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REFUGEE AND IMMIGRANT WOMEN: AN IMERNATIONAL P E R S P E ~ ,  

Introduction: Refugee and Immigrant Women as Workers 
Guida Man 

Women al l  over the world have always 
worked. Fromsunrise to sunset, women 
are alwaysbusy working. They are often 
engaged in the formal labour market, 
working in factories, hospitals, schools, 
businesses; and in the informal labour 
market, doing home sewing, baby- 
sitting, or bartering; as well as being 
occupied in household work, cooking 
for others, feedingtheirbabies, washing 
clothes, fetching water, cleaning house, 
caring for the aged and the infirmed, 
listening to other people's problems. 
The work that women do are important 
and indispensable as part of the house- 
hold strategy for survival, and yet they 
are often invisible and taken for granted 
because women are not being recog- 
nized as legitimate workers. 

This issue of Refuge assembles a col- 
lection of studies which represent the 
voices of refugee and immigrant women. 
In particular, these studies document 
and analyze the day-to-day, traditional 
and non-traditional work of these 
women. From Kenya to Canada, from 
the isolated remote refugee camps to the 

hustle and bustle of cosmopolitan cit- their work and how they manage their 
ies, from hauling water for daily sub- daily lives. 
sistence, to providing health care to AS ~ennifer ~~d;nur ' s  article on the 
strangers for pay, these studies explore daily work of Somali refugee women 
how refugee and immigrant women do in the Kenyan camps of Ifo, Hagadera, 
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and Dagahaley illustrates, refugee women 
are not merely "vulnerable," helpless 
victims of circumstance, passively 
accepting their fate. Hydman de constructs 
this stereotypical notion by demonstrating 
that these women are active participants 
who employ various survival strategies and 
indigenous skills in their daily struggles, 
and who engage in informal cash economy 
to make ends meet. 

For those refugee women who have 
higher education and professional 
qualifications, they have always been able 
to combine work and family in their home 
country due to the support of the extended 
family. This is confirmed by Rosemary 
Sales and Jeanne Gregory's study on the 
Somali refugee women in London. 
However, these highly educated Somali 
women professionals were unable to find 
permanent employment in Britain despite 
an urgent need for Somali speakers in 
teaching, medicine and social work. This is 
so because Somali qualifications are not 
recognized in Britain, and few refugee 
women have the resources to undertake 
thenecessary training to allow them to 
work in Britain. Refugee women therefore 
face multiple barriers to employment due 
to their uncertain legal status, and the 
racialized and gendered structures of the 
labour market. 

The employment barriers encountered 
by the Somali refugee women are also 
experienced by the Chinese immigrant 
women in Canada as revealed in Guida 
Man's study. Man demonstrates that 
institutionalized discrminatory processes in 
the requirement of "Canadian experience," 
and the inadequacy of an accredition 
system to calibrate immigrant's 
qualifications make it diffi 
cult for the Chinese immigrant women to 
obtain employment which commensurate 
with their qualifications and experience. 
Consequently, these women experienced 
underemployment and unemployment. The 
differences in the social organization of 
Canadian society vis-a.-vis their home 
country also makes life increasingly 
difficult for these women, intensifying 
their daily workload. 

Despite racism, class discrimination, and 
gender oppression, McCabe's investigation 
of migrant women health care aides in 
Canada found their care giving practice to 
be an aspect of an ethics of care that allows 
for moments of empowerment and 
resistance to an oppressive social context. 
McCabe argues that the Canadian market 
for care has been shaped largely by 
discourses that devalue women's work and 
commodify migrant women caregivers. 

Departing from the theme on refugee 
and immigrant women as workers, this 
issue of Refuge also includes two pro-
vocative papers by Maryanna Schmuki. 
Her first paper opens the issue by inter-
rogating the fundamental concern of how 
refugee women is constructed. In 
particular, she poses the questions: How do 
the know ledges created by the West about 
refugee women affect the process by which 
a woman becomes a refugee? How does 
this knowledge affect the process and 
likelihood that the refugee will shed the 
label "refugee"? How do women refugees 
become "normal" again and how do the 
groups intending to aid refugees mitigate 
this process? Are the voices of women 
refugees incorporated into the knowledge 
production process? In answering these 
questions, Schmuki explores how the 
development and humanitarian assistance 
establishment as a construction site 
produces a distinct discourse on refugee 
women. She contends that the knowledge 
produced creates an image 
of the women refugee that may be intended 
to benefit not only the refugee herself, but 
also the regimes and individuals that make 
up the international system of emergency 
relief and assist 
ance. She suggests that for refugee women 
to be able to shed their refugee skin, a 
delicate balance must be struck between 
the power inherent in the international aid 
community and the liberatory effects of the 
new found category of refugee women. 

This issue of Refuge concludes with 
Schmukis' second paper which explores 
the development of women refugees as a 
category within human rights discourse. In 
her final paper, Schmuki reiterates her 
concern that given the 
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d images help or hinder the 
process merits 7 f women refugees return * gto 
normalq, i.e., does the construction of 
refugee bornen reflect the voices of 

And how would 
able to shed their 

refugee skin? These are significant 
consider/ations that we need to keep 

and renegotiating. In order 
respond to these ques- 

we continue our dia- 
practitioners, 

NGOs, &assroot organizers etc. work- 
ing on idsues concerning refugee and 
immigr+t women in future issues of 
R@ge. i 

Excellenhe jbr Research on Immigration and 
S e t t l e w t ,  York University, Toronto, Canada. 



Shedding Their Refhee Skin: 
Construqtions of Women Refbgees and International Aid Regimes 

This paper explores he development es- 
tablishmmtasan ' 'tutional network, 
a main actor in ucing social con- 
structiolrs of w i rejkgees. Zhzse 
knowledge products are particularly 
rooted in Western @lture. The central 
questions asked het& arewt, how does 
knowldgeptod~within thedeuelup- 
ment estsblishment@t women r@- 
B a s a n d o n d r e ~ , m ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ o m e n  
@gees imqomtt$ into the knowledge 
 production^? 

I 

Cet article examine 4'Aite du dheloppe- 
ment en kmt que- institutiomtelI et 

r@@s. Les questions centrales posbes 
ici sont: d'abord, cdmment la connais- 
sanceproduiteau it de l'dlitedu d h -  
loppement afkcte "t t-elle les fmmes 
r@@, et muitel la mix desjkmmes 
r@g&s est el& nitendue et intdgrde 
duns ce pmxssus production de la 
canna*? 

Refugees, by the of their official 
status under the qtion-state system, 
exposethecraclcsin~structureof that 
system,whichhas*tlyrecognized, 
from an official Wdpoint, that not all 
refugees are the W e .  Refugees are 
women. Refugees are children. Refu- 
gees are men. Refugees are Asian, 
Chechyen, Africaq, Haitian, babies, 
adults, elderly, healfhY, dying, soldiers, 
avilians. The systepn of international 
humanitarian aid, vhose obligation it ' 

I 

M w p ~  SchmrJb' is a msul tant fw Slroc the 
W r e n  US,anintrmptioMtNWrwrkingon 
child-anrtrcd dcrniopinmt. She has recently 
completed a Mastdr's degree at Clark 
University's Program for International 
Developrnnrtand S o d l  Change in Worcester, 
-, USA. 

is to respond to groups who have been 
t m d  into refugees, has rec~gnized 
diffkmxeanddiversity amongfefugees 
in a particular way, which, in h, fits 
intO the global and local politic4 econo- 
mies where humanitarian aid organi- 
zations operate. 

"Refugees" come to the Western 
world in a particular package, shaped 
by the forces explored in this paper. I 
will look particularly at how forces 
within the development and humani- 
tarib assistance establishmdt, from 
the mid 1980s to the mid 1!B@, shape 
what weknow of refugee wombinthe 
w e  

$he packaging of refugee wmeninto 
a palpable, aid-driven icon is a~omplex 
pracess with threads of its Qreation 
reaching from refugee camps across the 
globe and into media coverage, aca- 
demic debates, international decrees 
and declarations, and even peacekeep- 
ing operations. 

Constructions of Rewee Women 
In this paper, the development and hu- 
manitarian assistance estab-kt is 
conlsidered a construction sitt and is 
analyzed as an institutional aetwork 
which produces a distinct discburse as 
it works in concert with other institu- 
tional producers of images of refugee 
women. This paper focuses 04 the de- 
velopment construction site as the main 
source of discourse production. Other 
sit- of discourse production which act 
to reinforce and legitimize the develop- 
ment establishment include the human 
rights construction site, the aeademic 
construction site and the intewtional 
media construction site. The general 
thrust of knowledge these 
~eberninstitutionscreates animane of 
the komandugee that maybein&-ded 
to benefit not only the refugeeherself, 
but also the regimes and indviduals 
that make up the international system of 
emergency relief and assistance. 

By construction site I am referring to the 
physical and conceptual space in 
which institutional networks aarry out 
processes of knowledge production. 
This includes the technologiescsocial, 
political or technical-available at this 
particular historical moment. 

The development site includes ac- 
tivity by large multinational organi- 
zations such as United Nations, 
non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), governmental orgarlizations 
and the forums convened, alliances 
agreed upon, conventions signed, calls 
to action produced, policies written, 
projects conceived of and carried out, 
and also the gritty, sometime$ chaotic 
reality that plays itself out inmany relief 
field projects. The human ri$hts site 
includes aspects of international law 
and international policy coosidered 
outside the bounds of development 
policy, as well as human rights advo- 
cacy groups. 

The scholarly site refers to s~cial sci- 
ence disciplines including saciology, 
psychology, geography, political sci- 
ence, international relations and an- 
thropology which engage in the study of 
refugees. The internationalnevys media 
construction site is themost vwble pro- 
ducer of the archetypal womanr refugee. 
The image projected by theneqs mediaI 
that of the helpless, victimized woman 
wholly dependent on aid for supyival, is 
at least partially consistent with the 
image produced by the other wee con- 
struction sites. 

Even though each of the products of 
the construction sites has threads of 
truth or reality to them, it is my *tention 
to provide evidence demonstrsJting that 
the general trend is for Western institu- 
tions to funnel resources into various 
forms of knowledge productio*, as well 
as policy production, in term6 of self- 
interest-individual or institutional. 
Even the mostrespected produ* of this 
system show some degree of th@e in the 
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West "imagining" or filling in the gaps to 
the identity of the refugee women, and 
basing policy decisions on these images. 
Who constructs these images and how? Are 
they accurate? Can we even detect the 
accuracy? Or is it that our insights, 
conventions, protocols and policy 
statements are so thoroughly embedded 
within our own culturally and socially 
constructed narratives that they are not 
universally salient? 

The process of turning entire 
populations into "refugees" is itself 
profoundly gendered. It is clear that this 
process affects all refugees, men, women 
and children, but it happens in specific 
ways for women. Because a majority of 
refugee situations are caused by war, we 
can easily see gender differences in these 
groups of people. Many men are at war, if 
they have not already been killed in 
combat, while many women and children 
flee to refugee camps or other "safe" 
havens. The statistic that most analysts and 
fund-raisers rely on is that between 70 and 
80 percent of the world's refugees are 
women and children. 

In this analysis, the specific questions I 
am aiming to answer include: How do the 
knowledges that we in the West create 
about refugee women actually, first, affect 
the process by which a woman becomes a 
refugee? And later, how does this 
knowledge affect the process and 
likelihood that the refugee will shed that 
skin? By shedding the label "refugee," a 
displaced person is coming to terms with a 
new life, a new identity, imprinted with the 
scars of flight and asylum. How do women 
refugees become "normal" again and how 
do the groups intending to aid refugees 
mitigate this process? 

By framing this paper in terms of con-
structions of the "refugee woman", which 
occurs in the mid 1980s to the late 1990s 
in all of these sites together, I will look at 
how these constructions shape the process 
by which any individual woman becomes 
a "refugee" in a way that makes the 
subsequent process of becoming normal 
again difficult or improbable for many. 
How do women who have gone through 
the process of becoming refugees to the 
Western imagination rebuild a life in a 
situation where 

they are no longer subjected to the gaze of 
the West as a spectacle or a victim in ways 
that undoubtedly affect their own self-
conceptions in profound ways? Is this even 
possible in the global systems we have 
created that both produce and assist 
refugees? 

It is my hope that, throughinterrogating 
our own constructions of the "refugee 
woman," we will be better able to engage 
in constituting constructive relationships 
where the voice of the refugee herself is 
heard clearly instead of filtered through 
institutions and individuals who are 
producing knowledge about refugees. 

Theories 

In the pursuit of some form of authentic 
representation of women refugees, which 
adequately reflects the voices of women 
refugees, it will become apparent that I am 
searching for theories and methodologies 
that rely on engagement, dialogue, 
recognition of difference and seek to create 
the conditions for the woman's voice to be 
heard and incorporated into the knowledge 
products. Feminist theories and 
methodologies critique dominant canons of 
knowledge production, especially in 
academia, but which can also be applied to 
development institutions, human rights 
advocacy organizations and mass media. I 
will also draw on what has been loosely 
labelled as "post-modern" critiques of 
development theory and practice. 

Both bodies of thought, feministtheo 
rizing and post-modem development 
critiques, question analytical observers' 
claims to objectivity and view the 
knowledge that they produce from these 
observations as necessarily coloured by 
their own ideologies, experiences, his 
tories and world views. These theoretical 
stances also expose the power hierarchies 
inherent in knowledge production and 
attempt to "de-colonize" thought. As 
Donna Haraway (1991, 211) writes, 
"feminist objectivity means quite simply 
situated know ledges." 

Postmodern theory and feminist theory 
have far-reaching implications for 
development theory, which is imbued with 
liberal economics, modernization theory 
as well as other forms of 

what is considered to be modem, structural, 
positivistic, rationalized thought. 

Theories of Difference 

Feminist theory deals with difference in a
way that breaks down universal notions of 
concepts like equality, truth, justice and
categories of analysis like the universal
woman. These theories of difference are
grounded in two specific arguments: 
· that women's lives are best theorized 

rom the perspective of their lives
hich yields multiple realities, and 

f
w· that theorizing from this standpoint
needs to be from the perspective of 

 women's lived experiences. 
These theories of difference do not just
take into account the issue of sex or gender 
difference, they also recognize difference
in terms of race, class, nationality or 
ethnicity and acknowledge that the axes of
difference (e.g. race, class, gender) are
present in shifting ways within a single
women's complex constellation of 
identities. 

What can be extrapolated from theories 
of difference for the purposes of this paper,
is that analyzing identity is relevant to both 
those observing and those being observed,
or in the case of refugee relief, those
receiving aid and those administering aid.
When the identities of the observer (not to
mention interests 
at stake) are constituted differently from
that of the observed, both need to be made
topics of examination in order for the
observer's analysis to be weighed and used 
appropriately. When the identities of the 
women or woman being observed are
themselves disparate, this also needs to be
made explicit. We need to ask, what are the
political implications of knowledge that is 
produced from a standpoint of the 
observer, in this case the regimes in the
West which produce knowledge on women 
refugees? 

Standpoint Theories 

Standpoint theory deals with the question 
of hegemonic discourses and practices by 
stating that since knowledges are situated, 
so too could theorizing be situated. In other
words, those being theorized about or for
should be the 
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startingplareforproducinglcnowledge 
or theorits about that subject. 
Postmodern critiques of development 
characterize development discourse 
and practice as hegemonic, evenneo- 
colonial. 

Standpoint theorists claim that all 
knowledge attempts are socially situ- 
ated aFld that some of these objective 
social lmtions arebetter than others as 
starting points for knowledge projects, 
drallenging some of the most funda- 
mental assumptiars of the positivistic, 
scientific world view and Western 
thought that takes science as amodel of 
~toprodu~~socialknowledge.Mod- 
anization tt\eary--which provides a 
theoretical foundation for contempo- 
r a t y d a S o f  development-is one of 
thcse positivistic models for producing 
social knowledge. Standpoint theory 
sets out a r i w  "logic of discovery" 
intended to maximtte the objectivity of 
tfreresulb,ofreeearch,andtherebypro- 
duce knowledge that can be for 
mnrginrllzed people (and those who 
would know what the marginalized 
people w d  know) rather than forthe 
useonlyofdominant groups in their 
projects of administering and manag- 
ing the lives of marwalized people 
(Harding 1993). Using standpoint 
theory, in the case of women refugees, 
knowledge production would start 
from wmcn*tf\emselves. 

Development Cdtiques 

The nation\ of development coalesced 
into a mtain khd of political practice 
fdlowing World War11 by the US. gov- 
ermtentandtheformationoftheUnited 
Nations ( W v a  1993). Women in De- 
wkrpment~autofthisdeveiopment 
em-thedexades following World War 
b i n  ccmjuncth with 1970s second 
w a w ~ i n ~  United States and 
3ur0pc. h the pastthree decades, femi- 
nieQhavebegunbraiseandlegitimize 
certain issueas in many fields including 
politics, joumabm, academics, devel- 
~tMdlaw.Theopeningupofdis- 
course on "women's issuesf' has 
&doped sim-y and in apar- 
allel faahion in many fields, while cer- 
fdnismmhavecut across several fields 
suchasvidenceagainstw-. These 

foqeshave alsocone togethainofficial 
fonluns, most recently culminating in 
the 1995 United Nations Conference on 
Women in Beijing. These conditions 
h a v e m m e ~ t o ~ a t i a e w h e n  
it is possible for women's issues to ap- 
pear on political agendas worldwide. 
Refugee policy is also one area in which 
reformhasbegun for wamen'sissues, at 
least m the form of interstate conven- 
tions and decrees. 

Fostmodem critiques of develop- 
ment discourse and practice contend 
that development institutions follow 
established lines of power even when 
the discourse from within the institu- 
tiom claims to be liberatory. Arturo 
Esclohar (1995) has analyzed the con- 
cept of participation in development 
and the rise of Women in Development 
in this light. 

Adele Mueller (1986) contends that 
development discourse is a strategy for 
producing an4maintaining first world 
dozninance in a capitalist world order 
through reproducing existing rules of 
relation. In this sense, the rules of rela- 
tion are reproduced through research 
methods, the control of the theoretical 
dirdction for understanding key issues, 
and through thecarrying out of propds, 
andintheformofdeclarationsandpoli- 
cies coming out of the international 
women's movement in the past three 
decades. 

lhesecategories, designed and writ- 
ten into policy by the development con- 
struction site and other institutional 
networks, frame what will be named as 
de\neloprrtentproblems for women and, 
in hrm, decide which projects will be 
funded and how they willbe designed. 
Thei legitimization of women's issues 
through this type of documentation 
helps shed light on specific issues, and 
puts women's issues on political agen- 
das globally, but it may also frame the 
issues in a way that doesnot necessarily 
reflkt the view or voices of the 

The Development Construction 
Site 

Because millions of people are turned 
into refugees each passing year- 
through war, famine, mass expulsion, 

genocide, ecological degradaqon-the 
machinery of feedin& clothing{protect- 
ing and sustaining these pepple re- 
mains intact. The internatiod system 
of humanitarian aid is the benefactor for 
more than48 million people wc)rldwide 
whose status in the nation-stat system 
is "refugee" or "internally d placed 
person." 

f 
Some analysts proclaim that the sys- 

tem created in the p s t  world war 11 era 
for dealing with these i m m w  crises is 
now in crisis itself. They citg lack of 
funding, poor planning, ina equate 
nutrition in food rations, p $ 'ticized 
distribution of aid and decreed secu- 
rity for delivery of aid as eviwces. In- 
ternationally accepted core qritiques 
levelled against the contempo ary sys- 
tem of international relief inc 1 ude the 
potential for severe dependebcy and 
idleness that can be created inl refugee 
camp life. 

Perhaps the most blatant qdicator 
that resources provided by agebaes are 
inadequate and that 
empowerment remain 
high incidence and conditio* of vio- 
lence. Wherever refugees reside, vio- 
lence is a problem for alli but is 
especially salient for women. +istide 
Zolberg (1989) suggests in his *arch 
that refugee flows are an inhe tpart of 
the mechanisms of economic d politi- 
cal globalization and that vi f lence is 
endemic to this process. Wom+experi- 
ence this violence differently ause of 

. their vulnerability to sexual vi "T lence- 
which is often politicized. M+y who 
scrutinize refugees have b e w  to real- 
ize the gendered aspects of re gee life, 
and have paid attention to the "t iolence 
women endure and the vulnerability 
they withstand in their joume s. With 
these realizations have com adjust- 
ments to policy, discourse an knowl- 

Who Is a Refugee? 

d 
edge produced about refugees4 

The international system of e 
aid is built on inaccurate 
portray refugees as waves, fl+s and 
tides of humanity whose ses will 
undoubtedly scramble for q t e d  Pre- 
cious resource-notions 
rate us from them, the 
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unfortunate, defining refugees as the 
distant and unfortunate "other." Official 
definitions rest on UNHCR's 1951 
Convention and 1967 Protocol, but their 
usefulness in the post- Cold War era has 
been called into question. 

It is between the emergency phase and 
the reconstruction phase (or in some cases, 
settlement in a third country) that the 
official, registered refugee loses that label-
or sheds his or her refugee skin. At this 
point in development discourse, the 
refugee moves from "refugee" to "former 
refugee" or" repatriated refugee," as if to 
reiterate that refugee status is the most 
important dimension of the individual. 
The"refugee," as reinforced by aid 
workers, can be used politically by those 
creating the conflict and those 
administering aid. In this sense, the 
refugee becomes a political commodity. 
Hence, becoming a former refugee, or 
shedding the refugee label altogether, will 
depend on all of the regimes in power in 
the country of flight, the country of 
asylum, the aid community and the donor 
community, each of which has its own 
interests at stake and strategies in place. 

Women Are Refugees Too 

It is easy to talk about refugees without 
realizing that 80 percent of all the refugees 
in the world today are women and their 
children. At first look, it seems most 
refugee populations are gendered in a very 
specific way. Women are turned into 
refugees with their children while men are 
turned into soldiers, exiled politicians or 
intellectuals, killed or fighting in wars as 
guerrillas, bandits or hired militiamen. But 
a closer look reveals that a small number 
of women are recruited as soldiers while 
many others are expected and required to 
play peripheral roles in civil conflict such 
as carrying supplies and ammunition. It is 
likely that other women are playing a 
complicit and supportive role from their 
base in a refugee settlement. 

It is only recently, in the last decade, 
that the development regime has recog-
nized, in the form of official policies and 
other proclamations or special appoint-
ments, the gendered make-up of refugee 
groups. These policies for women as 

refugees didn't develop in a historical or 
political vacuum, but were produced by 
people who are inevitably imbued with 
their own personal ideologies, culturally 
embedded narratives, and particular 
epistemology. The gendered 
characteristics of refugee groups didn't 
suddenly appear in the last decade as the 
policies were being developed, but existed 
long before the regimes were aware. 
Refugee women were tumed into a distinct 
issue by academics, policy makers, 
activists and aid workers inside and 
outside of the development regime, with a 
general thrust of discourse and knowledge 
production originating in Europe and 
North America about refugees in 
developing countries. 

Progressive Policy 
The international women's movement, the 
women's human rights movement, and the 
formation of Women in Development 
(WID) programs within the development 
construction site have made women more 
visible in many arenas as political actors. 
All of these influences together have 
buoyed the advocates who initially turned 
the conditions of women refugees into an 
issue within the international aid 
community. 

Aid organizations have long recognized 
the need for refugee protection against 
forcible repatriation, armed attacks, 
banditry or unjustified detention, but it 
was only in the mid 1980s that these 
advocates brought to the attention of the 
international community the gendered 
aspects of protection. The Third World 
Conference on Women in Nairobi in 1985 
created Strategies for Advancement which 
UNHCR was obligated to implement. 
Following the conference, the 
International Working Group on Refugee 
Women was formed in Geneva, whose 
mandate was to encourage NGOs, 
UNHCR and governments to look at the 
specific needs of refugee women. The 
WorkingGroup,as well as other NGOs and 
activists, was instrumental in pushing 
UNHCR to develop its first policy on 
refugee women in 1990. 

The 1994 Cairo Platform for Action, 
and the Platform for Action from the 

1995 Fourth World Conference on Women 
in Beijing recognized refugee women as a 
distinct issue. The Convention for the 
Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDA W), passed by the UN 
General Assembly in 1979, wascentral in 
providing a base for creating policy for 
women across the board. Policy on 
women's human rights has developed 
alongside and reinforced policy for refugee 
women. 

Since the mid 1980s, UNHCR has been 
the leading organization among 
international development and hu-
manitarian organizations in the devel-
opment of the policies on women refugees, 
although it was spurred by NGOs and 
activists to do so. The International 
Working Group on Refugee Women 
lobbied UNHCR to establish the post of 
Senior Coordinator for Refugee Women, 
which was created in 1989. In 1985, 
UNHCR began issuing official statements 
which acted as building blocks, and 
secured a base from which the 1990 
UNHCR Policy on Refugee Women and 
subsequent documents could be built. The 
1990 Policy on Refugee Women aims to 
improve participation of refugee women in 
all programs through mainstreaming. 

The 1991 Guidelines for the Protection 
of Refugee Women elaborate on practical 
ways to implement the recommendations 
in the 1990 Policy. Their purpose is "to 
help the staff of UNHCR and its 
implementing partners to identify the 
specific protection issues, problems and 
risks facing refugee women" (UNHCR 
1991, 11). In 1995, UNHCR came out with 
the document entitled Sexual Violence 
against Refugees: Guidelines on 
Prevention and Response, which elaborates 
on physical protection issues. 

Many of the professionals within the 
development regime agree that the strength 
of the policies will only be tested as they 
move from the paper to "the field." 
UNHCR and some NGOs have begun to 
implement the guidelines in the field, and 
many field workers have been trained in 
gender awareness. In addition to the Senior 
Coordinator for Refugee Women, there is 
now a Regional Coordinator in each of the 
five 
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UN regkms, i.e. Africa, Asia, Europe, 
Middle East, and the Americas. Each 
field office and administrative office 
now has a Focal Point who is responsi- 
ble for mising awareness about issues 
for refugee women and distributing 
policies. 
Even with these constraints, there 

ence of their own lives as they are organ- 
ized by unseen and uncontrollable out- 
side forces" (Mueller quoted in Escobar 
1995, 179). Mueller's description of 
W D  knowledge production echoes 
many of the critiques brought forth in 
this paper which shows how women 
refugees are silenced, organized and 

havebccnmany successful projects ini- m&lledbythevarious regimes exam- 
dated s h e t h e d t m e n t  of UNHCR inad even when intentions of individu- 
to women refugees be&an in the late 
19gOs, induding program to increase 
physicaf==ity, men- 
tal health wmkes, m i c r d t  and in- 
comqgmm~praieds,ll~liltemal and 
reproductive~th, and education and 
-BCY training. 

Aid agacies have also begun to pay 
at\#nticm to the gehdered aspects of dis- 
tributing food in camps. In some cases, 
camps staff are not aware of women as 
single heads of households, and as- 
m e  the food should be distributed to 
themen. 

C d t e e r  
To intermgate the knowledge produc- 
thprocessbtoqur~rywhetherthedis- 
courses produced are liberating for 
refugee warnen or, on the other hand, if 
they subject women to increasing de- 
grpcs ofmtrol over, and appropriation 
of, their livee by development workers 
and administrators, human rights ad- 
vocates, foumallsts and scholars. 

On the side of viewing the creation of 
thecategoay af women refugees leading 
to refugees having lesa control over their 
own lives, arc analysts such as Arturo 
Eecobar (1995,9), who asserts that de- 
velopment discourse in general "has 
created an extrcnely efficient appara- 
tus for produdng bowledge about, and 
the exerdse of power over, the Third 
World." In this same vein, again on the 
category of warnen in WID programs, 
Mueller (19%) points out that research- 
ers and development experts use stand- 
ardized procedures and statistics 
which inevitably have the effect of the 
cras~reofwomen'sexperience.Typical 
descriptions reflect "a way of knowing 
and a way of nat knowing, a way of talk- 
ingabout women and a way of silencing 
wanrenframspeakingabout theexperi- 

als and institutions are working within 
thei development regime to empower 
wqmen refugees. This distortion of the 
humanitarianeffort is a function of how 
tha super structures of the aid system 
can act to transform intentions of advo- 
cacy into the larger workings of power. 

The other side of the debate, which 
views the creation of the category of 
"wmen refugees" as a liberating force, 
may be best illustrated by discourse 
from within the development regime. 
Concepts of empowerment and partici- 
pa~on  that have generally taken root in 
development policy are also in widecir- 
culation when it comes to women refu- 
gees. Training programs for dealing 
widh the gendered aspects of emergency 
relief are now becoming common in the 
international aid community. And, as 
wehave seen, policy is well-developed 
now for the protection of women refu- 
P. 

The debate outlined above locates the 
situation in which the central question 
of this thesis must be asked. That ques- 
tion is: Does the const~~ctionof "refugee 
woman,'' which occurs in the mid 1980s 
to the late 1996s in all of the construction 
sites together, shape the process by 
which any individual woman also be- 
comes a "refugee" in a way that makes 
the subsequent process of becoming 
normal again difficult or improbable? 
The evidence in this study suggests that 
the process of becoming normal again is 
hampered by the previous process of 
becoming a refugee because the con- 
structions of the refugee woman, in 
many cases, act to reinforce and main- 
tain the systems of management, ad- 
mMistration and regulation by the 
regimes, especially the development r e  
gime. This does not mean that there is no 
liberating effect at all of the new dis- 

course on women 

the liberatory effects of the 

the international w 

about masculinity. These 
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Repre6rltnting Rewee Women: I 

I 

Gender and Work in Three Kenyan Camps 
Jennifer Hyndman 

Rcprcsmta)sons ofrcfugee women as 
"poet," "atlruroMc," and "helpless" 
m&- h t t m t h ?  to the 

#!$nrroit#rlstrstcgics they 
smploy. combiyd wWth the reiatively 
@ i m r y p r ~ m t p r e s s i o n s o f r c f u ~  
rumm'u c z p h c a  mailable, r&gee 
rdicfruwk;ns a d  sckolars haw limited 
mdmtdkrg af M r  w l d s  across 
t fn#dspa .Th i sar t i c l ea ims  to 1) 
d~tireplirics#pacrtrrelations,and 
prcrblmrs4rcprcarntfn~*~-; 
2)illus~ksclcctcddaiEyroutineS,con- 
cmrs, and incumoc-caming strakgks of 
S o r n a l i ~ ~ ~ i n K e n q r a ; a n d 3 )  
aguc that t;hc " b l  capacity," or indig- 
ntgusskills,affkisgnnrplcaoenoi been 
fJty t.ecogPiecd, Astute humanitarian 
pkyandpractiakskouldnot~pro- 
rn0te"bsrilding locsl capacity"+ term 
o j h  hemi in rditfcircles today-but it 
s k a u l d ~ , d i z c , a n d s u p p m t  
thc kinds of kd wprrcity identiw in 
t b  csnrps qfIf iI  Ha*, and 
-lcy. 

La 

Ww" et "*urricsU procMe soumt  
d ' i m c o i s i o n e ) u r r r l e n r a l ~  
d d 8 m t d g i C 8 ~ d e ~ u m i C q u e c e s  
~ ~ t m p m t i q u e . A c a u s e d u  
t&s pctitffombnd'impressions etd'ima- 
g & ? ~ t I ' ~ ~ J i m m r e s  rd- 
IrrgiLcedofflwrdieposc,lesmtm;lenants 
db#Wskscnma).ihedequrstions 
I *g& ont comprChnrsionfbtt 

mn$k Ifydnm, fin, is h t .  PrqFesor of 
CaDgmpkSl' At.isoffa State Unirrrnity, West 
Cmpur, Rkamir' Ani;ona, U S A  

TkrauthwtoarldlikstotkmkthcGender Unitat 
U a C r n t n ~ ~ S ~ I  York University, 
~ U r ~ ~ o f t h i s d o f t o n 1 r e s m r c h  
inl99CSS..TkrCldOlC/Imodabofuna#rbythc 
S o c i r l S c i r n a a d ~ C 4 l r r c e i l o f C a n a d a  

- Y h l a r g l C % d a d a a l m p m g w m .  

resdninte de l ' u n i m  de ces&nmes h 
tra$ers le temps et respace. Le but de cet 
atSdckest &: 1) aborderla question dela 
problknatiquepolikique,des rapptsde 
pouooirs ,etdcs@lhnesdemta-  
tims as& aux femmes rdjigit%s; 2)  
i l l w s ~ u n e ~ 6 ~ t i o n d e m t i n e s  quoti- 
diemtes,deptoblknescmrcretsetdestra- 
t @ e s o i s a n t h ~ u n ~ c h e z d e s  
femmes somaliennes r6jigi4es au Kenya; 
et 3l) prbsenter uneargumentation selon 
laquelle les "apacitds locales", ou sa- 
voir-faire indigkte, de ce group n'ont 
pas &dreconnus h leurjustevaleur. Une 
politique et des pratiques humanitaires 
perhperhnentes ne tbraient pas seulement 
fairte la promotion de la "constitution de 
cspacrcspacrtts localest'-SeIon unejbmula- 
tion ayant prhtement wurs dam les 
millicux de l'aide aux rt@gi&-mais 
deuraient iden tifin; mobiliser et donner 
un v i  aux types de capacitds locales 
idehfij%es dans les camp kenyam de Zfb, 
Halpadra, et Dagahaley. 

In thisbrief articleI I argue that represen- 
tatiohs of refugee women and their lives 
in camps must avoid the caricatures of 
"wherable," helpless victims of cir- 
cumstance without losing sight of the 
daily struggles they face and survival 
strategies they employ. The paper ex- 
pos@ what might be thought of as in- 
digenous relief strategies employed by 
refugee women in camps. "Building lo- 
cal capacity" is a common phrase in 
refulgee relief circles, referring to the 
imprtance of enabling local individu- 
als and groups to acquire the necessary 
feso;utces, skills, and knowledge toper- 
form essential functions and deliver 
neCbSary assistance when humanitar- 
ianorganizationsleave. While this is an 
important and laudable approach, it 
risk overlooking the existing "local 
capacity" and on-going strategies for 
s d v a l .  Thisarticle considers the daily 
wmk of Somali refugee women in three 
Kenyancamps.Thewome!naree!ngaged 

women in the three Dadaab 

As a feminist and 

women living in camps consti 

intense culture of r 
tory of working for an 

vation to conduct rese 
from observations of and rese 

and remain concerned that 
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Kenya: Somali refugees in Liboi camp. To cook their food, refugees must collect fire wood. This can result in environmental damage. 
Photo: UNHCR/21OS2/0S.1991/B. Press 

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

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

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

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

In the camps, I found that the everyday 
experiences and struggles of refugee 
women were often invisible, inaudible, 
and secondary to other issues and actors in 
the camps. They were less likely than men 
to speak English; they had less access to 
camp jobs; and fewer opportunities to be 
involved in camp decision-making and 
consultations with relief organizations. 
They 
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the Ink#riews exact the same 
l d n d o f a ~ ) m f a m a m c e s d r o a r  
refysasasd6Wrelkfagendeswhich 
otganize sums to food, medical serv- 
ices, and otherneeds. Coneentbecomes 
almost mePninm in the wholly un- 
equal~pbctweenmterviewer  
axdin-. 

Lantyngc tru\dation poses other 
difficultiesinthecamps.~o8tallof 
my facato-faccinkractim with refu- 
pa q u i d  a tmmbtor. Tramlation 
LacriticalacthtityforUNWCRandall 
d h r  international agenaes' daily o p  
era ti on^.^ Ofkn, discussim and disa- 
gnren\erctstowhachIwasprivyoceutl.ed 
sdtiy around the issue of whose trans- 
lator, "ours" or "theirs," would mter- 
pmt. On me occasion, an incensed 
UNHCR Socal staff discovered that a 
rap incident had been translated tothe 
police as "~poulsal assault." As Norma 
Alarc6n (19%) notes: 

The act of trpnslating, which often 
introd- different concepts and 
pemp&w, dkpleces and may even 
do viabce  to local knowledge 
throw hngmge. In the process, 
theae may bc aesessed as false or 
inauthentic? 

Refugees' dieplacement is both a 
corporeal and cultural condition. In an 
effort to avoid the further cultural dis- 
placement vis-a-vis the research proc- 
cssr, I "tested" my proposed questions 
before tmnmmhg the intmviews by 
having the tman.sletor-a Somali 
woanan kon the area who moved be- 
tween cultures daily-review and as- 
sess whetha they were conceptually 
md cul- "trmlatable."1° "Lan- 
guage is not a neutral medium that 
paeses fredy and easily into the private 
p g w t y  ofthe-s intenti0nS;it is 
p o p u l a t e d - o ~ ~ p o p ~ k d  with the 
intentions of others. Expropriating, 
forcing it to submit to one's own inten- 
tions and accents, is a difficult and corn- 
p k t e d  pracea~."~~ Neither translation 
nor the diffeftncles in cultural and pro- 
W d  psiths of the people in- 
volved were neutral, nor were the 
Imguages-played. 

Throolgh atramlator, I ask& women 
who were nmdamly selected frcnn all 
~campsexactlywhattheyhadd~ 

the previous day and for what duration. 
I also asked about the tcobomy of the 
household,theadequacy fclodratirms 
disitributedby CARE, end % means by 
which the family covered'any deficits. 
In what ways are p a w  of mobility 
colflstituted through gg$er relations 
defined by social organ&@tlon, access 
t o ~ , a n d p o l i t i C a l ~ ? W h i l e  
tha brief geographical stdries offered 
heOeareimperfed"~ofrefu&ee 
wdmen's work, my inten# is to docu- 
Ineinttime-spaceconstrain~and stra* 

which wonenemp10pnder these 
cmditim.* The stere 

he#Aess is smashed by m y  of these 
sto*. 3 

*eseledionof respms@presented 
hew serves to illustrate k w  space is 
negotiated during a given &ay and some 
of the activities and incakme-earning 
strategies women employ$ld. I avoided 
asking questions that the United Na- 
tiom High t om missioner $or ~efugees 
(UIVHCR) and the non-g8vemmental 
orpizations (NGOs) o m  posed, 
suah as household size arfd composi- 
tion, so that I might &tin$& my rr- 
search from the monito g roles of 
administering agencies. W one cost 
of his approach is the absnence of bio- 
graphical detail with respect to refugee 
families, the purpose of my study was 
not to develop a descriptJon of their 
households but tounderstpX\d the influ- 
ence of the humanitarian tgencies on 
theirlives.Myquestio118~onthe 
ways that UNHCRand N C b  affected 
the routines of refugee wapnen, interns 
of camp layout, organizaticon, and sup- 
plies provided to thern.Allolttherefugee 
wormeninterviewedwematlRamewhen 
approached by the ixtterpr&er and my- 
self, 

The texts presented are based on the 
verbatimtranslationsof thebterpreter, 
and as such, are presented ifn the third 
person. This strategy of hpresenta- 
tioq--one which inserts bdth the inter- 
preter and my own c u l W  distance 
froq the interview@ a &liberate&- 
fort to render visible, transparent, and 
problematic the process of translation 
and the power relations interviews m- 
v&e. 

woman with bab 

I 

Intmiew #2 I 
1 

cause it has to be ground 
hand. In the c 

bility and, as these 

has also become a 

Both staples do, of course 
ing with water and wood 
collected by women. 

I 

Intmiew #3 I I 
(Dagahaley Camp, Sedion FO, qung 
Somali woman withbaby.) She t +&- 



 

other men. They talk politics and 
what have you in the shade under 
the tree or they go to the local cafe 
to rest for a coffee and to play some 
games (chess, cards, and local 
games). Some men have jobs with 
CARE and other NGOs.14

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

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

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

Interview #6 

(Dagahaley Camp, Section D4, young 
woman with baby.) She rises at six. She 
has a maid who cooks in the kitchen. 
Yesterday, someone-the husband of a 
pregnant womancame to her house and 
asked her to come to Section CS where 
the pregnantwomanlived. (She has a job 
with the French medical NGO as a tradi-
tional birth attendant, or TBA). She 
stayed there until nine, after which she 
went for help. A vehicle was called to 
take the woman to the hospital where she 
gave birth. The traditional birth attendant 
stayed with the new mother until eleven 
when she returned to the house. She 
rested, had lunch, and atthree, began to 
build a new tllklll (hut) which took about 
an hour. She built another one today, the 
one in which we're sitting. They are for 
the coming hot season and for 
Ramadhan. At four, she returned to 
work, stayed until six, and then came 
home. She bathed herself and her kids 
while the maid cooked. The family ate 
supper and stayed around the house. At 
eight, they slept. 

Men's absence from the homes at
which the interviews took place was 
evident. Their daily activities were, as this
transcript suggests, more difficult to trace.
The following interviews illustrate the 
geographies of refugee women who did
not appear to have much active male
support in their households. 
 Interview #4 

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

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

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

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

It's not the same for all groups of 
men. The Somali men are different 
from the Sudanese, and so on. As far 
as the Dadaab camps go, a lot of 
men are just wandering around 
meeting 

Interview #5 While refugee women with jobs are 
few, their earned income affords them 
"extras," such as the services of a "maid" 
in this example. According to the 
interpreter with whom I conducted the 
interview, domestic help is common 
among more affluent families in Somali 
society. Usually, it is young unmarried 
women who work and live with a family in 
exchange for room and board and a small 
stipend. 
 Interview #7 

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

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

While anecdotal, interviews such as 
this one pointed to informal support 
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localbreadwhichshesdle.Rahuning 
a t ~ ~ m r d e l u n c h a n d f i n i a h e d  
eating. Tiien eh went back for water, 
which took from two to six in the 
evening, but she came back empty- 
handed. (I arkad why the waterpmb- 
lem?ShnllaM*populationisdaree 
t h e ,  and the water preaure very 
low). She made supper for the family, 
arranged the beds for the children, 
and aftenvudo slept. 
The co~iderable time and effort re- 

quired to d b c t  water and firewood is 
exacerbat& by population concentra- 
tion in the desertbased camps. Decen- 
tralized water taps are located within 
the camp perimeter at a distance not 
usually more than500meters from any 
given refugee tukrrl (hut). Nonetheless, 
lines can be long and pressure poor at 
some distribution pohts:Firewood is 
often sold in the local refugee camp 
markets,butmustothemvkbecolleded 
well beyond the boundaries of the 
camps. Refugee women cover up to fif- 
teen kilometres on a single journey to 
gather firewood.I5 

Just as industrial geography and so- 
ciologyoncespke of "cathedrals in the 
desest,"rekrrirtgtoculturally,ecanomi- 
cally, and geographically inappropri- 
ate projects established in the name of 
"development," refugee camps are 
desert cities similarly unsuited to highly 
concentrated human populations. 
While a sizable aquifer runs below the 
desert floor in the Dadaab area where 
the camps are situated, providing am- 
ple supplieo of water and wood for 
110,000 visiting refugees is an obvious 
en-w chalhge. What is less 
obviousistheshift indemand for these 
commoditiesbased on the kinds ofex- 
ternal food aid imported. Both the So- 
mali Kenyans and many of the Somali 
rcfuseea living in the Dadaab area have 
atugelynomadkbackpundbawdon 
economies of livestock-camels and 
cattle, in partiah.  Meat and milk from 
 the^ sourcescomprise the staple foods 
of the population, the latter of which 
qUirea,hcither wood nor water tupre- 
pare. The arrival and preparation of 
large amounts of wheat, rice, corn-soy 
blend, dried kidney beans, and other 
non-perishable food aid from other 
pversupplied regions of the world to 

camps in Kenya pose serious environ- 
mental questions. Becauseeach of these 
commodities requires cohsiderable 
amounts of water and wood to prepare, 
the paucity of these resources is exacer- 
bated and the daily collection of them 
k a m e s  increasingly difficult for refu- 
gee women.16 

(Hagadera Camp, Sectian E2, a 
Wtu-Somalian woman with a new- 
born baby; the woman is gtanding 
pcaunding sorghum as we arrive.) 
She wakesup at seven. Fromaeven to 
eight, she prepares breakfadt and the 
family eats it. Betweeneight and nine, 
she goes for water; from nine to 
twelve she preparea sorghum, crush- 
ink it, making it into powder. Be- 
tween twelve and two, she cook and 
eats lunch. From two to three, she 
went [sic] back for water; hmn four 
o'clock is supper preparation and 
bathing of children until five. By six, 
supper is ready and she makes sure 
t h ~  little ones are fed becam they go 
to~sleep earlier. Up until seven-thirty, 
t h ~  elder people have supper. From 
seven-thirty until eight, she chats 
with the children and her people (I 
didn't clarify the possewive bdjective 
here but assume it meals other 
Bantu-Somalians with whom she 
shares a fenced compound).She goes 
to sleep between eight and nine. 

To earn extra money, she begins 
some days by fetching and selling 
jemy cans of water to other house- 
hslds. She usually s& six cans (20 
litres each) at 3 shillings each in a 
morning. This gives her enough 
money (U.S. $0.33) to buy someone 
elbe's bulk firewood offa d&ey cart 
wgch she then sells in smaller bun- 
dles in the market. 

This elaborate income-generating 
arrmgement suggests spatial con- 
straipts and possibly security consid- 
eratirons. Rather than stray far from the 
camp to collect her own firewood before 
sunrise and with children in tow, this 
woman hauls water cl-r to home to 
earn the seed money required to buy 
bulk firewood from s o m v  else. The 
tiny mounts of money accrued in each 
exchange are part of an informal 
ecmmy which is constituted through 
the spatially circumscribed and artifi- 

work is convoluted by 

of a vital informal economy. 

den of work that wome 
reinscribes their routines. 

geographies of refugee wor 
sigruficant amount of time is 

foodstuffs generate a high d 

population. The nomadi 
many Somalis, including 
on meat and milk which 
wood and water, are no 

of refugee women tell us? 

in place are, in some ca 

place within the camp 
commodities available 

I 



 the "politics of mobility" also serves as 
corrective to any assumption of absolute 
space or equality of movement among 
people. See D. Massey "Power-Geometry 
and a Progressive Sense of Place," in Map-
ping the Futures: Local Cultures, Global 
Change, edited by J. Bird, B. Curtis, T. 
Putnam, G. Robertson, and L. Tickner, 
(New York: Routledge, 1993),59-69. 

13. To calculate the amount of credit made 
available on a rotating basis, one might 
make the following assumptions: each of 
the five women has a family size of five. 
Each person is allotted 0.5 kg of grain per 
day, so that a 15 day distribution would 
include 7.5 kg per person and 37.5 kg per 
family. If each woman contributed one fifth 
of her total grain allocation (7.5 kg), the 
collective amount would equal 37 .5 kg. 
The price wheat flour, the most common 
grain staple, ranged from 3 to 5 Kenyan 
shillings (KSh) per kilo. This represents a 
total credit each time of between 112.5 KSh 
and 187.5 KSh, the equivalent of U.S. 
$2.00-3.40. 

14. E-mail transcript from UNHCRin Nairobi, 
 June 7, 1996. 
15. UNHCR, The State of the World's 
Refugees: In 
 Search of Solutions (Oxford and New York:
 Oxford University Press, 1995). 
16. In Malawi, the wood consumed by refugees 

was considerable: some 20,000 hectares of 
forest per year. In Nepal, Bhutanese 
refugees used 400 kilos per capita of 
fuelwood per year. UNHCR provided 
kerosene stoves and fuel in this case; see 
UNHCR, 1995, op. cit. While relatively 
expensive fuel alternatives have been em-
ployed, major changes in the refugee food 
basket-as a major source of the problem-
havenot been entertained. UNHCR has a 
number of nutritionists on staff to ensure 
that foodstuffs provide sufficient 
nourishment, but the agency relies on the 
UN Wodd Food Program (WFP) to collect 
donations for the camps. 0

appropriate, culturally or environmentally 
speaking. The testimony of these refugee
women suggests an on-going concern and 
awareness with the material conditions 
ofliving in the camps, as much as the
political nature of their displacement. .. 
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Women in London: The Expriences of Somali Women 
Rosemary Sales and Jearuhe Gregory 

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

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

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

lis live in Waltham 
in the less 

permanent accommodation. 

Remain (ELR)"' status, 

problem they face in ex 
tainty makes it difficult 

This paper is based on a 

women also spoke partly in 



 

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

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

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

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

The Findings 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

insist that he tookhis share t 

among Somali women in 

said that many young girls 
from their first husbands bec 

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

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

women of varying ages and 

sewn up tightly after 

They claimed it had to be 

just to control us." 



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

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

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

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

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

Employment 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Relations with Children

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Notes

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

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

3. Qatisalegaldrugwhichischewed,mainly by 
men in groups. Its damaging effects have 
led to calls from the community to ban its 
importation. 
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Migration and the Transformation of Work Processes: 
Voices of Chinese Immigrant Women in Canada 

Guida Man

Abstract 1994) assimilation model; dualeconomy 
/labourmarkettheory;ethnic enclave theory; 
and middleman minority hypothesis; 
These theories were formulated primarily 
for the analysis of male labour market 
experience. They eclipsed the importance 
of women's participation in the productive 
and reproductive processes, as paid 
workers in the labour force, and as unpaid 
workers in the household. 

Since the 1980s, we have seen the 
emergence of studies on immigrant 
women in Canada (e.g.,Ng and Ramirez 
1981; Adilman 1984; Boyd 1990; Giles 
and Preston 1996, 1997), and on Chinese 
immigrant women in particular (e.g., Nipp 
1983;CCNC 1992; Man 1996, 1997). 
These studies have discovered Chinese 
women in Canada to be productive 
workers, who were actively involved in 
political and community organizing. 

This study investigates the experience 
of Chinese immigrant women from Hong 
Kong. It adopts a feminist conceptual 
framework and methodology which places 
women as "subjects" (Smith 1987) of the 
study, and which allows individual 
Chinese immigrant women as subjects to 
voice their situations from their own 
locations. This methodology has enabled 
me to explicate how the Chinese 
immigrant women's experiences are 
articulated to the larger social, economic 
and political relations, and how their 
stories are as much their subjective 
experiences as they are shaped by 
objective structures in the form of the 
social organization of society. 

The data for this stud y has been gen-
erated through in depth interviews with 
thirty Chinese immigrant women from 
Hong Kong. Snowball sampling method 
was used to locate the interviewees. Each 
interview lasted between one and half hour 
and three hours. An interview schedule 
was used as a guide 

line. All questions were open-ended. 
Interviewees were encouraged to talk 
freely about their experiences in Canada 
and in Hong Kong. I have artificially 
delineated the work organization into two 
spheres: household work and paid work. In 
actuality, these two spheres are very much 
interrelated. They are delineated here for 
investigative purposes. Similarly, the lives 
of women who participate in these two 
spheres of work cannot be neatly separated 
into categories. Human experiences and 
interactions with others occur in 
dialectical, rather than in linear relations. 
Events and feelings diverge and converge. 
Inevitably, the women's experiences in 
these two areas overlap and filter into one 
another. 

Using feminist conceptual framework 
and methodology, this study examines 
the experience of thirty Chinese immi-
grant women in Canada. It 
demonstrates how their subjective 
experiences are articulated to the 
larger social, economic, and political 
relations in the form of institutional 
and organizational processes. In 
particular, it investigates how the dif 
ferences in the social organization of 
paid work and household work in 
Canada visa-vis their home country 
have tremendous impact on them, 
transforming their everyday lives. 

Precis 

Utilisant la methodologie et Ie cadre 
conceptuel feministes, cette etude 
examine l' experience de vie au 
Canada de trente immigrantes 
d'origine chinoise. On montre en quoi 
l' experience subjective de ces 
immigrantes s' articule a un ensemble 
plus large de relations sociales, 
economiques, et politiques se 
manifestant sous la forme de processus 
institutionnels et organisationnels. 
Specifiquement, on etudie comment les 
differences dans l' organisation sociale 
du travail salarie et du travail 
domestique au Canada, par rapport au 
pays d' origine de ces immigrantes, ont 
un impact majeurs sur elles en 
transformant radicalement la nature de 
leur vie quotidienne. 

Many social science studies on Asian 
migrants focus on investigating the so-
cioeconomic adaptation of these immi-
grants. They generally derive their 
theoretical perspectives from four major 
models: (Yamanaka and McClelland 

Paid Work 

The point system of the Canadian immi-
gration policy, with its discriminatory 
measures in terms of race, gender, and 
class determine what kind of immigrants 
are allowed into Canada.l Within the
Chinese immigrant household, the hus}-
"'T\d typically entered Canada as the 
prir..:ipal applicant under the "independent 
class"2 category, while the wife and 
children typically entered as dependents. 
Having been classified as "dependents" by 
the immigration policy, the Chinese 
immigrant wives were not supposedly 
destined for the labour market. When these 
women did seek employment, 
institutionalized practices in the form of 
the requirement of "Canadian experience" 
rendered their previous work experience in 
Hong Kong irrelevant. Consequently, some 
women found themselves dependent on 
their husbands economically for the first 
time in their lives. The immigrant men 
who were professionals were often subject 
to the same institutionalized discrimination 
when they looked for employment. 

Guida Man, Ph.D., teaches at Ryerson Polytechnic
University, Toronto, and is a visiting research associate
at the University of Toronto/York University Joint Centre
for Asia Pacific Studies, 
York University, and an affiliate of the Centre of 
Excellence for Research on Immigration and Settlement, 
York University, Toronto, Canada. 
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For many Chinese immigrant 
women, the-t for "Canadian 
experience" on the part of employers 
posed a barrier for them to obtain em- 
ployment. In an earlier study on immi- 
grant women, "throe-quarters of the 
unemployed women in the sample 
fcrund it diffhdt to find a job in accord- 
w c e t o ~ ~ b e c a u s e o f t h e s c ~  
&"--." Many 
p b - w x h s r r a ~ ~ t & n e d  that theernploy- 
em rarely p v e  thrm achance 60 discuss 
non-Western experience" (Murthy 
1979). This in effect creates a pool of 
w o r h  who are forced to accept poor 
was=& caRditiars atjobsweblbelow 
their qualifications so that they may 
raquireathstav~t Canadianmhence. 
CUo23awoan*ninmystudy,becarne 

soexasperated with her job search that 
h gave up the i&a of entering the la- 
bur force altogsthet.. She lamented, 
"It's a catch-22, I cmwt get a job be- 
c a w  I don't have Canadian experi- 
ence, and yet I iqfon't see how I can 
possibly get Canadianexperlonce with- 
out being hired in the first place!" 

Therequirctnentoff"expe- 
rience" is a diecsfminotory measure 
whichprevents~tsfroma\ter-  
iq certain occup~tions. The rationale 
behind it is that Canadian jobs are 
unbp,andthatimmigr~tsareuneble 
to&thcm~tlyeveniftheyhave 
hrd sWhr)obs irl their home cowtry. 
Hence, "W of Curadian experience" 
io W as an excwe for employers to 
refuse hirirc$ new immigrants. But in 
frt,  the chinem immigrant women I 
intedewed contended that the actual 
work they did in Canada was similar to 
their work in Hong Kang. As Evelyn 
confirmed, "To a large extent, the job 
was similar to th$, one I had in Hang 
Kang. But of c o u m  my experience in 
HangKangwascpitediffemnt, and the 
syabeonhereisdifficftntalso." 

'Ihelcckofan~tationsystemto 
crrfgsntethenewc~mare'q~tians 
rlsomadeitdiffidtfor themtoobtain 
employment commmwate with their 
~ t i o P u .  OM woman, Bi-ling, 
who was a &tool tsacher in Hong Kcmg 
~becamcwcdnp~whenshecame 
taCanada, lamented to me: 

Ir(s very depressing. I've bwm teach- 
ing in Hong Kong for fifWm years, 
afid I have always been a good 
tcacher, well-respected by my stu- 
dents. All of a sudden, I am told that 
I cannot teach in Canedr because my 
teaching degree ia not recognized 
here. 

Another former teacher, Mary, con- 
cur@, " ~ t m ~ a ~ e  [52], I amwl&t to 
invest somuchmoney and w r g y  tobe 
retrained and recertified, and then still 
belmsureof whether IwiUgeta teaching 
jobqrnot ..." 

*erally, the Chinese immigrant 
women who were looking for employ- - exhausted all avenues, and took 
whatever work they could find in order 
to ggin "Canadian experience" and to 
be~intothelabourmarket.Mrs.  
Li4 +ry is typical of what I heard from 
most women: 

Of -1 had difficulty initially find- 
i"g employment, that's why I had to 
Bettle for a part-time job. Moreover, 
the e m m y  was really bad at that 
tiqw. Later on, I learned how to find 
jobs and where to find a job, etc. I 
trikd many different ways such as 
looking in the newspapers, visiting 
employment agencies, and trying to 
make contacts through friends. My 
part-time job was found through 
nekvspaper ads, and I got the present 
job with the help of a friend. I have 
applied for many jobs. A lot, too 
m y .  And I have had quite a few 
hbrviews. But I guess I didn't get 
those jobs because there was too 
much competition. 

Those Chinese immigrant women 
who experienced underemployment 
fount$ it difficult at first. But many had 
end@ with patience and tenacity, for 
they Were hoping to obtainbetter posi- 
tionsfnthefuture. Here,&. Zi toldme 
her experiences: 

It was diffhdt for me at first because 
I had been working as a bank super- 
vislpr in Hong Kong, and all of a sud- 
dea, I was only a teller here. I had to 
l e w  to be supervised by other peo- 
ple and to learn to take their orders 
rather than viceversa. I stayed in that 
job for over two years. It is a lot better 
now with this position because I am 
IUX& worldng more independently. 

The experiences of the womenin this 
study are similar to those in a F e y  
conducted in 1989, which fobused 
specifically on Chinese immjgrant 
women's needs in Richmond1 B.C. 

degree of frustration and loss 
esteem. They were frustrated 
employment, low salaries, 
opportunities for 

ognized in Canada. 
An earlier study on immerant 

women found that immigrant 
from Asia, together with those 
United Kingdom, the 
western Europe, and 
tend tohave higher 
tional 

grants from other regions, such as z/outh- 
em Europe (Estable 1 
the double negative of " 
female" is less of a facto 
tional achievement of those 

groups which in the past have 
belled as undesirable 
Asians, the Eastern 
groups at the turn of 
1990). 

Household Work 1 



 
scured from the perspective of men (Ng 
1993). 

Contrary to common stereotypical 
representation of "Chinese families" as 
large extended structures,S the prevalent 
form of Chinese families in Hong Kong 
resembles the nuclear family structure, 
namely, a small family unit consisting of 
husband, wife, and children. At the same 
time, in some Chinese families, (whether 
in Hong Kong, Canada, or elsewhere ), as 
in other Canadian families, vestiges of 
aneo-extended family form still exist. In 
such cases, typically three generations 
(Le., paternalgrandparent(s), parents, and 
grandchildren) reside in the same 
residence. The latter arrangement is as 
much a response to the Confucian ideal 
stressing filial piety, as a pragmatic 
arrangement in response to the high cost of 
housing, and the shortage of provision by 
the state of subsidized homes for the aged. 
But categorizing families in terms of 
nuclear or extended is problematic (Eichler 
1988; Fox and Luxton 1993), Chinese 
households appear in diverse forms and 
structures. 

Regardless of which family structure 
the Chinese family adopts when they were 
in Hong Kong, the small geographical area 
of the colony enables relatives to live in 
close proximity to each other, thereby 
facilitating the development of a close-knit 
support network. One woman in my study, 
Suzanna, described her situation in Hong 
Kong as follows: 

When we were in Hong Kong, my 
mother-in-law used to live with us. 
She did the cooking and the 
cleaning. She also picked up my 
oldest son after school so I didn't 
have to rush home right after work. 
My mother, on the other hand, lives 
close to my youngest son's school, 
so she used to pick him up after 
school and looked after him until I 
went to her place to pick him up 
after work. That's why my oldest 
son is very close to his maj-maj 
[paternal grandmother], and my 
youngest one is attached to his paw 
paw [maternal grandmother]! You see, I 
had a lot of support in Hong Kong. 

Her situation in Canada was quite 
different. Following her husband's de 

cision to emigrate to Canada, she came 
with her husband and two sons, leaving 
her aging mother and mother-in-law in 
Hong Kong. Without the help of family 
members, she now had to do all the 
housework and childcare herself. The loss 
of support system in the new country 
thrust the Chinese immigrant women into 
the reality of having to confront the same 
child care problems as other Canadian 
women (i.e., the lack of affordable and 
quality childcare centres to accommodate 
working parents). 

Despite the effort of femocrats, activ-
ists, and community advocacy groups, 
who put childcare in the forefront of the 
social agenda and pushed the Canadian 
government to acknowledge child care as 
a public issue, little funding has been 
allocated in this area, particularly at this 
time of fiscal constraint. Rather than 
accepting childcare as a public issue, the 
rhetoric of the state is to reinforce "family 
values," and to push childcare 
responsibility onto family members (read 
women). To date in Canada, childcare 
remains privatized, Le., it continues to be 
women's work in the private home, and 
this work is not valued. Government-
subsidized daycare centres remain scarce, 
and privately run services are usually 
expensive and not well managed (Eichler 
1997). Amy, a social worker, voiced her 
criticism of the inadequacy of daycare in 
Canada, "I have a S-year-old and a 2-year-
old. I'm finding that daycare is a serious 
problem. Daycare is not flexible enough to 
accommodate working parents." 

Another woman, Carol, told me about 
her difficulties in Canada: 

I am resigned to staying home to 
look after my daughters. I know this 
isn't what I set out to do. I had 
career ambitions, but I don't think 
there's any opportunity for me now. 
My teaching certificate is not 
recognized here. And anyway, with 
three daughters, and no household 
help, what can I do? 

work, paid work and childcare often felt 
exhausted at the end of the day. 

Although the gendered division of 
household labour is in some ways similar 
in patriarchal societies such as Hong Kong 
and Canada, the difference in the social 
organization of these societies transformed 
the situation of Chinese immigrant women, 
making their dayto-day living vastly 
different in Canada from that in Hong 
Kong. For the immigrant men, the home is 
where the tensions generated by their paid 
work are released, and where they find 
refuge from the racist environment. The 
wife is expected to not only provide 
physical comforts and a calm and tension-
free home, she also has to give emotional 
support to her husband and to heal him of 
the injuries inflicted on him by his 
occupation. For the Chinese immigrant 
women in my study, the immigration 
process resulted in their loss of a support 
system in the household, and thus 
intensified their workload. Their husbands, 
however, did not feel responsible for doing 
household work. 

The expectation that a wife will support 
her husband and children is very much 
structurally sustained and culturally 
reinforced. Failure to perform this function 
is frowned upon by others. Since many of 
the husbands had never done housework 
before, they therefore did not offer to help 
their wives after they immigrated to 
Canada, nor did these women seek their 
help. As one woman, May, explained to 
me, "I feel that if I can manage it myself, I 
won't ask. Furthermore, if my husband 
really wants to do it, he can offer to help. 
Buthe hasn't!" 

Without any help from her husband or 
children, May had a very hectic sched ule. 
Here, she described her typical day to me: 

My day-to-day schedule changes 
depending on whether I work as a 
temp or I work at my husband's 
store. When I'm working as a temp, I 
usually get up at seven, prepare 
breakfast for my kids and my 
husband, then take the TTC to go to 
work ... When I'm working at my 
husband's store, I usually make a 
separate breakfast for my husband 
because he gets up later than the 
kids, and he 

Within a household, the extra burden of 
domestic labour was almost always 
assumed by the woman as her sole re-
sponsibility. Women who tried to cope 
with their triple workload of house 
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Hkeshhrbrddastfreshlymade ... 1 
ddtumdlygethomeuntilsixthirty 
or8even,rrrlu,diinner,demup,md 
ifIDmludrJrDIgottow.tchaMtof 
te3evieia1bdoregoingtobed. But 
usually, I nead to do tht ironing, 
wMhing,Pndmendingetc.IrePlly 
don't have time to do much elae. My 
huoband and kids though, they 
watch a lot of tukvbion ... 
But the husbands' inability to do 

hausehold work wuasnot the sole reason 
why they did n& help the wives out. 
CuZtural ideology and stntctural sup- 
pxtreinforocsths~Ilefthathueband's 
job should be lccoorded priority in the 
family. Evm b\gy&h the wife may have 
apaidjob'herwarkiss~tedto 
her respanoiMitlee for her family. So- 
drl and cuthual czxpectations did not 
allow Marh ,  ane of the women in my 
study, to seek h d o l d  help fmm her 
husband. Her "pmblens" arose partly 
b e c a u s e o f t h e c ~ t 0 4 t h e s d d a l  
prescription of what a wi& (and in this 
case, a Chime wife) should be--one 
who either s u m  &hen, to do the 
housework, or does the hourework her- 
e&. Her "rolepellraption" was shaped 
byexternalsocial .It is conceiv- 
able that she t2ai?-@ have attempted to 
ask her h d m d  and childtPn to help 
out ,a lbe i twi thmulch~.  But the 
xidally constntcted image of an ideal 
wife and mather h so powerful, and so 
mu& perpet)lakKi by the media that 
women, segardlces of ethnicity and 
class, ah unabk to deconstruct that 
image; 1$M are tEtey able to extricate 
thm\sekrres from fhe guilt of not being a 
"loving mstfrrP or a "virtuous wife." 
Thiside~losy~ which induces wamen to 
shoulder the soleburden of housework 
and childcaret is fundamental for the 
wtnrivalandpapatuatioaofpatriarchy. 

Stnrcturalf0rctmalsohefptosustai.n 
the wife's subordinrw podtion in the 
family1 Althotqh the majority of the 
Qlinose immigrant wamen partici- 
pated in the labour- when they were 
inHong~manybecameunderem- 
p l o w  orunemployed after*ation. 
The women's lack of power and sta- 
tush thekbourmulcethassi%nificant 
implications on their position in the 
family. Formanywcnnen'management 

and control of their family is the only 
real power they have. To relinquish 
th&control of thehousehold issynony- 
mous with relinlquiahing p e r .  It is no 
wonder that despite the fact that these 
wmen areburnt out from shouldering 
adouble and tripleburden dwork, they 
are #eluctant to give up their primary 
role in the family. 

In this study, I have investigated the 
experience of Chinese immigrant 
wonhen in Canada. Ihave demonstrated 
how' institutional and organizational 
prgesses inherent in Canadian society 
have tremendous impact on individual 
Qlkieseimmignmtwoman, transfom- 
ing her everyday life. Consequently,af- 
ter *pation, due to the differences in 
the siocial organization of Canadian so- 
ciety vis-B-vis their home country' the 
worlkpmcawsof thechineseimmigrant 
w h  in the paid work sphere as well 
as in the home has been transformed. 

The point system in the immigration 
poliay for the selection of sWled immi- 
grants privileges malesriented skills, 
while failing to value and therefore treat 
equitably women's work. Moreover, 
wmen's interrupted workforce partici- 
paticbn due to child bearing and other 
famiily responsibilities is not recog- 
W, and therefore not accounted for. 
The ~tructural gender inequality which 
immipnts carry with them to the new 
courttry is exacerbated through the im- 
migmtion process, and intensified in 
immigrant women's everyday lives in 
Canada, i.e., in their subordinate posi- 
tiom in the family, their ghettoization 
into low paying positions, and their 
und~plo~tanduneap loyment  
Even though access to job training and 
emp-ent counselling is crucial for 
all irslmigrant women who have diffi- 
culty in having their credmtials and 
worh experience recognized by Cana- 
dian employens (Boyd 1991), there are 
no programs designed explicitly to im- 
prove theemployment opportunitiesof 
immigrant women. Programs often 
have restrictive eligibility criteria that 
redute their usefulness to immigrant 
wormen. Employment counselling to 
helpimmigmnt women identify job op- 

portunities and compete succ~sfully 
for Canadian jobs is also ina%uate. 
The lack of a standardized acdedita- 
tionsystem that offers a 
bration of immigrants' 
resulted in the 

the Chinese &migrant worn4  thus 
leaving them with no time for oder ac- 
tivities. Present and future gove 
initiatives are urged to 
problems which 
women. I 

Notes ~ 
1. For a critical analysis of the adian 

immigration policy and its impact n Chi- 
nese "TheEffedof hmipnt CanadianImmigrati women, see G$z Poli- 

cies on the Entrance of Chinese 
Women (1858 to 1986); in The Pr edings 
ofAsia-P+Conf;?rmceon Canadian Studies 
(Tokyo: Meiji University, 1998). 1 

2. ~mrnigrantscanenter Canadaeitw under 
family class, Convention refugees c/r inde- 
pendent class. 1 

3. 

tional purposes while still re 
Chinese names for legal p 

4. Some women I interviewed liked to be 
addressed more formally, as in 
Others were more casual, and pref 
be called by their first names. i 

5. 

of the twentieth century). 
due to economic reasons 
customs of the time. 



 

 

References 

Adilman, Tamara. 1984. "Chinese Women and
Work in British Columbia." B.A. thesis, 
University of Victoria, Victoria, Canada. 

Boyd, Monica. 1990. "Immigrant Women: 
Language, Socioeconomic Inequalities and
Policy Issues." In Ethnic Demography: 
Canadian Immigrant Racial and Cultural
Variations, edited by S. Halli, F. Trovata 
and L. Driedger. Ottawa: Carlton Univer-
sity Press. 

Boyd, Monica. 1991. "Visible Minority and
Immigrant Earnings Inequality: Reassessing 
an Employment Equity Premise." De-
partmental Working Paper 91-96, 
Department of Sociology and Anthropol-
ogy, Carleton University, Ottawa. 

Chinese Canadian National Council (CCNC),
The Women's Book Committee. 1992. Jin 
Guo: Voices of Chinese Canadian Women.
Toronto: Women's Press. 

Eichler, Margrit. 1988. Families in Canada To-
day: Recent Changes and Their Policy Conse-
quences. Toronto: Gage Educational 
Publishing Co. 

-.1997. Family Shifts: Families, Policies, and 
Gender Equality. Toronto: Oxford Univer-
sity Press. 

Estable, Alma. 1986. Immigrant Women in 
Canada: Current Issues. Ottawa: Canadian 
Advisory Council on the Status of Women. 

Fox, Bonnie J., and Meg Luxton. 1993. "Con-
ceptualizing 'Family'." In Family Patterns, 
Gender Relations, edited by Bonnie J. Fox. 
Toronto: Oxford University Press. 

Giles, Wenona, and Valerie A. Preston. 1996. 
"The Domestication of Women's Work: A 
Comparison of Chinese and Portuguese 
Women Homeworkers. "Studies in 
Political Economy, no. 51, 147-81. 

-. 1997. "Ethnicity, Gender and Labour 
Markets in Canada: A Case Study of Im-
migrant Women in Toronto." Canadian 
Journal of Urban Research. 

Ho, Ping-ti. 1965. "A Historian's View of the 
Chinese Family system." InMan and Civi-
lization: The family's Search for Survival; a 
Symposium, edited by Seymour M. 
Farber, Piero Mustacchi and Roger H. L. 
Wilson. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Man, Guida. 1996. "The Experience of Women 
in Recent Middle-Class Chinese Immigrant 
Families from Hong Kong: An Inquiry into 
Institutional and Organizational Proc-
esses." Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 
4, nos. 2-3, 303-25. 

-. 1997. "Women's Work is Never Done: Social 
Organization ofW ork and the Experience 
of Women in Middle-Class Hong Kong 
Chinese Immigrant Families in Canada." 
Advances in Gender Research, no. 2, 183-
226. 

-. 1998. "The Effect of Canadian Immigra 
 tion Policies on the Entrance of Chinese 

From B Uprooted to 

Immigrant Women (1858 to 1986)." In 
The Proceedings of Asia-Pacific Conference on 
Canadian Studies. Tokyo: Meiji 
University. 

Murthy, Anjana. 1979. "East Indian Working
Women." In By and About Immigrant 
Women, kit prepared by Women Working
with Immigrant Women and the Cross-
Cultural Communications Centre of To-
ronto. 

Ng, Roxana. 1993. "Racism, Sexism and Im-
migrant Women." In Changing Pattern: 
Womenin Canada, edited by Sandra Burtet 
al. Toronto: McClelland and Stewart. 

Ng, Roxana, and Judith Ramirez. 1981. Immi-
grant Housewives in Canada. Toronto: Im-
migrant Women's Centre. 

Nipp, Dora. 1983. "Canada Bound: An Ex-
ploratory Study of Pioneer Chinese Women 
in Western Canada." Master's thesis, De-
partment of East Asian Studies, University 
of Toronto, Toronto, Canada. 

S. U.C.C.E.S.S., Women' sCommittee Research
Group. 1991. Chinese Immigrant Women's 
Needs Survey in Richmond. Vancouver: 
S.U.C.C.E.S.S. 

Smith, Dorothy. 1987. The Everyday World as 
Problematic: A Feminist Sociology. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press. 

Yamanaka, Keiko, and Kent McClelland. 1994.
"Earning the Model-minority Image: Di-
verse Strategies of Economic Adaptation
by Asian-American Women." Ethnic and 
Racial Studies 17, no. 1 Ganuary): 79-
114.:J. 

-
. 

,VIOg:
Resettlement of Vietnamese-Chinese "Boat People" in Montreal, 1980-1990 

ByLawr~nce Lam 

25Refuge, Vol. 17, No.1 (February 1998) 



Speakbg with Mligrant Women Health Care Aides: I 

On Marketing and Making Sense of Caregiving in Canada 
Gail McCabe 

Recently, I have had achance toobsenn! 
migrant women health care workers 
whila~formyownfatherwhowas 
going thtou@ a tennfnal illness. It 
warned to me that without the loyalty, 
dedication and cxperttse of the many 

Gail McCabr ir a Pb.D. candidate in the 
Ikptmmt qf S4cblogy, York Unhmsity, 
T e m t o 8 ~ .  

women who came and supported us 
and shared in the nursing, we would 
not have persevered. Thr~ugh their 
caqgiving, we were able to realize our 
goal: that our father should die in the 
com/Cortofhisownhomewithhisfamily 
and friends around him. As m aspect of 
my qwn proksaional practice as a rehab 
counsellor, I h o w  that cartgiving for 
strangers with the sameloving demean- 
our trsually reserved for W y  mem- 
berslculleup huge resoutcesof energy, 
skill pad profesdionalism. As part of the 
femipM project of brine$ women's 
history in from the margins, I want to 
l e m  more about the lives and the la- 
bouqmigrationofthesew~.Iwant 
to understand how they managed to 
leave their own children, partners and 
kinship networks behind in order to 
care for strangers. 

In this paper, I report on qualitative 
interkriews with four migrant women 
heal* care aides. I explore their subjec- 
tive understandings of the Canadian 
marlltct for care and how they make 
senstiof their w o k  I found thslt for these 
woqen, the concept of 'stranger' was 
med&ed through their respective cul- 
tural values, so that 'caregiving for 
strangers' was anormative aspect of an 
ethical practice, a cop\mun8S practice 
that Wnot difkrentiatebetwleen family 
andstrangem. Byintegratinganethicsof 
care in their lives and in their profes- 
sionril practice, I argue that these 
women were able to generate experi- 
enceslof power and msistmm within an 
opprssSive social context 

Situa;tinsl My USelves* in &t 
wwt 

the time of my father's illness, 
there was one Filipina woman who 
came to help us the most. She was a very 
gcnerious person with her time and her 
p"febsianal practice, and we became 
Men+ When she got married, she in- 
vited @ll of us to her wedding, including 

those caregivers who were not 
uled to support my father. W h  
arrived at the wedding, we fo 4 
we had been given a place of h now, 
and that several women friends f our 

intimately involve 
process as both rese 

sure that the meanings and 

perspective that informs my 



 

every stage of the research (Kirby and 
McKenna 1989, 32). 

Moreover, the process of working 
through the dual location as participant 
and researcher has been empowering. My 
role as participant allows for insights that 
could be acted upon in a research 
framework, and my role as researcher has 
led me to a clearer recognition of my own 
social location within a global framework. 
So my sense ofbeing locked into my 
stratified position as "white middle-class 
privileged employer" has to some extent 
been abrogated by my efforts to use my 
privilege to amplify he voices of migrant 
women caregivers; to bring the socially 
constructed matrix of race, class and 
gender as it defines our lived experiences 
into stark relief (Jhappan 1996, 15-30). 

Situating the Participants in the 
Research 

I am providing a brief introduction of the 
women in order to ground their com-
mentary in this paper.1 I am acquainted 
with all four of these women; two of them 
were palliative caregivers for my father; 
the other two were colleagues at a not-for-
profit, private social service agency 
serving people with acquired brain injury 
(ABI). Prior to this study, I had interacted 
with these women mainly during the 
course of our work together. 

Caitlin is a 36-year-old woman of 
Filipina origin. She came to Canada in 
1990 under the "Live-in Caregiver Pro-
gramme." She now works as a home 
health-care aide for elderly and palliative 
care clients. In 1978, Donna, a 37year-old 
woman of Jamaican origin, came to 
Canada as a landed immigrant sponsored 
by an uncle. She spent almost four years as 
a caregiver and housekeeper for his family, 
living in a room in the basement of his 
home. Donna is now a home health-care 
aide for the elderly and palliative care cli-
ents. Iris, a 49-year-old woman from Sri 
Lanka, immigrated to Canada in May of 
1995. She is working part-time as a rehab 
counsellor. Gerry emigrated from Ghana 
in 1978 under the family reunification 
program. Gerry is also employed part-time 
as a rehab counsel 

lor. With the exception ofIris, all of the 
women are highly educated, having at-
tained either a university degree or college 
diploma. 

An Ethics of Care in Practice 

For the most part, I found that the lived 
experiences of these women were de 
fined by their commitment to an ethics of 
care. Moreover, I contend that they take 
up this moral and philosophical position 
both as an ethical and practical standpoint 
and as a mode of resistance. Such an 
explanation is subject to critiques of 
gender essentialism, stereotyping, 
"reification of femininity," ethnocentrism, 
and romanticism (Deveaux 1995, 116). 
However, there has been a great deal of 
scholarly work hat speaks to those 
critiques and provides analytical 
frameworks for integrating an ethics of 
care with a discourse of rights and justice 
that is applicable to labour migration 
flows, citizenship rights and the 
materialization of the "global citizen.,,2 

Care can be defined as the process 
through which the species seek to maintain 
themselves and their environment (Tronto 
1995, 142). As such, care is basic to social 
relations through the shaping of humans as 
embodied agents. An ethics of care then 
implies a set of values or moral principles 
that apply to a set of 
life-sustaining practices. An ethics of 
care is gender neutral, and not biologically 
determined (Deveaux 1995, 11516). The 
defining tenet of a perspective of care is 
that "persons are relational and 
interdependent" as opposed to the 
individual, autonomous agents that are 
central to a rights or justice-based ethics 
(Held 1995, 132). Underlying the notion of 
an ethics of care is the belief that" civi-
lization depends on a culture of sharing 
and caring; a culture of caring does not 
depend on civilization" (Adelman 1996, 
17). 

Deveaux (1994, 177) suggests that 
critiques of an ethics of care reflect" a fail-
ure to recognize the nature and scope 
of care as both an ethic and a set of prac-
tices." By overlooking the ethical dimen-
sions of caregivingpractice, "social and 
political inequalities" (ibid., 117) endemic 
to the gendered polarization of 

Research outcomes and analysis have 
indicated that the Canadian market for care 
has been shaped largely by discourses that 
devalue women's work and commodify 
migrant women caregivers. Here, I 
examine to what extent an ethics of care 
also infuses the Canadian market for 
caregivers and to what extent the women 
themselves, bring an ethics ofcare to the 
market: How do they define their 
experiences within the Canadian market 
for care? Does an ethics of care enter 
consciously into their caregiving practice? 
How do they explain care giving for 
strangers and how can their practice be 
read as resistance to their oppressive social 
location within the new global economy? 

Migration to Canada has proven to be a 
response to innumerable structural pulls, 
pushes, and pressures, so that there is no 
doubt that the choices of migrant women 
are severely constrained through the 
process. Still, I note that the choice to 
market caregiving in Canada is 
differentially experienced depending on 
the women's individual life circumstances 
and the degree to which they are able to 
exercise selfagency. There seems no doubt 
that the choice of Canada as a host country 
is dependent, in large part, on the global 
perception of Canada as a country of 

care are reproduced. Moreover, caregiving 
can be identified in social institutions 
beyond the social reproductive work of 
women. For example, Adelman (1996, 8) 
figures the Welfare State as the 
"institutionalization of care" through the 
"common civic understanding" of "capital, 
government and labour." As such, it 
represents the integration of an ethics of 
care with an ethics of rights and justice. 
The Canada Health Act is one exemplar of
such an ethical position enshrined in law; 
the universal need for care supersedes the 
notion of the individual's ability to pay. 
From that perspective, the ongoing dis-
mantling of the Welfare State can be read 
as "a throw-back to primitivism" just 
because caregiving is radically devalued in 
the ensuing structural adjustments (ibid., 
9). 

The Canadian Market for Care 
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human ri@Q .nd jwtice integrated 
withavisionofcrring.WhikWhiic~ 
ceptlans~lnhresultofdctceptive 
recruitment pmtices and advertising, 
~yareeboinfomedbytheacistence 
ofC&s"bo(?5sleaktynet,"the"in- 
~ ~ t b d h t h ~ f  [M efhicB 04 c=" 
(Addman 1996 8). 
All of the women I intenriewed ex- 

premed aklitf that Canada was a car  
ingplacemndthrutbeiicf mitigated their 
b k e  to c o w  tl> Canada. Iris' migra- 
tioncanbeudemtmdasanactofself- 
agency and W a t i o n  from a more 
Oppressivemvironment: 

In the Asian culture, it is very hard to 
be separated or divorced. Women 
hpvelittleoppbrhrnitytogooutby 
them#hrer,Pndcannotstayoutlong 
orlateatnight.Myh~ludbeen 
very abusive, sb I had to lave him 
and so I went to my family in Eng- 
land. Thm I emhe on to Canada to be 
with my children. . . . I lwe Canada 
because herefhere is freedom. 

Donna stated that "it was much 
easier to go to CPnada than any other 
place," and she believed that there 
would be good oy~portunities for a vari- 
ety of experience as well as employ- 
ment. It does - that in 1978, the year 
of her immigraticb, Canada had a rela- 
tively "open doar" policy for people 
fmntheCaribbsrtn. Grant@, such poli- 
cies are now fallbhg victim to neo-con- 
eervative agendas and structural 
adjustment @ides of the new global 
economy. Sill, it CM be argued that 
there was a Canadian vision that en- 
c a q a s d a ~ o f c a r i n g , a n d i t  
was that vbbn that motivatedDonna's 
migration. Although she was disillu- 
sioned by the need to live "from 
paycheck to paydeck," and the overt 
4 systemic radism she has experi- 
e n d ,  she still afthmecl that Canada is 
"honae"n0w. 

CaitIin mentioned the potential for 
educetion as a pwitiw attraction to 
Cm&. She also believed were 
mrny o p x b d t h  to pxadice in the 
healthcansphere. 

Bvuywhen they reid Canada had 
the b e d d t h  care. I mean I wanted 
to be a doctor, but my mom said 
because of low income we could not 

@mi it. I was working ar a midwife 
vyith a low income. I was fascinated. 
4Canod4 they said you could study 
by youmdf. 

Caitlinrecognized theCanadian'social 
safety net' as a huge benefit: "In the 
Philippines, if you have a house, you 
don't have as much expenses ... but 
whm you get old or sick, it is hard, but 
in Canada, you will do okay. The health 
care system is so good." Again, the 
CaMda Health Act can be interpreted 
as an ethics of care institutionalized in 
practice. It might be argued that Caitlin 
has chosen Canada as a permanent 
venue because of that vision of caring 
and her application for eitiaenship can 
be understood as the shaping of her life 
*ghself-w=Y. 

Gerry came to Canada to join her 
husband whowas doing graduate work 
at a Canadian university: Educational 
opplbrtunities can alsobe interpreted as 
an ethics of care institutianalized prac- 
tice. Like Donna, Gerry was disillu- 
sioned with the Canadian promise of 
~ane~justiceand humanrights. It seemed 
that racism has had a devastating effect 
on her "satisfaction with Canada" and 
her e x p e r h e  of herself as an inde- 
pendent agent. 

People tend to stereotype Africans. 
'Rhey really thought we lived in trees 
aqd there is a naivetb; they think Af- 
riea is one country. If I had learned 
about Canadian geography, it 
sepmed strange that Canadians 
hew so little about Africa. . . . I find 
that there is less positive human in- 
teraction and more differential treat- 
ment between people. Ghana is more 
community-based; we treat people 
Ilke humans; so Ghana is home. 

AU the women had negative experi- 
ences of racism, although they concep- 
tuliwd them differently. For example, 
both 3lris and Caitlin denied racist expe- 
riences. Yet, their anecdotal reports 
seemed to contradict their denials. 
Caitlin seemed tao polite to talk about 
racism when asked directly, but she re- 
counted interactions with her Cana- 
dian employers that were indicative of 
racial stereotyping a d  oppression. In 
Iris's rase, therecognition of racism was 
projected onto her eo-workers "Yes, I 

think there is racism, but I peqonally 
have not experienced it. I havte d y  
heard about it. The black w o w  here, 
especially, believe that 
encingracism." Several 
are possible. Either Iris 
fortunate and has not experienqed the 
well-documented 
racism or in her pleasure at 
caped sexist oppression in Sri 
she was not yet ready to e x T  her 
refuge for other modes of oppress vesig- 
nification. Then again, her r ports 
might be indicative of hierar 'es of 
colour since it was the "black" omen 

by race, gender and 
categories tobe the 
ofcure, for such 
the basis for oppressive sociall con- 
structed hierarchies of privile e and 
power. Quite clearly, the repor K of the 

straints such structural 
imposed on their 
ance, Canada 
an institutionalized ethics of c e that 
apparently facilitated acts o 1 self- 
agency in the lives of these p q u l a r  
warnen. I 

1 

Caregiving as Agency and 
Resistance I 

All the womenindicated that 
was their chosen 
they might aspire to practice at some 
different level. For example, Do a in- 
dicated that she wanted to "doco $ sel- 
ling from my church" but thjt she 
couldn't "see training for it now odh the 
future." This she attributed to 
financial outlook and the 
levels of a double day of 
less, in defining care 
present position, 
gusto and straight 
you do it, because you love it." H r pri- 
mary concern was for the comfort f her 
clients, their personal hygiene, iutri- 
tion and environment. 

~aitlin wanted t o ' h  adodor, bbt my ' 

mom said because of low 
couldnot afford it." Instead 
as a midwife and now practiceq as a 



 

health care aide. She has continued her 
education, augmenting her professional 
skills and theoretical knowledge with 
numerous college courses. Some of these 
were self-initiated; others were requisites 
of her agency and paid for by them. In 
describing her caregiving role, she said, "1 
love to take care of people. It is voluntary, 
you do it from the heart [she is very 
sincere and thumps her chest over her 
heart]. It is sharing yourself and your own 
abilities." 

For Iris, "nursing was [a life-long] 
dream." She expressed a high level of 
satisfaction with her work, her chief 
problem being co-workers who did not 
seem to share her concern for client 
welfare: 

You know with these people, it is a 
tragedy because they had 
established lives before their 
accidents. I also feel great sympathy 
for their families; even they can't 
keep them. And I really love to do 
it, care for them and then you are 
helping their families too. 

Although Gerry had worked in a 
business function for the Ministry of 
Finance, and as a teacher in Ghana, she 
stated quite clearly thatcaregiving was 
 her first choice: 

I like doing caregiving ... When I 
make other people happy, than I feel 
good myself. I would rather do 
caregiving then any of the other 
things I have tried. It's part of my 
personality. I did some palliative 
care and there was a lot of 
satisfaction taking care of the client; 
but I was happy when her suffering 
was over. It's a good way to make a 
living. 

It follows from the discussion and the 
description of their work that these par-
ticularwomen see themselves as health 
care professionals and professional 
caregivers. They are doing an essential job 
and they experience a high degree of 
satisfaction in the process. Although they 
might wish for better remuneration, a 
higher standard of living or more equitable 
conditions in the workplace, they were 
unlikely to choose other types of work. In 
defining care, it seemed apparent that the 
women understood care not only as a 
practice but also as an ethi 

cal position. Although Gerry was the only 
one who actually spoke in terms of an 
ethical stance, the others did express the 
notion of care as a fundamental necessity 
of life to be provided on the basis of need 
rather than the ability to pay. Moreover, all 
but Iris defined care as a function of 
community, interdependence and 
relationship. Iris defined" taking care of 
other people [as] a blessing; it's love." 

At the outset of this paper, I defined a 
dialectical tension that evolved from the 
social locations of the caregiver / migrant 
worker and the stranger / employer. As I 
conducted the interviews, it struck me that 
I had made this distinction out of my own 
North American cultural context where an 
ethics of rights, "rugged individualism," 
and autonomy take precedence. None of 
the women I interviewed differentiated be-
tween caring for strangers and caring for 
family, although they recognized the 
instrumental contract in their work. 
Moreover, they tended to express their 
practice for strangers in terms of cultural 
norms that included valuing humanity and 
respect for the sick and elderly. For 
example, Gerry described caregiving as a 
normative practice in Ghana: 

I like to do caregiving. It's something 
we do at home that is a norm. You 
rely on family and community. My 
mom would feed people in the 
neighbourhood who were in need. It 
was not a matter of charity; it was 
an interdependence that we had; the 
way we were raised was to be 
compassionate and caring. 

According to Caitlin, there were also 
no" old folk's homes" in the Philippines 
either. The sick and elderly are taken care 
of "voluntarily, from the heart, as part of 
community." Again, this was apparently a 
normative practice, as the needy did not 
have to askfor help; it was provided. 
Although Iris did not link her caregiving 
practice to cultural norms in Sri Lanka, she 
did state that she also did not differentiate 
between caring for strangers or family: 
"There is no difference between strangers 
and family. It's the same thing. I want to do 
care giving and I really like my clients." 

I would argue that the ways the women 
described and practiced caregiving were 
indicative of their understanding that care 
giving is a set of practices underpinned by 
a set of ethical principles. Practices and 
ethics were informed by the principle that 
all humans need caring and care should be 
provided as a function of human inter-
dependence. Caregiving was an act of self-
agency demonstrating membership, 
participation and respect for community 
obligations. For these women, the 
community encompassed all human 
beings, including those that exploited and 
oppressed them. On numerous occasions, 
as a participant observer, I witnessed 
clients denigrating these women on the 
basis of their race, colour and ethnic origin. 
What was most salient in these episodes 
was not the abuse, but the way the women 
chose to deal with it. They rarely 
followed through with institutional 
"policy of responding" which entailed 
confrontation, social disapproval and 
correction. They simply did not believe 
that such policies were ethical or effective. 
Instead, they would carryon with their care 
giving, in the same thoughtful, attentive 
manner as if no hateful slurs had 
been expressed. It seemed to me that they 
were empowered by their salience. At 
any rate, the clients were often reduced to 
tears, apologies and self-recrimination. 

So what lessons of resistance do these 
four migrant women health care workers 
have for us? I would say that care giving 
can be read as resistance 

In Jamaica, you depend on each other. It 
is just the way it is done; you take care 
of the elderly and sick. It doesn't matter 
if you know them or not; it's just the 
same. I know of one old lady who lives 
in her home and everyone in the village 
drops by and does something for her. It's 
the only way to make out because we 
don't have old folk's homes or nursing 
homes anyway. 

Likewise, Donna's descriptions of Jamaica 
are indicative of a communal system for 
ensuring that individuals are cared for: 
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Referencesleagues were not. That Iris went quietly 
on about her business as she defined it 
rather than at the dictates of others was an 
act of resistance. It was apparent that she 
also gained in confidence and strength by 
achieving her goals and objectives in the 
face of negative feedback and strong 
opposition from colleagues. 

Congruent with the experience of other 
newcomers, the women seemed greatly 
empowered by their ability to contribute 
to families and communities back home, 
and they had strong hopes that their work 
would fashion a life opportunity for their 
children here in Canada. Their 
understanding of their experiences 
resonated through Gerry's analysis of her 
double day of work: "It's not hard, not 
hard forme. I am a woman and I accept 
whaU have todo." This was said without 
bitterness or regret. She conveyed tome 
throughout, in her sense of strong 
satisfaction and pride in her work, her 
achievements and her abilities. 

Although the chances and choices of 
these women were, to a great degree, 
shaped by a matrix of race, class and 
gender hierarchies and the structural 
constraints of domination and legitima-
tion, they apparently did practice an ethics 
of care that allowed for empowering 
moments. And even though their daily 
experience was one of grinding poverty, 
social stratification, racism, isolation, 
alienation and fragmentation, insofar as 
they experienced a sense 
of their own powerful self-agency through 
their caregiving and their ethical practice, 
they successfully resisted 
an oppressive social context. II 

Notes 

when it allows for empowering moments 
in an oppressive social situation as the 
result of a self-conscious agency. When 
these empowering moments are integrated 
within a structure that is defined by its 
overwhelming oppressiveness and the 
subject is not overwhelmed, then that is 
resistance. 

Rutman (1996, 90) reports on research 
workshops where "women caregivers 
explored the experience of 'power' 
through their care giving," and defined the 
possibilities for experiencing moments of 
empowerment as well as moments of 
powerlessness in their practice. I note that 
the opportunities for empowering 
moments identified in his workshops were 
congruent with those identified by the 
women I interviewed. Moments of 
empowerment were experienced as 
respect from clients and their 
families for their knowledge, skills and 
opinions as professional caregivers as 
well as from a sense of self-worth derived 
from providing a benefit to clients and 
families (ibid., 102). Consider, for 
example, Caitlin's description of devel-
oping working relationships with clients 
and families: 

... they think you don't know what 
you are [doing] ... maybe because I 
am so small [she is under 5 feet]. 
But after you work with them, and 
you insist on doing things the right 
way [utilizing skills acquired 
through education and practice], 
they slowly begin to see that you 
know your job and 

 they respect you [as a professional]. 

This is relayed with a small, satisfied 
chuckle as if to say that although she is 
small and her position may be devalued, 
she has prevailed because of her intrinsic 
worth and value. 

Iris mentioned experiences of personal 
independence, strength and satisfaction 
derived directly fromherjob: "I love to do 
it. You do your job well and you get paid 
for it, and you know that you are caring 
for other people [when] their own families 
can't..." At several points in the interview, 
Iris mentioned the work place culture as 
the strongest challenge in her caregiving 
practice. Although she herself was quiet 
and unprepossessing, apparently her col 
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Human Rights: Setting the Stage for Protecting Refugee Women
Maryanna Schmuki 

Abstract is organized around the presumption that a 
woman lacking male protection and 
patronage is a woman who lacks 
respectability, there remains a situation 
shared by most women in flight that makes 
them especially open to abuse from males. 

From Human Rights to Women's 
Human Rights 

To conceptualize human rights law, and 
therefore human rights violations, is to 
interpret rights in a very specific manner. 
Feminists, such as Mary W ollstonecraft in 
the late 17oos, pointed out very early the 
gendered character of the concept of 
"rights," even as the ideas were still being 
codified by thinkers like Rousseau. W 
ollstonecraft took on a task that is still 
continuing today-showing how rights in a 
liberal democratic tradition were created 
from the perspective of white, European 
men. When this particularnotion of rights 
was first reinterpreted into contemporary 
human rights, and then formulated by femi-
nists into women's human rights, the 
potential ramifications for women refugees, 
as well as the category of women refugees, 
were great. 

The contemporary notion of human 
rights is a specific form of rights that were 
codified during the reorganization of global 
geopolitics following W orld War II. It was 
during this period that the United Nations 
was formed 
and, in 1948, the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights was adopted by member 
nations. In the early 1980s, European and 
North American groups began to form 
NGOs to monitor human rights abuses in 
countries with authoritarian state regimes-
many of which were propped up by 
European and North American 
governments, and enmeshed in Cold War 
proxy politics. 

International law imposes clear obli-
gations on governments to prohibitrape and 
sexual violence because such abuses violate 
the right, at minimum, to 

sexual violence has been dismissed as part 
of the inevitable spoils of war . In an 
unprecedented manner, wartime rape, 
along with other forms of gender-specific 
violence, has become visible in the last 
decade to the extent that aid organizations 
have created policy to deal specifically 
with these issues and their effect on 
refugee women. This paper will explore 
developments within the human rights 
construction site, in which participants 
have come to recognize women's human 
rights, and how this has bolstered the 
formation of policies specifically for 
women refugees. I will question whether 
this newest portrayal of refugee women, as 
constructed by the human rights regime, 
reflects the voices of refugee women 
themselves and whether the answers to this 
have implications both for human rights 
practitioners and for women as refugees. 

Along with the reformulation of in-
ternational human rights in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s to include women's human 
rights, there has beenrecognition that 
women refugees are especially vulnerable 
to human rights violations. Refugee 
women often flee their homes because of 
sexual violence only to find the same kind 
of violence in their place of refuge. Often, 
their journeys of flight are marked by 
attacks by virtually all-male bandits, 
soldiers, border guards and sometimes 
even fellow male refugees. Refugee 
women may themselves be diverse, but 
they share, as women, a vulnerability both 
as a result of the armed conflict they are 
fleeing and because they are dependent on 
outside aid for provision of relief. Women 
who are internally displaced within their 
own country may be even more vulnerable 
because the conflict and abuse they are 
escaping from is caused by the state 
regime in power-the same regime who is 
obligated to protect them. Also, depending 
on the degree to which either the society 
from which they are fleeing, or the society 
in which they find refuge 

This paper explores the social construction 
of women refugees from theperspective of 
the human rights regime with an 
eye to revealing whether the voices of 
refugee women are reflected. To this end 
the paper examines the development of 
women refugees as a category within 
human rights discourse and how this 
category has been bolstered by the concept 
of women' s human rights within the last 
decade. 

Precis 

Cet article explore la construction sociale 
des femmes refugiees dans la perspective du 
regime des droits humains avec une 
attention particuliere portee sur la question 
de sa voir si la voix des femmes refugiees y 
est entendue. A cette fin l' article examine l' 
evolution de la notion de femme refugiee 
commecategorieau sein du discours sur les 
droits humains, et comment cette categorie 
a ete supportee par Ie concept de droits 
humains feminins dans la derniere 
decennie. 

Protecting refugees-whether they are men, 
women or children, internally displaced or 
have crossed international borders-is the 
prime responsibility of the international 
aid community. People become refugees 
when fleeing their home countries 
precisely because they are victims, or 
potential victims, of human rights 
violations and the aid regimes exist in 
order to protect these rights as well as to 
aid victims. 1 Human rights violations, as 
we conceive of them in the 1990s and 
specific to women in wartime, have 
occurred as long as war itself has occurred. 
Until recently, 

Maryanna Schmuki is a consultant for Save the 
Children US, an international NGO working on 
child-centred development. She has recently 
completed a Master's degree at Clark University's 
Program for International Development and 
Social Change in Worcester, Massachusetts, USA. 
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securitpofthapebaanundathelntemo- 
tioMl Curmwnt on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR). The 1966 ICCPR con- 
tains a general prohibition on gender 
discrimination in civil and political 
rights? Under ICCPR, the responsibil- 
itytopmtectr&bgee8isinthehandsof 
host gove- who, according to a 
Human Rights Watch report, often 
show little comtpn and commit no re- 
sourcesfor pte#Q refugee women.3 
Another broad human rights docu- 
ment, also adopted in 1%6, that can be 
intrttpretcdto~bothmenand 
w c n n e n ~ b  theZntsmationalCoo- 
enant on Ecmoqk, Social and Cultural 
Rights. This c o w t  recognizes the 
eqylrightofmepand women toenjoy 
econOmjcI d and cultural rights.' 
Th sU N H~Righ t sC omm i s s ion  
waslaterestablhlwd tommitorcompli- 
ance with these tkvo ~ovenants.~ 

In addition tq these covenants are 
international laps, in situations of 
armedcolrflict, whichperpetratotsof 
prrsecution a on gentler and sexual 
viobcecanalsobeheldann,untableas 
a war crimeI as a-eagainst human- 
ity, or as an act o genocide. 

The central am! most comprehensive 
inbwnationallegaad~cumentrelatingto 
gender-based dkrimination is the 
~ t i o n o n t k e ~ t i n r i n a t i a o f A l l F ~  
of Discriminstian Against Women 
(Cm,AW), whicH was adopted by the 
UN General Asgembly in 1979 and 
which in 19% hacf been ratified by 131 
countrigs,bUt~~US.goven~nent~ 
CEDAWhaebcendescribdl asaninter- 
natbdbillof ilst\tsforwomenandan 
agenda for adion by countries who 
ra t i ty i~~  CEDAW has providedalegiti- 
mizing base for Hvis ts  to build policy 
from across the board-in human 
r e t s ,  development, social and eco- 
nomic issues, q d  violence against 
women, tonameafew. 
Withthoeeiirstrwrentsto~orkfnrm~ 

feminist activistsI academics and law- 
yersbegantorefonFnulatehumanrights 
as women's h q  r i a t s  in the late 
198b.lhisaeatecllanope!ningforfemi- 
nists inside major buman rights NGOs 
in North America md  Europe to begin 
documentixtgabusr?sofhumanrightsas 
.abuses of women's human rights and to 

legiitimize women's h- rights as a 
category. In 1990,HumanRights Watch 
established its own Wanen's Rights 
Project to monitor violence against 
women and gender discrimination 
throughout the world. This paved the 
way for the Women's Rights Project to 
later address issues of women refugees 
specifically. 

By the early 1990s' the women's hu- 
man rights movement had gained 
enough momentum to generate new 
-dates within human rights advo- 
c a q  organizations, such as Amnesty 
International and Human Rights 
Watch. Thesemandates aimed to inves- 
tigate countries whose governments 
havpbeenimplicated inabusle of women 
detainees and prisoners, governments 
whd have imposed laws that discximi- 
nateagainst~omen~and governments 
who apply gender neutral laws in dis- 
criminatory ways? The women's hu- 
man rights movement has also 
proqnpted investigation of violence 
against womenby private actors that is 
tolemated or ignored by the state? An- 
other important finding of human rights 
groups' investigations is that women's 
lack of social and economic security has 
compounded theirvulnerab& to vio- 

' '2' lence and sexdim ' ' tion.' 
In 1993, the UN Commission on Hu- 

man Rights recognized the legitimacy of 
worn ' s  human rights for the first time 
by adopting a resolution calling for the 

ation of the rights of women into ~T the m a n  rights machinery of the 
United Nations."That same year, at the 
WorM Conference on Human Rights in 
Vienna, the Program of Action recog- 
nized the rights of women and girls as 
an Wenable, integral and indivisible 
part of universal human rights. 
Also in 1993, the UN General Assem- 

bly adopted the Declaration on Violence 
Against Womm which recognized ex- 
plicitly that states = obliged to fight 
specific forms of violence against 
women and called on govemments to 
prevent, investigate and punish acts of 
violemce against w o m a u  In 1994, the 
UN appointed a Special Rapporteur on 
Violence Against Women who was 
given authority to recommend meas- 
ures to eliminate violence, and to work 

closely with other, rappo 
pendent experts and 
Commission on Human ~ i ~ h q ' ~  The 
1995 Fourth World Confereee on 
Women in Beijing gave worn* from 
governments and NGOs 
forum to address issues 
human rights and 

with the excep 
the Rights of the Child, all 

tionbetween public and 
which allows the 

with matters of sexual violence 
they see it as a "private issue" or " evi- 
table by-product" of conflict.16 

Critiques of women's hum 
T- 

munities, castes, or ethnic 
Some feminists of colour an 
veloping countries have ass 
the women's human rights 

women'srights.181f thischargeis 

only what western feminists irn 



 

refugee women need, protection may fail 
or be skewed toward reflecting a western 
imagination. But the principal opposition 
to acknowledging women's specific human 
rights has come not from the feminists, but 
from male-dominated governments who 
have seen the assertion of women' s rights 
(such as the right of a woman to be free of 
domestic violence within a particular 
country) as an international right to be a 
violation of their own government's state 
sovereignty. 

These critiques do not, however, 
analyze why protection forwomenrefugees 
may fail. As Francoise Krill notes in his 
analysis of sexual violence in armed 
conflict, "If women in real life are not 
always protected as they should be, it is 
not due to the lack of legal basis."19 

From Women's Human Rights to 
Women Refugees 

Even though UNHCR and policies for 
international refugees grew out of efforts 
to aid refugees from World War II, and 
despite of the fact that Eleanor Roosevelt, 
an advocate for women's rights, was 
among the leaders who established the 
founding universal human rights articles 
for the post-World War II United Nations 
Charter, no policies specifically for women 
victims of wartime sexual violence 
emerged during this period. This may 
partially explain why, for instance, it 
wasn't until 1992 that knowledge of the 
200,000 Korean "comfort women," who 
were unwilling sexual conscripts of the J 
apanese Army during World War II, 
became public, although this was known 
by Japanese, Korean and u.s. post-war of-
ficials.2o 

In 1971, during the armed conflict 
which produced the newly-independent 
state of Bangladesh, an estimated 200,000 
civilian women and girls were victims of 
rape by Pakistani soldiers. In an episode 
that looked similar to the systematic rape 
in Bosnia in the early 1990s, Bangledeshi 
women were abducted into military 
brothels and subjected to gang assaults. At 
the time, the incident was appalling 
enough for the new government of 
Bangladesh to appeal for aid from the 
international 

community to deal with the aftermath, but 
it was not sufficient to spur the 
international community (governments, 
international agencies and non-
governmental international actors) into 
producing policies on sexual violence or 
women refugees. 

In the early 1990s, while advocates for 
women's human rights were busy 
documenting the use of sexual violence for 
political ends and placing women's rights 
on international agendas, activists 
forrefugee women were busy creating 
policy within the development 
construction site. Advocates who lobbied 
for and produced policies for refugee 
women (such as the 1990 Policy for 
Refugee Women, the 1991 Guidelines on 
the Protection of Refugee Women and the 
1995 Sexual Violence Against Refugees, 
and Guidelines for Prevention and Re-
sponse), worked in concert with advocates 
who turned human rights into women's 
human rights. Many of the issues outlined 
in the policies are women's human rights 
issues, and they gain their legal robustness 
through the backing of the human rights 
instruments examined above. 

One of the main organizational goals of 
the advocates and formulators of the 1990 
Policy on Refugee Women is to provide 
protection appropriate to refugee women's 
specific needs. 21 Policy objectives 
include ensuring that protection and legal 
rights of refugee women are understood 
and responded to.22 The Guidelines on the 
Protection of Refugee Women elaborate 
on the causes for physicalinsecurity of 
women refugees and on ways for staff to 
become more aware of physical and sexual 
attacks during flight, sexual attacks in the 
country of asylum, spouse and child abuse, 
military violence and forced recruitment 
into military operations, sexual exploi-
tation and prostitution, physical protection 
during repatriation, and the difficulties of 
prosecuting offenders.23 The guidelines 
also suggest program interventions to deal 

 these problems. They include 
mmendations to: 

with
reco· provide trained staff (including 

women); 

· train local security in the countries 
 of asylum; 
· pro

c· provide emergency relocation ifnec 

vide culturally appropriate 
 ounselling; 

 ssary; e· encourage formation of internal 
 camp legal processes; and 
· educate refugee women, men and aid 

workers of women's rights under 
national and international law.24 
Because the Guidelines for Sexual Vio-

lence against Refugees were meant to cre-
ate awareness and sensitivity about the 
needs of refugees who have been subject to 
sexual violence, they inherently address 
women's human rights as protection issues 
and thus see the readers and users of the 
guidelines as "protectors". The Guidelines 
elaborate and suggest a range of measures 

revent sexual violence. These measures 
d to: 

to p
inten· ensure the physical design and loca 

t
s· provide securit tr cal 

ion of the camps enhance physical 
ecurity; 

y pa ols by lo
police and refugees; · install fencing 

around the camps; · identify and 
ote an alternative prom

t· initiate inter-agency meetings between 
UNHCR, other relief organizations, 
refugees and government officials to 

evelop a plan to prevent sexual 
iolence; and 

 o living in camps; 

d
v· assign to the camps a greater number 
of female protection officers, field 
interpreters, doctors, health workers 
and counsellors.25 

The 1996-97 UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees, Sadako Ogata, and the 
holder of the recently-created post Special 
Rapporteur on Violence against Women 
for the UN Commission on Human Rights, 
Radhika Coomaraswamy, have recognized 
sexual violence against women refugees as 
a global outrage. 

There are many reasons why rape and 
sexual violence are so common in refugee 
situations that deepen, complicate and 
resist the standard image of rape as 
inevitable in war. As human rights NGOs 
have begun to document in the early 
1990s, rape and other forms of 
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w n u d ~ p o f t e n u s e d a s a t o o l  
of political r ep re s s i~n .~~  Rape has 
~ b e e r , m i s c h o r - ~  
&missed by military and political 
kaden (time who have the power to 
stop it), when it is alleged within their 
own ranks, m ccpmmitted by non-state 
sanctioned piyrate ractors.* In other 
m, pv-t &kW have rou- 
W y  accu8ed -y go-ts of 
-llcity in wartime rape. US. and 
European governments accused the 
Japanme and Cgmnan &ovefnmants of 
b U C h c q ~ g ~ i n W o r l d W a r P b U t  
have bea\aorthpadBnit that their own 
militarypmmmlmightbeeng~in 
rape in wapa thpt were encouraged or 
ignoredby~superiors. 

InitsinwaiOptionsonrapeasatool 
ofwar,Humm~Watchfoundthat 
ragehadbeewqedasatacticrrlweapon 
toterroriacar"~ydeanee"c0m- 
munities, aa a twl in enforcing hostile 
occupatioctl, qupm of cop~~uering or 
aeddnglYtven(ge*t theenemy, and 
as a means of prCyment for ll~ercenary 
soldienr.Rapei$rlsousedtopunich 
women9~8pcsePofbeing 
t o U u o p p a a i t * h ~ I n s o ~ ~ p e  
is used by ambatants or ottwrr state- 
sanctiolaedindivlidualstoinflictshame 
upontheirvicti/ras,ortheirvidims' 
frmilies ancst-ties. Semrai vio- 
knee iscomh#arrdmanipulated by 
thebestab actorslur a profound offence 
a @ n s t ~ t y o r W V i d u a l h m -  
~~whichmrnytimesisbasedonna- 
tiaulitymcthnirFity.ty. 

Rape Md ilrexuplvidenceinparticu- 
lar are a political tool used by states in 
tumtrgpeople(men,womenandchil- 
dren) into dugem, and discouraging 
~ f r o m n e ~ g h o m e . T h i s i s  
t h e ~ l ~ f o ~ w i n g r a p e a s a t o o l f o r  
the "ethnic clsmsing" in Bosnia. 
"Rapes spread has and induce the 
flight of s-dqpe6; rapes humiliate, de- 
moralize,and~ynotonlythevic- 
tlmbutalsokfupilyandconnaunity; 
Pndrapee~snywishtonetum," 
canaar\tsAlawmdraStiglmayer, a Ger- 
man joumrllrt who documenW the 
sys tematkuseof~in  the war inthe 
fionner Yugoerlaviia for the book Mass 
Rape: Tht War a p h t  Warcn in Bosnia- 
- w n Q "  

'Jhe use of rape and other forms of 
& violence for "ethnic cleansing" 
or other political motives, which turn 
people into refugees, is different than 
sexual v i o h e  against people who are 
a&dy refugees, although this too can 
be politically motivabed. Human W t s  
watch documented the rapes of Somali 
rehgees in camps of Northeastern 
Kenya in 1993. This report attributed 
negrly all the rapes ocnuring in the 
carl\ps toshijb,ie., well-annedbandits 
who sometimes joined forces with So- 
m4i militia to launch raids across the 
botdcrs into the camps in search of 
mokley, food and women.31 Analysts 
s-te that the sk@s are ethnic So- 
mab residing in Kenya who make a 
livipg r o b b e  local residents.32 Some 
reliref workers speculate that they might 
benefugeeswhotakeupannsdurin the 
nights to terrorize fellow refugees. % 
The human rights regime has a spe- 

cific advocacy, monitoring and educa- 
tional role to play in protecting and 
assisting refugee women. The work of 
feminist-conscious NGOe, like Am- 
nesty International and Human Rights 
Watch, have solidified "refugee 
woqnen" as a legitimate category of 
analysis in the larger realm of human 
ri&ts work. Human Righta Watch has 
maQe several recommendations to 
UNHCR which echo the recommenda- 
tione made in the Guidelinesfir Rejkgee 
Wonrrm and the Guidelines against Sexual 
Vidklce. They have also recommended 
adims for host governments to: 

ensure that national laws against 
sexual violence are enforced in refu- 
gee camps and spontaneous settle- 
-@ 
fqcilitate prevention of sexual vio- 
lence against refugee women 
though investigating incidents and 
assignins female police officers to 
camps and border points; 
take steps to ensure that asylum ad- 
judicators recognize gender-based 
pemeCuti0n;and 
trrain adjudicators to ihterview fe- 
male asylum applicants with sensi- 
t i v i ~ . ~  

WhatHumnnRights Watchfoundin 
post-1994 Rwanda, which was summa- 
rized in its resultant report, Shattered 

Liues:Sexual Vwlencedu 
Genocide and its Aperma 

Human Rights Field 
Rwanda has no systerna 
dress issues speufic tn women 

International War Crimes 
Tribunals I 

I 
One way to redress the ho 
violence committed in then 

and Rwanda, is 

I 



 

to enhance the capacity of Rwandan police 
to investigate gender-based crimes 
including sexual violence during the 
genocide.4o 

Asylum and Women Refugees 

One area where the manifestations of 
refugee and human rights discourses and 
policy have had a tangible impact on 
women refugees is in asylum cases 
worldwide. Under the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights, all refugees have 
a fundamental right to seek and enjoy 
refuge from persecution or war. Until 
recently, the definition ofrefugees in the 
1951 Convention has not been contested in 
terms of gender, even though many 
refugee women flee due to genderbased 
persecution or sexual violence.41 
UNHCR's policies on refugee women 
encourage host countries to consider these 
factors in their regulations on allowing 
women refugees asylum. Currently, the 
United States and Canada are the only 
developed nations to integrate gender into 
refugee policies.42 But this does not 
ensure that adjudicators will recognize 
these issues, and women refugees continue 
to face great difficulty in attaining refugee 
status based on sexual violence. 

The procedure in many countries is 
insensitive and sometimes hostile toward 
women seeking asylum after rape or sexual 
violence. In this situation, refugees are 
required to describe their experiences to 
adjudicators. Refugee women are often 
reluctant to relate their experiences, 
especially if the adjudicators are men. 
Adjudicators have tended to dismiss 
accounts of sexual violence and rape by 
female asylum-seekers as personal or 
cultural harms which do not qualify as 
political persecution. Adjudicators have 
also excluded women with gender-related 
claims because they do not qualify as a 
"particular social group" in the 1951 
Convention definition.43 Women who 
have become targets of sexual violence 
because of a male relative's political 
activities have a even more difficult time 
making claims to asylum.44 

UNHCR has interpreted the 1951 
Convention definition to include women as 
a particular social group, but 

The human rights instruments developed 
in the last decade for women, and
specifically for women refugees set the
stage internationally for protecting refugee 
women. What still remains to be seen is 
how these instruments and im 

Conclusion

the international community is slow to
follow. In the mid 1980s, UNHCR started
its Women at Risk program to encourage 
developed countries to accept women 
refugees identified by UNHCR as having
experienced severe trauma. Three
countries, Canada, New Zealand and
Australia have accepted women refugees
under this program, and other countries
accept women refugees under their 
standard asylum laws.45 Women resettled
through this program are very few in
number. They experience other hardships
once they are resettled because they
typically have no knowledge of the new
language and culture, have no family in
their new home, and do not have skills to 
find jobs in industrialized countries.46 

UNHCR has also resettled women
refugees in other camps in cases where
they have been raped or sexually abused in
camps. In the camps for Somali refugees 
in Northeastern Kenya, UNHCR initiated 
a transfer system in which women could
apply to move to camps along the coast,
away from the Somali border where raids
were taking place in 1993. This helped a
few women but also caused some
problems. Some women who requested a
transfer had to wait so long before moving 
that they were assaulted again before they 
were transferred.47 There were also a few 
cases of false claims for camp transfers
and resettlement to a developed country, 
in which women saw a tale of rape as a
ticket out of the refugee camp. Binaifer 
Nowrojee of Human Rights Watch com-
mented: 

Refugee women build this myth of 
what it means to be resettled and try 
to get out of the camps. They have 
no idea of what it really means to be 
picked up and sent to Sweden on 
their own. Camps can be bad but 
maybe it's better to stay.48 

ages help or hinder the process of women
refugees returning to normalcy-or shedding 
their refugee skin. The human rights
constructions predominant in the contemporary 
aid arena tend to reflect western cultural values 
and western epistemology as well as operate in
accordance with a western institutional form.
This may set the stage for protection but also
act to hinder the process of rehabilitation rooted
in cultural and institutional values of post-war 
societies. . 
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A Truth Commission for the Canadian 
Guatemalan community finished taking 
the last of its testimonies from refugees in 
Ottawa, Montreal and Toronto, Canada on 
April 30, 1998. Altogether, the 
commission took 34 testimonies and 
documented 82 cases of human rights 
abuses in Guatemala. It was funded by 
Canada's Department of Foreign Affairs. 
The testimonies will be incorporated into a 
report being prepared by the year-long 
Truth Commission based in Guatemala, 
which will wrap up on July 31st, 1998. 

Guatemala's thirty-five year civil war 
ended officially in December 1996, when 
government and warring guerrilla factions 
signed several peace accords. During the 
conflict, over 150,000 people died, 50,000 
disappeared and thousands more were 
orphaned and widowed. One million 
people became refugees, out of a total 
population of 11 million. 

"I think it's important from a Canadian 
perspective to recognize that we have 
people in our midst who are living with 
memories of these horrible situations" said 
Albert Koehl, a Canadian lawyer who 
helped initiate the Truth Commission in 
Canada, and who worked for the 
commission in Guatemala. However, 
Koehl acknowledges that many members 
of the Canadian Guatemalan refugee 
community, which he estimates at roughly 
8,000, found that "the process just hurts 
too much" and did not want to participate. 
Others remain unsure whether the 
commission will have an impact on the 
situation in Guatemala. Those who did 
participate hope that public articulation of 
human rights abuses in Guatemala will 
engender public recognition of war 
atrocities 

and help Guatemalans and their CO\1l1try 
to begin to heal. 

"This is good for future generations,
and it's importantto record Guatemala's 
history," said Francisco Hernandez, who
gave testimony atthetruthcommission's 
proceedings. He is "tired of the bad
situation in Guatemala" and does not want 
the violence to repeat itself. Hernandez
came to Canada as a refugee fourteen 
years ago, after he was threatened with 
kidnapping by the army. However,
Hernandez, like many Guatemalans, is 
unsure whether a truth commission or the 
peace agreement will usher in a new era
for Guatemala. 

"Latin America has a history of sudden 
reversals and coups, and it would be
negligent to say that there is a guarantee 
that things are going to keep moving in a
positive direction, but that's the hope,"
said John Tyynella, who works for the
United Nations in Guatemala. Tyynella
stressed that public participation in 
processes like the Truth Commission and 
the implementation of the peace accords
has to overcome a strong sense of "apathy,
skepticism and a sense that there really is
no way to participate in the government." 
Despite the fact that there are more
sanctioned opportunities for discussion,
Guatemala's culture of fear persists, 
perpetuated by continuing government
corruption and fundamental economic
needs throughout the country. 

The brutal killing ofBishop Juan Jose
Gerardi in April, after he published a
report on human rights abuses in
Guatemala, sent a strong message to the
Guatemalan Canadian community. There
is a sense that repression is starting again, 
said Hernandez. He, like many others,
urges that continued international presence 
and attention is essential if Guatemala is to 
continue on its path to restoring a civil and
just society. II 

Canadian 1ruth Commission Attempts to 
Overcome Guatemalan Refugees' Fear 

and Cynicism 
 Judith Pyke 

Judith Pyke is a Toronto-based writer and media 
 producer who has spent time in Central America. 
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