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Ayse:  Welcome and thank you very much for kindly participating in the oral history  

interviews of our project, The Muslim Narratives and Lives in Newfoundland and 
Labrador. I would like to begin our interview— [audio interference]. So, could you 
please [share] your full name, your age, and marital status? If you are married and 
have children, you are welcome to share their names as well. 

 
Aatif:  Assalamu Alaikum. My name is Aatif Baskanderi. I'm 36 years old, and I'm married,  

my wife's name is Dr. Nazia Sharfuddin. 
 
Ayse:  Can you please tell us about your educational background, what did you study,  

where and when, as well as your line of work? 
 
Aatif:   Yeah, so I did my undergraduate degree in electrical engineering at Memorial  

University, graduating in 2008. After that, I did a Master’s of Science in social 
policy and development at the London School of Economics and Political Science. 
That was 2010 to 2011. And then after that, I did a Master's of Technology 
Management from Memorial University. And I believe I completed that in 2015 
but time is a bit of a blur. (LG) 

 
Ayse:   Can you please share us about your line of work, what do you do at the  

moment?  
 
Aatif:  Yeah. Currently, I am the Executive Director of Startup Edmonton, which is the  

city's incubator for early-stage technology startup companies, but incidentally as 
of the date of this recording, which is in December of 2020, I'm actually outgoing 
and starting a new role in January, as the CEO of a foundation focused on social 
innovation across Canada, trying to create innovative solutions to help solve issues 
for Canada's vulnerable populations. 
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Ayse:  Thank you. Can you please share with us how much and what do you know about 
the first Muslims to settle in Newfoundland and Labrador? 

 
Aaatif:  Interestingly enough, I don't know anything (LG) about the first Muslims in  

Newfoundland and Labrador. Ahh, it's, yeah, I actually didn't even know where to 
even find that information. When we came to Newfoundland in 89, I was a kid, I 
was five years old, so the only thing I knew was, the first Muslim I met in 
Newfoundland was the uncle, that, (LG) the uncle and aunty that my parents made 
friends with in St John's. But yeah, lots of, like, I didn't really have a grasp of even 
where to find that information of the first Muslims or Muslim history, in 
Newfoundland.  

 
Ayse:   You said that you came to Newfoundland as a child. Can you also share where did  

you come from?  
 
Aatif:   Yeah, so I was born in Sarnia, Ontario. That’s on like a very much the southern  

point of Ontario on the border with Michigan, I was born there. My family came 
to Canada in the 70s, primarily staying in Ontario the whole time. Coming to 
Newfoundland was really the first time that we went to what I would say is like 
more of like a smaller population place in Canada. Before that, my parents, like 
my dad originally came from Montreal when he first came to Canada, then went 
to Ontario, umm, yeah.  

 
Ayse:  Can you share with us, if possible, what was the reason your parents moved to 

Newfoundland and Labrador at that time and your parents’ profession, perhaps, 
if you don't mind? 

 
Aatif:   Yeah, like, my parents always say, giving the classic immigrant answer: the reason  

you move anywhere is for a job. (LG) And that's why my parents came to 
Newfoundland. My dad got a job at the Come By Chance Refinery, back in 89. And 
it was something where my dad has a master's in chemical engineering, he went 
to university in Japan, came to Canada. It was very tricky for him to find a job in 
his field, being an immigrant to Canada. Not just tricky it's like in some cases 
impossible. There were times that him with a master's in engineering had to like, 
have a pizza shop and deliver newspapers, even though he had a Master of 
Engineering. So, Newfoundland gave us that opportunity, and we came, and that's 
where we set up our home here. 

 
Ayse:  Can you please tell us more about your settlement experience in Newfoundland  

and Labrador, going back to these early days? You can also share us, with us some 
stories of your first encounters with your community, your neighbors, your very 
first friends, your very first teachers, your very first classmates, and also in terms 
of your parents’ experiences, their first encounter with their colleagues at their 
workplaces.  
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Aatif:  Yeah, so we moved to Clarenville, Newfoundland, which at the time had a  

population of about 4000 people, definitely the smallest town my parents have 
ever lived in. Uhh, my mom would always say a joke that when they first came to 
Newfoundland and like first touched down in the airport, she's like “Is this Canada 
anymore?” (LG), like she had no idea. But when we came to Clarenville, it was such 
a warm reception and very neighborly reception, like everyone in the 
neighborhood got to know us and we got to know them. Me being a very young 
person at that time had this freedom to just go, take my bicycle, go around the 
block, there wasn't any worry about my safety [be]cause my parents had that 
confidence that the neighborhood was looking at for me the same way they look 
there for any kid in the neighborhood. And because I had that safety to explore, 
that actually allowed me to make friends. Like I recall, just riding my bike down 
the street in Clarenville, and seeing kids playing in the front yard and them calling 
me over [be]cause there's like, “Hey you’re new kid, who are you?”, and then 
that's how friendships all of a sudden started. And the same thing in school. I 
remember, actually when I first came to Newfoundland or to Clarenville, I did- in 
Ontario they have a junior kindergarten system- so I came being five years old, 
and they just want to put me into grade one. And I remember, well I don't 
remember too well but I remember my mom telling me the story of how she had 
to talk to the principal to find some way to get me into grade one, even though I 
was a year younger than everyone else. So, he just said, “Okay, if you teach him 
these things, then yeah, we'll get him into grade one”. And I remember my mom 
taking like two months to pump that information into me and teach me that 
information at home, so I could start grade one. So, the funny thing was like, the 
entire time I was always like, because I started school one year early, I was always 
a young person, I was always the person who's one year younger than everyone 
else, which is an interesting dynamic in itself.  
 
Yeah, it’s just a very warm welcome that we had from everyone, there’s something 
that it was very inclusive, people got to learn about like my dietary restrictions, 
and they would always be accommodating towards it. There's many times I’d 
show up to birthday parties and people would have separate plates of food, just 
for me that wouldn't have pork in it for example, like there's specifically make food 
for me that I could eat. Yeah, so that's kind of how I remember it.  

 
Ayse:  Can you please tell us whether you have any brothers and sisters? Or are you the  

only child? 
 
Aatif:  Yeah, I have a brother, Omair, he's five years older and my sister, Naema, who's 

eight years older.  
 
Ayse:  Do you recall their own experiences of settling down? How they talk about these  

early days?  
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Aatif:  Yeah, so, both of them as well built up a really solid community of friends around  

them. Uhm, my sister had like a huge group of friends, so did my brother. My 
brother is like very active in sports, played a lot of basketball and like everything 
else. Um, yeah, so I think like, everyone kind of made this community and the one 
thing is our house used to be a bit of a hub and my family, my parents kind of liked 
it like that, where all my friends, my brother's friends, my sister's friends were 
always welcome in our home. So, they would be like the upstairs, that my parents 
would be in, but like the downstairs basement, because we had a finished 
basement and they had a TV and stuff in there, you could always hear kids, from 
my friends, my brother’s friends, sister’s friends, always running in and out of the 
house and my parents never questioned a thing [LG]. It’s just like, just assuming 
kids are running through the house. And the same thing with our backyard, 
because we used to have an open backyard, that would connect into another 
neighborhood, and we would just have everyone. We just used our backyard as a 
pathway to get into other, like, other neighborhoods as well. So that's kind of like 
how our home was. And it's actually kind of funny. I remember my dad was- he 
didn’t even contemplate it for that long, but our neighbors had a fence in their 
backyard that covered their whole backyard, and I remember my dad specifically 
didn't want to build a fence, because he's like “Well what are these kids going to 
do when they need to cut through our backyard?” [LG] and so he actually didn’t 
want to make a fence, just so you can keep it open for people just to use randomly. 

 
Ayse:  Thank you very much. If you feel comfortable talking about it, can you please share  

how has been the reception of your Muslim identity, your Muslim-ness? I believe, 
at that time, there were not many racially and religiously different people in 
Clarenville or in your neighborhoods. So, can you please tell us about your 
reception by the local community as a Muslim?  

 
Aatif:   Yeah, so uhm. I don't think there were very— I think there might have been one  

or two other Muslim families in Clarenville, at that time. It was something where- 
I kind of viewed it a few different ways. So, for example in school, we would have 
a religious studies course, but religious studies in Newfoundland at that time 
basically meant Bible study, [be]cause it was all about Christianity. So, there I was 
having to learn a lot about Christianity, but because there's a lot of commonalities 
with Islam I picked up a lot. At the same time, actually, my teachers would let me 
do my homework on Islam. So, even though I was learning about Christianity, then 
I would always like being, trying to draw parallels and understandings and like, 
draw connections into Islam. It actually helped me learn a lot about Islam by doing 
so, and because they let me do my homework on Islam, that allowed me to kind 
of in an extracurricular way, understand Islam. At the same time, uhm, my dad- 
and there's actually, huh, I realize the blessing of this- uhh, my dad is someone 
who has memorized the Quran, and he is someone who is able to teach it to me 
and my siblings. So, every day, we would go up to my parents’ bedroom, one at a 
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time, not all together, but we'd sit down on the bed, and we'd just have the Quran 
in between us and we’d just do like 20, maximum 30 minutes of reading Quran, 
every day, and that's kind of like what he did when he got home from work. And 
he kind of, by that, he taught us how to read Arabic, we were able to like read 
through the Quran, understand the flow of it the annunciation of it. And that was 
another thing, and it would always, I mean, it's kind of funny because the way 
Ramadan works and how it changes every year, back then, I remember it being 
during the wintertime so like, it was very easy to fast, it basically meant you just 
skip lunch, [be]cause like the time you break your fast was like four o'clock. So 
even as like a young kid being like, eight or nine years old, I remember fasting. And 
we would fast, and then we would pray as well, we learned how to pray at home, 
so we do all these things at home.  
 
And, of course, there's only like the one masjid in the entire province, in St John's, 
and I remember like every time we used to visit St John's, I used to love visiting 
the masjid. There's like these three things I used to love to do when we went to St 
John's: go to the masjid, go to Ponderosa, and go to the arcade in the mall. Those 
are like the three things that I used to love doing as a kid. Uhm, so like, I got to 
learn a lot, in that time, and the same time by my community, they had this kind 
of real understanding and deference for me being Muslim, [be]cause they actually 
would respect lots of decisions that we would make, and that kind of diligence 
that someone would have with their faith. But then, in many cases, it just doesn't 
really come up, [be]cause you're just like, as friends, like as kids, it doesn't mean 
they come up. But like, there's little things that parents would pick up on just to 
make sure that I felt included and like for example, one being the food thing, like 
everyone would know about my dietary restrictions, and would try to find ways to 
accommodate me around it. So, I think, in the early days, people had a lot of 
accommodation and respect for it. In the later days, and I kind of like fast forward, 
way ahead to when I was in university, people were like, respected it a lot, because 
I didn't drink alcohol, or I didn't do drugs. And because of that, my friends 
respected me a lot for it and my friends’ parents would love me [be]cause like 
basically, if you're going out to a party, and they know that I'm going, they be like, 
Okay that's good. Like [LG] you’re going with Aatif. I've been the designated driver 
so many times for my friends, it, a lot. But they would always have a respect for it 
and kind of every time that I would be at a bar on George Street ordering like a 
coke or a ginger ale, nine times out of ten I wouldn't be paying for it, [be]cause 
someone else would ask, like would ask to pay for it.  

 
Ayse:  Thank you very much for sharing these beautiful stories. When you were talking,  

you briefly referred to, to the fact that there were maybe one or two more Muslim 
families at that time. Can you recall, who were these people, and are they still 
around in Newfoundland and Labrador? 

 
Aatif:  I believe so. I know like my parents knew them, but if they didn't have kids my age,  
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I wouldn’t have known them (LG), so. My parents didn't know them I believe one 
of them, they might have both been doctors, if I remember correctly, but I'm not 
sure. And that's actually one thing that, I know later, I kind of came to this 
realization of, which I kind of always kind of knew, is that when we talk about 
being Muslim in Newfoundland and kind of following your faith and being 
respected for it, there's also this area of like having deference, and a classist side 
to it as well [be]cause we were like, solidly middle class of, like, if not like upper 
middle class [be]cause my dad being an engineer, other people being doctors, to 
the point where when you see a Muslim you kind of have this. I mean, also when 
we say Muslim is also that racialized element, [be]cause when you say Muslim, it 
is also connected to the racialized piece. So, if someone saw a brown person in a 
small community in Newfoundland, there’d probably be a level of respect for them 
because like, “Oh like that's the engineer”, or “That’s the doctor”. But even if you 
go back a level, it's kind of like, this person moved to Newfoundland for a reason, 
like they weren't just born here they explicitly came to Newfoundland for a 
reason. And I think people appreciated that.  
 
And I know, afterwards, when I started my Salaam B’y tour, with my wife and my 
parents, going around Newfoundland, we were in Grand Bank, and we had this 
conversation with the manager of The Rooms Museum in Grand Bank. And that's 
kind of like what he was saying, how it’s like, when he grew up seeing minorities, 
you automatically had this level of respect for them because you assumed that 
they were here for a specific reason. And now, and that's kind of why I started to 
tease into this other area of like the intersection of faith, race, and class all coming 
into play. And that is what can cause either a welcome experience or can cause 
tension as well. 

 
Ayse:  Thank you so much for bringing this, because I was going to ask you whether you  

observed any changes in the reception and settlement of Muslims in the province, 
during your time. Your experience has been clearly very welcoming, very positive, 
and you briefly explained what might be the reasons behind it, but in terms of 
other Muslims who have been coming to the province recently, do you think that 
the reception by the local community has changed, and is perhaps less than 
positive?  

 
Aatif:  Yeah, uhm, I definitely think so. Umm, incidentally, one of the reasons we created  

the Salaam B’y documentary and toured the story was, it was after the election 
that happened in the US, and we, I started seeing some like, rising right wing 
sentiment in Newfoundland, that I started to get very uncomfortable with, and I 
was living in Alberta, at the time. And one of the, one of the big reasons I got 
uncomfortable with it, of course with of course it being wrong, but I was like, when 
I googled the story like, a Muslim Newfoundlander, I, like you get stories about 
the community in general. But you wouldn't get stories that would put you in the 
shoes of a Muslim Newfoundlander. And the last thing I wanted was someone else 
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telling my story for me. (LG) I was like basically a non-Muslim person who might 
have bad intentions, saying that this is what Muslim Newfoundlanders are, this is 
how they're trying to do whatever. And that was actually one big flag I had in my 
mind and I kind of saw that coming up and that's why we started to go tell our 
story.  
 
So, as we told the story, we traveled around the province, and there were times 
that like, you know, I remember meeting a young, brown, Muslim high school kid 
who reminded, who reminded me a lot of myself when I was growing up, who was 
being bullied mercilessly in high school, it was actually really terrible. So, I 
definitely think that there is a change. And I always even pitch to, like, even as we 
call ourselves Newfoundlanders, and I always talk about stereotypes of like 
Newfoundlanders sometimes we have this stereotypical Newfoundlanders just 
being like friendly welcoming people. And I say like, culture is not something that 
you just like hang your hat on and say like, “Oh yeah, we're friendly we're 
welcoming”. It's a constant action, a constant activity. So, how are people 
constantly acting on it. I think when I saw those stories of rising Islamophobia in 
Newfoundland, that did strike me. At the same time, it was interesting, [be]cause 
I would see stories about rural communities in Canada. So, people would assume 
that, “Oh you're from a rural community in Canada, that you're automatically 
racist or you're automatically prejudiced, x y z”. And I was like well you know what, 
uhm, dealing with the Islamophobia piece, I'm like, I'm Muslim, and this isn't me, 
and I'm like, I also grew up in a rural community in Newfoundland, and this isn't 
me, nor what I experienced. So, that's one of the big reasons I wanted to tell the 
story of Salaam B’y, to try to kind of break apart some of these stereotypes and 
notions that are being stitched together of who we are as a people, whether 
you're a Muslim, a Newfoundlander, both. I think that's important to do.  

 
Ayse:   Thank you very much. Again, you briefly talked about it, but I was going to ask you  

as well. How do you see Newfoundland culture? How would you define it to 
someone who doesn't know much about it? Back then, and maybe right now, at 
this moment.  

 
Aatif:  It's interesting, and- I think there probably could be a few pieces of how I look at 

Newfoundland culture and Newfoundland culture could be seen in the eyes of like 
a Townie, someone from the Bay, and someone from Labrador. And I feel like 
there's many different layers that you can look at Newfoundland culture. So, it's 
kind of funny [be]cause even me- I even find it funny calling Clarenville the Bay, 
[be]cause I know there’s areas that are much more Bay than Clarenville [be]cause 
Clarenville has kind of boomed into a bit more of a population center lately. Uhm, 
but when I look at it- it's hard to describe what the culture of Newfoundland is. 
But I think there's a- I always look at how geography informs culture, and I think 
like, what I'll say like the isolation in Newfoundland, of like, whether we're all on 
the island or in Labrador in this kind of concentrated place, where, because of that 
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isolation, people kind of find ways to number one: be resilient, make the best out 
of small things, and find ways to come together to solve problems, because of that 
isolation and the elements and circumstances that many people find themselves 
in. I think that's how I kind of look at the culture of Newfoundland, it's kind of 
based off of those circumstances, it kind of brings out the best in people to do 
that.  

 
Uhm, at the same time, though, I’d (SL6), there is this kind of like, “who is a part 
of that community?”. When you talk about being isolated, and it all has to be one 
as a community- who’s a part of it? So even when you look at people from Town, 
talking about people from the Bay, and you talk about the entire resettlement 
conversation that's happening in Newfoundland, that is very much a story of how 
people treat the other, how people treat newcomers, people who come from a 
different place, etc. etc. And then of course. there's layers of classism that 
happens in Newfoundland and there's layers of like, how much of an accent that 
you have. And that's one of those things that I love Newfoundland to death. Like, 
I think it's one of those things that, I see as being the place that raised me, as a 
place that is amazingly friendly. When I remember Nazia, we went there for the 
first time, we traveled around the entire island, she was just completely struck by 
the people of Newfoundland. And, I think a lot about the story of Lanier Philips 
being the American black sailor who washed up ashore in like, the Grand Bank 
area, and how people just kind of welcomed him with open arms. And I think that 
that welcoming piece, as much as we talk about all the turbulent times that we're 
having in Newfoundland and Labrador and all the identity conversations and 
economic conversations whatnot. I think there is this like, high level welcoming 
that stitched into the community. Uhm, yeah.  

 
Jennifer: I’m just going to interject for a second Aatif if you don't mind. I wonder, like, when  

did you, when did you leave Newfoundland? And I know Ayse and I both have 
youngish children. We wonder whether they're going to be able to stay here or 
not. I wondered if you could share a little bit about how and when you left?  

 
Aatif: Yeah, so I um. Interestingly enough, I left Newfoundland twice. So, when we came 

here in 89’, in 94’, the Come By Chance Refinery went under new management, 
my dad got laid off, we actually moved to Vancouver for a few years. And then we 
ended up moving back here in, back to Clarenville, in 99’, when, I think the refinery 
might have gone under new management again and my dad got hired back on and 
we came back to the very same home in Clarenville, to my very same friends. And 
I finished high school here and then went to university here. Afterwards, just like 
everyone else, I was trying to find a job anywhere I could, applying everywhere. I 
was trying to stay in Newfoundland [be]cause incidentally I studied engineering, I 
did Co Op my last job was in Ottawa, at Blackberry. And, even when I graduated, I 
applied to lots of jobs in Newfoundland, couldn't get a job in Newfoundland. So, 
then I actually kind of permanently moved from Newfoundland in 2008. My 
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parents still lived in Clarenville at that time., Uhm, but yeah, I left in 2008, moved 
to Ottawa to go to Blackberry, incident— I actually specifically didn't accept their 
job offer after like, I said I'm going to look for a job in Newfoundland, try to get 
one here, and then I couldn't get one in Newfoundland, and I just went to Ottawa. 
Uhm, and yeah, then I kind of have been away and kind of moving around the 
world ever since. I always look at myself as being part of that brain drain in 
Newfoundland, I definitely am a piece of that brain drain. That being said though, 
the interesting thing about the world these days is the world is much smaller. So, 
of course, while I am part of the brain drain, I still have this big connection to 
Newfoundland in terms of being connected to the communities there and ways 
that I can help serve the province because, like technology and other things allow 
the world to be a smaller place. So, it's interesting, I used to think one way about 
brain drain of the how do we prevent it, but now I'm thinking about, okay, we can 
try to prevent it, sure. But, if people have to leave anyways, how can we make the 
best of it, how can we, kind of, make the best of having these kind of global 
ambassadors of Newfoundland who are connected back to the community 
scattered around. And that's one thing I got to really appreciate the global NL 
group that has been started of kind of like just Newfoundlanders and Labradorians 
who’ve moved away for work and who are trying to connect in some kind of way, 
of, how do we just embrace the fact that Newfoundland, kind of pumps out people 
with a certain character set, and kind of hold on to that, and find a way to 
capitalize on it. Yeah.  

 
Ayse:  Well, you said that your parents lived for a few more years after you left the  

province. Are they still around in Clarenville, or did they also move out?  
 
Aatif: No, they moved out, I believe, I can't remember which year exactly they moved, 

was it 2011 maybe, or 2012. They actually ended up moving to, they first moved 
to St John, New Brunswick, for a year or two, and then they retired and then they 
move to Waterloo, Ontario. The primary reason being is [be]cause my siblings, at 
the time, like my brother and sister they started to have kids, so grandkids x my 
extended family like my grandmother, aunts and uncles are all kind of in the 
Greater Toronto Area to Waterloo corridor. So, that's where my parents ended up 
retiring. 

 
Ayse:  You said that you have been to different parts of the world, different parts of  

Canada. So, my next question would be, what does it mean for you to be a Muslim 
in Newfoundland versus a Muslim in somewhere else?  

 
Aatif:  (SL4) I think something that Newfoundland taught me as, whether this being a  

Muslim or any kind of person that I am, is just to really own my uniqueness and 
my agency. So, I am someone who- I kind of classify myself as a misfit like I don't 
fit into many boxes and I kind of just like walk through life and I kind of grasp on 
to the things that mean, really are meaningful for me, and make sense for me. And 
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I don't try to like, ascribe myself into anyone else's identity or any kind of mass 
group’s identity, just kind of like what I wanted to go into. And I think that's what 
the circumstances of me growing up in Newfoundland kind of made me do that, 
because here I was this kind of so-called like, lone brown Muslim in Newfoundland 
and I mean there were other Muslims in Newfoundland, but just how I ended up 
navigating Newfoundland, I kind of just did it in my own way. Uhm, it actually 
allowed me to find a way to just be really confident in who I am, and my own 
identity. That's been a big factor, I would say.  
 
So, one of the, I remember I used to talk about this with one of my cousins who 
grew up Muslim in Kitchener, Ontario, which has a bigger Muslim community of 
course, and we said just have this general, random conversation we're like “Where 
do you think it's easier to grow up Muslim? In Newfoundland, or in Ontario, where 
there’s a lot more other Muslims?” And I kind of came to this realization that I 
actually thought it was better for me to grow up Muslim in Newfoundland, even 
though there are no other Muslims there. And the reason being is because it 
allowed me to explore Islam on my own terms. I didn't really have anyone telling 
me or kind of policing me on what Islam was, I kinda like just like my parents, and 
just doing reading and other things like I kind of had to like, like figured it out as I 
go with like life circumstances. So, versus I remember my cousin saying like him 
growing up in Kitchener like for example, when I was growing up in Newfoundland, 
and I went to parties and high school, and I said I didn't drink, no one ever ever 
peer pressured me to drink, it was not a thing, like no one would ever challenge 
that. But I remember my cousin saying he's like well, if I didn't drink, they'd be like, 
look at these other like handful Muslim people who do drink so why don't you 
drink, and I mean it's okay it's fine like you know, people should be able to, actually 
well you know you shouldn't have to explain yourselves like you know why you 
don't do it. Uhm, and I think that was one thing is like because I kind of had that, 
that agency by the community, that no one tried to force anything on me, uhm, 
that was really beneficial. But then again, I mean, I haven't kind of grown up 
Muslim in other areas so I wouldn't really know. [LG]  

 
Ayse:  Thank you very much. As you may know, the Muslim population in the province  

has significantly increased, especially in the last 20 years. Have you noted other 
changes alongside this population growth during your lifetime, in the province, or 
after moving out? I mean some qualitative changes, some demographic changes 
and their implications /consequences.  

 
Aatif:  Yeah, I guess this question is a bit difficult for me because I moved away in 2008,  

I haven't really seen the drastic changes and to be honest, even when I- when I 
lived in St John's from 2001 to 2008, I actually wasn't that connected, like I was a 
practicing Muslim, I was kind of- I wasn't as connected to the general Muslim 
community in St John's [be]cause I was a student who was just like living in student 
residence. So, and that's what I kind of mentioned that like, being from town 
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versus being, uh, kind of visitor into town and a visitor into that community. It's- 
You're still like being Muslim or not, you're still like an outsider coming in, and 
when you land it, like when I landed in St John's you kind of like stitched together 
the community that you can. So, I never really had eyes on the rest of the 
community in St John's whatsoever. I actually didn't really know the Muslim 
community in St John's at all, when I was a university student, which I guess is very 
typical of any kind of university student visiting a new town is like, how would I 
know the rest of the town? (LG) Um, and I think because I was able to build such 
a community like, among my classmates, among people I lived in residence with, 
I didn't really have that vacuum, where I was trying to fill it. And the other big 
important piece, it's, I used to joke around saying that I grew up in a Muslim 
community surrounded by non Muslims, [be]cause I grew up around all these non 
Muslims who really embraced me for just being Muslim, doing my own thing, and 
would empower me, so I really never felt that vacuum or that lack of like missing 
that Muslim community [be]cause I had all these non Muslims that actually made 
it like very easy and welcoming for me to be Muslim, so it was never really an 
issue. So, I think because of that I never got to, like, I wasn't as connected into the 
broader Muslim community in St John's to actually notice what the big changes 
where that happened.  

 
Jennifer: Were you, Aatif- I'm just gonna jump in- were you involved with the MSA or other,  

other kind of Muslim groups when you were living in town?  
 
Aatif:  Actually no, I wasn't involved in the MSA actually I wasn't involved in any student  

groups at all when I was a student (LG). Uh, primarily like, I lived in the engineering 
building that was like, my life was living in there. Uhm so, like, every time like 
maybe like if the MSA would like post like an Iftar to break fast, I would come to 
those kinds of events, but I was never really involved in any student groups.  

 
Ayse:  You mentioned earlier in our conversation that as a child it was a delight for you  

to come to St John's, and your places of interest would be the masjid, especially if 
it is an Eid, right? A prayer or something like that, or the mall and so on. So, being 
in St John's, living in St. John’s, you know, as a young man, then, like, did you have 
a chance to go to the masjid for Eid prayers and observe some changes in the 
congregation that the demographics of the congregation, by then?  

 
Aatif:  Yeah, I actually didn't go to the masjid that much, if at all, while I was in university  

primarily [be]cause it's difficult to get to. (LG) I found it difficult to get to from 
campus, so I just didn't go. You'd find me, you'd more likely catch me praying in 
like the engineering building lab, and like just finding a corner, than going to the 
masjid, it just, it just seems so far, to try to get, to make my way there. Sometimes, 
if like the MSA would like organize a prayer on campus, I'd like show up to those, 
but that was about it. And I think that (LG) purely the location of the masjid kept 
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me from going to it. Especially [be]cause I don't think I, I didn't own a car until I 
think like, my last semester of engineering. Uhm, yeah. 
 

Ayse:  Thank you very much. My next question would be about some of the contributions  
you have seen happen to Muslims in our province. So, when answering this 
question, you can talk about your personal contributions, and as well as your 
parents’ contributions, and also if you can recall the contributions of other 
Muslims, you know, you know, you are very welcome to share this.  

 
Aatif:  Yeah, I mean (SL4). So where to start? Actually I'm going to start with, um, the last  

time I was in Newfoundland, I think it was in June of, was it June of last year that 
I? Yeah, I think it was June of last year when I came for the screening at The Rooms 
and then Nazia joined me. It was at the same time that, uh, Doctor Rahman, the 
engineering professor passed away. And he was, I remember going to his Janazah, 
his funeral prayer, at the masjid. And he was, like, it was kind of funny because 
like when you're an engineering student, and you look at your professor, they’re 
like some different kind of being, like you know the, like, a professor isn't really 
like a real person, they kind of are but they're like the professor, there's like a real 
difference in how you see them. You don't know their backstory, you don't know 
their personal life, they're just the professor. And I remember coming back, kind 
of a bit more grown up and going to that Janazah and kind of just hearing stories 
about him, and then also getting stories from him like, outside of it [be]cause 
people just like talking about him and like the impact that he had on the 
Newfoundland community, and like wow he was absolutely amazing. Like the 
things that he did, like, I remember like when I was in school, he was just like my 
quirky engineering prof who was like obsessed with physics and a genius and like 
that was the, how I saw him. You didn't really see him like you didn't know about 
him being like this pillar in the Newfoundland and Labrador community. And that's 
why I remember going to that Janazah, and kind of the conversations that happen 
around a funeral and you see like, the or the non-Muslims that came to his funeral, 
like, pretty much like the entire engineering faculty and so many people from the 
community came out to it, it really showed me a lot of, like, the impact that 
Muslims have in Newfoundland. And a lot of it does come from like the, kind of 
those areas of like medicine, engineering, academia, there's lots of places.  
 
But you know what, there’s also like the other places of people who just like, set 
up a restaurant that like, students just love to visit [be]cause it gives them that, 
you know it’s like the first time Newfoundlanders get that different taste of food. 
And I remember like, you'd always hear those stories like, when I was in university, 
of, like, the first time like a Pakistani restaurant was made in like downtown that 
was accessible to students, and then all of a sudden, everyone's talking about it, 
it's like this new world is opening up to people that they get exposed to this, and 
like that kind of impact that you can have on the culture of like bringing that to 
people in Newfoundland. That's- I think that's something that I find amazing and 
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how people just really embrace that. Yeah, I know, like, even for myself, like me 
and my wife we started an entire social enterprise based off of like, a documentary 
on my life growing up as a brown Muslim in Clarenville. And that whole experience 
has been amazing like we started with a speaking tour going across the island. 
Since then, we created a film, the film has been in probably over 20 film festivals 
around the world, we won some awards, we created a Teacher's Guide. I got an 
award from the Queen from it. I, we were hosted by three Lieutenant Governor 
Generals, we've presented on Parliament Hill to MPs and senators. Also, of course, 
I was joking around to the Muslim Newfoundlander who's the senator as well, in 
the Canadian Senate from Twillingate.  
 
So, there’s this, there's this huge space for Muslims in Newfoundland, and I always 
appreciate it and I always love building on it, [be]cause the one thing I find is like, 
especially in Newfoundland, and this is the one thing that I've always found, you 
can talk and like I mentioned earlier but like the rising right-wing sentiment and 
all that kind of stuff. [The audio audio / video cuts out here, the text in red is from 
computer generated subtitles] But in Newfoundland. As soon as you inject 
kindness into something kindness has this level of like amplification effect in 
Newfoundland, unlike many other places where people just really love and 
appreciate kindness, and that in itself is valuable and can be capitalized on for 
creating a more welcoming, cohesive society. And, that's what I find like when we 
talk about Muslims in Newfoundland and how people engage with Muslim 
Newfoundlanders. And I remember, sometimes ask, people ask me that like, “Why 
do you call yourself a Muslim Newfoundlander, would you just call yourself a 
Newfoundlander?”. And the reason I call myself a Muslim Newfoundlander is I find 
that Muslim values very much line up with Newfoundland values that I grew up 
with, and I want to highlight that [be]cause I think it's important to highlight. I'm 
not trying to just wash over, pieces of my identity. I think Newfoundland can be 
this place where you embrace that diversity of people finding numerous ways to 
connect and build that culture together and I think that's what we're trying to do. 

 
Ayse:  Well, thank you so much. Uhm, I believe you have some archival, personal archival  

pieces with you. So, if you feel comfortable, would you mind showing and sharing 
them to us?  

 
Aatif:  Yeah, sure. So, I have a bunch of stuff, and I'll email you a bunch of stuff, but this  

is a one thing, where- So, it is a T shirt that says, “Let's Rock Poverty” with of course 
a picture of the island on it. And that shirt, I actually got when I was in university, 
we were doing a fundraiser for this NGO called Engineers Without Borders, but I 
want to highlight this because, I was, in high school, my favorite course in high 
school in Newfoundland was social studies. I love social studies, I was like a big 
geek on Canadian history, and also trying to understand indigenous history in 
Canada, and at the same time, my other favorite courses were math and physics. 
So here I was this person obsessed with math and physics and social studies, and 
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I didn't really know how to connect them all and I went down the road of 
engineering. So then, this thing popped up like Engineering Without Borders and 
it got me thinking about the connection between engineering and social impact. 
And these conversations happened while I was in Newfoundland, among other 
engineering students and that kind of set the stage for me to like, I did 
engineering, I went and studied a master's in social policy and development, I lived 
in Palestine and Sierra Leone, came back to Canada, started doing work on like 
social impact related projects. And I started to realize that this became a discipline 
in itself- this intersection between engineering technology and social impact and 
it kind of started with these conversations that people would be having, like in the 
engineering building and other spaces in Newfoundland, and it has kind of led me 
on a great path in my career. And that's kind of why I wanted to share that, 
because it showed me, sometimes, and to be honest I actually don't think 
Newfoundlanders think this way or at least I hope not, but I think sometimes other 
people outside of Newfoundland think this, like, Newfoundland being like a have-
not province, and how is it that innovation and ingenuity can be bred out of 
Newfoundland. I think Newfoundlanders know that it can happen, you see some 
amazing stories of ingenuity and innovation coming out in Newfoundland, that has 
the potential to be game changing, and, like, you know, changing the world. I think 
that that can come from Newfoundland, it’s not, and that kind of goes back to 
your comment, Jennifer, on like do people have to leave Newfoundland, like I 
actually think you can spur up very innovative ideas right there in Newfoundland 
that can change the world. And I want to highlight that. Like this whole, like, 
everyone is talking about social impact these days. Back when I was in engineering, 
it was not really a thing. I remember when I started to look at social impact, people 
thought like, “Oh, are you trying not to be an engineer anymore?”. I'm like, “No, 
I'm just trying to be a better engineer, to have better impact with my work”. And 
I really want to highlight that for people in Newfoundland, is like that level of 
ingenuity when you connect with the people around you to create something new 
fostered right from Newfoundland, I think there’s a huge potential to do. I think 
Newfoundland has this ability as a province to be very supportive of each other. 
You can, and now the world is a smaller place, so you can create stuff from 
Newfoundland that can have that global impact, so that's why I wanted to share 
that piece.  

 
Ayse:  Thank you very much. Do you have any old pictures, family pictures, dating back  

to your early days in Clarenville, to share with us?  
 
Aatif:  Oh my, I’m sorry I don't have any with me right now but you know what I'll do is  

I'll email them to you so you can post them along with the project and the archive 
but yeah, we have a lot. (LG) And it's, it's always just great to look through those 
pictures and of course we had to go in like scan them all [be]cause no one keeps 
physical photos anymore. (LG) But yeah, it was, um, we definitely, especially my 
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sister used to take a lot of pictures, growing up, so I'll make sure to email them to 
you afterwards.  

 
Ayse:  Thank you very much. Before we conclude our interview, if there's any other  

points, ideas that we missed, and you would like to talk about, please feel free.  
 
Aatif:  Yeah. Oh sorry, go ahead Jennifer. 
 
Jennifer: Oh, I was just gonna ask you, I mean a couple of times you talked about the story  

of Salaam B’y. I wondered if you could, in your own words, it would be really lovely 
to have accompanying your film, which we hope to have deposited into the 
archive. If you could say a few words about how you kind of imagined that 
narrative and whether it's shifted as you've presented or how you see that arc?  

 
Aatuf:  Yeah, actually that's a very good point to bring up. So Salaam B’y for example is a  

project that my wife and I started back in 2017. Uhm, and it started off from a 
Facebook blog post where I kind of wrote a story about my life growing up in 
Newfoundland. Since that time, we did the speaking tour across the island, we 
crowdfunded to make the film, that was another fascinating thing where we had 
a, we ended up raising $15,000 from 270 donors from 19 different countries to 
make the film, that actually allowed us to hire professional film team to like join 
us and film pieces of the tour and make it. But the story is really about, kind of 
traveling around Newfoundland, telling my story of growing up Muslim in 
Newfoundland and kind of looking at how communities are now as well. But it's 
not just- and me being a Muslim Newfoundlander, but also it's also kind of talking 
about that level of like, innovation and growth mentality in Newfoundland. So 
even us going into high schools and talking to high school kids about, you know, 
who feels like they can actually stay in Newfoundland after they graduate 
university, and how do people actually envision having a home in Newfoundland 
and I think that's a challenge for many young people in Newfoundland.  
 
So, I think this concept of home is a big piece of it, and how we can breed 
innovation in Newfoundland, is a big piece as well. But the vision that we wanted 
to do is like, my wife and I do a lot of work in social justice space, she does a lot of 
work in equity and inclusion in the healthcare side, I do it in the innovation and 
entrepreneurship side, and when you look at social justice, many social justice 
stories, they, like you talk about very dark painful issues, which are necessary to 
talk about when you talk about social justice. But we said “well, could we try 
something a bit different and show what could be, what could happen for a 
community that does it right?” And that's where we kind of looked at my story of 
like, okay well what was it about Clarenville that did it right, and how is it that kind 
of fostered me to be such a patriotic Muslim Newfoundlander and be kind of like 
an ambassador and like really love it. So that was like a big piece of it, is we just 
tried to flip the story in such a way that people can connect into the entire anti 
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racism movement in a different kind of way. And that's kind of how we envisioned 
it, and the ultimate end goal is, we created a teacher's guide that actually, from 
grade six to grade twelve, talks about like the root causes of discrimination in the 
classroom. So, it's less of a, let's just learn about different cultures and, you know, 
have fun learning about different cultures, but it's more of understanding like 
yourself as a person. What is it about human beings that get them to plant ideas 
in their minds that cause discriminatory or prejudicial stereotypes and how do we 
kind of tackle those ideas? So that's how we're approaching it in the classroom.  
 
And the reason that I'm very happy to be a part of the work that you're doing right 
now is the end, like the real end goal is, like I said at the beginning, we didn't want 
anyone telling my story of what it was to be a Muslim Newfoundlander who didn't 
have any business telling it. So, we actually wanted to get adopted in archives and 
in the history books, and now kind of talking to you here, putting into the archives 
you've been talking to Library Archives Canada and they're going to put it into their 
archives as well, of how we can start putting these stories into history, [be]cause 
that's the one thing that we try to empower people as we toured across Canada 
with this and actually have done global showings, but we always try to tell people 
the value of telling your own story and how important that that can be. So that's 
kind of been the big vision of it all. But the one thing I do want to flag though, it's, 
I have to flag that this is only one story of a Muslim Newfoundlander. I remember 
when I wrote this story, I spoke to my friends who grew up as minorities in 
Newfoundland, and I was like I spoke to my friend who was like a Tamil 
Newfoundlander, one person who's half Chinese half white, a gay friend, an 
atheist friend, and like “What was your life growing up?” And the one thing I 
immediately became clear, is I can't tell this story for them. And I find sometimes 
as storytellers you try to fit too much into one, thinking you can tell everyone’s 
story. And as soon as I spoke to them, I realized I can't tell their story for them, 
[be]cause everyone has a unique story. And then when I just own my own story, 
that's when people kind of connected into it. And the reason I bring that up is 
[be]cause as, I brought it up at the beginning, this intersection between faith, race, 
and class are very big things. Like, there's so many areas of me that I have privilege. 
I don't have the big scary beard or the scary accent. And I always label scary 
accents versus like romanticized accents, like if you have like a Western European 
French or British accent, that's one thing. If you have like an African, Arab or a 
South Asian accent, that's the other thing. Uhm you know, I am someone who, 
from a class side, like, I'm upper middle class. I have all these points of privilege 
around me that I always try to highlight, this is only my story, it’s only one story. 
And I think it's important for people to be aware of, like, the privileges that point 
out on this. And that's why we kind of use this story as a tip of the spear into a 
conversation of like a bigger conversation around anti racism.  

 
Jennifer: Thank you.  
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Ayse:  Thank you so much for this lovely conversation. We really appreciate your time  
and enthusiasm in participating in our project. So, before we conclude, if Dr. 
Jennifer you have anything else to add or you, Aatif? That's the moment. 
Otherwise, I would just say thank you so much again and wish you great time over 
the break, holiday break.  

 
Aatif:  Thank you. Thank you so much for doing this. This is such a great project, happy  

to be part of it. 
 
Jennifer: Oh, we really appreciate it, we’ll be in touch about the other archival materials,  

and we wish you well in your new job, it sounds very exciting. 
 
Aatif:  Thanks. (SL4). Take care. Bye. 
 


