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l"hisartickiskrssd0nintcroicwswith 
ttrmrty ! h d i  n$kgee women living in 
Loprdon. Tkc intrrorkvsfocused mainly 
on thewu##nfs- sinaamb- 
k g i n  Britrrinmdthcirhopceandexpec- 
kstjonsfcrthmrcrc~sndthcirciu'ldretl. 
Tk articlc eqhw t k  extent to which 
gtmhed tolcs haw been reh@rced or 
rcnegotiakral as a msdt oftheir nuwe to 
Btitain. Formut@cwmnm, theirlim 
in St#Mfia aorrc kuca primarily within 
thehousehold. Soraehad workcsinpro- 
fh&nal occupatias and had combined 
publicand priuate roles through the sup  
port of jhale  kin. For all the women, 
exile broughtfinancia, social wd legal 
insccuritydtroprtwasinpctnranent 
mtploymmt.~,hcnueawIl;ormdnew 
indcpcndma Pnd con* in exile, 
and kaae bcsn aide to megotiate rela- 
tionshipsfropff a m p a w n f u l  position. 
Others lunn lost st- and self-esteem, 
and those who hsd ken able to combine 
caring roles with profwsional w k  in 
Sowlia htmjbund this impossible in 
Britain. The study expclged the gaps be- 
~theworacn'sskillsandcwpct.imCe 
and the zoerk thay haoc been able tofind. 
TitmismurgatW#rSomalispeak- 
crsinteaching,dicineand&lwork, 
but Somafi ~ ~ t i o n s  are not recog- 
nized in Britain. This demonstrates the 
urgency 4 a cwnprehensive strategy, 
including )rsirrkrg,jbr +gee mettle- 
ment in Britain. 

tentprincipalmrmt sur l'erp8t.renced- 
cue de cesfemmes depuis leur arrid en 
GrsbtBe-Bretagne, et leurs espoirs et at- 
tendes pour elles-n&nes et pour leurs 
enfrtnts. L'article explore d$ns quelle 
m r e  leur r8lede s e ~ g e a  &d d u f l d  
ou rmdgocid consh t i~rmmt  h leur d6- 
placement vwsla GradeBretapte. Pour 
lantajoritedeces@rnnes,laoiaenSama- 
lietyp~(~itprincipalementh la maison. 
Certainesd'entre-ellesaoaientddes 
occtypations p ~ s i o n n e l l e s  et m i e n t  
c+d r8lepublicet r8leprMdans leur 
actiPittf de support des membres de leur 
famille de sex. fhninin. Pour foutes ces 
femnnes, I'exil a a d  I ' m r i t e s u r  les 
plansfinnncier, social et ldga1,et aucune 
d'entreelle ne dtftient un emploi perma- 
nent. Cartaineswpendant,ont troud une 
nouwlle i-nce et urn noutrelle 
con~eensoidansI'eril,ets0ntpam- 
nue$ h rdgocier leur relation maritale 
depqris une position a&rnie. D 'autres 
ontpcrduleurstatutetleur~rimedesoi, 
et dies qui am'mient h combiner r81e 
familial et activitt! profissimnelle en 
Soqalie n'y sont par pamnues en 
Grande-Bretagne. L'dtude prdsente le 
hiatusaccudentreles savoir-fiireet l'ex- 
pdripsce de ces femmes d'une part et le 
tramnramnl qu'elles sont arrides h trouver. ll 
ya uva besoin criant desotitaliew en en&- 
gnement, en mhiecineeten trmilsocial, 
mais les qualifications somaliennes ne 
sont pas reconnues en Grande-Bretagne. 
Ced tend h dhnontrer I'urgence d'une 
strattfgieglobale, incluant l a w t i o n ,  
a u x w  de la dinstallation de @ @ s e n  
Gmhde-Bretagne. 

Brit* has no permanent, central pro- 
g r w  for refugee -t. On ar- 
rival, refugees maybe given Lssistence 
with h e d i a t e  needs such as housing 
and interpretation by specialist organi- 
zati~andrefugeecamm~tygrsups 
(Duke 19%). Access to more permanent 
supppt is however limited and uneven. 
Like &her refugees,most Somalis settle 

lis live in Waltham 
in the less 

permanent accommodation. 

Remain (ELR)"' status, 

problem they face in ex 
tainty makes it difficult 

This paper is based on a 

women also spoke partly in 



 

larly with the interviews in community 
centres, where the interpreter was called on 
to deal with emergencies, which meant that 
it was not always possible to probe all the 
issues we wished to raise. The women 
often sought our advice on specific 
problems relating to education, health and 
housing, and we attempted to advise where 
we were able. 

The interviews focused mainly on the 
women's experiences since arriving in 
Britain and their hopes and expectations 
for themselves and their children. We were 
interested in the extent to which gendered 
roles had been reinforced or renegotiated 
as a result of their move to Britain. There 
has been a considerable amount of 
research on the specific problems faced by 
women refugees (Forbes Martin 1992; 
Osaki 1997; UNHCR 1995) and the 
difficulties they experience in gaining 
refugee status (Adjin-Tettey 1997; 
Crawley 1997; Kuttner 1997). Another 
theme which has emerged, however, is that 
women seem to find it easier than men to 
adapt to changed status (Kay 1989; 
Summerfield 1993; Buijs 1993; Refugee 
Council 1996). It is often men who lose 
most status as a result of flight. Unable to 
work and to fulfil their traditional role of 
"breadwinner," they may also have lost a 
public political role as well. In contrast, 
many women refugees experience new 
opportunities. Often, for the first time, they 
are acquiring independent income through 
benefits or employment. These patterns are 
evident in our study, although the 
experiences of the women varied 
considerably. 

Our contacts with this group of women 
have been built up over several years 
during which we have been studying the 
resettlement needs of refugees (Sales and 
Gregory 1996; Duke, Sales, and Gregory 
1998). Two women who were highly 
respected within the community acted as 
interpreters and introduced us to our 
interviewees. Mariam was a volunteer 
advice worker for a local women's 
community organization, and Ferhat was a 
gynaecologist in Somalia who was also 
known for hercampaigning work against 
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM). Their 
involvement 

established an atmosphere of trust and 
friendship which was essential not only 
due to the sensitive nature of much of the 
subject matter, but because some of the 
women's residence status was insecure, 
and they were suspicious of outsiders. 

The Findings 

All the women were or had been married; 
eighteen had married in Somalia, and two 
married Somali men in Britain. Ten were 
here without their husbands; three of the 
men died as a result of the war, and seven 
were still in Somalia or neighbouring 
countries. The remaining eight women had 
husbands in Britain, although three of 
these marriages had broken down. Most 
had suffered a serious decline in their 
standard of living as a result of be coming 
refugees. Only one was in secure 
employment, and most were managing 
with severely limited resources. 

The first interviews were with Mariam 
and Ferhat. Unlike most other respondents, 
they had played a significant role in public 
life before the war. Their own activities, 
and the repercussions they suffered as a 
result, were decisive factors in their 
decision to leave. 

Mariam, a science graduate, had been 
active in a women's group in Mogadishu 
which helped women displaced due to the 
civil war. With no welfare system, and the 
economy largely destroyed, the 
organisation attempted to find shelter, food 
and clothing for them. When the war 
spread to the capital, Mariam continued 
her work. 
She was not interested in taking sides: 

The warlords hated me because I 
wouldn't support them. They 
claimed I was diverting my energies 
and those of the other helpers away 
from the war effort. Because we 
worked with everybody, regardless 
of which clan they belonged to, they 
said we were undermining support 
for the war. I had a lot of enemies. 
They used to threaten my life. 

 These threats eventually forced her to 
flee, leaving her three children behind. She 
was married at the age of thirteen, 
but had separated from her husband 

many years ago. She came to Britain on her 
own, and was the only woman interviewed 
with full refugee status in her own right, 
which she won after an appeal against the 
original Home Office decision to refuse it. 

Ferhat's father was a politician, and she 
told us her family was unusual in favouring 
education for girls as well as boys. When 
the civil war started, Ferhat continued to 
work in the hospital, but she too made 
enemies and had to leave: 

They used to say to me, "You 
shouldn't trea t this person, he's from 
the wrong clan." I said that I'm a 
doctor, and I will treat anybody who 
needs my help. They used to try and 
threaten me, and it became very dif-
ficult to work there. 

 Neither Ferhatnor Mariam was able 
to use their qualifications in this country. 
They both did voluntary work for the 
community, and were studying in order to 
be able to take up paid work. Some of the 
other women also had higher education and 
professional qualifications. They, like 
Ferhat, had been able to combine work and 
family in Somalia through the support of 
the extended family. Fatima had been a 
nurse working as a rural health worker. She 
left Somalia when her husband was killed. 
Farida worked as a chemist in a factory 
until the outbreak of war, despite having 
two young children. These women had 
been able to combine their public and 
private roles through support from other 
women rather than sharing domestic tasks 
with men. While all said their husbands 
were supportive of their public work, they 
had not changed the gendered division of 
labour in the household. 

Most of the other women saw their lives 
as primarily based within the household, 
and spoke of a sharp divisionof gender 
roles as the norm in Somalia. This 
divergence of experience is similar to the 
differences found by Kay (1989) in her 
study of Chilean refugees, whom she 
describes as either "publicprivate" or 
"private" women. Thesedifferences have 
led to varied experiences in exile, although 
the relations between their previous and 
current roles are complex. 
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Gender Rtloiians in Exile 

AsavitsociPtyhSonaliabegantodis- 
integrate, it was wmen  who tended to 
keep the hauaeholds toge4her. They 
would grow, make and sell anything 
they could, w h m w  men w& have 
found such activities demeaning. In 
BsiW,whethertheyarewitRth&rhus- 
b m d s o r k ,  w ~ ~ a n  themain 
burden of keeping the family tugether 
and d e w  with landlords, teachers, 
social security, doctors and lawyers. 

In her umpar~tive study of Somali 
and Bengali women in Condon, 
Suamterfield found that Somali men 
appeared to e u k r  from depression 
more frequently than Somali women, 
and, they appeared tobe less in control 
d their livea (Swnmerfield 1993, 83). 
!jeveral wornen in our study expressed 
~for&eirhueband'smentaland 
physi€alwell-being.'Ilaeloesofself-e5 
teean and living standard associated 
withrefugoestatus had come a asevere 
blow. Accombg to Perhat, Somalimen 
oftenwit?tdmvr$therthantakemnew 
challenges. Hcr own husband had had 
a highly paid govenunent job in Soma- 
lia. She told us about him: 

He feels depresred and isolated. He 
sits at ha& and reads newspapers. 
He hardly ever goes out. He has a 
@lem with Ghwiq which has 
gotten worse, but he won't get it 
iooked at. 

Another wamm, Leila, whose hue 
b p n d h a d h m ~ r r e c o u n t e d t o  
US: 

When he seea lnoildings like the ones 
he used trr build, he just s t o p  and 
staree at them Hewould lovetobe 
able to do that kind of work. His 
asthma [a stress related disease] has 
become chronic since we came here. 

Many men saek consolation with 
other Somali men, often meeting to 
smoke This provides a temporary 
esatplntt aggravates their prablems in 
the b n p r  nm since it makea them too 
lethargic to seek work, and oiten irrita- 
b k  and depressed afterwards. Some 
~ e o l a a t i n ~ m d ~ b e c o m e  
aaon obemmt. Mariam said: 

~think,"ifIdieI'llgotoheaven." 
- It helps them when they get de- 

pteescd about conditions here. The 
men have problems with employ- 
qentI they have lost their rights and 
status. They often take to religion, 
and become fanatical. 

For some women, exile has led to 
marriage break down. Aysha had four 
daughters and no sons, and had lost 
seven children in childbirth. Sons are 
important to a Somali wife, as her con- 
necbion to her husband's lineage is 
thrwgh her sons. Ferhat believed that 
A y W s  "failwe" to bear sons was a 
rnaj~r factor in her marriage dissocia- 
tion, In Somalia, the husband might 
have resolved the situation by taking 
another wife without necessarily di- 
vowing Aysha. Sheherselfbelievedthat 
her -age would have ended any- 
way~ 

Ambara's husband had also left her. 
Though she was reluctant to go into 
details, it emerged that the husband had 
been violent and the children were re- 
lieved to see him go. Althou@ the man's 
loss pf status in exile is oftenblamed for 
domestic violence (Refugee Council 
199$), ironically, this case involved the 
only husband in full-time paid employ- 
ment. Mariam claimed that domestic 
violence is common in the cpmmunity: 

Women arenot listened to in the com- 
munity, there is no respect. Religion 
is used as an indired weapon. There 
is a lot of violence against women, 
and if they leave, they may be ac- 
cused of bringing shame on the fam- 
ily. Men don't wantwomentobe able 
ta do thinge for themselves. Lots of 
families separate inEngland,because 
the women change, they become 
more independent. 

%me of the younger women ap- 
peaded to be making more demands on 
thei# husbands. Ikram had married a 
Somali man in Britain and had two 
young children. He was not prepared to 
help with the children, and spent his 
tima with other men rather than looking 
forworkshedccidedahecatoldmanage 
bettbr without him, and was now sepa- 
rated. Another woman, Feyrus, who 
had ialso gotten married in Britain said: 

JJfeishPrdforSomalimen.Theway 
we are brought up, sisters help the 
man, doing all his cooking and wash- 

ing. If he doesn't marry, he 
will be looked after by 
andsisters. It isvery 
to adapt. 

insist that he tookhis share t 

among Somali women in 

said that many young girls 
from their first husbands bec 

intercourse, a consequence of 
genital mutilation (FGM). FGM 
times referred to as circumci 

Pharaonic, is the most 
(Maxamed 1989). The sensi 
subject meant that it was 

women of varying ages and 

sewn up tightly after 

They claimed it had to be 

just to control us." 



 
seek brides, to ensure that they secure a 
"clean" wife. Uncertainty about how long 
they will remain in Britain has implications 
for the continuation of this practice. Many 
Somalis fear that if their daughters are not 
circumcised, they would be ostracized 
from the community, and this would be 
even more intense in Somalia. 

Mariam was the most outspoken in her 
criticism of the way religion is used to 
justify the oppression of women. The other 
women in the study all identified 
themselves strongly as Muslims, although 
the extent of their observance varied. 
These variations were visible in the way 
they dressed, although all of them covered 
their heads in public. Ferhat is devout, but 
claimed that supporters of FGM had 
distorted Islam since the practice is not 
required in the Koran. 

Community groups play an important 
role for most of the women. Those with 
better language and skills are able to use 
these to support other members of the 
community. Those with less English rely 
heavily on the groups for help in 
interpreting, negotiating with officials, and 
pursuing their claims with the Home 
Office. There are five Somali organizations 
in the borough, including two women's 
groups, and these reflect ethnic divisions 
within the community. One women's group 
was set up because the women felt 
excluded from the maledominated 
association. They began meeting in each 
other' shomes until they were given 
permission to use local authority premises 
twice a week. The men who used the same 
premises on different days tried at first to 
prevent the women from having access. 
But the women's group continues to thrive, 
offering a range of advice and support to 
women. Men's response to this success is 
often ambivalent. Mariam, who took a 
leading role in establishing the group, told 
us, "The men say to me, 'we like what you 
are doing for the community, but keep 
away from our wives. We don't want them 
to become independent like you.'" 

Although the groups are divided on 
ethnic lines, women have tended to be 
more open to working with women from 

other groups, and the women we inter-
viewed were keen to reduce these divi-
sions. They collaborated in community 
and education projects, and friendships 
spanned the two groups. 

Employment 

Refugees and asylum seekers, particularly 
women, face multiple barriers to 
employment both through theiruncertain 
legal status, and the racialized and 
gendered structures of the labour market. 
Only one of the women we interviewed 
was in permanent employment, and a few 
had found casual paid work as interpreters 
or in cleaning and other low status 
occupations. This is in line with national 
research (Carey-Wood et al. 1995) and a 
local survey which found high 
unemployment among refugee women, 
and that most of those employed felt 
theirjobs did not make use of their skills 
and qualifications (London Borough of 
Waltham Forest 1994). Many felt that 
employers had stereotyped views about 
Somali women, and that they were 
discriminated against because of their 
dress. Although many had skills that were 
urgently needed to support the community, 
for example, as teachers and health 
workers, none of the women with 
professional qualifications was able to 
work in the same area in Britain. Their 
qualifications were not recognized and the 
conversion courses were too expensive to 
be a realistic possibility for most refugees.

For women who had left high status 
occupations, the loss of self-esteem was 
hard. Fatima, who had been a nurse, said, 
"My work was very important in my life. 
Now, when we go to a hospital here, they 
think we are nothing, we don't know 
anything." 

For most Somali women, preoccupation 
with the day to day problems of looking 
after their children, and adapting to a 
strange, often hostile, environment made 
employment a remote possibility. 
Uncertainty about legal status, and the 
hope of a return to Somalia also made it 
difficult for them to make long term 
commitments to education and training for 
employment. Nearly all the women had 
attended English classes, attaining various 
degrees of 

For many, their children represented a 
future which they felt they had lost for 
themselves. Their children's progress often 
shifted their perceptions of their future, and 
the possibilities of returning to Somalia if 
peace were to come. Most hoped to return, 
but as Saida said, "We are in a foreign 
country, we have to try very hard. If we 
went back to Somalia, the children would 
have to start again. I feel their education is 
here." 

Those who were themselves well-
educated use their skills to help their 
children, although the lack of books, the 
demands of family members, and over-
crowding sometimes made this difficult. 
Fatima told us about her boy at secondary 
school, "He is a very bright boy. I teach 
him science and spend three or four hours 
with him each night. I am afraid of him 
getting lazy." 

While many children, especially the 
younger ones, had settled in and were 
achieving well at school, others felt a 
painful change in their relations with 

Relations with Children

proficiency, and some had undertaken
other forms of education and training. 
While they hoped for paid employment,
they expected that their skills and expe-
rience were more likely to be used in a
voluntary capacity. Many claimed that
women were more adaptable and willing 
to take on new roles including work
oflower status than they had been used to.
Fatima and Ferhat, for example, are now
taking a health promotion course and plan
to extend their voluntary work within the
community. 

Feyrus, who had no qualifications or
employment experience in Somalia, saw 
life in Britain opening up more
possibilities for her. She had done lan-
guage and computer courses in London, 
and worked voluntarily in a community
centre. She planned to study full-time: 

Women don't work outside the home 
in Somalia. In Britain, both 
[husband and wife] need to work 
because you need both incomes. I 
prefer to work. You know what is 
happening next and feel more inde-
pendent. If anything goes wrong, it 
is your choice. 
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their children. Several parents of teenagers 
felt they were getting out of control. 
Khadiza said: 

Children in Somalia have to listen to 
their parents. Sometimes I feel chil-
dren here are spoilt. I don't feel they 
are my children, it worries me. I 
can't speak English well and I don't 
know whether they are talking about 
me. 

 Children often see their parents as 
less powerful in the new society and lose 
respect for them, while parents have 
become more dependent on their children 
to act as interpreters for them. Using 
children as interpreters can cause problems 
because children may be involved in 
discussions which their parents would 
rather they do not hear. Zamzam said, "My 
older daughter interprets forme at the 
doctor's, but sometimes I don't want to let 
her know what I am feeling. I get so 
worried and I don't want her to know how 
bad things are." 
Conclusion 

Our interviewees presented a complex 
picture in terms of gender roles. Some 
found new independence and confidence in 
exile, and have been able to renegotiate 
relationships from a more powerful 
position. Others, however, have lost status 
and self-esteem, and those who had been 
able to combine caring roles with 
professional work in Somalia have found 
this impossible in Britain. These women 
have, nevertheless, shown remarkable 
adaptability, taking on a variety of roles to 
support the community and working to 
build a future for themselves and their 
children. 

The study has exposed the gaps be-
tween the women's skills and experience, 
and the work they have been able to find. 
There is an urgent need for Somali 
speakers in such areas as teaching, nursing 
and social work, but few have the 
resources to undertake the necessary 
training to allow them to work in Britain. 
This demonstrates the urgency of a 
comprehensive strategy for refugee 
resettlement which would allow refugees 
to make their fullest contribution to their 
own community and to the wider society. _ 

Notes

1. ELR is a form of temporary residence status 
granted on humanitarian grounds. It 
involves fewer social rights than Conven-
tion status. Family reunion is possible only 
afterfouryears' residence and is subject to 
stringent conditions. 

2. The study was funded by a small grant from 
Middlesex University Faculty of Social 
Science. 

3. Qatisalegaldrugwhichischewed,mainly by 
men in groups. Its damaging effects have 
led to calls from the community to ban its 
importation. 
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