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Three months ago I left my comfortable life in the swanky suburbs of Bloomfield Hills, Michigan to embark on a life-changing journey. This journey took me all the way to Fes, Morocco. With a ninety-eight percent Muslim population who predominantly speak Arabic and French, Morocco was nothing, absolutely nothing, like my home. As expected, before leaving I questioned how my identity would be altered by this experience. More specifically, how stereotyping and cognitive dissonance would impact my identity in this foreign country. 

Having a multi-cultural upbringing as both a Pakistani Muslim and Caucasian Christian, this auto-ethnographic study was extremely important because I have been deeply affected by this unique heritage and not always in a positive manner. As expressed in my proposal, I know several multi-racial individuals who also question their identity and alter it depending on the situation and people they are in or around, similar to what I had grown accustomed to doing. I chose Morocco because it is a culture so different from anything I had ever known would shed light and give answers on how biracial people can create an identity that suite all situations without compromising any aspect of themselves. 
Moreover, it was crucial to understand how I would be affected because of my career aspirations of having a Political Talk show which travels throughout Muslim and Arab dominated areas. I had to be certain of who Ameena is if I wanted to be successful in the future. Most importantly, I was done with questioning whom Ameena Razia Sheikh is… done with the cognitive dissonance and stereotyping experienced thus far in my life. I said Bye to America and Hello to Morocco. 

Heading to Morocco my fear was the cognitive dissonance in this new and foreign place would finish me off. The end! For the first time conforming myself to fit in would not be an option. Not only was everyone going to be strangers but they also would not speak the same language as me. My fear was of having more cognitive dissonance in Morocco than in America for three reasons: losing prominent parts of my identity, sticking out like a sore thumb, and being torn between identities. The two most identifiable parts of myself were not coming with me overseas: a strong, supportive and close-knit family; and being a successful competitive figure skater. But, in Morocco both of these were going to be completely stripped from me. Being part of a loving family I have the security that if others do not understand me or I do not “fit in” my family is always there as a backbone. In addition, as a successful ice skater, my talent naturally enthralls people and they are more open to getting to know me. Unfortunately, in Morocco I would not have either of these crutches. Instead, my identity would essentially become naked.

Almost scarier was my imagination of negatively standing out. If I thought my multi-racial identity was hard to deal with in America (the melting pot of the world), then what were people going to think of me in Morocco?!? Not only is it very difficult to travel to and from Morocco, but also, it is a third world country and unattractive to people looking for new opportunities (like people from the United States). Therefore, the majority or people who live in Morocco have always lived there, making it the farthest place from a melting pot! I could not help thinking how much my green eyes and American accent were going to stick out like a sore thumb, all the while naturally assuming I was going to be stereotyped as an ignorant American girl trying to fit in for her two-month visit. Even worse, being a modern Muslim who did not wear hijab (headscarf) outside of the Masjid (mosque) and an ice skater… there was no way people in a strict Muslim country were going to accept me, let alone help me feel welcome. I was never going to fit in with the Moroccans! Lastly, because I worried about either clinging onto my American-Christian identity or embracing my Pakistani-Muslim identity, a fear of constantly feeling torn between the two identities built inside of me. Needless to say, I was not looking forward to this trip. But, I knew that going to a place like Morocco would force myself to let go of past identity crutches and have a chance of finally understanding Ameena. 

This is hard to admit because my personality tends to not like being proven wrong, but something crazy, yet absolutely magical happened in Fes, in Morocco, in Africa. I discovered Ameena. Yes, of all places, in the overly crowded and poverty stricken city of Fes, my identity was waiting to finally be understood. This was the complete opposite of my hypotheses. Although I hate being proven wrong, this time I happily welcomed the error in my predictions. Allow me to explain.

In order to explain, examining the theories and questions I posed in my proposal is necessary. The Cognitive Dissonance theory, the Cross-Cultural Adaptation theory, the Biracial Identity Model, the Self-Consistency theory and the Identity Negotiation theory, all had a tremendous impact on how I dealt with my identity alteration. Moreover, after returning to America I also questioned how I was altered and what roles stereotyping and cognitive dissonance played during my trip. Most important was my theoretical question: how had my identity been shaped by cognitive dissonance? 

Reading through my reflective journal I see that waiting to board the first plane leaving Michigan I wrote, I am shocked at how subdued I am… as I sit here in the Detroit airport, waiting to begin my journey I am totally blown away at how calm and sort of numb my emotions are. I am neither nervous nor excited. I just am. I was already beginning to cleanse all emotions and pre-conceptions, both positive and negative, towards this trip. It was the beginning of the process to free my mind and open my heart to the reality facing me (it wasn’t until about two weeks into my experience that I realized how necessary and helpful it had been for me to do this). At this same time I wrote about my thoughts on the theories that would have an impact on my identity development. 
· Cognitive Dissonance Theory: This theory asserts that when a person has two or more inconsistent cognitions they experience uncomfortable tension and it must be reduced. I wondered what sort of cognitive dissonance I would encounter… am I Muslim or a on the surface “Christian”? Am I American or Pakistani? Am I a confidant young woman or an obnoxious know-it-all? Would people believe, trust and treat me like the Muslim that I am? Or would they base behavior off of my Caucasian looks and ignore the fact that I am Muslim? Will I feel pressured to wear a hijab all the time? Will the fact that I am a confident young woman put off the men? 
· Cross-Cultural Adaptation Theory: The cross-cultural adaptation theory examines how individuals adapt in new cultures for long periods of time. I worried about whether or not I would ever adapt to this foreign culture… will I adapt at all? Will I feel pressured to conform or will it be a natural process? 
· Biracial Adaptation Model: The biracial adaptation model analyzes how multi-racial people develop identities. Going along with this model I questioned which ethnicity I would conform to; my light-skinned Caucasian side or my dark-skinned Pakistani side, or (this was wishful thinking) both? And which group will I identify with the most? The other students, school environment, the family I live with, the locals, et cetera? But then I couldn’t help worrying whether I would even gain membership to a group in Fes… My head was racing! 
· Self-Consistency Theory: Within this theory it is believed that humans must feel good about themselves in order to be happy and one thing was certain, as I left for my travels (according to the Self-Consistency theory) I viewed myself as a good person, however, would I continue to feel good about myself during and after Morocco?
· Identity Negotiation Theory: It is hypothesized with the identity negotiation theory that family is the fundamental communication system in all cultures. However, I was even more shocked by my calm demeanor because it really dawned on me that my family was not going with me. Who will be my family in Fes? Will I even become part of a family? Family is everything to me…

With these theories locked in my mind, a pleasant surprise occurred… it did not take long for the magic to begin. I use the term “magic” because that is exactly what my identity formation/alteration felt like… something wonderfully freeing and absolutely magical. Traveling to Fes, Morocco, is to put it bluntly, a pain in the butt. Several flights later, absolutely no English spoken and no phone, I somehow managed to find my way onto the train from Casablanca to Fes, but only with the help of none other than a beautiful young woman named Amina. I had hoped to meet another Ameena (Amina), and wow! She was the farthest thing from my expectations of a Muslim woman in Morocco! Amina had long tightly braided hair, pointed and brightly colored nails, bright blue eye shadow, which matched her tight bright blue cropped top, and, brace yourself, she was accompanied by her Australian boyfriend. WHAT?! Wait, where was her hijab? Why was she not traveling with her family and why was she with this white man? And were those fake eyelashes? Oh my goodness gracious. I was confused. But sitting and speaking with Amina on the six-hour train ride was when the magic first began to settle all around me.

Since this was the first Ameena I had met other than myself, my identity never had anything concrete to compare with. So, I had created an identity that was at dissonance with what I thought other Ameena’s were like… they were everything I wasn’t… and in a secretive way I had wished to be like them. Reserved, conservative, pious, plain, calm, un-athletic, home-bodies, the “other” Ameena’s went unnoticed and fit into the mold of a good Muslim girl… thus, allowing them to go through life without feeling different and confused about their identity or constantly wrapped up with cognitive dissonance. Unfortunately as my naïve mind imagined these other Ameena’s, I also unknowingly had done the exact thing I disliked the most- stereotyped my own name- doing what everyone did to me when they stereotyped an Ameena. Luckily, Amina showed me my wrongs. Here was someone who, other than how she spelled her name and where she lived, was very similar to me. She was outgoing, fashionable, fighting for women’s equality and in love with a Christian man. Sitting in my hotel room that evening I noted, there are other Ameena’s out there like myself, I am not alone. Thank you Amina, thank you for helping me feel less alone and opening my mind to being less judgmental. Thank you.

Unfortunately my optimism was short lived. The first night in Fes was a shock to my system. I want to go home. It is crowded, tight, humid, sweaty, sticky, nothing like what I was expecting. I feel lost. Who are these so-called Moroccan people… smoking, cleavage hanging out? I feel like the most Muslim and conservative. My identity was struggling. This was going to be tough. Fortunately, as the first couple days passed and I became more acquainted with the city; the hustle and bustle, millions of cats, men sitting at the café’s sipping their Arab mint tea, the rickety petit taxis, et cetera, slowly a transformation began. I could feel myself becoming more and more intrigued by the culture like a child who had been told to never go somewhere because it was bad. Then all of a sudden you are allowed to and you don’t get in trouble. I loved hearing everyone using the Arab word for God, Allah, and saying Bismillah just like my father, before doing anything. Oh, and how beautiful all of the women looked in their colorful headscarves! My curiosity was pushing me toward my Muslim and Pakistani heritage. However, this little voice in my head kept reminding me of all the people who had told me that there was no way I could fit in with the Moroccan culture… Ameena, you celebrate Christmas… really, they are not going to understand you! Just stick with your American friends and you will be safe. But, I was sick of being safe. 

Most of my nerves and anxiety came from moving in with my host family. The students and teachers were already accepting of me because they were either foreigners in Morocco like myself or had taught people from all over the world. They are used to freaks like myself… at least I can speak the same language as them, I observed one of the first nights. Thus, there was a profound certainty of comfortably making my school friends my group and family…easily able to conform and fit in with them while feeling positive about myself. Yet, how I yearned to understand and feel safe as a Muslim. More so, was my desperation of not just wanting but also needing to no longer feel torn between identities or worried about fitting in. And that was where my host family came into play. Would I become part of this family? Would they accept a Muslim American who ice-skated? Would they even believe I was Muslim? And why the heck did I ask for a family that doesn’t speak a lick of English? I really am crazy, or stupid, or both (Journal). 

Although it is only my third night at my home stay I already truly feel part of the family. Three nights in and this was what I was writing in my journal! The Bennani family loved that I was an American Muslim. My skating impressed them, they thought my green eyes were جميلة (beautiful) and my loud laugh charming. They were giddy with excitement to find out that my father was Pakistani and my mother Caucasian… “Such a unique and blessed mix”, as my host father, Abdelhay said. My younger host sister did not wear a hijabi, instead she wanted me to help her put on makeup or curl her hair. If I wanted to pray with them fine, if I didn’t their perception of me did not alter. They were accepting of absolutely loved my mixed heritage! I was confused but at the same time delighted. How was it that in the one place I had been told growing up that would be the most closed-minded towards me was actually the most open-minded? That little voice in my head telling me to be careful and make sure I change myself to fit in with them was slowly but surely quieting. The Bennani family’s utter acceptance of Ameena, Ameena the skater, talker, Muslim, American, woman’s advocate, was drowning out that voice for the first time in my life. Magic was filling the air. 

On the fourth day of living with my host family I wrote, when I woke up today the craziest thought dawned on me… I love it here. I love the family. Even with the language barrier I am fully integrated into the family and honestly do not feel any dissonance… Yes. That’s right. No dissonance! Other than being around my family and very closest friends I cannot remember not feeling dissonance, especially around people who just met me and could not speak my language. Why oh why now? The atmosphere is interesting here. It is almost like a sort of cloud of serenity has overcome me. Even when I am tired, sweaty, have too much homework… I am somehow not stressed and am calm. Interesting… how finally in my life am I not worried about every little thing… and in Africa of all places. But it made complete sense. This was the first time in my life I was not internally struggling with which identity. 

Without realizing it, as the days passed I was becoming more and more part of the Moroccan culture. It was such a natural adaptation I was blind to it until my American roommate said to me, “It is amazing how well you can communicate and understand them (Moroccan people) without being able to speak Arabic… I fluently speak it but most of the time I do not even know what to say…” Audreanna could see how integrated I had become with the family even before myself! Or when I spoke to my father by phone back in America and he expressed how great it was to observe me understanding, seeing the good and becoming part of my Muslim heritage… wait was I? I hadn’t been trying to… but then paying attention, I quickly noticed the wonderful change others were already seeing. Although maintaining my American side with the other American students as I celebrated Fourth of July at the only McDonalds, I was also enjoying wearing jellabas instead of jeans. And these two identities, which had once been so separate, were somehow evolving and integrating into one. In one moment, in one conversation, with one person I would be proudly explaining Islam and proudly supporting the American government. Yes, proudly, without dissonance and the entire time feeling better and better about myself. 

It wasn’t only the groups (or as I like to say little families, because they were more than groups, they were my families) such as the Bennani’s and school friends who were helping me feel comfortable being Ameena. Cab drivers, teachers, the local café waiter, the orange juice cart man, my host sibling’s friends, the little old henna shop owner, you name it, they were all lending a hand in creating the magic. At one point about half way through my stay, I felt silly at how nervous I had been for Moroccan people to find out that I was a mix of American and Pakistani. Thinking that if people back home in the Country of Freedom judged me harshly for my differences then people in Morocco would not even give me the time of day. Ha! My prediction could not have been more wrong. Instead I was stereotyped as a novelty. Oh how they loved to see a young American girl embracing Islam while also pursuing her talents (skating). And did I know what my name means in Arabic? Not one person ceased to tell me about the story of the cursed blue eyes but how it is actually considered lucky to be born with fair eyes now. Therefore, I was very lucky. Or they would be dizzy with confusion because “you are Moroccan? No? You have dark skin, big eyes… but you have light eyes… your name? Ameena? Ameena? That is Arabic… you are not American… Lebanese? No? What??” In a place where everything is the same, I was different and they loved it. Their positive stereotyping allowed me to throw myself more easily into the culture by preventing cognitive dissonance from happening and ultimately, merging my segregated identities. 

In particular, one elderly woman said something that one hundred percent changed my perspective on being biracial, "كنت مدروس، ونوع وجميلة لأنك قد شهدت كل من لأنك من نوعين" Translated, “ That is why you are thoughtful, kind and beautiful because you have seen both because you are from two kinds…” I have been given compliments before and was appreciative but that is not why I was thankful for this wise woman’s comment. She showed that my being a good person was because of my different heritages. In other words, being different had helped me become a healthier person. I distinctly remember writing, why hadn’t I been told that before? But I had. My grandmother, father, aunt, sisters, close friends, all the people that love me had always told me that. Yet, it was not until a complete stranger saw it as well that I understood. This was a month into my journey and the magic had completely settled inside of me. 

Before continuing it is important that I address something. Reading this paper many people may find everything I am writing to be over the top… magic this, magic that. I understand the skeptics, however, I cannot explain this transformation any other way. For someone who has internally fought between who they should, want, or could be for the majority of their life, to finally not struggle is more than relief… it is magically freeing. Period.

With a few weeks left in Fes I made the decision to go with the lesson taught by the wise woman and be proud of both my American-Christian and Pakistani-Muslim backgrounds. Unlike before, now I felt lucky to be both. My mindset had completely altered. No longer feeling like the “white sheep,” instead, feeling special, special in the fact that I was capable of understanding two seemingly opposite worlds. As a biracial I could be more adaptable and flexible in situations and that was a positive, not something to be ashamed of. Having successfully stitched together my different identities while fitting into different groups, not feeling any dissonance and nonetheless happier about myself in Africa, I knew this could be done in America. With this amazing realization the last of my time abroad flew by, each day gaining more confidence in who Ameena.

It’s all over… No it isn’t. I am not the same Ameena who came to Fes and never will be that Ameena again. Waving and blowing kisses to my Moroccan family through the train window a flood of emotions enveloped me. And then the tears came. Tears of sadness? Tears of joy? Tears of relief? Yes, yes, and yes. In Africa, in Morocco, in Fes, this poor, dirty, and overly populated ancient city showed me how wonderful it is to just be me. It showed me that I do not need to change myself for people to like me. I can be American-Christian, Pakistani-Muslim, an ice skater, a daughter and sister, outgoing, et cetera, et cetera, all at once and not only have others still like and accept me but also really like myself. So yes I was sad to be leaving this magical place, but I was also joyful and relieved to have learned so much. Two months ago when leaving the Detroit airport I wrote about my worries and anxiety for this trip. Leaving the Casablanca airport I now wrote, Goodbye Fes. You have completely changed me… thank you. 

Two months after returning home, I sit here writing this story. Yes, story because that is exactly what it is. I successfully traveled to a foreign country and miraculously - no magically – after twenty-one years was able to leave behind my safety net (family and skating). More than that was the fact that I was also weaving together my identities. This was accomplished without feeling any cognitive dissonance or separating myself from certain groups or situations. Plus, all the while feeling better and better about myself. What about now? Did these magical changes stick back in the environment that led me to feel suffocated and torn between two Ameena’s? 

With my new mixed identity I finally feel free of societal stereotypes, however, it has not been easy to maintain this identity. People who only knew one side of me have had trouble adjusting to Ameena-after-Morocco. But, I am proud to say that my new identity has held up! I am shocked but happy. After returning I am more assured of myself and am not going to change my attitudes and beliefs for anyone or anything because I know I can be loved and accepted without having to surrender my identity. My theoretical question for this autoethnographic study was: how was my identity shaped by dissonance? My hypothesis consisted of having an answer that would be long and drawn out for this question, however, once again it was wrong. I have already established that I did not have any cognitive dissonance, thus this is what shaped my new, more developed identity. Who would have thought? Not me!

With this study my plan is to apply it everywhere in my life and spread the magic to others. This was just the start. If I am able to have such a positive change in one summer, the possibilities are endless for others. There are so many biracial and multiracial individuals who only see the negatives of their different backgrounds. I want to help them. They need to understand that they actually have more advantages than disadvantages. They should know that being themselves would bring happiness and freedom. Finally I understand what my mom meant when she would lecture me after I cried to her about being a “weirdo”: “When you stop caring about what others think of you and like you for you, then and only then will you be happy.” I am happy. 
