Representing Refugee Women: |

Gender and Work in Three Kenyan Camps 1

Abstract

Representations of refugee women as
“poor,” “vulnerable,” and “helpless”
are often caricatures inattentive to the
innovationsand survival strategies they
mlploy Combined with the relatively
fow images and impressions of refugee
.women’s experiences available, refugee
* relief workers and scholars have limited
understanding of their worlds across
time and space. This article aims to 1)
discuss the politics, power relations, and
problems of representing refugee women;
2)illustrate selected daily routines, con-
cerns, and income-earning strategies of
Somali refugee women in Kenya; and 3)
argue that the “local capacity,” orindig- -
enous skills; of this group have not been
Sully recognized. Astute humanitarian
po!icyand practice should not only pro-
mote “building local capacity”—a term
often heard in relief circles today—but it
- should identify, mobilize, and support
the kinds of local capacity identified in
the Kenyan camps of Ifo, Hagadera, and
' Dagahaley.

Précis

La représentation courante des femmes
réfugiées comme “pauvres”, “vulnéra-
bles” et “démunies” procéde souvent
d'une vision caricaturale mal informée
des stratégies novatrices de survie que ces
femmes mettent en pratique. A cause du
trégpetitnombred’impressionsetd'i

gesreflétant I'expériencedes femmes ré—
fugiéesdont on dispose, les intervenants
et les spécialistes en matidre de questions
de réfugits ont une compréhension fort
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restreinte de 'univers de ces femmes d
travers le temps et l'espace. Le but de cet
articleestde: 1) aborder la question dela
problématique politique, des rapports de
pouvoirs, et des problémes de représenta-
tions associés aux femmes réfugiées; 2)
illustrer une sélection de routines quoti-
diennes, deproblémes concretset destra-
tégies visant d générer un revenu chezdes
femtmes somaliennes réfugiéesau Kenya;
et 3) présenter une argumentation selon

laquelle les “capacités locales”, ou sa-

- voir-faire indigéne, de ce groupe n’ont
pas étéreconnusd leur justevaleur. Une
politique et des pratiques humanitaires
pertinentes ne devraient pas seulement
fairelapromotion de la “constitution de
capacités locales”—selon une formula-

tion ayant présentement cours dans les -

milieux de 'aide aux réfugiés—mais
devraient identifier, mobiliser et donner
un appui aux types de capacités locales
identifites dans les camps kenyans de Ifo,
Hagadra, et Dagahaley. :

Inthisbriefarticle, Iargue thatrepresen-
tations of refugee women and their lives
in camps must avoid the caricatures of
“yulnerable,” helpless victims of cir-
cumstance without losing sight of the
daily struggles they face and survival
strategies they employ. The paper ex-
poses what might be thought of as in-
digenousrelief strategies employed by
refugee women in camps. “Buildinglo-
cal capacity” is a common phrase in
refugee relief circles, referring to the
impbortance of enabling local individu-
als and groups to acquire the necessary
resources, skills,and knowledge toper-
form essential functions and deliver
necessary assistance when humanitar-
ian organizations leave. While thisisan

important and laudable approach, it.

risks overlooking the existing “local
capacity” and on-going strategies for
survival. Thisarticle considers the daily
work of Somali refugee women in three
Kenyan camps. Thewomenareengaged

in complex arrangements of invisible

work thatconstituteanimportantinfor-
mal economy, easily overloo d by
large-scale assessments.

Selected excerpts from tw ty-five
interviews conducted with refugee
womenin the three Dadaab camps of Ifo,
Hagadera, and Dagahaley are pre-
sented below. Retelling stories re-

tions, stamma, and accompli
under arduous conditions,

intense culture of rehef work. This his-
tory of working foran NGO, CARE, and
UNHCR positioned me as an “insider”

aboutrefugee operations thatl
tered whileemployed in the field. Iwas,
and remain concerned that the means

»
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Kenya: Somali refugees in Liboi camp. To cook their food, refugees must collect fire wood. This can result in environmental damage.
Photo: UNHCR/210S2/0S.1991/B. Press

by which refugees are "managed" by
humanitarian agencies reinscribe neo-
colonial relations of power predicated on a
hierarchy of cultures in the camp, and on
major asymmetries of power linked to
gender and political status.2 While | was
an "insider" to refugee operations having
worked for two agencies, | was also
critical of these operations. |1 was both
inside and outside the project of providing
humanitarian assistance.

In the camps, | found that the everyday
experiences and struggles of refugee
women were often invisible, inaudible,
and secondary to other issues and actors in
the camps. They were less likely than men
to speak English; they had less access to
camp jobs; and fewer opportunities to be
involved in camp decision-making and
consultations with relief organizations.
They

Refuge, Vol. 17, No.1 (February 1998)

were, nonetheless, actively engaged in
strategies to optimize their situation.
Many of these refugee women were, in a
different sense, both inside and outside the
humanitarian project of the refugee camp.
The refugee women with whom | met
would be better described as left out of the
project, the "abject” rather than the
subjects.3While there were (and are) a
number of policies in place aimed at
supporting and promoting refugee women,
my findings indicated that camp
operations were generally inattentive to
the conditions of work and home for these
women.

Aware that translation is heavily in-
vested with unequal power relations and a
site for questions of representation, power,
and historicity,4 my research nonetheless
attempts to incorporate some two dozen
interviews with Somali refugee women in
camps located

in Northeastern Kenya, all of which were
contingent upon the availability and skills
of one translator. Sherene Razack (1996)
tells of the "perils of storytelling for refuge
women" in particular.5 She calls for an
interrogation of the construction of
subjectivity on the part of those who
collect and use stories, as well as a more
careful examination of how we come to
know what we know given the unequal
relations among groups differentiated by
nationality, ethnicity, class, gender, and so
on. Interviews often serve to authenticate
research  findings by  appropriating
subjugated know ledges from essentialized
"native  informants."6 At least as
problematic as cultural appropriation is the
uncomfortable  realization that the
interview process reinscribes the same
power relations that | aimed to critique and
contest from

11

© Jennifer Hyndman, 1998. This open-access work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International
License, which permits use, reproduction and distribution in any medium for non-commercial purposes, provided the original author(s)
are credited and the original publication in Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees is cited.



the outset.” Interviews exact the same
kind of authoritative performances from
refugees asdothe relief agencies which
organize access to food, medical serv-
ices, and other needs. Consent becomes
almost meaningless in the wholly un-
equal relationship betweeninterviewer
and interviewee.
translation poses other
difficulties in the camps. Almost all of
my face-to-face interactions with refu-
gees required a translator. Translation
is a critical activity for UNHCR and all
other international agencies’ daily op-
erations.? Often, discussions and disa-
greementsto whichI was privy occurred
solely around the issue of whose trans-
lator, “ours” or “theirs,” would inter-
. On one occasion, an incensed
UNHCR local staff discovered that a
. rapeincidenthadbeen translated tothe
police as “spousal assault.” As Norma
- Alarcén (1994) notes:
The act of translating, which often
" introduces different concepts and
displaces and may even
do violence to local knowledge

through language. In the process,
these may be assessed as false or
inauthentic.’

Refugees’ displacement is both a
corporeal and cultural condition. Inan
effort to avoid the further cultural dis-
placement vis-a-vis the research proc-
ess, | “tested” my proposed questions
before comumencing the interviews by
having the translator—a Somali
woman from the area who moved be-
tween cultures daily—review and as-
sess whether they were conceptually
and culturally “translatable.”?? “Lan-
guage is not a neutral medium that
passes freely and easily into the private
property of thespeaker’s intentions; itis
populated—overpopulated with the

intentions of others. Expropriating,

forcing it to submit to one’s own inten-
tions and accents, isadifficultand com-
plicated process.”!! Neither translation
nor the differences in cultural and pro-
fessional positions of the people in-
volved were neutral, nor were the
languages employed.

Througha translator, I asked women
who were randomly selected from all
three camps exactly what they had done

the previous day and for what duration.
1 also asked about the economy of the
household, the adequacy of food rations
distributed by CARE, and the meansby
which the family covered any deficits.
In what ways are patterns of mobility
constituted through gender relations
defined by social organization, access
toresources, and political status? While
the brief geographical staries offered
hereareimperfect” sketches” of refugee
women'’s work, my intent is to docu-
ment time-space constrain{sand strate-
gxeswhxchwomenemploymtderﬂ\ese
conditions.!? The stereotypical depic-
tion of refugee womenas vifinerableand
helpless is smashed by mmy of these
stories.

Theselection ofresponshs presented
here serves to illustrate how space is
negotiated during agivenday and some
of the activities and mcdkne—eammg
strategies women employéd. Iavoided
asking questions that the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) and the non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) often posed
such as household size aqd composi-
tion, so that I might distin my re-
search from the monitoring roles of
administering agencies. While onecost
of this approach is the absence of bio-
graphical detail with respect torefugee
families, the purpose of my study was

- not to develop a description of their

householdsbut to understand theinflu-
ence of the humanitarian agencies on
their lives. My questions fo¢used on the
ways that UNHCR and NGOs affected
theroutines of refugee womien, in terms
of camp layout, organization, and sup-
plies provided tothem. Allof the refugee

" women interviewed wereathome when

approached by the mterpreter and my-
self.

The texts presented are based on the
verbatim translations of theinterpreter,
and as such, are presented in the third
person. This strategy of tepresenta-
tion—one which inserts both the inter-
preter and my own cultural distance
from theinterviewee—isadeliberate ef-
fort to render visible, transparent, and
problematic the process of translation
and the power relations interviews in-
volve.

Interview #1 ‘ ?

alone yesterday because there was
no wheat flour in the last f istri-
bution. After an hour of washing

clothes and children, she grin
mills sorghum forlunch. While junch
is cooking, she goes to look for fire-
wood which takes about three
She eats lunch with the fami
relaxes until three-thirty w
goes to look for water. She
two hours later and starts
which is eaten between sev:

thirty and nine.

Interview #2

(Hagadera Camp, Section D3, ypung
Somali woman with baby; the
woman is grinding sorghum into
flour uponourarrival.) Shew up
at six. Until nine, she is preparing
breakfast, washing utensils,| and
cleaning the compound—sweeping

and such. Between nine and ten, she
goes for water. From ten to twelve,
she grinds sorghum (as she is now).

From twelve to two, she prepares,
cooks, and eats lunch. Then shelgoes

goes back home to prepare t

sorghum again until six. By en-
thirty, supper is eaten and
She is sleeping by nine.

Itis worth noting that sorghum, like
whole grain wheat, is one of the most
labour-intensive foods to pre be-

cause it has tobe ground and milled by
hand. In the camps among alian
refugees, this workis a female responsi-
bility and, as these excerpts suggest,
consumes a large part of daily routine.
Rice is both the easiest to cook/and the
most popular staple among Somalis. It
has also become a rare ration during
food distributionsin the Da amps.
Bothstaplesdo, of course, re cook-
ing with water and wood whi also

collected by women. ‘
Interview #3 i

(Dagahaley Camp, Section F0, young
Somali woman withbaby.) She awak-

1
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ens at six and has her prayers first. She
then prepares tea for the children, washes
the utensils, cleans the house and bathes
the children until about nine. She collects
water, and at about nine-thirty, starts the
process of preparing sorghum for the
noon meal. At noon, she begins cooking
for about an hour. Everyone eats at two
and then rests. After three, the same
grinding of sorghum for the evening
meal begins. More water is fetched, and
she cooks dinner. The children are fed by
eight. She then visits with the neighbours
for a while and goes to sleep by nine.

Sometimes her husband collects
firewood to sell, but it is dangerous
because bandits rob and sometimes
attack people collecting firewood. This
woman is part of a group of women
formed in order to meet additional
income needs. In a group of about five,
each woman contributes an equal portion
of her ration after a distribution. The total
sum is sold at the market and the money
is given to one of the women. The
system rotates so that each woman
eventually benefits by having access to
credit.13

An informal economy of trade is ren-
dered visible here. The credit afforded
these women allows them to buy house-
hold items such as tea, footwear, and
clothing which are not generally provided
for by relief agencies. Other items, such as
cooking oil, are often needed to
supplement the supply distributed by
CARE in the camps. Women are largely
responsible for maintaining the household
and earning additional income to meet
other needs.

Where are the men in this picture?
Given the social organization of Somali
families in such a way that one man may
have more than one wife, many house-
holds are led by women. One cannot speak
of gender divisions of work, however,
without accounting for men's activities in
the camps. A requestformore information
to fill this gap by UNHCR staff in Nairobi
and Dadaab was met
with this response:

It's not the same for all groups of
men. The Somali men are different
from the Sudanese, and so on. As far
as the Dadaab camps go, a lot of
men are just wandering around
meeting
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other men. They talk politics and
what have you in the shade under
the tree or they go to the local cafe
to rest for a coffee and to play some
games (chess, cards, and local
games). Some men have jobs with
CARE and other NGOs.14

Men's absence from the homes at

systems for households at a disadvantage.
Refugees living in the same area sometimes
shared water and firewood when they were in
scarce supply. NGOs like Al-Haramein and
CARE make some effort to identify
vulnerable refugees and assist them where
possible.

Interview #6

which the interviews took place was
evident. Their daily activities were, as this
transcript suggests, more difficult to trace.
The following interviews illustrate the
geographies of refugee women who did
not appear to have much active male
support in their households.

(Dagahaley Camp, Section D4, young
woman with baby.) She rises at six. She
has a maid who cooks in the kitchen.
Yesterday, someone-the husband of a
pregnant womancame to her house and
asked her to come to Section CS where
the pregnantwomanlived. (She has a job

Interview #4

(Ifo Camp, Section A6, a young So-
mali woman.) She is awake by five,
lights the fire, and makes tea and
food for the family. By seven, she
leaves to look for firewood, which
takes about three hours, and then
takes the wood to the market to sell.
She returns home by noon, prepares
lunch, and takes a bit of rest until
three when she goes to fetch water.
This also takes three hours because
there is a queue. Supper is prepared
and the family eats by seven. Up
until about nine, she talks with her
neighbours who live within the
same fenced compound. Then, she
is ready for sleeping.

The official ration is not enough.
She sells firewood to buy extra
food.

Interview #5

(IfoCamp, Section A6, an old woman.
The interview format varies somewhat
from the others because the woman
thought she was too old to be relevant to
the questions posed.) This woman has
two grandsons who are orphans. She has
a ration card for a family of five. She
doesn't go to the market (to earn extra
money). She does washing and cooking,
though not to the same extent as younger
women. Her neighbours collect firewood
in bulk and give her some. She also
receives help from the AlHaramein (an
NGO nearby) with her firewood supply.
Sometimes she sells sorghum, but the
price is very low.

While anecdotal, interviews such as
this one pointed to informal support

with the French medical NGO as a tradi-
tional birth attendant, or TBA). She
stayed there until nine, after which she
went for help. A vehicle was called to
take the woman to the hospital where she
gave birth. The traditional birth attendant
stayed with the new mother until eleven
when she returned to the house. She
rested, had lunch, and atthree, began to
build a new tllklll (hut) which took about
an hour. She built another one today, the
one in which we're sitting. They are for
the coming hot season and for
Ramadhan. At four, she returned to
work, stayed until six, and then came
home. She bathed herself and her kids
while the maid cooked. The family ate
supper and stayed around the house. At
eight, they slept.

While refugee women with jobs are
few, their earned income affords them
"extras," such as the services of a "maid"
in this example. According to the
interpreter with whom | conducted the
interview, domestic help is common
among more affluent families in Somali
society. Usually, it is young unmarried
women who work and live with a family in
exchange for room and board and a small
stipend.

Interview #7

(Dagahaley Camp, Section DS, a
Bantu-Somalian woman.) She woke
up at six in the morning, made
breakfast and cleaned house until
eightthirty. Then she wentforwater
which took two hours, until ten-
thirty. Afterwards, she went to the
market to buy wheat flour in order to
make a

13
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localbread whichshesells. i
atnoon, she made lunch and finished
eating. Then she wentback for water,
which took from two to six in the
evening, but she came back empty-
handed. (Iasked why the water prob-
lem? Shesaid the population is dense
there, and the water pressure very
low). She made supper for the family,
arranged the beds for the chlldren
and afterwards slept.

The considerable time and effort re-
quired to collect water and firewood is
exacerbated by population concentra-
tion in the desert-based camps. Decen-
tralized water taps are located within
the camp perimeter at a distance not
usually more than 500 meters from any
given refugee tukul (hut). Nonetheless,
lines can be long and pressure poor at
some distribution points. Firewood is
often sold in the local refugee camp
markets, butmustotherwisebe collected
well beyond the boundaries of the
camps. Refugee women cover up to fif-
teen kilometres on a single journey to
gather firewood.t®

Justas industrial geography and so-
ciology oncespoke of “cathedrals in the
desert,” referring to culturally, economi-
cally, and geographically inappropri-
ate projects established in the name of
“development,” refugee camps are
desert cities similarly unsuited tohighly
concentrated human populations.
While a sizable aquifer runs below the
desert floor in the Dadaab area where
the camps are situated, providing am-
ple supplies of water and wood for
110,000 visiting refugees is an obvious
environmental e. What is less
obvious is the shift in demand for these
commodities based on the kinds of ex-
ternal food aid imported. Both the So-
mali Kenyans and many of the Somali
refugees living in the Dadaab area have
alargely nomadicbackgroundbased on
economies of livestock—camels and
cattle, inparticular. Meat and milk from
these sources comprise the staple foods
of the population, the latter of which
requires neither wood nor water topre-
pare. The arrival and preparation of
large amounts of wheat, rice, corn-soy
blend, dried kidney beans, and other

non-perishable food aid from other

-oversupplied regions of the world to

camps in Kenya pose serious environ-
mental questions. Because each of these
commodities requires considerable
amounts of water and wood to prepare,
the paucity of these resources is exacer-
bated and the daily collection of them
becomes increasingly difficult for refu-
geewomen.16

Interview #8

(Hagadera Camp, Section E2, a
Bantu-Somalian woman with a new-
born baby; the woman is standing
pounding sorghum as we arrive.)
She wakes up atseven. Fromseven to
. eight, she prepares breakfast and the
family eatsit. Betweeneightand nine,
she goes for water; from nine to
twelve she prepares sorghum, crush-
ing it, making it into powder. Be-
tween twelve and two, she cooks and
eats lunch. From two to three, she
went [sic] back for water; from four
o’clock is supper preparation and
bathing of children until five. By six,
supper is ready and she makes sure
the little ones are fed because they go
tosleep earlier. Up until seven-thirty,
the elder people have supper. From
seven-thirty until eight, she chats
-with the children and her people (I
" didn’tclarify the possessive adjective
here but assume it means other
Bantu-Somalians with whom she
‘'shares a fenced compound).She goes
to sleep between eight and nine.

To earn extra money, she begins
some days by fetching and selling
jerry cans of water to other house-
holds. She usually sells six cans (20
litres each) at 3 shillings each in a
morning. This gives her enough
money (U.S. $0.33) to buy someone
else’sbulk firewood off a donkey cart
which she then sells in smaller bun-
dles in the market.

This elaborate income-generating

| arrangement suggests spatial con-

straints and possibly security consid-
erations. Rather than stray far from the

camp tocollecther own firewood before

sunrise and with children in tow, this
woman hauls water closer to home to
earn the seed money required to buy
bulk firewood from someone else. The
tiny amounts of money accrued ineach
exchange are part of an informal
economy which is constituted through
the spatially circumscribed and artifi-

cially-endowed formal economy of the
camp. Thesale of refugee labour and of
donated commodities provide thebasis
for trade in the camps. Based onthe col-
lection of water and wood, and the sell-
ing of food aid, ad hoc market$
carry arange of prov1s10ns—c1

isnotsimply astruggletomeet
household and income demands.
workis convoluted by the spati
gation and organization of thec
refugee women employ elaboraL
egiestomake endsmeet. Credit
and labour-intensive entrep
activities of various kinds are evidence
of a vital informal economy.
Somali cultural practices | code
household work as a women’s respon-
sibility, butwomen’s work cannot sim-
plybereduced to the gendered division
of labour. One can describe the
rary urban spaces of the desertcamps as
expressions of an “supra-local order,”
characterized by foreign foodstuffsand
a layout that suits the administrators
and suppliers at least as much as the
refugees. Itat once exacerbates thebur-

m PO—

.den of work that women do and

reinscribes their routines. What be- -
comes clear from these selected
geographies of refugee work is that a
significantamount of time is spent per-
forming tasks that allow for basic sub-
sistenceand survivalinthec
foodstuffs generate a high demand for
wood and water amid a concentrated
population. The nomadic practices of
many Somalis, including their reliance
on meat and milk which requij
wood and water, are not incorg
into the organization of the ¢

of refugee women tell us? The s
strategiesand cooperative ven
refu-

place within the camps. And yet the
commodities available are not always
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own. Her project of tracing the journeys of
sixteen Eritrean and Ethiopian women from
their homes in the Horn of Africa to
Canada focuses on the experience of the
women as refugees, rather than on

appropriate, culturally or environmentally
speaking. The testimony of these refugee
women suggests an on-going concern and
awareness with the material conditions
ofliving in the camps, as much as the

the "politics of mobility" also serves as
corrective to any assumption of absolute
space or equality of movement among
people. See D. Massey "Power-Geometry
and a Progressive Sense of Place,” in Map-

political nature of their displacement. ..

UNHCR's strategies to manage refugee
populations.
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Change, edited by J. Bird, B. Curtis, T.
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Breaking Ground:

The 1956 Hungarian Immigration to Canada

Edited by Robert H. Keyserlingk
Toronto: York Lanes Press, 1993, ISBN 1-55014-232-1, 117 pages, $6.99

Thisbook s acollection of personal and archival-based memories on the selection, transport and settlement of about 40,000
Hungarian refugees in Canadain one year. Itisa source of primary record as well as scholarly reflection on one of the most
significant refugee movements to Canada after World War II—the 1956 Hungarian refugee movement.

Based on papers that were presented at a 1990 conference, the authors touch on the unique political, administrative
and settlement features of this movement. The resulting work, edited by Professor Keyserlingk, is a unique mix of
personal reminiscences and academic scholarship.

Availablefromthe Centre for Refugee Studies.
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