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Introduction 

Repatriation, which has become the 
main long-term solution of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refu- 
gees (UNHCR), is reflected in the refu- 
gee activities in Southeast Asia. 
However, as the High Commissioner 
remarked in 1993: "Relatively little has 
been documented on the specific is- 
sues facing women returning to their 
homes after years in exile" (Forbes- 
Martin 1992, viii). 

In this paper, I hope to contribute 
some scattered pieces of documenta- 
tion in an effort to fill this knowledge 
gap. The paper is mainly empiricaland 
draws on my eighteen months' work 
experience with UNHCR in Southeast 
Asia. It is based primarily on observa- 
tions of and interviews with refugees, 
asylum seekers, returnees, and the 
staff of international agencies, govern- 
ments, and the UNHCR. Knowledge 
has also been gained from gender- 
awareness training seminars in the re- 
gion and the available secondary 
literature. While the data have been 
gathered in the context of my profes- 

sional activities for UNHCR, the views 
expressed in this article are entirely my 
own, and do not necessarily reflect the 
position of UNHCR. 

Contrary to a broad range of 
evidence, it is still widely assumed in 
project planning and implementation 
that refugee assistance reaches 
everybody equally. Gender is one of 
the most significant differentiating 
features in any society or community, 
and this paper will seek to identify and 

analyze those aspects of the re- 
patriation process which have or have 
not taken gender difference and 
gender relations sufficiently into 
consideration. 

The following issues related to repa- 
triation will be investigated: have de- 
mographic data about the refugee 
population been produced and used 
for repatriation planning purposes? 
Does counselling and information 
about voluntary repatriation reach 

CONTENTS: 

Refugee Women and Repatriation: 
Perspectives from Southeast Asia Kate Halvorsen ....................... 1 

Elderly Mozambican Women Refugees in the Tongogara 
Refugee Camp in Zimbabwe: A Case Study 
Dodo Thandizue Motsisi ........................................................................ 7 

War, Ethnicity, and Violence Against Women 
....................................................................... lad ranka Cacic-Kzirnpes 12 

Women's Groups in the Former Yugoslavia: 
Working with Refugees Maja Korac .............................................. 16 

The Latin American Exile Experience from a Gender 
.... Perspective: A Psychodynamic Assessment Marlinda Freire 20 



 

men and women equally, and who makes 
the actual decision to return? Are men or 
women systematically neglected in 
information dissemination in the refugee 
camps and in reintegration assistance 
during and after return? Is physical abuse 
by other refugees, government officials, 
pirates, or bandits during and upon return 
a gender-specific problem? Does 
monitoring include investigating the 
specific needs and concerns of special 
needs groups,such as female-headed 
households, elderly women, single minor 
mothers, and severely traumatized 
women? Are specific reintegration needs 
of women being addressed? 

Historical and Political Context 

Repatriation in the Southeast Asia region 
(also known as Indochina) is taking place 
to three countries of origin, Cambodia, 
Laos, and Vietnam. Gradually, as the 
political and economic situation has 
changed in all three coun tries of origin, 
the attitude of the international community 
with respect to the best durable solution 
for those remaining in the camps and 
detention centres in the region has also 
changed. It is now widely accepted by 
most players in the international arena, 
except for the asylum seekers and refugees 
themselves, that the best solution for the 
great majority is to return to their home 
country. The attitude towards going home 
varies among the three populations. The 
Cambodians wish to return to their 
country, provided there is peace. Some of 
the Laotians are willing to repatriate. The 
majority of the Vietnamese and the hill 
tribe Laotians oppose repatriation, 
although a growing number in both of 
these groups are signing up for voluntary 
repatriation as hopes of resettlement fade. 
The great majority of the Laotians and the 
Cambodians are in Thailand, while the 
Vietnamese are scattered in the region, 
with the majority in Hong Kong. 

The Laotians The most important issue for the people 
remaining in the camps is to make a 
decision regarding repatriation to Laos or 
resettlement in the United States (for those 
who still have this 

proximately 40,000 Laotian refugees in 
two camps along the Thai-Laotian border. 
A significant number of the households are 
female-headed. There is an important 
etlmic division between the so-called "low-
landers" and the "hill tribes." Ninety 
percent of the refugees belong to the hill 
tribes and the great majority of them to the 
Hmong tribe. Some of the Hmong groups 
fought with the Americans during the Viet-
nam war while others led the resistance 
force in Laos. The low-land Lao who are 
left in the camps today fled mainly for 
economic reasons and most of them have 
weak refugee claims. Since the great 
majority of the refugees are Hmong, the 
following issues mainly concern this 
group. 

Social, economic, and political life in 
Hmong society is influenced by a very 
strong sense of cultural identity and is 
regulated by customary law. The Hmong 
are polygamous: most men have two or 
more wives. Women are responsible for 
domestic work and child care, and playa 
significant role in agricultural production 
and trade in Laos. In the camps, they are 
largely confined to their homes, and they 
seldom go to public meetings or gather-
ings. It is relatively difficult to get access 
to Hmong women, except through female 
Hmong-speakers who go on home visits. 
The women hold no positions in the camp 
leadership and the decision-making 
structures. There have been some attempts 
at establishing women's groups in the 
Laotian camps, but they have failed. It is 
uncertain whether this failure is due to the 
almost impossible task of mobilizing the 
"shy" women for such activities, or to a 
lack of awareness among staff. The 
literacy rate is low in general, but con-
siderably lower for women than men. 

Durable Solutions 

The number of Laotian refugees peaked in 
1979 when 126,500 refugees and asylum 
seekers flooded into Thailand. As of May 
1993, there were ap 
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option). A common reason for the in- 
ability to make a decision is disagree- 
ment between husbands and wives. 
The male household head makes the 
official and public decisions for the 
household. Most often, he follows the 
decisions of his clan or other male lead- 
ers in the community. Customary law 
dictates that women must obey the 
husband and his clan. In cases where 
husbands have left the camp for indefi- 
nite periods of time, sometimes as long 
as several years, the wives still cannot 
make decisions about their future. 
Widows are in the same situation- 
decisions are made for them by the clan 
of the husband. Husbands leave the 
camps for various reasons: to be with 
another wife, to join the resistance in 
Laos, or to visit relatives or friends for 
indefinite periods of time. In such in- 
stances, some women request a di- 
vorce or separation in order to get their 
refugee status determination case split 
from their husband's. In split cases, 
where the wife refuses to follow the 
clan of the husband (including cases 
where the husband is dead or missing), 
the husband's clan retains custody of 
the children according to customary 
law. 

A woman may wish to divorce for 
any number of reasons, as the follow- 
ing examples from my research indi- 
cate: 

A husband wants to go to the 
United States but his wife and four 
children want to return to Laos; 
An Hmong major's wife in one 
camp is determined to return to 
Laos while her husband in the other 
camp is living with another wife 
and will not let her repatriate; 
A widow with five children wishes 
to go to the United States, but her 
dead husband's family pressures 
her to return to Laos with them and 
marry her husband's brother; 
A husband returns after four years 
with the resistance movement in 
Laos, decides to resettle in the 
United States and wants his wife 
and two children to join him, while 
his wife has already signed up for 
voluntary repatriation with the two 
children; 

A husband left his wife and four 
children two years ago and she 
does not know what happened to 
him; she wants to repatriate but her 
husband's clan will not let her. 

From the above examples, one can dis- 
cern a tension between the voluntari- 
ness of repatriation on the one hand, 
and the principle of family unity on the 
other. The approaches of the UNHCR 
staff dealing with these problems vary, 
but in general they have adopted a 
non-interventionist, that is, a family- 
unity approach. Only when the hus- 
band has been absent for a substantial 
length of time does the staff regard the 
woman as the decision maker. Some 
have split cases upon request if the 
husband has been gone for more than 
one year. Others have been more re- 
strictive and reluctant about splitting 
cases because it contradicts customary 
law and intervenes in the personal, and 
private sphere. 

Information and Counselling 

Information and counselling is associ- 
ated with making decisions about re- 
patriation. What kind of information is 
available and to whom? More specifi- 
cally, does this information reach all 
categories of women? 

Very few women attend informa- 
tion meetings about the practical pro- 
cedures of repatriation and the 
situation in Laos. Attempts have been 
made both to initiate meetings with 
women and to visit then  in their 
homes. In general, the poorest and illit- 
erate women are in great need of infor- 
mation about the issues involved. 
However, there has only been one 
Hmong woman among the camp staff 
and very few female Hmong speakers 
who could go on home visits or organ- 
ize women into small discussion 
groups. As well, Hmong women lack 
time for consultation as their days are 
filled with household tasks and the 
production of handicrafts for income. 
Usually counselling is done with the 
head of household, with or without the 
rest of the family present. There have 
been a few attempts at targeting spe- 
cific groups, such as widows and teen- 
agers, as well as attempts to recruit 

more female Hmong-speaking staff to 
work with the women, but this has 
proven to be extremely difficult. A 
video has been planned for Hmong 
women, which should serve both to 
increase their level of information and 
to promote voluntary repatriation. 

Identification of Vulnerable Indi- 
viduals and Monitoring of Reinte- 
gration 

The Laotian repatriation is relatively 
small in comparison to the Cambodian 
operation, ranging between 100-150 
and 350400 individuals returning in 
groups about every two weeks. They 
go back either to existing villages or to 
group settlement sites. Three catego- 
ries of vulnerability have been identi- 
fied for special reintegration assistance 
purposes: those with severe or chronic 
illnesses, the physically and mentally 
disabled, and elderly or female heads 
of households in need of support. 
However, according to Hmong tradi- 
tion, these vulnerable individuals are 
taken care of by the family and com- 
munity. Little is known about the re- 
integration of the female heads of 
households, because few of those reg- 
istered as especially vulnerable have 
returned. 

The monitoring of returnees has 
continued, but there is no specific fo- 
cus on the special concerns of women. 
At present, there are no female 
Hmong-speaking staff members in 
Laos. This should be a priority in the 
development of more gender-sensitive 
monitoring. In addition, nongovern- 
mental organizations should be en- 
couraged to report on and assist 
returnees in their areas of activity with 
specific focus on the reintegration of 
women, especially the most vulner- 
able among them. 

The Cambodian Repatriation 

The Cambodian repatriation, unique 
not only in the region but also by 
UNHCR standards, was one of the 
most organized and structured large- 
scale repatriation operations ever un- 
dertaken. It began on March 30,1992 
and was completed just over a year 
later, by which time approximately 
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380,000 refugees had been repatriated. 
Fifty percent of the camp population 
was under the age of fifteen. The gen- 
der distribution was relatively even 
with a slight majority of men. Data 
from 1990 show that 21 percent of the 
households were female-headed 
(Thorn 1991). The majority of women 
were illiterate, and virtually all the 
poorest women and most of the female 
heads of households were illiterate. 
Little training or education were of- 
fered to these women while they were 
living in the camps. 

In the camps, women were respon- 
sible for domestic work and child care 
while men held formal decision-mak- 
ing positions. A much greater percent- 
age of men than women had jobs with 
the non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) in the camps and participated 
in training and education. A women's 
organization, the Khmer Women's 
Association (KWA), existed in each of 
the camps and was involved in social 
work and training related to house- 
hold and childrearing activities, such 
as knitting, sewing, crocheting, and 
child health. Most of these training ac- 
tivities, however, were not useful for 
income generation upon return. 

Planning for the Repatriation of 
Vulnerable Individuals 

A study was commissioned by 
UNHCR on "the repatriation and re- 
integration needs of vulnerable female 
heads of household and other vulner- 
able individuals Iiving in the Cambo- 
dian refugee and displaced persons 
camps along the Thai-Cambodian bor- 
der" (Thorn 1991). This study was car- 
ried out at the end of 1990. 

From those identified in the 
UNHCR study, a decision was made to 
focus on the most vulnerable, i.e. those 
who would not survive during move- 
ment and reintegration without spe- 
cial assistance. Thus the category of 
"Extremely/Especially Vulnerable In- 
dividuals" (EVIs) was created. The cri- 
teria for selection were consequently 
very restrictive. All female heads of 
household in the border camps were 
interviewed. Those without relatives, 
family, or friends in the camp with 

whom they could return or be reunited 
inside Cambodia, with children under 
ten years of age, and who were unable 
to cope with the everyday household 
chores (feeding dependents, cleaning, 
washing, carrying heavy loads), were 
registered. 

Less than five percent of the total 
number of female heads of households 
were registered as EVIs, thus exclud- 
ing the large majority who were still 
potentially vulnerable upon return, 
such as those who might be abandoned 
by their support group; those who 
might not find their family or relatives 
upon return; and older children who 
might not help as expected in the 
household. In other words, of the total 
number of female heads of household 
in the border camps, a number of those 
not identified as EVIs became EVIs 
upon returning to their country of ori- 
gin. In addition, some women who 

cash. Videos were shown, information 
meetings were held, and cross-border 
visits of international and local staff 
took place in order to create links be- 
tween organizations on both sides of 
the border. 

In preparation for return, the KWA 
went to Cambodia on a ten-day visit to 
meet with the Women's Association of 
Cambodia (WAC). They held formal 
meetings and went on field trips to 
visit WAC projects scattered through- 
out the country; these contacts resulted 
in a joint political declaration about 
their common goals and interests as 
economic and political actors in the 
future of Cambodia. This declaration 
was formally submitted to the Su- 
preme National Council (SNC). As a 
result of a small informal survey 
among poor female heads of house- 
holds in the border camps, to investi- 
gate the level of information about 

Less than five percent offhe tohl number of femule heculr of 
households were registered as EVZs, thus excluding the large 

mujority who were still potentially vulnerable upon return, such 
as those who might be abandoned by their support group; . . . 

were not heads of households in the 
camps were abandoned by their hus- 
bands or lost their husbands during 
the first year in Cambodia. 

A rough estimate, based on my own 
interviews with more than two hun- 
dred returnees and visits to most of the 
major settlement sites, indicates that 30 
to 40 percent of the households were 
female-headed. This is the same per- 
centage estimated for the general 
population in Cambodia (Ledgerwood 
1992). 

The Information Campaign 

An information campaign was 
launched in the border camps in order 
to better prepare the returnees for the 
realities of life in Cambodia, and to 
provide information about the type 
and duration of the assistance they 
would receive. The assistance con- 
sisted a year of food supplies (rice, oil, 
salt, and canned fish), household uten- 
sils, and either land for cultivation, a 
house plot with house materials, or 

repatriation and conditions in Cambo- 
dia, an educational video about 
returnee women was made called 
"Cambodia-Portrait of Returnee 
Women." The video was meant to pro- 
vide the necessary information to pre- 
pare for a return, and was shown on a 
mobile unit in the camps so that wid- 
ows and poor women did not have to 
move far from their homes in order to 
see it. 

Assessment 

As the end of the repatriation phase 
approached, the reintegration situa- 
tion of vulnerable returnees was as- 
sessed in order to procure additional 
long-term assistance. Food assistance 
was provided for four hundred days, 
meaning that from April 1993 onwards 
food provisions would end for an in- 
creasing number of returnees. Their 
survival would depend on the degree 
of self-sufficiency acquired during the 
first year back in Cambodia. 
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The majority of the female heads of 
households were found to be coping 
adequately. Many joined families and 
relatives who were earning a living; 
some had been able to start an income- 
generating activity; those few who re- 
ceived land engaged in agricultural 
activity; some had managed to save 
money or stock up on extra rice; others 
did small animal husbandry. There 
were no reports of persecution, but 
those who had gone to so-called "no- 
go" areas (defined by UNHCR as un- 
safe and unsuitable for retum) were 
worried about mines and fighting. 

However, a significant number of 
female heads of households were fac- 
ing problems that may become serious 
when their food assistance expires. 
These included: no jobs; no land for 
cultivation or for house plots; no cash 
to invest in income generation; deser- 
tion by spouse upon return (who fre- 
quently took the remaining food 
coupons and cash); inability to com- 
plete the building of houses because of 
insufficient materials; the need to bor- 
row money to transport building ma- 
terials and rice; family problems living 
in a house shared with siblings, par- 
ents, and relatives with many children 
and mouths to feed; caring responsi- 
bilities for the handicapped and eld- 
erly; a few severe traffic and land-mine 
injuries resulting in disability and high 
medical costs; high funeral costs for 
deceased husband; a few cases of se- 
vere mental illness. 

The main problem, however, for 
many returnees, but most seriously 
affecting the female heads of house- 
holds, is lack of income. Most widows 
who were in need of assistance for in- 
come-generating activities had ideas 
about what to do for a living. Virtually 
all of them had realistic schemes for 
starting micro-businesses, such as cake 
making, grocery stalls, sewing, weav- 
ing, small animal husbandry, vegeta- 
ble farming, or selling flowers. These 
activities all require capital, and most 
returnees were given cash (as opposed 
to those who chose a house plot or land 
for cultivation), which was meant, 
among other things, to start an income- 
generating activity. However, the al- 

lotment of cash was often spent on 
other necessities, such as transporting 
belongings and rice rations, paying 
school fees, and buying additional 
food and clothes. 

Monitoring of the vulnerable and 
EVIs by female Khmer-speaking staff 
is essential. In addition to the general 
information gathered about everyone, 
staff should make inquiries related to 
the specific situation of female heads 
of households including when, why, 
and how their husbands left or died, 
which belongings and resources they 
left behind, how women are coping in 
their absence, how many family mem- 
bers they feed and care for, and any 
special handicaps or illnesses of family 
members. Other international agen- 
cies should also take responsibility for 
following up on the vulnerable adults. 
There are few income-generating 
projects that focus on the poorest and 
most needy female heads of house- 
holds. NGOs and other UN agencies 
should be encouraged to address the 
needs of this group of returnees and to 
locate projects in areas of high returnee 
concentrations. In some places, small 
credit or loan schemes are sufficient, 
while in other places income genera- 
tion should be included in a broader 
community development project. 

The Vietnamese 

The Vietnamese refugees and asylum 
seekers have undoubtedly received 
the most publicity and attention in the 
region from the international commu- 
nity. A total of 87,800 refugees and asy- 
lum seekers still remain in camps or 
detention centres in Indonesia, Malay- 
sia, Hong Kong, the Philippines, and 
Thailand, with the majority (44,300) in 
Hong Kong. The demographic profile 
is much the same throughout the re- 
gion; around two-thirds of the popula- 
tion is male and one-third is female, 
most of thembetween fifteen and forty 
years of age. 

Those now living in refugee camps 
or detention centres arrived after the 
deadline for automatic refugee status 
in 1989, and the majority will not re- 
ceive refugee status. An increasing 
number of asylum seekers are conse- 

quently facing the decision to return to 
their country of origin. As in the case of 
the Laotians, the major issue determin- 
ing their situation is voluntary repa- 
triation. 

The gendered division of labor 
among the Vietnamese is also charac- 
terized by women taking responsibil- 
ity for domestic work, certain aspects 
of agricultural production, and trade. 
Society is centred around the family 
and men enjoy higher status than 
women. 

Traditionally, women did not take 
part in formal decision making, al- 
though significant changes have oc- 
curred in Vietnam following the 
change of regime in 1971, and eco- 
nomic and political reforms have been 
implemented in the last twenty years. 
In the camps, fewer women than men 
have been involved in skills training 
and education. Most of the paid jobs 
available in the camps and detention 
centres have likewise been occupied 
by men. 

Women's groups have been estab- 
lished in most of the Vietnamese 
camps and detention centres, with 
varying success. Community leader- 
ship structures differ from camp to 
camp, but generally women's partici- 
pation in decision making is very lim- 
ited throughout the region. Women's 
groups are involved in social activities, 
but the little training they do get very 
seldom involves learning an income- 
generating skill that they could use 
upon return. The training has been in 
such areas as hygiene, cooking, child 
care, and psychosocial activities. 
Lately, two needs assessments of 
women have been undertaken, one in 
the Philippines and one in Hong Kong, 
which highlighted their need for job 
opportunities and income-generating 
skills. 

Voluntary Repatriation Counselling 

Information dissemination and coun- 
selling for voluntary repatriation var- 
ies from country to country and camp 
to camp, but one common feature is 
that women participate to a very lim- 
ited degree in information meetings, 
video showings, or discussions. Indi- 
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vidual women and women's groups 
have expressed the need for more spe- 
cific information about the situation 
for women regarding jobs, training, 
education, child care, education of 
children, daily life, cultural, political, 
and economic conditions in Vietnam 
affecting women, and about projects 
for women returnees. However, little 
of this information has been available, 
and what exists is difficult to access. 
The use of discussion groups for 
women, single mothers, non-refugees, 
and youths has been attempted in a 
few places, but is not a common 
practice. 

It has also been reported from many 
places in the region that the proportion 
of voluntary repatriation candidates is 
higher for men than for women. When 
a couple disagrees about voluntary 
repatriation it ismore often the woman 
who resists return rather than the man. 
There are several reasons for this: 
women are often convinced that they 
will have a better and easier life in a 
resettlement country, and that they 
will be freer and more independent. As 
well, they do not have enough infor- 
mation about recent changes in daily 
life in Vietnam and the extent to which 
development assistance will be avail- 
able to them upon return. 

The major social problem in all 
camps and detention centres is domes- 
tic conflict, and this is sometimes the 
consequence of disagreement about 
repatriation. Non-intervention and 
family-unity approaches dominate in 
the attempts by international staff to 
solve the problems. 

Identifying Vulnerable Groups 

The identification of vulnerable adults 
preparing for return to Vietnam has 
proceeded on a case-by-case basis ex- 
cept for two categories: unaccompa- 
nied minors, and survivors of violence. 

The great majority of female survi- 
vors of violence have been subjected to 
severely traumatizing acts of violence 
(most often including rape or multiple 
rapes) as a result of one or more piracy 
attacks duringthe flight fromvietnam. 
The victims may feel paralyzed by ter- 
ror, suffer both physical and emotional 

pain, feel intense self-disgust, power- 
lessness, apathy, or denial. The trauma 
may not be temporary and could be ag- 
gravated by insensitive medical and 
legal procedures or inappropriate fol- 
low-up. Most of the survivors have 
been diagnosed with Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD); others suffer 
from depression, grief, anxiety, and 
some from psychosis. In addition, 
there are a number of women who 
have suffered severe sexual or other 
physicaI abuse while in camp. Physical 
protection of women in the Hong Kong 
detention centres and camps has been 
a serious and widespread problem. 

Monitoring and follow-up are diffi- 
cult given the extremely sensitive na- 
ture of the victims' situation. Sexual 
assault most often leads to stigmatiza- 
tion because in Vietnamese society, as 
in many others, blame is placed on the 
vidim, not the offender. The victims 
are also discouraged by their culture 
and religion from revealing the assault 
or openly discussing the experience, 
and thus are also often unwilling to 
identify and prosecute the offender. 
Victims often develop feelings of guilt 
and self-blame, and prefer to keep the 
incident a secret, especially when re- 
turning to Vietnam. The type of follow- 
up these women require must be very 
discreet to avoid mistreatment and 
stigmatization by their families and 
communities. 

There are two other areas of con- 
cern. Many young girls and women 
who had pregnancies "of conven- 
ience" in order to increase their 
chances of being resettled, and were 
subsequently denied refugee status, 
will return to Vietnam single, with one 
or more children. As well, a sigruficant 
number of prostitutes from all camps 
and detention centres, the largest con- 
centration being in Hong Kong, will 
also be returning. These two groups of 
women are stigmatized in much the 
same way as the survivors of violence 
and may therefore wish to be anony- 
mous upon return. Most do not want 
to go back to families or places of ori- 
gin and will need special reintegration 
assistance to obtain employment, a 
place to live, and child care. 

Conclusion 

Two issues emerge as barriers to 
successfully repatriating and reinte- 
grating women or specific groups of 
women: information production and 
dissemination, and the insufficiency 
and inadequacy of reintegration 
projects, especially v is -h is  income 
generation in the country of return. 

Insufficient information dissemina- 
tion leads to the question of whether it 
is possible for women refugees to make 
informed decisions with respect to re- 
patriation. Related to this problem is 
the fact that these women participate 
minimally in decision-making struc- 
tures. One consequence of this is the 
dependency syndrome, which may be 
further perpetuated in development 
projects in the country of return. A re- 
lated issue is the prevalence of gender 
relations in the camps that may be 
more conservative and traditional 
than in the countries of return. The 
camps are socially artificial and static, 
whereas ongoing rapid social change 
in the home country is significantly 
affecting gender roles. Both camp staff 
and population may perpetuate the 
norms and traditions of the past. 

"It is generally assumed that refu- 
gee women will be a force for volun- 
tary return if given the opportunity" 
(Forbes-Martin 1992,65). I would con- 
clude that in Southeast Asia they are 
still not given this opportunity, al- 
though attempts are being made. Cul- 
tural traditions, the rule of customary 
law, camp administration and organi- 
zational structures, illiteracy, inad- 
equate information, inadequate 
reintegration projects, lack of skills 
training, and non-participation, are all 
barriers. Changing the role female 
refugees and asylum seekers play in 
the repatriation process is difficult, but 
some things can be done. 

The focus for changing the situation 
should be on the country of return and 
the establishment of reintegration pro- 
grams there. These programs should 
concentrate on income-generation 
combined with literacy training. In 
designing reintegration projects, one 
must bear in mind that the majority of 



female heads of households and vul- 
nerable women are illiterate with no 
income-generating skills, although 
they may be skilled as seamstresses, 
cooks, or midwives. Projects should be 
based on a participatory approach, and 
with sensitivity to the changing gen- 
der roles and relationships in the coun- 
try of return. In order to ensure that 
women are included, a certain percent- 
age of female beneficiaries should be 
written into all project documents and 
agreements. 
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Elderly Mozambican Women Refugees 
in the Tongogara Refugee Camp 

in Zimbabwe: A Case Study 
Dodo Thandiwe Motsisi 

Introduction 

In traditional African rural communi- 
ties, the elderly often provide their 
wisdom, cultural orientation, and life 
experiences to the younger generation, 
and older women, in particular, fre- 
quently receive special recognition. 
However, the dislocation and the diffi- 
culties that some elderly persons expe- 
rience in adjusting to alien social 
environments may lead to a lowering 
of their status in the community, when 
they can no longer perform their usual 
social responsibilities (Wiest, 
Mocellin, and Motsisi 1994, 32-33). 
Traditional extended family support 
may also disintegrate in refugee situa- 
tions, as it has adverse effects on the 
mental and physical health of the eldw 
erly and their ability to cope (Popline 
1991a, 3). Without sufficient under- 
standing of the socioeconomic and cul- 
tural background of elderly refugee 
women (and, for example, their role as 
elders), Western planners may over- 
look their situation when planning as- 
sistance strategies. 

This paper argues that development 
assistance interventions by interna- 
tional and domestic non-governmen- 
tal organizations, as well as by the host 
governments assisting refugee women 
in the developing countries, need to be 
designed and planned from the van- 
tage point of poor women (Sen and 
Grown 1985, 1). The perspective of 
poor women provides a unique and 
powerful vantage point for practical 
reasons. While development goals 
generally include improved standards 
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of living, elimination of poverty, access 
to dignified employment, and a reduc- 
tion in social inequities, women are 
often deprived in one or more of these 
areas; they also make up the majority 
of the refugee camp population. Their 
concerns need to be heard. 

Elderly rural women who have be- 
come refugees constitute a large group 
among the poor, the unemployed, and 
the economically disadvantaged in 
refugee camps. Some of the personnel 
interviewed for this study, who pro- 
vide assistance in the refugee camps, 
have described these women as "hav- 
ing no energy," "a spent force," "with 
no real productive role," and have sug- 
gested that opportunities "need to be 
provided more for the younger 
women." Due to such attitudes, elderly 
women in refugee camps tend to be 
"pushed aside" (Munyai 1990) and 
their perspectives on issues are rarely 
solicited. 

In general, women's work tends to 
be under-remunerated and underval- 
ued, and the attitudes within refugee 
camps with respect to victims of mass 
displacement tend to reflect this view. 
At the same time, however, it is widely 
acknowledged that elderly women are 
vital to the continued survival of com- 
munities. Much of the labour of food 
production and processing, and the 
provision of fuel, water, health care, 
childrearing, sanitation, and other ba- 
sic needs, are handled by elderly 
women in the refugee camps. Conse- 
quently, if we are to understand the 
impact of rural development and refu- 
gee assistance strategies upon the 
meeting of these basic needs, then the 
viewpoint of elderly women as pro- 
ducers and workers should be an obvi- 
ous starting point. It has been noted 
that the vantage point of poor women 
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enables us not only "to evaluate the 
extent to which development strate- 
gies benefit or harm the poorest and 
most oppressed sections of the people, 
but also to judge their impact on a 
range of sectors and activities crucial 
to socio-economic development and 
human welfare" (Sen and Grown 1985, 
17). 

I will argue that refugee assistance 
will improve the livelihood of elderly 
women only if it builds upon their cul- 
tural wisdom and life experiences. To 
accentuate this point, "learning from 
the poor" (Harrell-Bond 1986, 25-27, 
259-61) should be a central point of 
departure for any refugee aid pro- 
gram.' The research in this paper is 
based on information derived from 
policymakers in government (Camp 
Administrator's Office), the HelpAge 
Refugee Programme (Harare and 
Tongogara Office), as well as the 
United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR), who are key 
informants about the programs of- 
fered to elderly refugees in general, 
and women in particular. In addition, 
a semi-structured questionnaire was 
administered as an instrument to 
gather information among elderly 
Mozambican women at Tongogara 
camp in Zimbabwe in November and 
December 1992. Three researchers car- 
ried out the questionnaire survey. It 
was important to deploy Mozambican 
students because they understood not 
only the national culture, but also 
spoke the various languages used by 
the elderly women. Furthermore, they 
had a firm grasp of the geopolitical 
background of the Mozambican refu- 
gee question in Southern Africa. Also, 
observation and intense listening were 
additional forms of data gathering. 
Elderly women were encouraged to 
speakout about any issue they felt was 
important. Listening to their stories 
was a core aspect of the methodology 
used. 

Using a stratified random sampling 
procedure, 140 households were se- 
lected in which elderly women were 
the key informants. They were selected 
from the HelpAge Office, which pro- 
vided records from sixteen villages at 

Tongogara camp in Zimbabwe. To be 
eligible, elderly women had to be at 
least fifty years old and receiving, or 
having previously received, assistance 
from HelpAge in the form of skills 
training. Finallg they had to consent 
freely to an interview, either in their 
homes (which was usually the case), or 
in a place onvenient to them and the 
interview f r. The women interviewed 
ranged in age from 50 to 80. The major- 
ity, 40.7 percent, were between 61 and 
70 years old. Most of the widows were 
in this age group. The next group, 32.9 
percent, were women between 51 and 
60 years old, and 1.4 percent were over 
71. Thirty-five percent did not know 
their exact age nor age bracket. The 
survey was intended to capture the 
social and economic background of 
these women before they left Mozam- 
bique and during their residence in the 
camp. It was thought that a compari- 
son of their pre-flight and camp condi- 
tions would reveal whether or not they 
are better off in the camp, and would 
also illuminate the effectiveness of the 
assistance programs to which they are 
exposed. 

Household Relations 

The institution of polygamy is com- 
mon in Africa, particularly in the rural 
areas, and Mozambique is no excep- 
tion. For the elderly, polygamy has 
been an integral part of existence. It is 
inherently patriarchal, partly because 
it is essentially the man who has the 
option to have as many wives as he 
pleases. However, elders argue that 
polygamous marriages are one of the 
few remaining African institutions of 
family organization that "provide 
mutual support among families." This 
mutual support, they say, is the foun- 
dation of extended family relations. 
On the other hand, some women who 
were interviewed noted that polyga- 
mous marriages do not work for them 
"because my husband lives with a sec- 
ond wife and has neglected me." Feel- 
ings of abandonment often surface. 
They are also aware that due to po- 
lygamy, in the rural areas and particu- 
larly in the camps, girls as young as 
twelve are often forced into marrying 

much older men; discontent with this 
practice was often voiced in inter- 
views. But elderly women in polyga- 
mous marriages also said that they 
tend to "survive better" (than women 
in non-polygamous marriages), "if the 
husband has a good heart." Men may 
enrol several times for food rations for 
their many wives and children, and are 
often able "to cheat the system" and 
acquire more for the family network. 

Among the interviewed elderly 
women, 59.3 percent were widows, 
38.6 percent were married, 1.4 percent 
were separated, and only 0.7 percent 
were single. Of those who were mar- 
ried, 27.9 percent were still living with 
their husbands in the camp. Some (4.3 
percent) reported that their husbands 
were living with the second wife in 
Mozambique or elsewhere in the 
camp. Some (3.8 percent) mentioned 
that their husbands were working as 
migrant labourers in the South African 
mines and only visited them once a 
year around Christmas time. In a few 
cases, some women stated that their 
husbands were somewhere in Mozam- 
bique or had abandoned them. 

Fifty-three percent of the women 
stated that they lived with three to six 
of their children. In some cases, due to 
extended family relations, some 
grandchildren are regarded by the 
women as their own children. Only 9.7 
percent had none of their children liv- 
ing with them. Children and grand- 
children provided a form of family 
support, particularly with regard to 
food and clothes rationing. Families 
with more children received more ra- 
tions, but in any case the food rations 
were less than adequate (Keen 1992). 

When asked about other relatives 
and their whereabouts, as well as 
whether or not they provided support 
for them, the majority of the interview- 
ees (57.8 percent) indicated that they 
had relatives living elsewhere in the 
camp. Nine percent said their relatives 
lived elsewhere in Zimbabwe, either in 
another camp, or in the nearby town of 
Chipinge, or as far inland as Harare. 

Other relatives have remained in 
Mozambique (6.4 percent) and a few 
(2.8 percent) have gone to work in 
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South Africa. Whenever possible, the 
working relatives send cash or other 
items. The presence of other family 
members in other villages within 
Tongogara often meant that there was 
some emotional support for the eld- 
erly. In the c&p situation, it was clear 
that: 

Aid is applied in maintaining social 
institutions. Refugees are expected 
to cope by being appropriately "so- 
cial," but they are denied the re- 
sources to re-establish the real bases 
of social life. ... In fact (some) aid 
workers often feel able to denigrate 
and devalue the "customs" which 
might help people to survive with 
more dignity (Harrell-Bond 1986, 
292-93). 

Sixteen percent of the refugees in- 
terviewed said they have no relatives 
in the camp or anywhere else. The fig- 
ure may seem small but the effect is 
enormous. These women experience 
great loneliness, suffer from 
malnourishment more than other refu- 
gees, and often state that "we have no 
one to look after us." 

For the most part, the HelpAge refu- 
gee workers are trained Social Work- 
ers, Project and Rehabilitation 
Officers, dedicated, equipped with 
analytic and problem-solving tools, 
and eager to help the elderly. How- 
ever, the number of poor refugees is so 
large that the workers can help only a 
limited number (less than 50 percent of 
the elderly women and men in the 
Tongogara camp) (HelpAge 1992). 

Ninety-three percent of the elderly 
women interviewed reported that they 
had no serious illness or disability; yet 
they often looked depressed and some 
were clearly destitute. Some of the 
women suffered from various forms of 
disability (2.1 percent were epileptic, 
1.4percent were partially deaf, another 
1.4 percent partially blind, and the rest 
suffered from iodine deficiency and 
were thus susceptible to goitre and 
broken limbs; one had a club foot). 
They all stated, however, that their dis- 
ability did not deter them from per- 
forming their duties, but that they 
needed to make an extra effort to sur- 
vive in the camp environment. 

Level of Edrrcrrdon and Skills 
Training 

In Mozambique, one of the colonial 
legacies of Portuguese rule was the 
denial of the right of black Mozam- 
bicans to an education (Hanlon 1984). 
The socialist regime of the late Presi- 
dent Samora Machel promoted adult 
literacy programs, and the Organiza- 
tion of Mozambican Women (OMM) 
also played a significant role in estab- 
lishing a viable educational system, 
but the sixteen-year war destroyed 
everything, including adult education 
programs. Among the elderly women 
interviewed (who had lived most of 
their lives under Portuguese rule), 95 
percent had no formal education at all. 
Even the remaining five percent only 
had some primary school education. 

HelpAge is the only agency offering 
diverse programs to the elderly 
women in the camp. The role of the 
elderly women in the selection of 
projects, and in planning, monitoring, 
and evaluation of these projects is, 
however, not clear. 

HelpAge stated that needs assess- 
ment surveys had been carried out, but 
the elderly women interviewed said 
they were simply given opportunities 
to participate in projects but not design 
them. According to HelpAge records, 
all members of the identified group 
(elderly women, disabled women, and 
men) participated in the vegetable gar- 
dening project, which was meant to 
provide the elderly and the disabled 
with fresh green vegetables to supple- 
ment the monotonous and dry rations 
provided by the World Food Program 
(HelpAge 1992,3). 

One of the problems that arose from 
a rug-mat making project (besides lack 
of control and decision making con- 
cerning the type of payment in cash or 
in kind) seemed to be the lack of access 
to resources and control over produc- 
tion. Many elderly women inter- 
viewed by the research team said that 
they did not receive an adequate ex- 
planation regarding the financial re- 
sources needed to purchase sewing 
thread, needles, pieces of cloth, sack 
material, and the like. Some did not 

understand that producing a rug-mat 
is a complex procedure. They had in- 
vested an enormous amount of time 
and labour in creating the final prod- 
uct and they wondered why they only 
received one rug-mat after producing 
ten. This was particularly disturbing 
to them as they had no cash income. 

The elderly women felt that they 
were not in control of the production 
process. They had the opportunity to 
participate in the project which al- 
lowed them to acquire the skill en- 
tailed in producing rug-mats, but were 
not familiar with the costs of produc- 
tion, or the cost-benefit analysis that 
could have been provided to them in a 
simplified manner. As a result, the rug- 
mat project did not empower them 
with access to and control over the en- 
tire production spectrum. 

Employment 

To plan refugee protection and assist- 
ance activities efficiently and effec- 
tively, refugee aid workers must 
analyze the social and economic roles 
of women and men in the refugee com- 
munity and determine how these roles 
will affect and be affected by the 
planned activities (Anderson 1990,7). 
In addition, the planned relief and 
skills training must correspond to the 
capacities of refugees, who are capable 
and willing to contribute actively to 
their own well-being in the camps 
when resources are available (Cham- 
bers 1979, Harrell-Bond 1986, Kibreab 
1987, Hall 1988, Berar-Awad 1990, 
Brazeau 1990, Rogge 1990, Hanson 
1992, Moussa 1992, Keen 1992, Bonga 
1992, Refugee Studies Programme 
(Oxford) 1993). This is important with 
respect to the elderly and disabled in 
general, but particularly to the elderly 
women in the camps. They need to be 
given opportunities to regain control 
of their lives since their social roles of 
storytelling, caring for and nurturing 
the children, producing food by culti- 
vating fields, and educating young 
girls who are entering womanhood, 
have been eroded by geographical and 
material displacement. 

Slightly over one-half of the women 
interviewed said they were unem- 
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ployed, while the rest described them- 
selves as being "employed" by the 
HelpAge Refugee Program in the dif- 
ferent skills-training projects offered 
by the agency. Ninety-six percent of 
the elderly women said they have re- 
ceived some form of skills training, in 
contrast to 3.6 percent who claimed to 
have received no training, in spite of 
appearing in the agency records as 
former or current trainees. 

According to official government 
policy, camp refugees are not allowed 
to work (Zimbabwe Government 
1983). HelpAge officers did not tell us 
that the elderly were "employed" by 
the HelpAge agency. The elderly 
women, however, reported that they 
understood themselves to be em- 
ployed by the agency. They also re- 
ported that they were not involved in 
the decisions made regarding the type 
and amount of remuneration, but were 
happy to be given a chance to use their 
acquired skills, including knitting, gar- 
dening, making pottery and rugs, cut- 
ting hair, healing, sewing, and raising 
poultry. The elderly women informed 
us that "decisions on remuneration for 
our labour power are completely out 
of our control." Others reported that 
there is no standardized form of pay- 
ment-in-kind. Hence the following 
comments: "I received a bar of blue 
soap a month, and whatever else when 
soap was not available;" "I never re- 
ceived any soap, but I did get a piece of 
cloth for a wrap-around;" "I received a 
jar of peanut butter." The elderly 
women report that this inconsistency 
of payment-in-kind created "confu- 
sion in our minds" and dissatisfaction. 

Repatriation 

Over 29 percent of the elderly women 
had been in Tongogara camp for less 
than one year. Since there was an in- 
tense drought at the time we con- 
ducted the survey, it is likely that these 
were refuges who fled to Zimbabwe 
because of the drought, rather than 
war-related reasons. Another 12.1 per- 
cent of the elderly women had been in 
the camp for less than two years, while 
20 percent had been camp residents for 
six years or more. The remainder, 38.6 

percent, had been in Tongogara for 
periods ranging between three and 
five years. 

The cross-tabulation of results be- 
tween "length of residence" and "de- 
sire to return" provided some 
interesting insights. First, it is clear that 
the longer the elderly women reside in 
the camp, the stronger their desire to 
go home. Second, more of the widows 
are in this category, particularly those 
who have been in the camps longer. 
When asked where they would prefer 
to resettle if safe repatriation took place 
in the near future, 97.2 percent re- 
sponded that they would like "to go 
back to my own village." Only 1.4 per- 
cent of the total sample responded that 
they would prefer to "go to any safe 
area," and an equal number wished fo 
"remain in Zimbabwe." Third, in spite 
of lengthy periods of residence (those 
who had been in the camp for six years 
and more), the attachment to home is 
still quite strong and hopes for a "re- 
turn to Mozambique" are not forgot- 
ten. The three major reasons given by 
the women interviewed for wishing to 
return home reflect their strong attach- 
ment to their land: "it is my home" 
(65.7 percent), "my property is there" 
(33.6 percent), and "my ancestors are 
buried there" (17.9 percent). 

In spite of a lengthy stay in the 
camps for some (their displacement 
was protracted by the sixteen-year 
conflict), the elderly women had not 
developed any roots in the camp, such 
that they would want to remain in the 
country. They did not particularly feel 
at home and, as many stated, "the 
younger people push us around." Al- 
though they complained of some camp 
staff, they nevertheless made it clear 
that they had excellent relations with 
the Camp Administrator, who always 
responded to their needs and prob- 
lems as much as possible within the 
camp environment. 

Conclusion 

In summary, the most pressing prob- 
lems in order of priority were: "desire 
to return," "inadequate clothing," "im- 
proper shelter," "insufficient food," 
"having no bucket," anda"lack of salt." 

Each of these expressed needs relates 
in one way or another to social rela- 
tions in the household, in education, 
and in employment, as described in 
this paper. Relief assistance to the eld- 
erly women in refugee camps should 
address their needs regarding protec- 
tion and emergency assistance for the 
short term (i.e. responding to the prac- 
tical needs of the elderly women), as 
well as the rehabilitation and develop- 
ment of their capacities so as to pre- 
pare them for possible repatriation in 
Mozambique. During the latter phase, 
it is essential for elderly women to have 
access to and control over the re- 
sources that affect their lives. 

Many agencies offering assistance 
to refugees, in spite of their good faith, 
stil1 find it hard to believe that refugees 
know what is right for them. Thus they 
impose their aid through a variety of 
emergency assistance programs.* 
When assisting rural refugees, it is es- 
sential to take note of both the positive 
and negative impacts such refugees 
have, particularly on even poorer hosts 
and communities in developing coun- 
tries3 In addition, refugees must be 
involved from the very beginning of 
project planning in the assessment of 
their own needs, and in translating 
needs-assessment findings into a 
project plan (World Council of 
Churches 1987,l; Forbes Martin 1992). 

If refugee participation in decision 
making and planning does not become 
central to the design of a project, or if 
refugees are involved only in the im- 
plementation phase, there is a greater 
risk that the situation will result in "in- 
creasing lethargy on the part of refu- 
gees, cost increases and a decrease in 
communication" (Cuny 1986). Coop- 
eration of settlers is essential in order 
to make projects refugee-oriented and 
suc~essful.~ 

Refugees should be empowered 
through these projects and not simply 
be regarded as passive participants. 
They must become agents of change 
who are in control of their situation. 
Some of the factors that need urgent 
consideration with respect to the eld- 
erly Mozambican refugee women of 
Tongogara are: 
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development of a clear understand- 
ing of the socioeconomic and cul- 
tural background of the women 
prior to their flight; 
relating skills-training activities to 
background information; 
ensuring that skills-training and 
income-generation projects corre- 
spond to the refugees' needs, and to 
the demands of the local host 
economy; 
relating skills-training activities to 
the demands of the local economy 
in Mozambique, in order to in- 
crease the degree of economic inte- 
gration after repatriation; 
involving elderly women in the 
entire project cycle from the begin- 
ning (identifying, planning, imple- 
menting, monitoring, evaluating); 
increasing the elderly women's in- 
come-earning potential, thus fos- 
tering self-sufficiency;' 
opening access to and promoting 
control over the production proc- 
ess (including making mistakes 
and learning from them) for the eld- 
erly women; 
alleviating the oppressive mo- 
notony of camp life; and 
providing a measure of self-respect 
that may have been lost through the 
years of unproductive exile 
(ATRCW 1986,4). 

Notes 
1. An interview with HelpAge Refugee Pro- 

gramme in Zimbabwe former Director 
(Rhoda Immerman) and former Deputy 
Director (Meshack Mupinda) on October 8 
1992, revealed an important factor about 
the agency's philosophy in assisting the 
elderly and disabled refugees in camps: 
"One basic principle and approach that 
HelpAge has developed working with 
refugees is that, all projects need to be 
practical. For instance, we donot just teach 
sewing, the refugees make women's pants 
because they would be needed as nobody 
supplies underwear .. . So we are not just 
doing these things because people need to 
be occupied, we do that because it makes 
them do something good with their lives, 
but also helps their fellow people, and 
subsequently makes them feel good. It also 
boosts their self-esteem." (HelpAge) 

2. Harrell-Bond (1986) emphasizes the right 
of refugees to decision making, to human 
rights, and to self-dignity in spite of the 
imposition of external aid. 

3. An understanding of how refugees can af- 
fect poorer hosts in developing countries 
is essential in order that programs canben- 
efit both refugees and local hosts in the 
villages surrounding the camps (Cham- 
bers 1986). 

4. See Rogge (1987) for a discussion of several 
factors necessary to promote refugee self- 
sufficiency, including settler cooperation. 
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War, Ethnicity, and Violence Against Women 

Although seldom discussed in histori- 
cal literature, rape is a disturbingly 
common part of the history of war. 
"Rape is more than a symptom of war 
or evidence of its violent excess. Rape 
in war is a familiar act with a familiar 
excuse." War rape is "a weapon of ter- 
ror/ "a weapon of revenge," and not 
uncommonly "the act of a conqueror" 
(Brownmiller 1991,32, 35). Experts on 
rape theory claim that rape "is not for 
the most part the result of overwhelm- 
ing sexual desire, but of the ties be- 
tween sexuality and feelings of power 
and superiori ty... A substantial pro- 
portion of rapists in fact are only able 
to become sexually aroused once they 
have terrorized and degraded the vic- 
tim. The sexual act itself is less signifi- 
cant than the debasement of the 
woman" (Giddens 1990, 184). It has 
also been shown that "in the context of 
a sexist and violent society, a low level 
of social integration and social control 
contributes to a high incidence of rape" 
(Baron and Murray 1989, 187). Since 
"rape is clearly related to the associa- 
tion of masculinity with power, domi- 
nance and toughness" (Giddens 1990, 
184), one could say that war rape is a 
rough expression of the primitive 
power of patriarchal warriors over 
defeated victims. Or, to put it another 
way, it is a kind of war booty. 

The data and statements I have col- 
lected from victims and witnesses of 
rape in Bosnia-Herzegovina1 reveal 
the exceptional cruelty of the rapists. 
Rape is directed not only toward 
women, but toward the ethnic group 
to which a particular woman belongs. 
Ethnic affiliation determines who will 
be victimized, while gender deter- 
mines the kind of violence that will be 
perpetrated. It is important to note that 
statements made by men who were in 
(mostly) Serbian run "detention" 
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camps in Bosnia-Herzegovina relay 
numerous accounts of sexual abuse 
and torture of men (i.e., forced sexual 
acts between male detainees, castra- 
tion, etc.: see Amnesty International 
1993; Globus, January 21,1993). 

In this paper I shall restrict myself to 
only one aspect of the suffering of civil- 
ians as a result of war: the suffering of 
raped women and girls, especially 
Muslim, since they are the majority of 
the afflicted population in the exam- 
ined area.2 The large number of raped 
Muslim women, and the manner in 
which they were raped, suggest it is 
worth examining and correlating war 
tactics with instances of rape in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina. I shall also at- 
tempt to establish a correlation be- 
tween the ethnic background of raped 
women and their position in a postwar 
period. 

The Sociocultural Context 

Data on rape have been collected for 
the Bosnian-Herzegovinian region, in 
particular Northern Bosnia and parts 
of western Bosnia and Highland 
Herzegovina. Bosnia-Herzegovina 
was considered one of the less devel- 
oped republics of the former Yugosla- 
via. In 1981, 34 percent of the 
population were urban dwellers (as 
opposed to the Yugoslav average of 
46.5 percent), and in the regions from 
which data were procured urban 
population was below the republican 
average. Illiteracy among those over 
ten years of age was 14.5 percent in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, while the illit- 
eracy rate of the total population of the 
former Yugoslavia was 9.5 percent. 11- 
literacy rates among Muslims in the 
former Yugoslavia averaged 17.5 per- 
cent, i.e. 6.9 percent among male Mus- 
lims, and as high as 28.1 percent among 
female Muslims. (Eighty-two percent 
of the nationally-declared Muslims in 
the former Yugoslavia lived in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina.) As of 1981,18.4 
percent of the population in Bosnia- 

Herzegovina was Croatian, 39.5 per- 
cent Muslim, and 32 percent Serbian. 

Although the position of women 
throughout the former Yugoslavia was 
more favourable than it had been be- 
fore 1945 (in that year women received 
the right to vote for the first time), the 
patriarchal pattern of male domina- 
tion has been slow to change. The main 
reason for this slow change should be 
located in the normative (e.g. family 
legislation and social policy) and the 
actual sphere (e.g. the economic sys- 
tem), which were discrepant in regard 
to female-specific issues as well as in 
regard to other general and particular 
problems. Regionally-differentiated 
levels of development in the former 
Yugoslavia along with diverse tradi- 
tional cultures have also effected dif- 
ferences in the evolution of the 
patriarchal system (cf. Katunaric, 
1984). 

If we connect development indica- 
tors--such as small urban populations 
and high levels of illiteracy-with the 
specifics of cuItural and historical de- 
veIopment (a collision of three differ- 
ent traditions-Roman Catholicism, 
Eastern Orthodoxy, and Sunni Islam), 
it becomes obvious why changes in 
patriarchal patterns have progressed 
more slowly in Bosnia- Herzegovina 
than in the more developed and 
socio-historically more "homogene- 
ous" areas of the former Yugoslavia, 
such as Slovenia. Some parts of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina were rapidly ur- 
banized and industrialized after 
World War 11, but patriarchy was nev- 
ertheless maintained through male 
cultural, economic, and social domina- 
tion over women. 

In Muslim families (and communi- 
ties), this domination was especially 
pronounced. In Islamic society, men 
are valued for the way they take care of 
their families and, in the words of 
Mohammed, the good husband is "the 
one who is best to his wife" 
(Hamidullah 1982,162). 
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Bosnia-Herzegovina, especially in 
rural areas, has to a great degree pre- 
served traditional values such as "hon- 
our," "face," virginity, and feminine 
chastity. The strength of the commu- 
nity and its men is reflected in the abil- 
ity to preserve (and protect) the 
honour and integrity of families and 
women (see Denich 1974; Erlich 1978). 
This is the moral code (with all its in- 
ternal contradictions) with which 
Muslim men are raised and which all 
sides in the present conflict under- 
stand very well. 

Just as men have monopoIized most 
of the institutions of power, so also 
"war has always been pre-eminently a 
male activity" (Giddens 1990,352). Ac- 
cordingly, women in the Bosnia- 
Herzegovinian milieu have in general 
been spared direct combat-aring for 
children has given them the "privi- 
lege" of not participating in armed 
conflicts. Instead, they have become 
refugees, while men have been de- 
ported back to Bosnia-Herzegovina in 
accordance with an interstate 
Croatian-Bosnia-Herzegovinian dip- 
lomatic agreement. Women whoeither 
could or would not flee shared their, 
suffering with the remaining civilian 
population in the war zone, and many 
of them have become rape victims. 

Rape and War in Bosnia-Henegovina 

Numerous sources have reported 
rapes committed by Serbian soldiers 
on women of Muslim nationality. As 
the war continues, it is not yet possible 
to completely verify the data, and con- 
trol of the findings is possible only by 
comparing information from various 
sources and by checking the state- 
ments of victims and witnesses." 

There is no general agreement as to 
the number of victims. The report of 
the Coordinating Group of Women's 
Organizations of Bosnia-Herzegovina 
estimates that 20,000 to 50,000 women 
have been raped since the war started. 
On September 29,1992, the daily paper 
Vecemji list (Zagreb) reported that the 
Serbian Orthodox metropolitan of 
Bosnia, Nikolaj, stated on an inde- 
pendent Belgrade television station 
that 30,000 Muslim women had be- 

come pregnant by rape. According to 
the EC Investigative mission, how- 
ever, an estimated 20,000 Muslim 
women have been raped. (Cf. Cacic- 
Kurnpes 1992a, 4; 1992b, 98.) There is 
agreement in the above sources con- 
cerning several points: 1) the number 
of rapes has been massive; 2) the rape 
of young girls between seven and four- 
teen years of age has been massive; 3) 
rapes have been committed in the pres- 
ence of parents/children of the raped 
persons; 4) generally, the victim is 
raped by several assailants. 

Many witnesses have told of the 
brutality of the rapes. Men are sepa- 
rated from women and children. 
Young, educated, and affluent men are 
practically always killed, and women 
are then raped. Consecutive raping of 
girls younger than 15 years of age re- 
sults in a high death rate or permanent 
physical damage. For instance, one 
woman from the village of Kozarac 
reported: "They take girls younger 
than thirteen to the camp, and then 
young women, and then take them to 
be raped several times." A man from 
Kozarac stated: "One day they led 
away five girls of thirteen years of age 
from M.'s house and the day after they 
returned them in such a state that the 
doctor S. P. barely managed to 'sew' 
two of them while the three others 
were sent to the Prijedor hospital, 
where they had been taken away to in 
the first place." 

Daughters are often raped in the 
presence of their parents, mothers in 
the presence of their children, and 
wives in the presence of their hus- 
bands. A. L. from Brcko claimed: "That 
Ranko raped a woman-the mother of 
two children, and her mother was also 
present." According to one informant 
from Doboj: "H. R., Salih's son, hung 
himself after his wife Ramza had been 
violated by several Chetniks who 
raped her before his eyes." Another 
man from Kozarac gave this testi- 
mony: "Through the open window I 
heard the cries of women from a dis- 
tance of about twenty metres away. 
One of them was crying as she said, 
'People I was operated only a month 
ago!'. 'Do you have a mother?,' they 

asked, and brought before this girl her 
mother and father. They raped her 
mother before her father's eyes." 

Women victims are led away from 
camps to trenches on the front lines for 
the satisfaction of the warriors. Serbian 
soldiers would threaten the women, 
saying they would go after their loved 
ones. More often than not, the women 
could save neither their relatives nor 
themseIves. Some didnoteven want to 
remain alive. In the words of one 
woman from Miljevina: "They were all 
our neighbours. And they forced me 
from my house and took me to the 
house of that (neighbour) who had 
been shot and killed. There were four 
young girls there, young wives, and 
they led each o m  of them, one by one, 
into some room and there was nothing 
that they did not do to us. They beat us, 
abused us, raped us, they did anything 
they wanted. They threatened us that 
if we would say anything, they would 
come the next day and slaughter us 
and the children." A. L. from Brcko 
testified: "[Tlhey raped the two daugh- 
ters of R. H., who made use of an op- 
portunity. He let the gas out and 
caused an explosion in which all were 
burned. R.H. was in the Bosnian Terri- 
torial Defense in the village of Rahic." 

Furthermore, descriptions given by 
witnesses and rape victims, as well as 
the official reports, speak of the exist- 
ence of a large number of "public 
houses" into which Muslim and Croat 
women are brought, of "special areas" 
in known concentration camps where 
Serbian soldiers sexually abuse 
women, and of "specialized" camps in 
which young girls and women are 
raped. Often those women who sur- 
vive and become pregnant are held by 
Serbian soldiers in the camps until they 
are close to the end of their term, after 
which they are replaced by other vic- 
tims or allowed to escape. According 
to a EC report, at present there is no 
proof that rapes were conducted on 
command, but all the descriptions and 
reports imply that there were no at- 
tempts to prevent them (and that they 
were perhaps encouraged). State- 
ments have been made by rape victims 
that suggest the involvement of com- 
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manding officers. For instance, one 
victimized Muslim woman states: 
"This same commander knew what 
was happening because he was one of 
them." 

By comparing the ethnic picture of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina with the avail- 
able data and locations of camps, i.e. 
information on rapes and "public 
houses," it is noticeable that massive 
rapes have occurred either in areas 
where Serbs are a minority, and Mus- 
lims are in relative or absolute majority 
(Brcko, Rogatica, Foca, Zvornik, 
Visegrad, Prijedor, Tuzla, Sarajevo, 
Bihac, Bosanska Krupa, Sanski Most), 
or in areas where Serbs are in a major- 
ity position but where there are signifi- 
cant Muslim and/or Croat minorities 
(Kalinovik, Kotor Varos, Banja Luka, 
Bijeljina, Nevesinje). 

The cruelty of the rapists, and the 
extremely high incidence of rape, act 
as a sort of dialogue between male 
opponents. The woman as rape victim 
embodies the message that the more 
powerful opponent has conquered not 
only human "territory," but also has 
destroyed the symbolic expression of 
power of the defeated contestant, i.e. 
his honour. The aggressor destroys life 
meticulously, including material 
goods, cultural goods, and symbols. 
Thus the defeated party must also "dis- 
appear." Raped women are not only 
"sporadic" victims of violence, they 
are an integral and essential means of 
effecting genocide. Defeat of "the en- 
emy" is embedded not only in rape it- 
self, but also in fear of rape. 

Refugee and Post-refugee Periods 

The biggest problem for the arrested 
women is staying alive. The report of 
the Riyasat (September 28,1992) stated: 
"During the liberation of Zuc from the 
Chetniks by the armed forces of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina naked girls and 
women were discovered, all of them 
massacred, some without heads. Even 
in the trenches the bodies of several 
massacred women and girls were 
found." 

If they survive the camps and rapes 
and become refugees, new problems 
arise for the women. Family members 

are often killed, and husbands, if they 
are alive, are usually involved in the 
fighting. Alone and traumatized, these 
women and girls confront the daily 
refugee problems with internal tur- 
moil: feelings of degradation and 
shame, as well as numerous prejudices 
derived from their patriarchal up- 
bringing. For some refugee Muslim 
women, contact with a man other than 
her husband is seen as a sin (as is physi- 
cal contact and possibly abortion). 
Many of them are not only disgusted 
by the prospect of possible future con- 
tact with men, they are also afraid that, 
even if desired, such contact would not 
be possible since their honour has been 
tarnished. As J.P. said: "Serb soldiers 
killed my entire family. Yes, I saw them 
as they killed my father, they cut his 
throat with a knife, then they shot my 
mother . . . they took me to some room 
where about ten of them, consecu- 
tively, raped me for three days. It was 
terrible. I don't wish to remember it. I 
will never again be a normal woman" 
(Globus, September 25,1992). 

Experience shows that it is difficult 
to help women victims of war rape. 
They find it difficult to talk about rape, 
and are further traumatized by the re- 
action of their c~mmuni ty .~  Despite 
attempts by society to negate stere- 
otypes about rape (by emphasizing the 
high incidence of rape and the impos- 
sibility of victims to protect them- 
selves), women feel stigmatized. 
Women's post-rape identity will affect 
not only their re-socialization, but also 
the children born as a result of the rape, 
the family, and the community itself. 
At the International Conference on 
Human Rights, representatives of Is- 
lamic countries urged pregnant raped 
women to give birth and raise their 
children in the spirit of Islam. They also 
advised Muslims to take such women 
as wives (Vecemji list, September 20, 
1992). But it should be remembered 
that in Bangladesh, for example, "rape, 
abduction and forcible prostitution 
during the nine-month war proved to 
be only the first round of humiliation 
for the Bengali women. Prime Minister 
Mujibur Rahman's declaration that 
victims of rape were national heroines 

was the opening shot of an ill-starred 
campaign to reintegrate them into so- 
ciety - by smoothing the way for a re- 
turn to their reluctant husbands or by 
finding bridegrooms for the unmar- 
ried ones . . . Imaginative in concept, for 
a country in which female chastity and 
purdah isolation are cardinal princi- 
ples, the 'marry them off' campaign 
never got off the groundfJ (Brown- 
miller 1991,83). 

The fate of these women and their 
children depends on the countries and 
communities where they find refuge 
(i.e. attitudes toward abortion, sensi- 
tivity to the preservation of the 
"Bosnian-Muslim" identity of the refu- 
gees, etc.), as well as on the refugee 
policies of the host countries (includ- 
ing the possibility of rape victims' self- 
help engagement through, for 
example, different women's groups). 
Above all, their fate is dependent upon 
circumstances related to the resolution 
of the war. 

The desire to return home on the 
part of the refugees (mostly women 
and children, many of whom have lost 
loved ones and are homeless) will also 
depend on refugee policies and cir- 
cumstances after the war. Since a great 
number of women have seen terrible 
crimes, and many have themselves 
been victimized, they will face the dif- 
ficult issue of renewed coexistence in 
their home regions. The very crime 
continuously perpetrated against 
women and female children is suffi- 
cient that the remnants of the behum- 
bled males (often themselves tortured 
and sexually abused), in as much as 
they survive the war as victors, spend 
the rest of their lives in revengeful ac- 
tivity (as noted by E. Fromm, the 
"thirst for revenge," which occurs af- 
ter the damage has been committed, is 
of strong intensity, often cruel and in- 
satiable). 

In conclusion, one must remember 
that war limits accessibility to data that 
would make possible a thorough 
analysis of the correlation between eth- 
nicity, war, and rape. The purpose of 
this study is to indicate the problems in 
question and to initiate further studies 
of this distressing phenomenon. I 
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Books receveived for review in 
Refuge1. In this paper, I attempt to explain the char-

acteristics of rape (primarily) on the territory of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina after the breakup of 
socialist Yugoslavia. The paper is based on 
earlier investigations (CacicKumpes, 1992a and 
1992b) as well as more recent sources. 

2. The majority of sources (such as Amnesty 
International, EC Investigative mission) speak of 
rape committed by Serbian soldiers (or 
paramilitary forces) toward nonSerbian civilians, 
mostly Muslim women. Croatian women are also 
victims of Serbian aggression but are fewer in 
number due to the demographics of the war-af-
flicted region. According to some sources 
(Amnesty International, newspapers), Serbian 
women were also raped by Muslim and Croatian 
armed forces "although on a much lesser scale" 
(Amnesty International 1993:6). 

3. In this paper, I have used the following sources: 
information from the government of Bosnia-
Herzegovina as presented in the mass media; 
specific reports (i.e. from the Direction for 
Humanitarian Aid of the Office of Bosnia-
Herzegovina in Croatia, the Coordinating Group 
of Women's Organizations of the Bosnia-
Herzegovinian government, the Riyasat of the 
Islamic Community, the EC Investigative 
mission into the trea tment of Muslim women in 
the former Yugoslavia, 29 January 1993, Am-
nesty International, 1993; statements of 
witnesses and rape victims in the archives of the 
Office of Bosnia-Herzegovina, the archives of 
the Croatian Information Centre, the Department 
for collecting documentation and processing data 
on the liberation war; collected statements in 
Ibrahim Kajan's book Muslimallski danak 11 
krvi; and reports and articles in the daily and 
weekly press. 

4. In Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia where chastity is 
held to be the highest virtue, there was" 
enormous cui tural pressure not to reveal rape ... 
Husbands have left their wives after learning the 
wife was raped" 

 (Boston Globe, June 8,1986). 
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Women's Groups in the Former Yugoslavia: Working with Refugees 

The horrors of the war in the Former 
Yugoslavia and the suffering of more 
than four million refugees and inter- 
nally displaced persons, mostly 
women and children, have already 
been well-documented (UNHCR 
1993). The new states of ex-Yugoslavia 
have taken the brunt of the refugee 
burden. According to the UNHCR, as 
of July 1993 the estimated total of asy- 
lum seekers from the former Yugosla- 
via in European countries was 750,000, 
whereas 3,380,000 were displaced per- 
sons and refugees within the region of 
the former Yugoslavia itself. 

Local governments, NGOs, as well 
as international humanitarian organi- 
zations, are providing aid and helping 
refugees. Although the humanitarian 
aid is financially significant, this arti- 
cle will attempt to question a problem- 
atic assumption in refugee policy- 
that refugees are "taken care of" as 
long they are free from the immediate 
dangers that forced them to flee. The 
pitfalls of such a policy, especially as 
applied to refugees fleeing from ethnic 
conflict, become immediately appar- 
ent when the policy is contrasted with 
the political context of the Yugoslav 
conflicts, as well as the experiences, 
needs, and problems of refugees them- 
selves. 

The ultimate search for ethnic-na- 
tional "oneness" and the creation of a 
hated "other" led to the violent disin- 
tegration of the Former Yugoslavia. 
Millions of refugees and internally dis- 
placed persons now face the problem 
of reconciling their own notion of be- 
longing and identity with the new re- 
alities of their lives. Many refugees 
have close relatives whose ethnic back- 
ground differs from their own, or are 
themselves in ethnically-mixed mar- 
riages. As refugees, they live in ethni- 
cally-mixed refugee camps in the 
newly-recognized states in the region 
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that was Yugoslavia, where their eth- 
nic group differs from the majority of 
the population. As such, they are fre- 
quently perceived as "enemies." Ad- 
ditionally, as a result of war, the 
economic crisis worsened,' transform- 
ing all refugees, regardless of their eth- 
nicity, into "others" perceived as a 
heavy, unbearable burden to the host 
governments. Refugees from minority 
ethnic groups became even more stig- 
matized. 

In a politicalcontext inwhichalmost 
all regional host governments2 are in- 
volved, war and the psychological, po- 
litical, or economic violence against 
civilians who became refugees, contin- 
ue. Refugees are being used and ma- 
nipulated by the host governments 
according to current political objec- 
tives. 

Early in the crisis, women's groups3 
began to direct their energies into op- 
posing chauvinism, militarism, and 
manipulation of refugees for political 
purposes. They also made an effort to 
raise awareness among citizens of their 
states that refugees are victims of the 
political regimes, and that citizens 
should prevent their governments 
from further victimization of the inno- 
cent. In Serbia, for example, women's 
groups distributed a petition to citi- 
zens entitled Let Us Make the Lives ofthe 
Refugees Visible? which stated: 

Refugees are here, in Serbia. The gov- 
ernment has placed them in the 
camps, far away from villages and 
cities. Women, children and elderly 
live there according to the rules un- 
known to the majority of the citizens 
of Serbia . . . The lives of the refugees, 
true victims of this war remain invis- 
ible. They are remitted to the soulless 
bureaucracy of the camps, con- 
demned to endless victimization. 
Citizens of Serbia, refugees are not 
responsible for our miserable lives. 
The regime of Slobodan Milosevic is 
guilty for their and our misery. Let us 
demonstrate our solidarity with 
refugees. Let us visit them at the 

camps. Let us denunciateviolationof 
their human rights. Let us demand 
that the international humanitarian 
aid reaches them. Let us ask them 
how they are! 

These relatively small but energetic 
groups of women5 (whose activities 
are based on an inclusive politics which 
cuts across ethnic boundaries) have 
defined their approach to refugees as, 
first and foremost, to work with them, 
rather than for them. In this way, these 
groups are making a significant effort 
to overcome the paternalistic under- 
tones of official refugee policy and 
projects ensuing from it. Such an effort 
stems from the belief that refugees 
should not be encouraged to reconcile 
themselves to the roles of victims and 
passive recipients of humanitarian aid. 
Moreover, since a vast majority of refu- 
gees in the Former Yugoslavia are 
women and children6 (whose experi- 
ence with the conflicts, militarization, 
and violence in war is specific to their 
position in the social structure), these 
groups approach women refugees 
with a strong sense of women's soli- 
darity and an insight into their specific 
needs and problems. 

The women's centres' activists7 
search for women refugees, who are 
survivors of war rape, in the medical 
institutions where the women come 
for abortions or to give birth. The activ- 
ists organize to meet the women survi- 
vors' needs through counselling by 
trained volunteers or through the pro- 
vision of financial aid.8 In a few cases, 
they have tried to provide for the basic 
needs of the women war rape survi- 
vors by paying for their passage to for- 
eign countries, paying their rent, or 
taking care of their babies. The activ- 
ists act as mediators between the survi- 
vors of war rape, institutions, and 
families. Further, the centres provide 
individual (and occasionally group) 
counselling to refugee women who are 
housed in the camps or hosted by indi- 
vidual families? The activists provide 
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placement and legal services for 
women refugees. They have also pro- 
vided a number of refugee women 
with theatre tickets, organized group 
shopping trips and, in some cases, paid 
for extra medical needs such as glasses 
or dental work. Additionally, they 
have organized various projects with 
women refugees to produce handi- 
crafts and art objects, both to restore 
the refugee women's cultural heritage, 
and to provide them with some finan- 
cial support.1° The "I Remember" 
project creates an alternative women's 
history that aims to encourage an ex- 
change of experiences among refugee 
women, and between refugee and ac- 
tivist women. In it, women remember 
not only the horrors of the war but pre- 
war times as well, so as to establish 
defensive mechanisms against the ha- 
tred and misery around them. 

A number of refugee women have 
joined the women's groups. Mira," a 
Bosnian Serb refugee from Mostar, 
now a coordinator of the refugee pro- 
gram in the Women in Black group in 
Belgrade, related how she learned of 
Women in Black and their silent 
weekly anti-war protests from a 
woman journalist who interviewed 
her upon her arrival in Belgrade. 

And I went that Wednesday [to at- 
tend an anti-war protest] and since 
then I didn't go maybe twice . .. 1 re- 
member that meeting when I told 
them [Women in Black]: none of us 
refugees want you to give us some- 
thing, we want to earn it, to get our 
self-respect back. The initial idea for 
me was an episode in front of the Ser- 
bian Red Cross office. It was a cold 
wind, we were in a long line-up out- 
side the office. A girl who was work- 
ing there turned the heater towards 
her, every ten minutes she lit a ciga- 
rette and didn't do anything in the 
meantime, a really horriblesituation. 
Then a woman in a red coat said after 
the tenth cigarette: "Could you 
please hurry it up a bit, it's really cold 
outside and I have a small child I left 
alone at home." The girl working 
there said angrily to all of us in the 
line-up: "Because of that woman in 
red no one is going to get anything 
today." The worst of it was that no 
one in the line-up took the side of the 

woman in red, as if we had never 
been human, as if we had never had 
dignity. They said to her [the woman 
in red]: "Get out, we won't get any- 
thing because of you." To me, the 
worst of it was that all of us in the 
line-up had totally lost our human 
dignity. And I somehow linked it to 
the fact that we were now reduced to 
receivers of aid. Because we are just 
receiving the aid you start to see it as 
a charity, that's why most of the refu- 
gees feel the way they do. Only if 
we'll have a chance to earn some- 
thing, we'll get our self-confidence 
back and in fact that process of re- 
turning us to normal trends, as nor- 
mal as it gets, can help. Also, I felt 
very bad because I couldn't work, be- 
sides the huge amount of time you 
have during a day, you have too 
much time to think about some 
events in the war and before the war 
that hurt, when everything that 
hurts, hurtsall day. You also have the 
need to work and earn. That's the 
only way you can decide about your 
life .. .. After some talks, when I told 
them [Women in Black] all that, and 
talked with Jadranka [another refu- 
gee activist in Women in Black], we 
came up with the idea that we should 
try to do something which will aIlow 
women to earn something, no matter 
how little, and help them pass the 
time. That is how we've started the 
handicraft project . . . So, I joined this 
group actively and from the first mo- 
ment when I got here [in Belgrade] 
the only place where I didn't feel like 
a refugee was the Women in Black, so 
Jadranka and I are among the refu- 
gees who became activists here. 

Despite their scarce financial re- 
sources, some women's groups in 
Zagreb and Belgrade have found ways 
to hire some refugee women to work 
part-time in the women's centres. In 
such cases, preference is given to 
women of diverse ethnic backgrounds 
or women survivors of sexual violence 
and abuse in war, since those women 
live under particular pressure in both 
Croatia and Serbia. 

According to the policy of these 
women's groups, all women who work 
at the centres share the identity of 
"woman," so the differences in their 
experience do not make "walls" be- 
tween them. 

Amina, a Bosnian Muslim rehgee 
from Sarajevo, told me that she had 
met volunteers from the Belgrade 
Women's Centre when they came to 
visit her refugee camp. They brought 
presents for all the women and chil- 
dren, spoke with them, played with the 
children, and encouraged women not 
to wait for another visit, but to come to 
the Centre themselves. Subsequently, 
Amina had decided to go and visit 
them since she was getting more and 
more depressed and disoriented in her 
difficult life of caring for two children, 
while her husband and all her family 
were still in Sarajevo. She feIt that she 
might find someone friendly among 
these women to speak with about her 
problems. Now Amina works part- 
time at the Autonomous Women's 
Centre; she explained what the experi- 
ence means to her: 

I know that they think the way I do, 
and that they are pacifists . .. But not 
just that. When I fled to Belgrade 1 was 
very frightened. I wondered how I 
would be received. But everything 
went normally, no one asked me any- 
thing ... I have never declared my 
nationality officially, I haven't writ- 
ten it down, but naturally, my first 
name and my father's name show that 
I am Muslim. I was given the refugee 
status without difficulties. But inside, 
I can't describe this terrible fear, pre- 
cisely because I'm in an environment 
[the center for refugee women and 
children with special needs, where 
the vast majority of women are Serbs] 
where the women are traumatized, 
they have lost their husbands, chil- 
dren-their husbands are at the front. 
They take sides, they are nationally 
oriented, committed . . . It took me a 
long time, but they've accepted me 
finally. I think, I might be wrong, but 
since I've started working here at the 
Centre, they treat me differently, be- 
cause they've seen that other women 
respect me . . . Now I'm trying to go to 
Sweden or the U.S. through the 
UNHCR. And that's my only chance 
of leaving and getting together with 
my husband again. I'm the one mak- 
ing the decisions now. It took me a 
long time to understand that I wasn't 
both father and mother to the chil- 
dren, just their mother. I kept think- 
ing: what would he say? But working 
at the Centre, these women have 
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given me self-confidence. I've real- 
ized that I'm a mother, and that I have 
to make the decisions. That I am the 
one who must decide what's good 
and what isn't. 

As I have argued elsewhere (Korac, 
in press), due to the political action of 
local women's groups (as well as the 
support and action of women's groups 
worldwide), rape in war has become a 
global human rights issue in the wake 
of the conflict in the former Yugosla- 
via. Unfortunately, the attempt to pro- 
tect women's human rights and to 
pressure international institutions to 
prosecute rape as a war crime has been 
manipulated by local governments, 
politicians, and nationalists, as well as 
by local and international media. Local 
nationalist propaganda gives incom- 
plete, one-sided information about the 
rape of women in the Yugoslav wars. 
Reports focus almost exclusively on 
the crimes of the "other1' side, creating 
the context for public debates on 
whether "our" women at an advanced 

was reached concerning this matter 
(Zajovic 1993,98): 

We support the demand of the femi- 
nist group from Zagreb that rape be 
recognized as a war crime and pros- 
ecuted in accordance with the Ge- 
neva Convention, as well as the 
demand that asylum for raped 
women be granted in all war-torn 
areas. 

This agreement was signed by women 
activists from Zagreb, Croatia (Wom- 
en's Help Now, AZKD), from 
Ljubljana, Slovenia (S.O.S., Women 
Against War), from Belgrade, Serbia 
(S.O.S., Women in Black, Women's 
Lobby), and from Prishtine, Province 
of Kosovo (activists from the women's 
section of the Kosova Democratic 
League). 

Despite the unfavourable political 
circumstances, women's groups keep 
protesting against the war, govern- 
mental manipulation of refugees' 
rights, and manipulation of rights of 
refugee women in particular.13 They 

Unfortunately, the attempt to protect women's human rights and 
to pressure international institutions to prosecute rape as a war 
crime has been manipulated by local governments, politicians, 
and nationalists, as well as by local and international media. 

stage of pregnancy should be allowed 
to have an abortion so that they do not 
carry "the enemy's seed in their 
wombs." This manipulation focuses 
on the ethnic membership of the rapist 
and the fetus as the central issue, rather 
than on the raped women themselves 
or the actual crime. In such a context, 
women's right to abortion takes the 
form of an almost military intervention 
and becomes, as Zajovic (1994,75-76) 
remarked, an important component in 
the military strategy of territorial 
"~leansing."~~ 

Women's and peace groups from 
different parts of the former Yugosla- 
via have protested against the manipu- 
lation of sexually abused and tortured 
women in order to intensify ethnic 
hatred and war propaganda. At the 
international conference "Women in 
Eastern Europe," held in Prague in 
October 1992, the following agreement 

also keep records of refugee women's 
testimonies about violations of their 
rights, and their sufferings. As stated 
in a Repmt of the Centre for Women War 
Victims (Belic, 13),'4 since the military 
conflicts between Bosnian Muslims 
and Croats in Central Bosnia started, 
Croatian politicians and government 
representatives have on several occa- 
sions made public statements threat- 
ening Bosnian refugee women and 
children. This, combined with the 
heated mass media, has induced enor- 
mous fear among refugees and added 
to the atmosphere of insecurity in 
Croatia. In July, the situation was ag- 
gravated when the Croatian police sur- 
rounded many camps, entered them 
abruptly, and claimed to be searching 
for arms, war deserters, and criminals. 
They also invaded women's and chil- 
dren's rooms and searched their pri- 
vate property. The Special UN 

Reporter, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, told a 
press conference that between 200 and 
500 people were taken from camps to 
an unknown destination in 
Herzegovina. Amongst them were 
women and unaccompanied boys un- 
der 15 years of age. Belic and Kesic 
have stated in their report (p. 13) that 

[i]n that period, although we did 
alarm all the national and interna- 
tional human rights and refugee pro- 
tection organizations, all we could 
really do for our women was to go to 
the camps and support and comfort 
them. 

In Serbia, refugee rights have been 
similarly violated, and refugees have 
been manipulated by political elites. 
From January to April 1994, when it 
became clear that the so-called "Ser- 
bian territories" in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina could not be "defended" 
without adequate military personnel, 
ethnic Serb refugees who fled from 
Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina were 
forcibly taken to the front (Zajovic 
1994). This forced mobilization was 
carried out with the tacit consent and 
cooperation of the Serbian govern- 
ment. The action was mainly targeted 
at refugees living in refugee camps. 
Women's groups protested this viola- 
tion of refugee rights on the streets of 
Belgrade; they also petitioned the gov- 
ernment against the forced mobiliza- 
tion of refugees, appealed to the 
citizens of Belgrade and Serbia for sup- 
port, and alerted UNHCR officials in 
Belgrade. However, the UNHCR and 
women's groups were only able to ad- 
vise refugees to evade a call for mobi- 
lization and to hide somewhere 
(Aleksov 1994). 

One of the purposes of this brief 
overview of the work of women's 
groups with refugees, and refugee 
women in particular, in the former 
Yugoslavia is to urge a wide interna- 
tional recognition and practical sup- 
port of their efforts. However, I also 
wish to emphasize the need for a bal- 
anced and differentiated approach to a 
policy of refugee protection. In the con- 
text of ethnic and political turmoil, an 
effort to find solutions to the problems 
that force refugees to flee, and ways to 
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protect them, means to support 
strongly local autonomous groups with 
clear anti-war and anti-nationalist 
politics. Such groups, including the 
women's groups mentioned in this 
paper, work energetically and often 
without regard for their personal 
safety to make possible the psychologi- 
cal, social, political, and economic 
reintegrationof refugees from the war- 
tom regions. Without such support, 
hqnanitarian agencies and NGOs 
(wbch follow conventional refugee 
policies that were created to address 
refhgee problems resulting from a dif- 
ferent, i.e. post-Second World War, 
political context) will be increasingly 
W b l e  to provide protection to those 
who need it. m 

The economic crisis began in the former 
Yugoslavia in late 1980s as a result of the 
cumulative effect of hidden inadequacies 
in the system. Incompetent radical eco- 
nomic reforms resulted in a drastic fall of 
theGNP in 1989, a full three yearsprior to 
the beginning of the war at an average 
yearly rateof 18.7percent. [Note: the data 
presented are taken from a study done by 
Posarac, Bogosavljevic, and Kovacevic of 
the Economic Institute in Belgrade. The 
study was requested and financed by the 
International Federation of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent (Vreme, November, 
1994).] 
Exceptions are the governments of Stov- 
enia and of the Former Yugoslav Repub- 
lic of Macedonia. The vast majority of the 
refugees and displaced persons within 
the region are in Croatia, Bosnia-Herze- 
govina, and Serbia. For exact figures, see 
Human Rights Worldwide, 1, Vol. 4, March 
1994. 
The Anti-War Campaign Croatia was 
launched in July 1991 as a coalition of en- 
vironmental, women's, and civil rights 
groups to promote non-violence, neutral- 
ity, and civic initiatives. In October 1991, 
the Women in Black Organization was es- 
tablished in Belgrade. Modelled on a 
group which emerged during the occu- 
pation of Palestine, this group meets 
every Wednesday afternoon for one hour 
on a street in the centre of Belgrade, si- 
lently protesting against the war. To- 
gether with the Centre for Anti-War 
Action of Belgrade, they have held candle 
vigils in front of the Serbian Parliament 
for five months in solidarity with all vic- 
tims in the war. Women's groups, with 
the support of European and North 

American peace and feminist organiza- 
tions, also initiated and established cen- 
tres to help and work with women 
refugees and women who are victims of 
sexual violence in the war. Women have 
organized themselves locally in an at- 
tempt to give trained counselling and as- 
sistance to women who are victims of 
sexual violence in the war. For more in- 
formation onanti-war activities of wom- 
en's groups, see the collection of 
documents and essays Women for Peace 
(Za~ovic, 1993). 

4. Unpublished, distributed through the 
women's group network in Belgrade. 

5. The discussion of the activities of wom- 
en's groups stems from my field work 
(June-August 1994) in Belgrade, where I 
interviewed women activists as well as 
women refugees. The information on the 
activities of women's groups in Zagreb 
was gathered from reports distributed 
through their networks and meetings 
during the past year. 

6. In Serbia, for example, 83 percent of the 
adult refugee population are women, and 
65 percent of refugee families are headed 
by women (Milosavljevic 1993). 

Some of the women's centres which have 
established a network of cooperation in 
the former Yugoslavia are: in Belgrade, 
Serbia - S.O.S. Hotline for Women and 
Children Victims of Violence, Autono- 
mous Women's Centre, Centre for Girls, 
Women in Black; in Novi Sad, Serbia - 
S.O.S. Hotline for Prevention of Violence; 
in Pancevo, Serbia - Women's Centre 
"Isidora;" in Nis, Serbia - S.O.S. Hotline 
for Women and Children Victims of Vio- 
lence; in Zagreb, Croatia - Centre for 
Women Victims of Violence in War, 
Women's Info-centre; in Pula, Croatia - 
Autonomous Women's Centre; in 
Ljubljana, Slovenija - S.O.S. Hotline for 
Women and Children Victims of Vio- 
lence; in Celje, Slovenija -Autonomous 
Women's Centre; in Sarajevo, Bosnia- 
Herzegovina - women ' s -~obb~;  Banja 
Luka, Bosnia-Herzegovina - Centre for 
Victims of Violence in War; in Skopje, 
Macedonia - Women of Skopje. 

8. All financial help and almost all the moral 
support for these groups come as a result 
of solidarity and networking between 
women's groups worldwide. 

9. In Serbia, for example, a vast majority of 
refugees, 95 percent are placed in host 
families (Milosavljevic, 1993). 

10. The products are being sold through 
women's groups' networks in Europe 
and North America; the proceeds go to 
refugee women. 

11. All names of the refugees have been 
changed for their protection. 

13. "Cleansing" is a common lay term for 
abortion in Serbo-Croatian. Pavicevic, a 
prominent Belgrade playwright and a 
member of the Belgrade Circle of Inde- 
pendent Intellectuals (a citizens' alliance 
founded in 1991), published an article in 
the Belgrade independent weekly maga- 
zine Vreme (January, 1993), entitled 
"Cleansing." In discussing "cleansing the 
territories" and "ethnic cleansing" as a 
newly-conceptualized military strategy 
in the war in the former Yugoslavia, she 
mentioned that women will easily under- 
stand the painful meaning of the term 
since "cleansing," a term for abortion, is a 
part of women's experience. 

14. Whenever women's groups in the former 
Yugoslavia have protested against the 
war, or have tried to initiate a dialogue or 
political action intended to maintain soli- 
darity across ethnic boundaries, they 
have been publicly accused of betraying 
their ethnic cotlective. As an example, 
five Croatian feminists (prominent writ- 
ers and journalists) were attacked in the 
Croatian media for publicly demanding 
an end to the use of female victims of rape 
by the nationalist propaganda machine. 
(Images and words of the women who 
had been raped were used to whip up 
ethnic hatred.) In the influential Croatian 
newspaper Globus, in an article entitled 
"Croatia's Feminists Rape Croatia!," the 
five feminists were accised of "turning 
against women in Bosnia and Herze- 
govina" because they were "concealing 
Serbian raping of Muslim and Croatian 
women." The article stated that "it is not 
the women who have been raped, it is the 
Croatian and Muslim women who have 
been raped." Calling them "witches," the 
article stressed their "communist back- 

/- 

ground" and choice of Serbian partners: 
"Almostwithout exception, they werelit- 
tle girls of communism! The girls from 
the families of the informers, policemen, 
guards in prisons, diplomats, high Party 
and political functionaries. The few who, 
in siite of their theoretical position and 
physical appearance did succeed to find a 
partner formarriage, chose someone ac- 
cording to the official Yugoslav stand- 
ards: a Serb from Belgrade by Rada 
Ivekovic, a Serb (two times) from Croatia 
by Slavenka Drakulic and a Serb from 
Croatia by Jelena Lovric. It would be im- 
moral to mention these facts were it not, 
when one looks at it now, a matter of sys- 
tematicpolitical choice rather than the ac- 
cidental love choice!" (Globus, December 
10, 1992, unsigned, translated by femi- 
nists from Zagreb, distributed through 
the feminist network in Europe). 

Contirnred on page 25/Women's Groups 
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The Latin American Exile Experience from a Gender Perspective: 
A Psychodynamic Assessment 

Marlinda Freire 

Introduction 

Organized violence against individu- 
als leads to a breaking point in their 
lives. Among other traumas, it results 
from exposure to death fears, an inabil- 
ity to use culturally acquired coping 
and grief reactions, a loss of meaning 
(loss of individuality in the face of an- 
nihilation), numbed and constricted 
personalities, fixation on an unfin- 
ished past, and severed bonds with 
common heritage (Dasberg 1986). 

In the last two decades, Latin Ameri- 
cans have experienced organized vio- 
lence brought about by dictatorship 
and civil war. As a result, a large seg- 
ment of the Latin American population 
has been forced into exile. Life outside 
the homeland is typically preceded by 
life-threatening experiences involving 
the individual, the immediate family, 
the group of reference, and society at 
large. The individual goes into exile 
with a core sense of culture and lin- 
guistic identity, as well as a back- 
ground of personal experiences. These 
will be retained through a series of ex- 
treme traumatic experiences and 
through asylum-seeking and resettle- 
ment, with all the massive and nod- 
anticipated violent losses this entails. 
The abrupt uprooting is often followed 
by an alienating encounter with an 
unknown culture and new language 
(Freire 1989; 1993). 

In exile, the individual faces tasks 
which offer possibilities of continuity 
versus discontinuity, similarities ver- 
sus differences, acceptance versus re- 
jection, resistance versus adaptability, 
and integration versus lack of integra- 
tion. Given the abrupt, violent, and 
forced nature of refugee experiences 
and the short period of time in which 

these experiences are encountered, the 
individual needs to make drastic intra- 
psychic accommodations. As a mecha- 
nism for coping and survival, the 
individual initially attempts to trans- 
fer, duplicate, or rescue any aspect of 
the old life and the old self that may 
permit a continuity of self-identity, 
thereby reinforcing his/her cultural 
and linguistic core self (Freire 1990a, 
1990b, 1991). In order to move toward 
a new self, incorporating elements of 
the new language and culture, the in- 
dividual needs to find new and mean- 
ingful life commitments in an 
environment that is perceived as being 
receptive and appreciative of what s/ 
he has to offer, while also providing 
new opportunities for the newcomer. 
An individual will constantly compare 
the old self (who s/he was, what s/he 
had, what s/he knew) with the new 
self (who s/he is, what s/he has, what 
s/he knows). For a healthy integration 
with the least possible conflict, the in- 
dividualneeds tobe left with apositive 
balance when making this comparison 
(Freire 1993a; 1993b). 

The sum of the refugee experiences 
acts to disassemble the individual's 
intra-psychic structure, leading to a 
state of psycho-emotional disorgani- 
zation that tests the sense of identity to 
its utmost. Ideally, individuals will, 
with time, find some partial resolution 
for their experiences at personal and 
collective levels. Those who manage 
particularly well achieve the restruc- 
turing of a core sense of identity, with 
some degree of healthy resolution, 
through a balanced, bicultural, and 
bilingual "new self" constructed from 
the remains of a traumatized 
monocultural/monolingual self 
(Freire 1989; 1991; 1993; 1993a; 1993b). 

well as clinical and research work per- 
formed in this community during the 
last two decades, I have identified gen- 
der-differentiated patterns of re- 
sponses and outcomes of Latin 
Americans living in exile. 

Though this work is based specifi- 
cally on experience with the Latin 
American refugee population in To- 
ronto, consultation with colleagues 
working with Latin Americans exiled 
in other cities in Canada and in other 
parts of the world suggests that these 
findings and observations are not 
unique to Toronto, nor to Canada 
(Carli 1991). Psychiatric services that I 
offered to refugees of other ethnic 
groups in Toronto also seem to indi- 
cate a similarity of findings and 
insights when comparing the experi- 
ences of women and men. However, 
this is a qualitative study that needs to 
be validated in a hypothesis-testing 
investigation. 

The thesis of this study is that, from 
a psychodynamic perspective, given 
comparable time in a new country and 
similar post-resettlement experiences, 
gender seems to protect women better 
than men. Latin American refugee 
women, in general, tend to respond 
better than their male counterparts to 
the prolonged identity crisis and other 
crises inherent in the process of exile, 
from the following perspectives: a) 
continuity of meaningful vital tasks; b) 
securing new meaningful vital tasks; 
c) coping mechanisms and adjustment 
strategies; and d) restructuring of a 
new bicultural/bilingual self, thereby 
facilitating adaptation to and integra- 
tion in the new country. 

Latin American Refugee Women 
and Exile 

From a psychodynamic perspective Latin American women have filled the 
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of the family and immersed in the end- 
less tasks of childrearing, housekeep- 
ing, and caring for their husbands. 
Women working outside the home are 
in low-status, low-paying jobs. 
Women with higher levels of educa- 
tion are almost always in positions 
subordinate to men. Work only adds 
an additional, secondary role to their 
core identity as mothers and wives. 
The indigenous societies of Latin 
America were traditionally patriar- 
chal. Introduction of Roman Catholi- 
cism by the Europeans only served to 
reinforce and legitimize women's 
positions of subservience, humility, 
sacrifice, and asexuality by giving this 
position religious meaning (Valen- 
zuela 1987). Though differences in so- 
cial class, level of education, and other 
subcultural aspects are reflected in the 
lives of Latin Americans, most women, 
even today, share a core sense of self 
based on motherhood and their roles 
as wives. Latin American women, 
even the most progressive and liber- 
ated among them, have as a vital 
agenda to secure the well-being of their 
children and husbands, and to pre- 
serve the family unit. 

In experiencing the repressive re- 
gimes that trigger every step of the 
refugee process and those of exile, 
Latin American women respond with 
a set of coping, survival, and adaptive 
mechanisms. These have been im- 
printed upon them by the processes of 
cultural socialization and religious in- 
doctrination, and have geared them 
toward providing for and protecting 
their loved ones, and ensuring that 
they remain together. When they are 
not themselves tortured, missing, or 
killed, women generally risk their own 
lives to search for their loved ones, to 
get them out of concentration camps 
and to seek asylum for them, or to fo- 
cus international attention on their 
plight. Women usually survive on 
their own emotionally and financially 
(as their support system frequently 
collapses) throughout the ordeal pre- 
ceding resettlement. In cases where 
men go into exile first, it is not unusual 
for women to provide their male part- 
ners with some financial assistance 

during the transition period in the new 
country. Once the men have fled, 
women work tirelessly to reunite their 
families, while simultaneously at- 
tempting to maintain some sense of 
family stability in highly anomalous 
circumstances. 

In identifying their sources of 
strength, women invariably focus on 
their moral obligation towards their 
famiIy. Sixty percent of those women 
in my care have left their countries to 
keep their families intact and to pre- 
vent their children from losing their 
fathers (Freire 1992). 

Testimony: "I was able to do what- 
ever needed to be done because my 
husband's and children's lives were 
at stake. I have always felt that if they 
hadn't been there, I wouldn't have 
had any reason to continue on living 
and fighting". 

Once reunited with their husbands 
in the country of asylum, women ap- 
pear to readiIy find meaningful tasks 
again, exercising coping and adaptive 
mechanisms that are more effective 
than the ones exercised by their male 
partners. Women are usually the ones 
who secure the basic survival of the 
family. While the domestic tasks are 
traditionally assigned to them, it is also 
fairly common for women to initially 
accept any menial work to provide the 
family with immediate income, a role 
which may be new to them. The re- 
sponsibilities, both old and new, with 
which women are faced are thus quite 
significant. This is compounded by the 
fact that, most frequently, women do 
not qualify for government-sponsored 
English as a Second Language (ESL) or 
other job-oriented training. Since they 
are not considered by Canadian poli- 
cies as "head of family," and as they 
frequently have lower levels of educa- 
tion than their partners, women sup- 
port their partners as the men learn the 
new language, try to recover their 
working qualifications, and continue 
their political work to improve condi- 
tions in the native country. Moreover, 
women allow their partners the per- 
sonal space they need to start recover- 
ing the old self and restructuring or 
"reinventing" the new self while 

women themselves, in general, do 
without that kind of support. 

Under normal circumstances, and 
within the socioeconomic status to 
which they belong in their home coun- 
try, Latin American women are accus- 
tomed to having fewer opportunities 
than men, to assuming that they must 
be able to cope with whatever situa- 
tion arises, to drawing something posi- 
tive out of the most taxing experiences, 
and to being thankful for whatever 
assistance, if any, they receive from 
others. This is the basis for the coping 
mechanisms of women, their tremen- 
dous resources for survival, and their 
heightened resilience in facir.g crises 
as compared with their male counter- 
parts. Women's reproductive func- 
tions, with all the organic losses 
(menstruation, pregnancies, breast- 
feeding) they entail, may also give 
women additional biological resil- 
ience. The psycho-emotional survival 
and adapting mechanisms to situa- 
tions of oppression and abuse, inher- 
ent in women's positions in society, 
give them additional psycho-emo- 
tional resources and strengths (Freire 
1992). Some of the documented char- 
acteristics include their capacity to 
continue their daily activities under 
the most adverse life circumstances 
and when affected by serious emo- 
tional and physical symptoms (Brown 
and Harris 1978,283). 

Testimony: "I was so sad and afraid 
when we just came. I felt I couldn't 
stop crying but I soon realized no one 
was going to do my job. I realized 
that if I couldn't pull myself together 
for my own sake, I had todo it for my 
children and my husband. The chil- 
dren had to go to school and some- 
body had to do the cleaning and 
cooking. My husband spent most of 
his time going to English classes and 
he joined other comrades working 
for Chile. A lady asked me to take 
care of her two little children and I 
didn't understand that she was go- 
ing to pay me until she gave me some 
money. At the beginning I didn't 
understand the mother or the chil- 
dren, but slowly we were able to 
communicate a little. I don't really 
remember when I started to be less 
sad and scared." 
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The *portant point is that in facing 
exile and initial resettlement, women 
do not need to find new meaningful 
tasks or ones that offer continuity to 
their sense of existence. They have a 
task that was not lost throughout the 
ordeal preceding resettling: the care of 
their husbands and children. Even in 
cases where women are separated tem- 
porarily from their husbands or chil- 
dren, there is always someone for 
whom women are providing, which 
leaves them protected and untouched 
in their maternal role. There sw indica- 
tions that when refugee women, for 
whatever reason, are unable to fulfil 
their maternal role, they become de- 
pressed and "go crazy" (Reynell1989, 
157-58). Women usually feel that 
adapting to the demands of the new 
society does not involve much risk in 
terms of personal threats (in areas of 
self-development) or pressures to per- 
form. They usually feel they have little 
to prove to themselves or others. Their 
primary domain was and continues to 
be, at least initially, the domestic one, 
and with a strengthening of their basic 
coping and survival mechanisms, they 
manage to accomplish all the basic 
tasks that secure the continuity and 
survival of the family. Women also 
seem to reach the stage of psychologi- 
cal arrival (Tyhurst 1951)-the recog- 
nition and acceptance that exile is 
going to be a prolonged situation- 
sooner than men. This may again be 
the result of women's experiences of 
having to face the realities of everyday 
life, which translates at a functional 
level into starting to build anew "nest" 
for the family under whatever circum- 
stances are present. 

The women, in general, are the ones 
who keep an open communication 
with their children, and who keep the 
native language alive at home, since 
they usually spend more time with 
their children and talk more with 
them. It is also typical for women to 
become mediators between children 
and fathers in their negotiation of the 
two cultures. And women adopt the 
role of cultural mediators as a way of 
preserving the family and protecting 
their children against what they per- 

ceive as the alienation of the new cul- 
ture. Women do all of this intuitively 
as a reaction to perceived threats to 
ethnic and cultural identity. These de- 
fences also contribute to inter- and 
intra-generational family integrity and 
continuity. 

Thus, women shift from the more 
restricted experiences of home and 
family to a broader range of new expe- 
riences including the wage economy, 
the learning of a second language, the 
search for a new support system, and 
the attempt to find some balance be- 
tween the old and the new life for the 
sake of their families. Success in ac- 
complishing all the initial tasks that 
secure a basic functioning of the fam- 
ily, though variable, soothes women's 
massive losses, changes, and disrup- 
tions and gives them some sense of 
competence and control over the new 
environment. Their performance in the 
new situation reinforces their self-es- 
teem while bolstering their core iden- 
tity as mothers and wives. A study of 
36 Latin American women subjected to 
torture in their homelands indicated 
that all the women were working, 
studying, and/or performing house- 
work one year after their initial evalu- 
ation (Fornazzari and Freire 1990). 
Unfortunately, it is not possible to 
compare these figures against those of 
their male counterparts as no similar 
study with men has been carried out. 
However, in my experience, nine out 
of the twelve refugee Latin American 
patients, who have been unable to re- 
cover anything but an extremely mar- 
ginal functioning in long-term 
follow-up, are males. 

As time in the adoptive country 
passes, many refugee women find 
more opportunities than the ones they 
would have had prior to exile. Paid 
work, educational opportunities, birth 
control, health services, day care, and 
other social services may offer support 
to women's visions of more complete 
and fulfilling lives. With time and new 
experiences, women become increas- 
ingly aware of their potential for self- 
development and feel less threatened 
in exploring new opportunities, be- 
cause they have little to lose and much 

to gain. As part of an overall process of 
self-development, women begin de- 
manding greater participation from 
their male partners in housework and 
childrearing. They also demand 
greater personal space and freedom; 
realize that they are not the sexual 
property of their partners, and that 
they have the right to refuse their part- 
ners' sexual demands while learning 
to explore and enjoy their own sexual- 
ity. Once they learn that it is possible 
for them to achieve some financial free- 
dom, upgrade academically, and gain 
recognized work skills, they become 
more aware of situations of oppres- 
sion, abuse, and devaluation in the 
marriage and in society at large. 
Women realize that they can and 
should stop physical abuse of them- 
selves and their children, situations to 
which they seem to be more suscepti- 
ble during the initial resettlement pe- 
riod (Freire 1992; 1993a; 1993b). 

In time, many women in abusive 
relationships experience a "turning 
point" or acquire a key insight-that 
the abusive situation will persist and 
that the only viable alternative is to 
leave the relationship (Pilowski 1993, 
143). Women may end abusive rela- 
tionships, though in contrast to previ- 
ous decisions, their motives are based 
on personal well-being as well as that 
of their children. The realization that 
they have a choice about remaining in 
a dysfunctional marital situation or 
terminating it, without the stigma at- 
tached to separation and divorce in the 
country of origin, is described as very 
liberating. 

Testimony: "My husband is attend- 
ing college to become a draughts- 
man. He was studying to be an 
architect in our country. He pays the 
rent with the cheque we receive from 
the government and the rest of the 
money he spends on himself. He says 
that he needs the money to buy his 
lunch at school. He is ashamed of the 
lunches I prepare for him. He is also 
drinking a lot of beer. I manage to get 
second hand clothing for everybody 
and get the food at Kensington Mar- 
ket. There is a woman there who has 
a store and I go there with my daugh- 
ter (while the other children are at 
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school) to clean her house, do the 
laundry and cooking. I also help her 
around the store if necessary. She 
pays me a little money but gives me 
plenty of food. My husband doesn't 
help me with the grocery bags be- 
cause he is ashamed of carrying bags. 
The few times I asked him, he took a 
taxi and I had to pay for it. He also 
used to push me around a lot until 
one day I called the police. He tells 
me that if I am going to behave like a 
Canadian woman he will leave me as 
soon as he finishes school. He might, 
but I have thought that he may be 
doing me and the children a favour 
by leaving. I left him once and I only 
came back because he begged me so 
much and I felt sorry for him. If I ever 
leave him again, I am not coming 
back." 

The awareness of the option to leave an 
unsatisfactory relationship is reflected 
in another study that I am currently 
reviewing. The data collected seem to 
indicate that, most frequently, separa- 
tions of exiled couples have been initi- 
ated by women. The range of new 
alternatives is reflected in the marital 
status 88 Latin American refugees who 
were my patients within a calendar 
year. Of the 29 males, 21 were married 
(7 were remarried), 4 separated, 3 sin- 
gle, and one widowed. Of the 59 fe- 
males, 31 were married (10 were 
remarried), 10 separated, 13 single, 3 
widowed, and 2 had missinghusbands 
(Freire 1992). In the traditional socie- 
ties of Latin America, this wide variety 
would be unusual. 

Latin American Men in Exile 

Latin American men have generally 
led more (emotionally) sheltered, 
more rewarding, more gratifying, and 
more self-centred lives than women in 
similar socioeconomic situations and 
life circumstances. This is a result of 
life in a society in which male status 
confers superior privileges and rights. 
Men's core identity is work-related, 
supported by a number of traditional 
socioculturally established roles as 
"authority figure," "provider," and 
"protector" within the family and 
community. Besides being considered 
the "head of the family," men are more 
often the ones who arrive in the new 

country with a professional, technical, 
or semi-technical degree, which is an 
additional asset in making them better 
candidates for ESL. or any other work- 
related training. In exile, men experi- 
ence all situations as more punitive, 
more depriving, more humiliating, 
and more degrading. For men with 
good verbal skills, high levels of edu- 
cation, and positions of political lead- 
ership and public life in the native 
country, life in the new country is dev- 
astating. Unable to provide financially 
for their families and feeling very inad- 
equate in their parental and spousal 
roles, their sense of vulnerability is 
probably greater than that experienced 
by their wives. The new situation en- 
tails drastic losses in all theaspects that 
previously defined the identities of 
these men. Latin American men find 
themselves unable to work in their area 
of expertise, unable to communicate 
effectively in the new language at the 
level of public life to which they were 
accustomed, and without a political 
agenda that can be directly exercised, 
except through solidarity work. 
Through these experiences, the Latin 
American men's acute state of psycho- 
emotional disorganization, brought 
about by the trauma and massive 
losses preceding resettlement, is fur- 
ther compounded by additional losses 
including drastic lowering of status 
experienced in the country of asylum. 

These men encounter an enduring 
situation in which they cannot exercise 
a great deal of their previous self-de- 
velopment. Even under conditions in 
which they can apply certain skills or 
abilities, these do not reflect real gains 
or acquisition of new skills, but rather 
the recovery of something lost (e.g. a 
driver's license or a bank account). 
Most do not recover their previous 
employment credentials, though in 
time they may find work related to 
their field of expertise; physicians and 
engineers become technicians, archi- 
tects become draughtsmen, and teach- 
ers become translators. Latin 
American refugee men with lower lev- 
els of education become factory work- 
ers, truck drivers, cleaners, or remain 
unemployed. Their core sense of mas- 

culinity and power is at risk, and they 
have tremendous difficulties in find- 
ing experiences that may counteract 
their losses and grief. Unlike women, 
they have been unable to retain a basic 
task or meaning in their lives through- 
out the ordeal; every aspect of their 
functioning and their identity has been 
disrupted. Equipped with a repertoire 
of coping mechanisms geared to func- 
tion well under normal, predictable, 
and crisis-free circumstances, the men 
cope less well than the women in deal- 
ing with adverse conditions. In situa- 
tions of crisis, the men generally tend 
to avoid, deny, or minimize reality. 
They may have difficulty verbalizing 
their emotions, particularly the nega- 
tive ones, such as fear, anxiety, and an- 
ger. They become painfully aware of 
the severe losses in occupational sta- 
tus, effective parental role, their role as 
financial providers, and their use of the 
language of the receiving society. 
Their political projects, agendas, and 
sources of power are non-existent or 
meaningless in the new country. 

When Latin American men realize 
that it will take longer than expected to 
recover their occupational status, in- 
variably, they often redirect their en- 
ergy into political and solidarity 
activities as a way of maintaining 
meaning in their lives, and in the hope 
of "going home" within a short time. 
Unfortunately, over a period involve- 
ment in political and solidarity activi- 
ties within the community tends to 
decrease or disappear altogether 
(Freire 1989; 1993a). In a sample of 107 
Latin American refugees, in which 
males were over-represented, 42 per- 
cent had suffered prolonged unem- 
ployment (longer than six months), 65 
percent had suffered severe loss of oc- 
cupational status, the number of fac- 
tory workers had doubled at the 
expense of professionals, and active 
political participation had decreased 
from 70 to 35 percent (Freire and 
Berdichevsky 1984). 

As time passes, men's initial expec- 
tations, hopes, and fantasies for re- 
building a life and a new self have to 
undergo substantial accommodations. 
Once again, the accommodations are 
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rarely successful. In trying to  assert a 
hurting, devalued self and a fragile 
sense of masculinity, men often resort 
to violence against themselves (suicide 
attempts); violence against others  
(wives and children) (Freire 1989; 1992; 
1993; 1993a); increased alcoholic in- 
take; and  sexual promiscuity. They 
also seem to devalue the receiving so- 
ciety for longer periods than do the 
women. In contrast to  women, they 
resist seeking professional services, 
they do not attempt to create or  use 
existing support  systems, and even 
reliance on friends tends to  be minimal 
or non-existent. 

Testimony: "I was the vice-president 
of a big company. I am sure that 
when I go back to my country I could 
recover my job. I don't need to learn 
English, I only would like to speak it 
to be able to let these people [Canadi- 
ans] know of the political situations 
in our countries. These people don't 
know anything about politics. They 
don't have anything to teach us. I 
could offer a lot but I can't because I 
don't have the Canadian experience. 
I don't want to have Canadian expe- 
rience. We have been waiting already 
12 years, then it wouldn't take 1 or 2 
more years now for a change in gov- 
ernment. I really don't mind work- 
ing as a school caretaker for the time 
being. My wife thinks I haven't tried 
hard enough to do something else, 
but I really don't mind. I really don't 
care any more." 

More often than not, the dynamics 
that evolve in  the  marital dyad a re  
conflictive and difficult to  negotiate or 
non-negotiable. Men generally feel ex- 
tremely threatened b y  women who, 
over time, become more independent 
and acquire interests and goalsbeyond 
providing for their partners and chil- 
dren. The development of new aspects 
of women's identity is even more dis- 
turbing to men in the context of their 
o w n  increased vulnerability a n d  
"loss" of some of their rights, privi- 
leges, and territory which, pre-exile, 
were taken for granted. Strife ensues - 
because most men are unable to  accevt 
a more complete woman beside them. 

Women set  increasing limits o n  
meeting their husband's demands, 

while simultaneously making  de- 
mands  of their own. The changes 
within the marital dynamics are very 
difficult for men to comprehend be- 
cause of their own sociocultural intra- 
psychic/emotional constructs. The 
possibility that  women may leave 
them may be the ultimate and harshest 
threat to  a man's fragile sense of new 
self and, in the experience of this au- 
thor, has precipitated a number of sui- 
cidal crises and homicidal threats and 
actions from Latin American m e n  
(Freire 1992). 

Testimony: "I don't understand why 
my wife gets so upset because I don't 
help around the house. It is true that 
we both work but men's work is al- 
ways harder and heavier than wom- 
en's work. Housework is women's 
work anyway. She doesn't like that I 
go out on weekends to play soccer 
and hang out with the guys. She 
wants me to take her and the children 
to the games. She never complained 
about any of these things before we 
came to Canada. Now she doesn't 
even want to sleep with me if we have 
a disagreement. I really don't get it 
and I get very angry. Since she has 
been working she has been getting 
all kinds of weird ideas about her 
rights to go out or having an affair if 
I do so. She forgets that what makes 
the difference is that I am a man and 
she is a woman." 5 
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Continued from page 19/ Women's Groups 

In the Fall of 1993, Women in Black re-
corded the reactions of passersby to their 
weekly anti-war protests on Belgrade street 
(Zajovic, 1994). As they have noted 
(ibid.,15-16), men are generally more ag-
gressive than women, especially in their 
gestures. They often approach women 
protesters in groups. Some of the recorded 
reactions were: "Go to Alija Izetbegovic 
[President of Bosnia- Herzegovina]. No 
one in Serbia wants war. You are 
converters to Islam;" "Are you the enemy 
representatives?;" "Go to Zagreb, to 
Tudjman" [President of Croatia];" "Go to 
the American or the German Embassy' Go 
to Vatican! 

They are responsible for this. Ask Clinton and 
the Pope what they have done';" "You are 
wearing excellent clothes. Who pays 
you?;" "Do you remember the Ustasa 
concentration camp Jasenovac?" 
[concentration camp in Croatia where 
hundreds of thousands of Jews and Serbs 
were exterminated during the Second 
World War]. 

15. Unpublished work, distributed through the 
women's groups network in the former 
Yugoslavia. 
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