or ethnic membership or (2) domestic life 

that undermines established value systems. Kuhn (1996 [1962]) describes how when an original paradigm 

breaks down it is succeeded by a revolution in which perceptions are challenged and a new paradigm is 

established. The emergence of a new paradigm results in a changed worldview, wherein one’s reactions, 

expectations, and beliefs shift (Kuhn, 1996 [1962]). Syrian refugee share ethnic membership that is quite far 

removed from the majority of Canadians. Refugees may also hold certain beliefs about domestic life that do 

not align with social norms in Canada. Thus, the present study pursues understanding of possible cultural 

incompatibility and changing gender paradigms through the ambiguous experiences of Syrian women with a 

refugee background during resettlement in Canada. 

 

Distinction from Positive Deviance 

 

Positive deviance, or positive deviance theory, is associated with traditional anomie. However, 

positive anomie should not be confused with positive deviance. Positive deviance is an individual’s 
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intentional departure from social norms and is characterised by being both honourable and voluntary 

(Spreitzer, G. M, & Sonenshein, S., 2004). For example, looting is a deviant behaviour; but looting in order to 

feed and medicate people after a natural disaster can be considered positive deviance. Weatherby (2016) uses 

the term positive anomie to describe instances, such as the previous, when the loss of social norms results in 

actions that would normally be considered deviant are viewed positively. Positive anomie in the present paper 

differs from this description in one key way. Rather than focusing on the behaviours and actions of a group of 

people experiencing anomie, positive anomie in the current context specifically looks at peoples’ perceptions 

and positive changes to their worldview. Weatherby (2016) describes positive anomie as positive deviations 

from social norms in an active way, i.e., the ways that individuals act. In contrast, positive anomie in this 

paper is recreative of an individual’s worldview in that it defines positive shifts in paradigms as new social 

norms and values take over in place of those that have been disrupted.  This is allied with TenHouten’s (2016) 

analysis of passive anomie and Kuhn’s (1996 [1962]) description of paradigm revolutions, where rather than 

examining individual’s actions, positive anomie examines changes to their worldview. Thus, positive 

deviance and the idea of positive anomie in other places in the literature highlight the actions and behaviours 

of people as a result of their experience of anomie, while positive anomie in the current context categorises it 

as the evolution of new and beneficial paradigms that come about through anomie. In the case of refugees, 

these new paradigms then play a critical role in their well-being and overall resilience during resettlement. 

 

 

Significance of the Study 
 

Of the millions of Syrians who became refugees between 2011 and 2018, around 5,200 resettled in 

Canada, 4,400 of whom have resettled in British Columbia (ISS of BC, 2018). They are recognised as in need 

and nominated for resettlement as determined through the UNHCR, private sponsors, and their need for 

humanitarian protection (Yu et al., 2007). Through either government sponsorship, private sponsorship, or a 

combination of both, refugees are greeted at the airport, assisted in finding temporary and permanent housing, 

afforded access to health care, referred to integration services and programs, and provided income support for 

a period of time. Refugee movements are often absent and refugee voices are silenced from national histories 

(Marfleet, 2018). Despite the many challenges of integration, new legal rights and social forces can positively 

contribute to well-being (Rizkalla & Segal, 2018). Although British Columbia accepts refugees from around 

the world, the present study focuses on Syria refugees, as they share the same language, culture, and have 

many experiences in common with each other. 

 

Numerous studies have highlighted the stresses, challenges, and the loss of social norms of refugees 

following resettlement as well as positive outcomes that may occur. However, the present study differs in that 

it describes how anomie itself, typically viewed as negative, can be a catalyst for new social norms to replace 

old social norms and result in the evolution of new paradigms or ways of seeing the world. 

 

 

Methods 
 

The study was phenomenological and used qualitative research methodology to present the idea of 

positive anomie among Syrian women with a refugee background. A phenomenological approach was 

appropriate for this study because it interprets the meaning of individual’s lived experiences (Creswell, 1998). 

Interpretivism is a key paradigm of modern research. The concept of a research paradigm is what shapes 

researchers’ worldviews and influences what they consider to be important and how to carry out the research 

(Kuhn, 1996 [1962]). Within an interpretivist paradigm, knowledge is subjective. Interpretivism values the 

influence of culture (Weaver & Olson, 2006); and emphasis is on the emic perspectives of lived experiences 

(Kelly, Dowling, & Millar, 2017). Subjectivity is thus a primary goal of an interpretive study (Willis, 2007). 

An interpretive lens has been used to carry out this study with the understanding that complete subjectivity is 
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not possible. The value of this study comes from the comprehensive portrayal of multiple perspectives of the 

research subjects.  

 

Thematic qualitative analysis requires the researcher to sit with the data, work with it, reflect on it, 

break it into manageable pieces, and locate patterns (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). This type of analysis is fluid, 

progressive, and flexible (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). It develops over time. Thematic qualitative analysis codes 

for, identifies, analyses, organises, describes, and reports applicable themes that emerge from the data; the 

result is a rich, detailed, and multifaceted depiction of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This type of analysis 

is thus well-suited to a phenomenological, interpretive study, and the phases of analysis for this study 

included creating codes, evaluating potential themes, and defining final themes. Thematic analysis was used 

for the present qualitative study, as it is flexible and allows for a rich representation of the data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). The raw data was coded for possible themes which were then identified as important for the 

research topic. Codes were then analysed, maintained or discarded, and organised into themes. Finalized 

themes are those that are described in the discussion. Such an analysis is fitting since the participants’ 

perceptions are ever-changing, and the present study signifies a period in time of experiences that are fluid, 

progressive, and dynamic (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The narratives sampled in the following sections 

illustrate Syrian women with a refugee background’s experiences of resettlement and integration in Canada. 

This paper ultimately endeavors to answer the questions, (1) In what ways do Syrian women in Canada 

experience a breakdown of social norms, and (2) How does this breakdown of social norms influence their 

worldview? 

 

Data collection 

 

Semi-structured, open-ended interviews were used for this study as well as a general information 

profile questionnaire. General profile questions included participants’ age, marital status, highest level of 

education, previous occupation in Syria, etc. Examples of open-ended questions include, What is your 

experience being a woman in Canada? How has been your experience finding work in Canada? How do you 

handle change in your life? What are your goals for the next five years? How has your personality changed 

since coming to Canada? 

 

Analysis 

 

This paper is based on qualitative research on Syrian refugees in southern British Columbia, Canada, 

from 2018. The analysed cases of Syrian women were drawn from previous research on Syrian refugee 

resilience and well-being (Stewart, 2020), and informal support networks (Stewart, 2020). Accordingly, 

although this paper is based on empirical evidence that was not collected with the original intent of studying 

women’s changing gender paradigms, the items that will be discussed stood out as remarkable and in need of 

further isolation and investigation.  

 

Interviews took place in 2018, in southern British Columbia, in Vancouver including the area referred 

to as Metro Vancouver and the Fraser Valley. Participants were recruited through religious organizations, 

non-profit resettlement services, prior contacts, and snowball sampling. Criteria for analysis within the 

present study included Syrian women aged 18 years and above who had come to Canada through the Syrian 

refugee resettlement program. Participation was voluntary, and participants were informed about the nature of 

the research both verbally and in writing in both English and Arabic before beginning the interview. 

Interviews were conducted face-to-face either in the families’ home, their friends’ home, or in public places, 

such as food courts. Participants were free to answer or skip any questions if they didn’t feel comfortable. 

They were free to terminate the interview at any time, but this was never done. In the case where participants 

had a self-reported low level of English, interpreters were employed to assist in the interview process. Several 

women were interviewed with their husbands and children; and key informants, such as government workers 

and resettlement workers were also interviewed. 
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Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes, and occasionally clarification was sought afterward via 

email or text messaging. Interviews were digitally voice recorded with consent. Minimal note-taking was 

done during the interview so that participants would feel that they had the full attention of the researcher. 

Detailed note-taking was done privately after each interview. Recordings were transcribed and were not made 

accessible to anyone other than the researcher. Pseudonyms have been given for the remainder of this paper. 

Corrections to participants’ grammar has been minimal and only made to make clear sentences that are 

ambiguous outside of context.  

 

Participants 

 

The women in this study come from diverse backgrounds and represent various life stages, which 

emphasises the variety of experiences and life courses of Syrian women with refugee backgrounds in Canada. 

The present study uses the responses from 15 women (n=15) who were all of Syrian nationality coming from 

Dara’a, Homs, Damascus, Aleppo, Latakia, and Idlib. The median age was 35 years old. Eleven women were 

married, three were single, and one was a widow from before the war in Syria. At the time of the interview, 

the shortest time in Canada was 14 months, and the longest time in Canada was two years and 9 months. The 

lowest level of education was grade 5, and the highest level of education was a university degree. Occupations 

in Syria varied and included housewife, teacher, office administration, and student; currently seven women 

were unemployed, four were students, and the others were office administrator, cleaner, translator, and 

volunteer. Eleven women self-identified as Sunni Muslim, and four self-identified as Christian. Five women 

could speak fluent English, and as such, the interviews were conducted in English; the remaining 10 women 

were interviewed in Arabic with the help of interpreters. Table 1 shows selected characteristics of the 

participants in this study. 

 

 

Table 1 

Profile of participants. 

Participant Age Marital Status 
Highest level of 

education 
Job in Syria Job in Canada 

Participant 2 Early 30s Married University Teacher Student 

Participant 3 Late 30s Single University Admin. Admin. 

Participant 4 Mid 20s Married Some college Student Unemployed 

Participant 8 Late 20s Married Some university Student Unemployed 

Participant 9 Mid 40s Married Grade 7 Housewife Cleaner 

Participant 10 Early 20s Married Grade 8 Student Student 

Participant 12 Mid 30s Married Grade 5 Housewife Unemployed 

Participant 13 Mid 40s Widowed Grade 9 Unemployed Unemployed 

Participant 14 Late teens Single Grade 12 Student Student 

Participant 16 Mid 30s Married College Housewife Translator 

Participant 17 Mid 50s Married Grade 10 Housewife Unemployed 

Participant 19 Late 30s Married Grade 7 Hairdresser Unemployed 

Participant 21 Mid 40s Married Grade 7 Housewife Student 

Participant 22 Late 20s Single Some university Tutor Volunteer 

Participant 23 Late 30s Married Grade 6 Housewife Unemployed 
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Findings 
 

This study describes the concept of positive anomie as an extension of Durkheim’s original theory of 

anomie. Durkheim (1997 [1951]) depicted anomie with a negative connotation, as a state of personal de-

regulation caused by abrupt social transition, for example, as societies evolve from traditional to modern 

(Durkheim, 1997 [1933]). For refugees, resettlement presents not only adverse outcomes of transition but 

possible venues for favourably rebuilding norms and values (Almohamed, Vyas, and Zhang, 2017). Thus, 

while a breakdown of social norms may produce negative results within the individual, the present study 

argues that there may also be positive paradigm changes and outcomes. The following analysis discusses the 

concept of positive anomie, defined as follows: the emergence of a positive paradigm shift resulting from the 

disruption or dissolution of previously held norms or values. When considering positive anomie, three realms 

of social norms will be discussed: financial norms, norms of movement, and relationship norms. These three 

areas are all areas where Syrian women experienced a breakdown of previously held values and expectations 

and were able to reconstruct a new paradigm with positive outcomes. 

 

Kuhn (1996 [1962]) discusses that a paradigm—the set of patterns that make up a person’s 

worldview—may be influenced by culture, society, religion, etc. In the case of refugees, migration causes a 

kind of passive anomie as the set of patterns that make up one’s worldview is disrupted, and previously held 

value systems are undermined (TenHouten, 2016). Kuhn presented the revolution of paradigm shifts in the 

context of the physical sciences; however, his theory is philosophical in nature, and therefore can be applied 

in a sociological setting (Bird, 2012). Thus, positive anomie keeps in mind Kuhn’s model of how new 

paradigms, or worldviews, are created within TenHouten’s (2016) framework of passive anomie. Kuhn (1996 

[1962]) presents the notion that paradigms are created in stages, wherein there is a crisis or turning point that 

disrupts an individual’s paradigm; individuals begin noticing inconsistencies between the previous paradigm 

and newly presented information; and finally, revolution, wherein old ideas are replaced or new ideas are 

established. The present study will focus on the transition from inconsistent social norms to the resulting shift 

to a new paradigm. 

 

Financial Norms 

 

Refugees face barriers to employment in Canada including inability to find work, low language levels, 

lack of social networks, and non-recognized foreign credentials (Wilkinson, 2017). Syrian women 

experienced a distinctive series of breakdowns of social norms regarding work and finances. This theme 

centres around the foundation that in Canada women should be treated equally with men. A breakdown in 

financial norms was initially exposed in the expectation of the provincial government that in order for married 

women to be eligible for government-provided income assistance, they were required to be looking for paid 

work along with their husband. Eleven participants were married, and it was stated that it is normal in Syria 

for a man to be the exclusive financial provider for the family while the woman stayed home and took care of 

domestic responsibilities: “It’s like our culture. Most of the work, the main job for woman just take care 

house and kids” (Participant 4). This move from a single- to a double-provider family represents a disruption 

of previously held family values for many women. This is critical because the right to work is fundamental in 

helping refugees rebuild self-reliant lives (Zetter & Ruaudel, 2018). While some women preferred to do 

domestic work and did not want to work outside the home, there was largely approval in this new level of 

equality between men and women. For instance, Participant 3 was not thinking about finding work and 

instead desired to stay home and take care of her children and husband who had a heart condition because this 

was the type of life she was used to, while Participant 8 said, “I have goal and dream to finish studying and 

get a good job.” Another participant said,  

 

“I want to get a good job and work…If we got a good job and got a good income, we can help other family, 

our family in Syria. [That makes] our family safe and happy, we will be more happy.” (Participant 2) 
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The women in this study also understood that their options to work were not limited by their sex, and 

they expressed their surprise at the manner of jobs accessible to women in Canada. In Syria, they could have 

been anticipated being teachers, office workers, to work in home-based professions or handicrafts, or in 

women-only roles; however, participants remarked that in Canada they were welcome to work in jobs that 

they considered traditionally men’s jobs, including construction, manufacturing, or other professions where 

men dominate. This represents a further breakdown of preconceived roles for men and women regarding work 

and finances. For instance: 

 

“It’s good thing to work anything you want, but in our country, no. For example, if you want to work like 

bus driver or taxi, you feel very shy, and the other people look at you different. But here, it’s good. 

Everything allowed, and it's good thing…In Syria, there’s limited things woman can do. But here in 

Canada, everything allowed, it’s okay.” (Participant 4) 

 

“Like here I’ve done tree planting. In Syria this is more of a guys thing to do, but here they’re like, ‘yeah 

we have lots of girls on our team, so you can join.’ I mean we don’t have tree planting as a job in Syria, 

but any labour thing is more for guys… So, if I want to work a labour job, then yes I would have more 

opportunities to work here.” (Participant 22). 

 

“The work opportunities for women, specifically the fact that age doesn’t always matter. In Syria, if you 

don’t have a license or a certificate and you’re old, you can’t work in any job. But here, there are so many 

opportunities, and you can live through that.” (Participant 19) 

 

Along with the freedom to work at any job comes the right to manage and be responsible for one’s 

own finances. Women in this study communicated appreciation of their right to have their own bank account, 

credit card, and debit card and how this positively impacted their lives. Having a bank account and control 

over their own finances means that women have a new awareness of independence and self-determination 

over their life. For instance, Participant 9 said that she has changed since coming to Canada through having 

her own bank account: “I feel like a person, and I have my personality. I have my banking account. I know 

my rights, and I become more stronger. [Women having a bank account] is not really common in our 

country.” There is a learning curve, however, as women discard previous notions about money management 

and learn a new system. One participant said, “We didn’t know anything about the banking, about the 

cards…We struggled...Our whole life we are cash. We are not using card or debit. We don’t have the credit 

card—all new for us. Then we learned.” (Participant 16). Added freedom and financial empowerment further 

disrupts previous paradigms regarding money and independence. An unmarried participant in her late 30s 

illustrated the expectation for women to be reliant on their parents or husband in Syria and how living in 

Canada has unsettled this value,  

 

“Here I have to live alone to be independent. There in Syria, if you are not married you stay with your 

parents till you die. Your family responsible for you, your bills…I become more confident and become 

more courageous, how to live alone without anyone from my family to be there” (Participant 3). 

 

The disruption of norms surrounding work and the new expectation that women should share in 

providing income for their families or for themselves creates a new hope for women to feel happy, 

independent, and equal with men. A provincial government employee said, “I can see more ladies coming to 

our [resettlement] sessions…They are more present in the moment than their husbands…They realize they 

have a voice, and they can do a lot of things to support their own families.” Most women interviewed were 

appreciative that they were allowed to work and were pleased to see that all jobs available to men were also 

available to women; and having control of their own money produced a sense of empowerment and 

individuality. This illustrates that women refugees are creative agents of their own lives and are able to draw 

on resources around them to find opportunities in negative experiences (Scullion 2008). Thus, we can see how 
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this breakdown in norms and values regarding finances and control can produce positive paradigm shifts for 

Syrian women in Canada as they begin to understand their rights and see more opportunities available to them.  

 

Norms of Movement 

 

The second area where women refugees experienced a breakdown of social norms was regarding 

movement. For this section, norms of movement refers to the acts of leaving the house, going to shops or 

appointments, meeting friends, and walking outside alone. Part of this breakdown was related to language, 

and part of it was related to cultural incompatibility. Five interviews were conducted in English, which means 

10 women were unable to communicate at a level suitable to participate in in-depth question and answer 

sessions in English. For these women, language was a major source of feeling lost or inadequate in Canada. 

Other research confirms that lacking ability in a native language prevents social interaction, decreases 

independence, and bars community engagement (Qutranji et al., 2020). Participant 19 said she “felt like a 

baby again” because she couldn’t express herself, and another woman demonstrated how her lack of English 

negatively affected her self-esteem and inability to establish a network of non-Syrian friends: 

 

“When I came here, I thought I was stupid because I didn’t know the language….My problem—language. 

I may prefer to have Syrian friends so I can communicate and understand.” (Participant 13)  

 

Language problems make it challenging to complete everyday tasks, such as banking, filling out 

government forms, taking public transportation, finding housing, and taking care of medical concerns with 

doctors and nurses. As a result, women feel as if they have lost their authority and may have trepidations 

about going out in public. Interestingly, feeling lost did not seem to be positively correlated with English 

ability. For instance, one participant who needed an interpreter during the interview because her English level 

was low said, in Canada she has “a new life. Freedom… Driving car…Here we have opportunity to go 

outside easily moving from area to another area,” (Participant 4).  

 

Regarding cultural differences, women expressed that they were not restricted from going outside in 

Canada without a male chaperone and were free to do activities that they associated as being more masculine, 

as a dialogue between mother and her daughter revealed: 

 

Participant 14 (Daughter). In middle east or places that we lived at, there’s no gender equality. 

 

Participant 13 (Mother). Always the man first…I’m not safe there [middle east]. 

Participant 14. We have the power, we have the rights to do what we want to do [in Canada].  

And they respect women, they value women. My mom feel more safe, and I feel more safe, and she feel 

really happy for me that if I’m in Jordan [after leaving Syria] I cannot be a police officer. They allow 

women to be police officers, but public does not respect them, and if you give someone orders they 

won’t listen to you. But here you actually feel empowered and can be leader here. (Participant 13 and 14) 

 

In Muslim cultures, it is common for women to have a male family member accompany them when 

they leave the house, which we can clearly see from the previous section: if married women are expected to 

work outside the home, it would be quite difficult to require them to have a male chaperone every time they 

went to their jobs. Thus, there is a rift in this cultural norm for both women and men as they learn how to 

navigate these inconsistencies. Two participants demonstrate this paradigm shift and how it had an uplifting 

effect:  

 

“In Syria they [men] can’t leave us alone to go. They have to be with us to be safe. It’s not thinking that 

they doesn’t want you to work, but he doesn’t trust people around you…Because it’s Muslim country, so 

all the women have to cover with black thing they are wearing” (Participant 16).  
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“You’re more independent. Like for me, I always wanted to ride my bike in Syria, and culturally it was not 

a good thing. So, I really enjoy that I can finally bike anywhere I want here and without so many eyes 

watching. It’s like, ‘so what? You’re riding a bike.’ And even playing soccer. I always wanted to play 

soccer when I was a kid, and my parents tried to register me in one of the soccer teams when I was in Syria, 

and the coach was like, ‘we have no girls playing on our team.’ They didn’t let me register so they had to 

send me to the basketball team. But culturally, basketball is for girls. We do have a girls soccer team, but 

it’s not very familiar. Here I played lots of soccer. I know these are like simple details, weird details, but I 

enjoy that. (Participant 22) 

 

Driving a car has already been touched on above, and this was a common subject that women 

expressed regarding personal freedom and norms of movement. Having a driver’s license contributes to 

women realizing their unique capacities by supporting their agency and rights (Kale & Kindon, 2020). A key 

informant said that she sees women “happily driving” when they come in for resettlement services (provincial 

government worker).  Participant 12 said that it was good to be a woman in Canada because, 

 

“Nobody call me a refugee…And drive. In Syria, not. Sometimes I see woman drive in Syria. Here 

everybody [women] drive. It’s very good…I want to work, and I want to learn driving. I want to. Now is 

learner driver1. I learn now, but it’s expensive. One hour, $60. I want it, but it’s expensive.” 

 

Participants 16 confirmed the significance of driving: “I don’t have to drive in Syria, but here is very 

important to drive.” Other research notes the significance of having a driver’s license for refugees to access 

places in town and feel welcomed, especially in rural towns (Kaugen, 2019). The excerpts above reveal the 

breakdown of norms of movement and how women are able to take advantage of them to achieve more in 

their lives. In Syria, freedom of movement was dependent on male family members, and it was not common 

for women to drive. However, in Canada, women find that they are legally free to go anywhere they want. 

Unfortunately, language ability may restrict some movement, and women still have to learn to feel relaxed 

being alone in public. Nevertheless, it is clear that a new paradigm regarding norms of movement is being 

formed as women more fully understand gender equality and freedom in Canada. 

 

Relationship Norms 

 

The third area of norm deregulation and the emergence of new paradigms concerns relationships, 

specifically intimacies between a man and a woman. Breakdown of norms in this space relates to some of the 

issues mentioned in previous sections, such as women’s freedom of movement, freedom to work, more 

equality between men and women, and women’s rights. As women gain more rights outside the home, the 

responsibilities for domestic duties shifts from solely women to include men, which may put pressure on 

married couples as they struggle to hold on to previous values while trying to incorporate new ideals. One 

woman with several children said, “I have my rights,” (Participant 23); and sometimes, “[her husband] sits 

with them [the kids] and then she hangs out with her friends” (Participant 23’s son). A key informant also 

noticed this disruption of social norms and shift in ways of thinking when men responded with disbelieving 

laugher at the expectation that their wife needs to be looking for work as well. 

 

Revolution and the emergence of a new paradigm regarding marriage relationships comes in the form 

of women recognising that, as equal partners in the relationship, they have specific power over the future of 

the relationships that they didn’t have in Syria. Participant 19 said, “I really like the equality between men and 

women, and this is missing back home.”  

 

 

                                                           
1 “Learner driver,” often referred to as “learner” or “L” can be obtained if someone is at least 16 years old and has gotten 40 
out of 50 questions right on a multiple-choice knowledge test. They have a red magnetic “L” symbol to put on their car and can 
now drive with a supervisor for 12 months before being eligible to take the “New driver” test. 
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Additionally, 

Participant 16: Everything, the first thing is man. That is hard as a woman, but here the woman is 

very powerful. They can start to study again, they can drive, they can go to work, they can do anything that 

they are hoping in all their life to be there. 

 

Participant 17: Very good for Syrian woman here. Big changes here. 

Participant 16: You are feeling very powerful. (Participant 16 and 17) 

 

Tied in with the collection of rights mentioned above—right to work, have a bank account, drive, go 

outside alone, etc.—participants noted that, in Canada, it was now possible for Syrian women to divorce their 

husbands. This is a significant topic, since many refugee women who are exposed to domestic violence 

divorce their husbands after resettling in a country that allows it (Nasser-Eddin, 2017). Women are also able 

to remarry or not marry without fear of the social stigma of being a divorced woman or an unmarried woman 

in Canada. One participant, who has never married, stated that, “To be a single mom [in Canada] is okay. [In 

Syria] it’s totally bad. If you have a son without a man, that means you are a prostitute, or a bad girl. This is 

so bad.” (Participant 3) 

 

An aspect of marriage in Islam that is wholly disrupted in Canada is the right for men to have more 

than one wife. In Islam, it is possible for a man to have up to four wives, although this is usually reserved for 

exceptionally wealthy men who can afford to provide for up to four women and their children. One woman 

was grateful for this restriction in Canada and said,  

 

“I’m not afraid now my husband will marry another woman, because in Syria they can marry four, as a 

Muslim. Any Muslim in Arab country, not only Syria—in Arab country the Muslim man can marry 

four…In Canada, no, just one. I like Canada.” (Participant 21). 

 

Such prohibition of polygamy amplifies women’s self-determination and role as an equal partner in 

marriage (Liversage, 2019). Related to this newfound assurance and confidence is the breakdown of attitudes 

toward intimate relations between men and women before marriage. Participants in the present study had 

diverse relationship statuses and dissimilar religiosity, but had the same feeling of surprise at learning that 

men and women can live together and have intimate relations before they are married. For instance, two 

participants, one who was married and one who was single, said, 

 

“In our country, you can’t do relation before you married, but here it’s okay. We were surprised…It’s not 

common, it’s not allowed in our culture. We just like, oh, shocked, because I didn’t know that before we 

came here…But then it became okay for us.” (Participant 2) 

 

“[In Canada] it’s okay to live with boyfriend/girlfriend, but there it’s not. It’s family thing…I was 

surprised that some churches accept that boyfriend/girlfriend live together before marriage. That’s strange 

for me.” (Participant 3) 

 

The above points address several areas in which relationship norms are disrupted in Canada. Previous 

paradigms surrounding romantic relationships include the man being more powerful than the woman in a 

marriage, a woman’s lack of freedom to divorce her husband, dislike of men’s rights to marry more than one 

wife, and forbidding men and women to live together and engage in sexual relations before marriage. After 

Syrian women learn about Canadian society, they learn that women can be equal with men regarding marriage, 

they can divorce their husbands, men are only allowed to have one wife at a time, and sexual relations before 

marriage are less restricted The breakdown of these norms all have in common the fact that women have 

gained more rights and autonomy in Canada than they had in Syria. New rights give women more options, 

opportunities, and power in their relationships, so although previous relationship norms have been disrupted, 

women actually have hopeful futures as they shift into a new paradigm of gender norms. 
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Positive Anomie 

 

Positive anomie is the evolution of positive paradigms resulting from the disruption or dissolution of 

previously held norms or values. The examples and excerpts above illustrate three key areas in which Syrian 

women with a refugee background experience a disruption to their previously held financial norms, norms of 

movement, and relationship norms. These three spaces are all areas where Syrian women experienced a 

breakdown of previously held values and were able to reconstruct a new paradigm with positive outcomes. 

Durkheim’s (1997 [1951]) original concept of anomie is initiated when there is a dramatic emotional or 

circumstantial upheaval in a person’s life and which leads to negative emotions and outcomes. Refugees have 

been forced to make the difficult decision to flee their home country, faced dramatic departure from their 

homeland, and find themselves precariously in a foreign country with an unknown future and traumatic past. 

This creates a crisis, turning point, or condition of instability that is necessary to induce change. However, the 

breakdown of social norms Syrian women with a refugee background experience in Canada results in several 

surprising and unintended benefits to their worldview as women. Women find that they have far more rights, 

freedoms, power, and equality than they did in Syria or a transit country in the middle east, which leaves them 

feeling empowered and hopeful. For example, one participant said, 

 

“In Syria, I had many dreams and many hopes, but they were destroyed when the war started. So then 

when I moved to Lebanon, I felt for a period and then I felt hopeful again, but then the reality was stronger 

and I felt disappointed. But then coming here to Canada, I feel that hope is real. My dreams can actually 

come true… Like I said before there are more opportunities for women.” (Participant 19) 

 

A paradigm is the set of patterns that make up a person’s worldview (Kuhn, 1996 [1962]). The result 

of the preceding breakdown of norms is the emergence of a new paradigm, i.e., a new worldview. This new 

paradigm emerging in the participants of this study includes more freedom for women to work and take 

control of their finances; the ability to go out alone and drive a car; and the equality in marriage to file for 

divorce and not feel stigmatised due to relationship status. Women are cognisant of these new rights and 

freedoms that arise from various difficulties and the de-regulation of previous worldviews as they come into 

contact with new social norms. During this period of de-regulation, attitudes change, women experience 

transition, they try new experience, and express their content over new ideas. Thus, women’s nature of being 

changes as they experience an internal revolution of ideas and the emergence of a new paradigm.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

This study illustrate the multi-sided and contradictory experiences of resettlement of Syrian women 

with a refugee background in British Columbia, Canada. It illustrates positive anomie through the ways in 

which social norms are disrupted in Canada and previous norms regarding gender fall apart and women find 

themselves in an “in between” space of ambiguous social expectations. The women in this “in between” space 

must navigate two paradigms, or worldviews, regarding gender norms regarding finances, physical movement, 

and relationships. Eventually, it is possible to experience a reconciliation and acceptance of new norms, 

embrace new rights and freedoms, gain a sense empowerment, and learn how to use these new opportunities 

for one’s benefit. Indeed, it is clear that Durkheim’s original concept of anomie is both negative and 

incomplete and does not fully cover the realm of possible outcomes when individuals find themselves in a 

situation of social change and internal conflict. The above analysis shows that it is entirely possible for 

traditional social norms to break down in a state of internal anomie and a new worldview to emerge wherein 

expectations and beliefs are positively changed to reflect updated worldviews. Positive anomie in this 

framework represents a more complete explanation and analysis of outcomes for Syrian women with a 

refugee background as well as a more comprehensive interpretation of Durkheim’s anomie. Unlike 

Durkheim’s original concept of anomie, which observes that social dysregulation leads to negative outcomes, 

mood disorders, or suicide, positive anomie as discussed in this paper discerns that refugees have agency over 
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their situation and are able to see the advantages of new opportunities presented to them, produce positive 

outcomes for their life, and even create change in the collection of assumptions and beliefs shared within the 

refugee community. 
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