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Editorial
A cataclysmic development for women, in the last century, has been the targeting of civilian populations during conflict. In times of conflict men withdraw and women with their infant children, the aged and the infirm form the civil society. Therefore, targeting of civilian population means largely the targeting of women and children. In the post-cold war era this targeting of civilians has assumed horrific proportions because the states have turned inwards. Rather than the enemy without, it is the "enemy within" that concerns most states today. Therefore, more than three-fourths of all wars in the last decade have been wars between the state and its people. In such wars once again it is the women who suffer most. The burgeoning numbers of women who are dislocated due to conflict dramatically highlight this phenomenon.

Liberal and social democratic discourses on citizenship notwithstanding, the ideological construction of states have always been weighed against women. Some theorists have attributed this to women's traditional distance from war. Yet now that war has come to women they still remain dispossessed of state power. They are hardly ever included in decision making on war and peace. They swell the ranks of the displaced and refugees while men continue their power play. In the person of a refugee, women's marginality reaches its climactic height.

States create refugees in their efforts to legitimise their own authority. Yet these very states are crying shrill for asylum seekers to stop beyond their borders. The more powerful a state the less its inclination to assume responsibility of human displacement, which is in real terms means largely the displacement of women and their infants. More than eighty percent of world refugee population is made up of women and their children. And one percent of the total world population is made up of refugees. Even this overwhelming number has been unable to make refugees a priority with either the state that creates their category, or with the women of whom they form an intrinsic part. Thus refugees are neither a state issue, nor women's issue; such is their marginality.

We began publishing Refugee Watch over two and a half years ago and we were aware that a publication on refugees is not worth if it does not recognise the gendered perspective of the problem. Our intention was to bring out a special issue on women refugees. That we could not do so earlier points was not only to our own lacuna but also to the lacuna of "refugee studies discourses" prevalent in South Asia. The articles that we got on refugee women were largely articles on their victimisation. Women refugees are much more than mere victims. Their needs are multi-faceted and their experiences of coping with dislocation are enormous. This statement may sound obvious but evidently it has not been so. The media, the state and the donor agencies have all contributed their bits to homogenise refugee women as the victim. The image of victim has a seductive appeal. It makes sensational copy for people to read, it gives a feminine face to great patriotic wars, it reaffirms essentialist notions of women's want of protection, it justifies women's dispossession from sources of power and further it creates a sentimental notion that tugs at the heartstrings of potential donors. What it does not do is to portray reality. We begin this issue by challenging this very homogenisation of women refugees as victims.

Contained are essays that analyse the politics behind the victim-image of women. By making refugee women victims they are made political non-subjects, their identity ignored and their individuality trampled. In these pages we have tried to work against such homogenisation, and to portray that refugee women are not a uniform category of people, rather they are also individuals. They are divided along ethnic, linguistic, political, economic and religious lines. But then why privilege a gendered perspective? Such a perspective allows us to contrast between women and other categories within the context of refugee experience. For example, it is undeniable that women refugees are far more vulnerable to human traffickers than others. Analysis on the basis of gender illustrates that women experience dislocation in different and unique ways that at times cut across imposed boundaries. Thus, in this issue we have enumerated refugee experiences of women from not only South Asia but also from other regions.

We have continued with our regular features such as news updates, research notes and voices from exile. Much of what we have presented here has been made possible by the enthusiastic responses of our colleagues and new friends. We thank them all and hope that we are able to continue with our special issues on women refugees every year. Too many women are dislocated even within our own region for us to sit back. Humanity will suffer unless we make problems of refugee women our problems.

Between Myth and Reality

The contemporary image of refugees and displaced persons, all over the world, is that of women with small children and some elderly men. All of them hungry, exhausted, diseased, without any possession, homeless, not knowing where to go. They are survivors of violence, ethnic and religious cleansing, in flight from terror. Alas, this picture is all too familiar, though true.

In any refugee camp, women are the majority, entrusted moreover in their destitute condition with the disabled and children. Women account for one-third of the disappeared in countries where disappearances have been practiced as an instrument of terror as in Guatemala. And ironically whereas in the armies, militias, and paramilitary forces practically cent percent are men (also men mostly form the guerrillas), an overwhelming majority of victims of violence are women who are subject to sexual violence in times of war, riots, and huge population movements. The condition of the refugee and the displaced is in itself one of submitting to prolonged violence. When the soldiers approach, men flee towards the mountains (if they have not already gone away with the guerrillas), and women are left behind. The case, as in Guatemala, is too frequent to be really the result of chance. The men there explain regularly that they think the soldiers would not harm the women (although the opposite has been true). The women are thus left behind with the children to drag them to safety, their meagre goods in their hands: some pots and clothes, a chicken or two to save. Due to their baggage women lag behind the result is that the army catches them. Rape and assassination often follow. Men flee without encumbrances and according to them on the instigation of the women themselves. The report of the Truth Commission, Guatemala, A Memory of Silence evokes amazing amount of such cases, although it doesn't judge them.

Refugee camps in Africa or in the Balkans are indeed an image of horror. The women we see there ​when we see the pictures (although most are never seen) - are standardized whatever be their country. They are shown as degraded sub-humans, almost savage, living at best under tents. Voiceless, powerless, seemingly uneducated, deprived of any dignity and privacy, unfit for any "useful" or "performing" purpose. The image conveyed by the media is one of a superfluous mass - a burden for humanity, a dispensable population - for whom a place should be found - alas, there is none. Refugees are indeed a burden for the host-country, also for the international community. The international community extends only symbolic gesture. Symbolic because these are not measures for the prevention of such situation Refugees are the result of a situation that should have never taken place. They are thus a picture of the other. Host countries try to get rid of them as soon as possible, to send them "back" even to unsafe conditions. Refugees and deportees are there because states distinguish between "us" and "them", between nationals and non, even when the strangers have relatives and friends among the citizens. They are not allowed to represent themselves. Their movements are limited, their space altered and non-existent, (re)movable, their identity ignored and not respected, their individuality trampled.

This is made easier by the fact that most of them are women, seen as non-subjects anyway in a patriarchal system. The context into which a refugee is forcibly inserted is abnormally de-politicized. The context doesn't allow for the expression of their individuality, subjectivity, citizenship, their political, social and other choices; their expression is only through the continuity of a narrative, no matter how numerous they are. They are most of the time without any documents, or with only provisional documents, or with wrong or forged documents. This means that they have if at all very limited, access to legal protection. Often brought together by distressful circumstances they do not represent a unified collective subject-agent. And, conditions of extreme deprivation do not favour any kind of initiative. Yet refugees and refugee women in particular assume their subjectivity.

The men there explain regularly that they think the soldiers would not harm the women (although the opposite has been true). The women are thus left behind with the children to drag them to safety, their meagre goods in their hands: some pots and clothes, a chicken or two to save due to their baggage women lag behind. The result is that the army catches them.

Sometimes, times of crisis favour the construction of new and never before existing political subjects, such as, groups of widows, women in general, peasants, or new nationalities. Putting their experience into words is fundamental. It is only the narrative that can give rise to a new identity and new political claim. The narrative has to be said, also heard. Narration gives a material reality that is never there in silence. This means that the women refugees and the displaced, like anyone else, are capable of becoming political subjects and of taking their own responsibilities. This is contrary to the popular image of the refugee, and is a question for the twenty-first century. It does not mean that nothing can be done on small scale. It calls for a change in the political reality of a system that produces refugees through warfare, economic order responsible for organized hunger in poor countries, and environmental catastrophes. The first civil right of the refugee is the right to return home safely, but there has to be the right also of not to be deported against will. Yet the situation contradicts this right.

Host countries try to get rid of them as soon as possible, to send them "back" even to unsafe conditions. Refugees and deportees are there because states distinguish between "us" and "them", between nationals and none, even when the strangers have relatives and friends among the citizens. They are not allowed to represent themselves. Their movements are limited, their space altered and non- existent, (re)movable, their identity ignored and not respected, their individuality trampled.

The fact is that the women refugees are presented through a stereotyped image, they do not have the right to present themselves. That they are deprived of their personal and group identity creates a of poor myth about the woman-refugee where the order of things is inverted. It is this myth that sanctions the absence of power of the refugee, as she is the other. The myth and the mythical narrative comfort the listener and the storyteller in believing that we are not like that, that we are not the other, that we have not been rendered powerless and that we are safe. But the perspective changes the minute when we imagine ourselves as other, ourselves as the homeless, refugee, and the deported. Then we know that, were we the women, refugees, the other, we would resist.

By Rada Ivekovic

Refugee Updates

South Asia

Refugee crisis escalates as war intensifies in Sri Lanka

Residents have been on the run in northern Sri Lanka as fighting between government troops and Tamil rebels entered the key town of Jaffna, aid officials said. Tamil civilians were seen carrying their belongings and fleeing further north from the town of Jaffna, the officials from humanitarian operations in the island said. "People are leaving Jaffna in large numbers," one said quoting reports from the area. 'The residents were taking advantage of the lifting of a curfew there today." Despite the flow of refugees, the aid agencies, including the International Red Cross, Medecins Sans Frontiers, Save the Children and Front had about 25 expatriate staff in Jaffna and had no immediate plans to leave. The United Nations had earlier pulled out its non​essential staff and those involved in a de-mining program. "There is no need for us to pullout because our people have slearly given maps of their locations both to the government military and Tamil Tigers and expect them not to fire at our comP9ul1ds," an official said. In a 1, OOO-bed hospitals in Jaffna only 30 patients were left because of the flight of civilians, an aid official said. The reports of the civilian movement came as the Sri Lankan government said security forces had readjusted their defence lines at Ariyalai near the Jaffna town after a five-hour battle.

"A large number of people have been displaced. They have preferred to go to 'cleared' areas controlled by the army rather than to the 'un-cleared' LTTE-controlled zones. However, movement of people from cleared to un-cleared areas has been virtually stopped," sources said. It is difficult to get food to the un-cleared areas as army clearance is necessary and troops are busy with the war. "The people in northern Sri Lanka are almost starving: food and medicine are not reaching them. The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has announced that it is unable to provide medical services due to restrictions in the quantity and items of drugs permitted into the war zones," sources said. In Jaffna, half a million people have been completely isolated as all supply routes to the town by land and sea have been cut off. Telecommunication links were also severed last month. Exact figures of people affected are not available as information coming from the war zones is censored. Indian officials Friday said 264 Tamil refugees from Sri Lanka had landed on the country's southern tip since fighting escalated between Tamil Tiger rebels and Sri Lankan troops and warned the trickle could soon turn into a flood. A senior government official in the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu, which is separated from Sri Lanka by a narrow strip of water, told AFP here the number of fleeing Tamils was likely to shoot up. "There are reports of large-scale conscription of very young (Tamil) men and women by the LTTE and to escape from this, people will try to flee to safer places," the Indian official said, adding this was another reason why Tamils were leaving the area. ''They will have to get across the battle-zone to reach the port of Mannar (in northwest Sri Lanka) which is the closest point to cross the sea into Tamil Nadu," he added. S.G. Chandrahasan, convener of the Madras-based Organisation for Protection of Tamils of Eelam from Genocide (PROTEG), said that the refugees usually arrive in the Tamil Nadu town of Rameshwaram ​ India's southern-most point. He said the last big arrival of Sri Lankan Tamils occurred in July 1990, a month after fighting there had escalated. "It usually takes people a few weeks to trek across the battle-zone to a port and then to come to India."

K.P. Mahendran, deputy inspector general of police of the Ramanathapuram area, where Rameshwaram is located, said refugee camps were already full. "The Mandapam camp has the capacity to house 6,000 refugees but now there are 6,254. The government has now taken a decision to accommodate the refugees arriving in future at the cyclone shelters dotting the coast and other interior areas." "We are doing our best to receive these refugees safely and provide whatever facilities they need."

A further problem bedeviling Indian authorities is the fact that boatmen clandestinely ferrying refugees to India are now dropping them at tiny islands in Sri Lankan waters to avoid Indian naval patrol vessels. A three-year-old boy named Devendran died of hunger and cold on a small island Sunday, were he and other refugees had been dropped by the fishermen who told them they were in India.

By the time Tamil Nadu police arranged for a boat to rescue the group, the boy had died. Tamil Nadu, home to 55 million Indian Tamils, already houses more than 100,000 Sri Lankan refugees. Of them, 65,000 live in 133 state-run camps while the others live independently or with relatives or friends in the state.

The Sri Lankan government has rejected a proposal from UNHCR to allow civilians to move out of Jaffna, reliable sources said. UNHCR approached the government asking that it permits civilians to move to safer areas which UN agencies have cleared of landmines. Sources blamed the government of using the people of Jaffna as a human shield.

JRS Dispatches, June 19 & AFP, May 12, 2000

Tamil refugees sent home

A group of Tamil refugees has been refused entry to India and handed over to the Sri Lankan navy on a remote uninhabited island off India's southern coast The group of fifty had sailed to the island still in Sri Lankan waters in fishing boats. Correspondents say it's a regular staging post in Sri Lankan Tamil efforts to reach the Indian coastal town of Rameswaram. Eight of the latest group managed to reach the town. Indian officials took five to refugee camps, but in an unusual move sent the other three back to the island, and alerted the Sri Lankan authorities to pick them up, along with their companions.

Most of the thousands of Tamil refugees fleeing the conflict in Sri Lanka who have arrived in southern India over the years have been allowed to stay. But there have been complaints that the Indian authorities have been shifting Sri Lankan refugees around the various camps in Tamil Nadu in view of a possible influx of refugees from war-torn Jaffna.

It is not clear why the authorities are vacating the refugees from Mandapam camp, which at least has certain basic amenities, compared to the other camps. Around 3,000 refugees have been shifted but there are only around 500 new arrivals. The government decides on the shifting pattern, the refugees have no say in the choice of camp they are to live in. On 24 May, during the transfer of some refugees to another camp, a six-month old child suffocated to death in a scuffle in a bus. When the mother of the dead child wanted the bus to be stopped, the reply of the police escort was: 'Let us keep moving. Even if we stop the bus, the dead child will not be alive'.

BBC World Service, June 16 & JRS Dispatches, June 19,2000

Child soldier conference calls for small arms ban

An international conference Thursday condemned the use of child soldiers and appealed for a banning of small and light arms, which could be handled by children. The declaration of the conference "urged the groups involved in conflicts to stop the recruitment of children and release into safety children who are already being used as soldiers and allow them to get appropriate education and skill building training."

Delegates at the conference, organised by UNICEF and the Nepali government, also called for the banning of lightweight and small arms in areas where children are involved in conflict The four-day conference was attended by 150 delegates, including officials from conflict-ridden regions such as Aceh in Indonesia, north India, Jammu in Kashmir and northeast Sri Lanka. "The conference produced a major research survey assessing the overall use of child soldiers in the region," Jo Becker, Chair of the coalition steering committee, said at a press conference Thursday. Poverty, ethnic discrimination and social inequality are some of the reasons children get involved in combat situations, delegates said, while urging UNICEF and other international institutions to help children living in marginalised areas.

.

The conference also called on the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), the South Pacific Forum, the Economic Cooperation Organization and the forthcoming G-8 summit in Japan to include its declaration on their agendas. The report will be sent to foreign and defence ministries, asking governments to enact laws protecting refugees and allowing UN agencies and NGOs access to refugees and distressed populations. Becker told the press conference that the plight of child soldiers in Asia has failed to draw the attention it deserves from governemnts, NGO's and the media. "Tens of thousands of children - including those of ten years of age - are being used as cannon​fodder by armies, militias and armed groups. "The biggest achievement of the conference is that it has created a regional network on the issue of those of children as soldiers. That will now work to reverse this neglect" The conference highlighted the potential threat of the use of children by Maoist insurgents, and opined that the problem could become serious if adequate measures are not taken.

AFP, May 18, 2000

US envoy defends Myanmar PM's Bangladesh visit 

The United States has defended Myanmar's Senior General and Prime Minister Than Shaw's state visit to Bangladesh, saying it could help resolve the country's refugee problem. US Ambassador John Holzman told members of the Dhaka Reporters' Unity in reply to a question about the military junta leader's trip that "the visit could solve the problem of some 22,000 Rohingya refugees who have been living in camps in (southeastern) Cox's Bazar for eight years."

The US is among countries that worked with Bangladesh to aid the refugees and this visit could "contribute in return wonderfully," he said. Han’s three-day state visit from May 29 will make him the first top military junta leader to visit Bangladesh. The trip follows an invitation from Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina Wajed. Relations between the two neighbours were strained in the early 1990s with an influx of some 250,000 nationals of Myanmar into Bangladesh alleging atrocities committed by the military. Most of the refugees were repatriated home under a UN agreement, but more than 20,000 are still living in Bangladeshi camps.

AFP, May 18, 2000

Bhutanese refugees face uncertain future

The 9th round of Nepal-Bhutan ministerial level meeting held in Thimphu failed to produce the much-anticipated breakthrough in the long-festering Bhutanese refugee imbroglio. The only headway the two sides made was to agree on naming the verification team within 15 days and start the verification process within two months.

Minister of Foreign Affairs Chakra Prasad Bastola who told reporters at the Tribhuvan International Airport: "We made a lot of progress but the talks ended inconclusively." "On the whole we have gone as far as to agree on the visit of the team leader to the camps and naming the verification process,” he said. He also said Bhutan has agreed to go for the camp-to-camp verification. Although the Bhutanese side agreed to go ahead with field verification in the eighth round of Joint Ministerial Level Committee (JMLC) meeting in Kathmandu in September 99, the two sides could not agree on the modality of the' verification process. Meanwhile the Indo-Bhutan Friendship society has urged India to seriously consider the Bhutanese refugee crises. The IBFS at a press conference stated that India cannot keep quiet about the over 100,000 Bhutanese refugees. There are seven camps in eastern districts of Morang and Jhapa. "India being- the next door neighbour of Bhutan and the largest democracy should stand by the people of Bhutan in their fight for freedom and dignity," says the release.

UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Sadako Ogata, told Bhutanese refugees in camps in eastern Nepal that the authorities in Bhutan were ready to welcome the refugees back home, according to Bhutanese refugee groups. Speaking to thousands of refugees in one of the camps on 1 Mayas part of a South Asia trip to tackle the issue of the Bhutanese refugees, Ogata pledged that UNHCR "will make every possible effort to return you". She later told reporters that the verification process should start within a month after a meeting between Nepal and Bhutan at the end of May. She said that she was very happy about the readiness of the Bhutanese authority to solve the problem of Bhutanese refugees. She also expressed the hope of India's active support on the issue.

Though the refugees passed through the India after being forced out of their homeland, India has denied Nepal's request for its inclusion. in the talks. Indian Foreign Minister Jaswant Singh last year refused to get involved in the negotiations, reiterating the Indian position that it was very much a Nepal-Bhutan issue.

The Kathmandu Post, May 2/26 & JRS Dispatches, May 5, 2000

Afghan refugees in Iran return home

The UNHCR/IOM joint repatriation programme of Afghan refugees from Iran to Afghanistan continues to areas outside the drought affected provinces of Kandahar, Helmand, Farah and Nimroz. On Monday 19 June, an 10M convoy repatriated 341 refugees from Tehran to the Doghanoun border exit station and then on to Herat. On Sunday 18 June, one 10M convoy repatriated 784 refugees from the voluntary repatriation centres in Mashaad in Khorasan province. In addition, 240 refugees were repatriated from the voluntary repatriation centres in Ispahan province and 473 from Shiraz in Fars province. Since the IOM/UNHCR operation began on 9 April, 10M have assisted 39,231 Afghan refugees return to Afghanistan.

International Organisation for Migration (10M), June 30,2000

Afghan intellectuals at risk in Pakistan 

Until the government of Pakistan takes decisive action to end the harassment and political intimidation of Afghan intellectuals living as refugees in Pakistan, dozens of prominent Afghans will remain at risk of deportation and human rights abuses, Amnesty International warned today.

The safety and whereabouts of noted Afghan scholar and former lecturer at Kabul University, Professor Mohammad Rahim Elham, who was deported to Afghanistan by the Pakistani authorities on 21 June is still not clear. The Pakistani authorities have said Mr Elham was deported for making anti-Pakistan statements and accusing Pakistan of interfering in the internal affairs of Afghanistan. However Amnesty International believes he was deported for exercising his right to freedom of opinion and expression. The deportation of Mr Elham to Afghanistan has created anxiety amongst prominent Afghans living as refugees in Pakistan.

The Taliban Foreign Minister has said that Mr Elham will be safe in Afghanistan provided he respects the law. However, over the past two years scores of prominent Afghans advocating an end to the war and the establishment of a government representing all ethnic groups have been detained by the Taliban and tortured. Over a dozen have been killed after their arrest. Dozens of Afghans living in Pakistan have received death threats and several of them have been assassinated.

Two weeks before the deportation of Mr Elham, another Afghan writer living in Pakistan was shot and wounded at his home in Peshawar, Pakistan. Mohammad Enam Wak, also a leading member of the nationalist party Afghan Mellat, had just published a book written in which he debated the formation of a state on the basis of ethnic identity. There has been no investigation into the shooting. Both writers appear to have been targeted on the basis of their political views. 

Amnesty International, June 30, 2000

Burmese refugees in Thailand face human rights abuses

"Burmese refugees in urban areas, including Chiang Mai, are increasingly vulnerable to arrest and, in a few cases, have been forced to return to Burma. The Thai government has legitimate security concerns, but those concerns do not justify acts, which endanger refugees. With no let-up in abuses on the Burmese side of the border, this is absolutely not the time for repatriation initiatives." Joe Saunders Deputy Director of Human Rights Watch's Asia Division "Burmese refugees in urban areas, including Chiang Mai, are increasingly vulnerable to arrest and, in a few cases, have been forced to return to Burma," said Joe Saunders, deputy Asia director at Human Rights Watch. "The Thai government has legitimate security concerns, but those concerns do not justify acts which endanger refugees. With no let-up in abuses on the Burmese side of the border, this is absolutely not the time for repatriation initiatives." 
Thai policymakers apparently have made a decision to reduce the number of Burmese refugees in Bangkok and other urban centers, and to regulate more closely the movements of Burmese refugees in the country. In one particularly egregious incident in February, five Burmese in Bangkok were transferred to the border and then deported into Burma at Friendship Bridge. They were reportedly met on the other side by Burmese authorities and later incarcerated.

The new direction in Thai refugee policy is in part a response to the siege of the Burmese Embassy in Bangkok in October 1999 and that of the Ratchaburi Provincial hospital in January 2000. The embassy and hospital sieges were the work of small, radical organizations, but the Thai government has used the incidents to justify a wider crackdown that affects the entire population of urban Burmese. Details on the change in policy are set forth in a "Background Briefing" on Thai policy toward Burmese refugees, along with recommendations from Human Rights Watch. The document is linked to this release in "related material" above. In addition to the new pressures facing existing refugees in urban areas, a new admissions procedure in border regions poses dangers for newly arriving refugees.

The Thai government is not a signatory to the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees or its 1967 Protocol, which provide a universally accepted definition of a refugee, nor does it have its own domestic refugee law to offer legal guidance. The traditional Thai definition of a refugee used in official statements translates as "person fleeing conflict." In February, heightened security concerns for the Bangkok UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) meeting contributed to growing pressure on Burmese refugees and a crackdown on NGOs working on issues related to Burma.

Press Backgrounder, May 6, 2000

Illegal workers in the Middleeast

South Asian illegal workers were flocking to leave Saudi Arabia as an amnesty exempting those with invalid residency permits from possible imprisonment. An Indian embassy official in Riyadh said about three thousand Indian nationals were preparing to leave the country before the amnesty period expired. It was also reported that the sponsors were also runaways. Saudi Arabia began a campaign against illegal immigrants in October 1997. About 1.5 million people mostly from the Indian subcontinent have since been expelled. Illegal immigrants are also found in watermelon trucks on their way to Greece through Middle East. They are mostly from Pakistan and India.

In this perspective, the Sri Lankan government claims that the government has accorded many facilities to the migrant Sri Lankan workers in the Middle East so that they do not have to remain illegal. The UN spokesman in Sarajevo said that Sri Lankans, Bangladeshis, Iranians and Turks are assembling in hundreds in Bosnia for their passage to Western Europe. Recently, fifty-eight Chinese immigrants died in such an attempt. Last month, seven Iranians drowned in the Sava River, the border between Bosnia and Croatia.

Daily News, Colombo, July 1, 3 & 4, 2000

Refugee Updates
Other Regions

Religious violence causes refugee crisis in Indonesia

Religious violence between Christians and Muslims in Indonesia's main Maluku Island has led to thousands of deaths and forced some 500,000 residents of both faiths to flee. Indonesian President Abdurrahman Whid declared a civil emergency in the region earlier this week. Later, Indonesian Human Rights Minister Hasballah Saad said the state of emergency might be replaced with martial law. The violence between Muslims and Christians, who lived peacefully side-by-side for generations in the Moluccas, dates back to a scuffle between a Muslim bus driver and a Christian passenger in January of last year. The fighting has forced the population to regroup in religiously divided villages and neighborhoods. The conflict has escalated in recent weeks largely because of the arrival of 3,000 militant Muslims from other parts of Indonesia who are committed to waging a holy war against Christians. Although Muslims make up about 90 percent of Indonesia's 210 million people, Christians are in the majority in many parts of the Moluccas. The Indonesian military has been accused of doing little to stop the fighting, and in some cases, of actively taking sides.

BBC News, June 29 & Disaster Relief, June 30, 2000

Disease strikes refugees on Mindanao

Disease has struck more than 200,000 refugees fleeing the heavy fighting between government troops and Muslim insurgents in the southern Philippines. One in five of the refugees are estimated to be suffering from respiratory illnesses, diarrhoea and malaria. The refugees, who included women and children, were trying to flee from heavy government artillery and aerial forces on Mindanao, the second largest island of the Philippines. Rebels of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front had been using people as human shields. The Age of Melbourne reports that these attacks have increased pressure on President Estrada to reduce civilian casualties and enter talks with the insurgents. Both Muslim and Christian leaders have been trying to meet with the president, but he said he had full trust in his armed forces and would no doubt "win this war."

The Age of Melbourne & Health Answers, May 17, 2000

Call for a centre for refugee studies in Jordan

UN High Commissioner for Refugees Sadako Ogata in a speech in the University of Jordan admitted that that the very existence of UNHCR as a problem-solving agency showed the continuing seriousness of the problem. To know that over 22 million refugees exist in the world today testified to the urgency, she added. She pointed out the fact that the first and foremost of the post war refugees were the Palestinians cruelly uprooted from their homeland as a direct result of wars of 1948 and 1967 and had been suffering for more then half a century. No solution has yet been found to their problem. For the same reason, there are Syrian and Lebanese refugees as well. The 1990 Gulf War resulted in another surge of refugees, and there are refugees fleeing from sanctions, from political oppression, from unemployment, and other related causes in this region.

In the same meeting a Jordanian speaker commented that the work of the agencies entrusted with refugees might not result in the repatriation of the refugees overnight. No miracle can be found, he said. But the agencies can playa crucial role in supporting the refugees in infinite ways: helping them to cope and adjust, providing them with moral and material assistance, enabling their children to get the education, health services and the minimum degree of decency, protection and security which they need. Refugees are much like other victims of violence. They need sympathy, attention, moral support; but they also need lot of services, financial assistance studies and research.

Observers in the Middle East feel that Mrs. Ogata's call on the University of Jordan to establish a centre for the study of refugees should be taken seriously. Jordan, for more then half a century, has been supporting refugees, through its own meagre resources and help from some international agencies and foreign overnments. The refugees not only need help. In all these ventures refugees can also help. 

Jordan Times, May 26-27, 2000

Angola: Insecurity stalls aid to northern Angola

Insecurity in northern Angola has severely disrupted an humanitarian aid initiative by UNHCR because of a deteriorating security situation. UNHCR emergency team deployed in the main town of Angola's northern Uige province is confined to within a 2 km radius of Uige, following attacks allegedly by UNITA rebels."

The World Food Programme (WFP) also warned in its latest update that small-scale ambushes and attacks throughout the country continue to undermine the humanitarian relief effort. In the northeastern Kwanza Norte Province, insecurity in the locality of Ambaca has caused people to flee into neighbouring Uige province.

IRIN-SA, June 30, 2000
​

War and its Impact on Women in Sri Lanka

Oppressive power relations, sexual assault, attack and disappearance of family members, and the general insecurity on the streets, lead to an overall loss of freedom for women. Women in refugee camps can be particularly exposed to violence, due to the lack of space and security, and their freedom is often, confined: "In Refugee Camps due to restricted area of movement it is difficult to find a place to change clothes, or to have a space to sleep. So their freedom is very restricted in the camps." Women from all three communities, Singhalese, Tamil and Muslim have been affected and have their different stories to tell.

In Muslim displaced communities, for instance, the loss of freedom of women has come hand in hand with the adoption of more conservative cultural practices as a way of reasserting a religious and ethnic identity. Many women have found that since they have been displaced and living in the camps, there are more cultural restrictions on their clothing and their freedom of movement compared to when they lived in the North of the country.

One of the main obstacles for women to work for peace is this lack of freedom: said one, "So now she has walked out of the house, on to the road for peace, but what are the obstacles? First of all lack of self-confidence in her talents. Even the media portrays her as a weak human being - so as a result she comes to the conclusion that she lacks talents. We tend to think that politics is beyond them. As a result of the war they have no security outside the homes - and the war situation has also contributed to her inability to work for peace lack of education means there is no awareness for achieving peace. The language problem is an obstacle preventing her to go to higher planes. Only a few women are in decision-making bodies. Who decides whether we continue with the war or have peace talks? They are mostly men - responding to a framework and structure done by men for men. In religious institutions the women do not have proper representatives. So in the public plane they have fears and misgivings and other problems that lead to diffidence. Also sexual harassment makes it difficult to raise their voices. When you look at all these factors - we are able to see our own ideas. We can see the direct link between these problems and the prospect of peace in this country. One of the sentences written about peace was that peace means equal rights for women - this is because they have always experienced within the house that there is no peace because there is no equality." These and other findings were made when thirty nine women from all regions of Sri Lanka, representative of the Singhalese, Tamil and Muslim communities came to discuss their experiences and different points of view on the 17 year​-war in the country. The meeting was organised and facilitated by the National Peace Council, as part of the World Bank sponsored Needs Assessment Study on Relief, Rehabilitation and Reconciliation.

Peace means different things to different people. What did it mean for these women? "Peace means a democratic environment in which feelings and rights will be respected", was the definition of peace, made by the thirty-nine women. Most of the women had some direct experience with war, either currently in the North East or in the South during the JVP uprising. Many expressed that it was the first time they had the chance to discuss their experiences and points of view related to the war with women from other communities.

All women at the meeting agreed that women could build peace and even that women were reconciliatory by nature: 'We are the only possible peace emissaries because we have the spiritual power - even the women can push the men forward and give them strength... as women are responsible for the maintenance of the family if we share our experience with other people we hope it will bring peace..." Some said that they were prepared to be rejected by their families in the name of peace, because if the war continued then their families could be killed and the loss would be definite. In this sense advocating for peace was seen as an extension of their role to protect and nurture the family.

Who decides whether we continue with the war or have peace talks? They are mostly men - responding to a framework and structure done by men for men.

This very personal motivation to struggle for peace was manifested in the definition of peace created which included the 'respect of feelings'. In this sense peace is not only to protect the family, but also to be respected as women and as individuals. One of the facilitators tore up a piece of paper. Some women cried out as they thought it was the paper with their sentence on peace, which had been destroyed. Coincidentally it was the male facilitator who tore up the paper. Once it was clear that their sentence had not been destroyed the women explained their reaction: "I thought there was an individual here totally against peace…
if somebody wants to destroy the fruit of your efforts you must struggle against them resist…You can also imagine how painful it is for you if somebody murders a child..."

This incident clearly illustrates the importance and very personal aspect of peace for the participants. The women repeatedly expressed that their rights, role and identity were primarily defined by men - ranging from the family (directly through fathers and husbands), to the State (through legislation, the justice system and political representation) and even culture, tradition and religion. They explained that women are considered mentally, physically and emotionally 'soft', they have little power, are oppressed and thus easily abused. Their role (as defined by men in their family and the culture) is to have children, look after the family, and to stay in the house. Their identity is defined in relation to the men in their family: ''you are the wife of someone or the daughter of someone - we do not have an identity, we are not taken as a full person."

Any power relation at work, in the home, or anywhere else, can be a potential situation of abuse for women, as they have little power to protest or seek justice, particularly due to the social stigma attached at being abused or raped. Many of the ways the war affects women are not new. For example, sexual harassment or physical abuses are not new to women: "sexual harassment is always present in society", but these dangers are intensified during the war and may be used as a weapon against women. Women are more likely to find themselves in a situation where abuse can take place because the war imposes a level of social control which can expose women rather than protect them (such as the many checkpoints women have to go through or the conditions in the refugee camps).

In war women are also more likely to encounter situations where someone wants to exercise power over them due to the 'tension and level of violence in the environment. They particularly made mention of soldiers who respond to a 'herd instinct' and take chance of 'any opportunity' to abuse women. In war it is also easier to justify such abuse, simply as one of those "inevitable" consequences of war, as the soldiers 'are in natural need of sexual activity.' If physical and mental abuse of women exists even in a society without war, the disappearance and killing of family members is a direct consequence of war. As a woman's role has been primarily defined to take care and 'nurture' the family and home, then the attack and disappearance of family members directly cripple her role and her identity as wife and mother: "women lose their children, women become widows... we have never gained anything by the war as mothers and wives".

Most of the war related experiences were related to the loss of a family member. In comparison to men, women are mostly the survivors - men the direct victims or the disappeared. As survivors they have to find ways of coping with the pain and of restructuring their family unit and lives. One woman described how she was in a new town when her husband was taken away. Even though she was alone she went to the streets and started investigating what had happened to her husband in order to find him again. After nine months her husband was finally set free, even though he was so damaged by the torture that he was unable to work. However, the primary concern of the woman was to find her husband, even though it meant that she had to do things she had never done before, (like deal with the army, police forces, write to MPs and even the president, etc.) which though were carried out for very personal reasons also has some implications concerning a woman's participation in the public sphere.

The impact of war on women is on the one hand a very personal and painful experience, (the death/disappearance of a loved one, sexual assault, daily harassment at checkpoints, etc.) and on the other hand has a long term social impact whereby the conditions and prolonged suffering force women to take steps and responsibilities that traditionally did not form part of her 'role'. One of these steps is the public role of women (women spending more time outside the home, women organising themselves, women protesting, etc.) Other changes, which were mentioned, include the increased participation of women in the armed forces as well as the LTTE cadres.

This places great pressure on women as many of these new steps are socially unacceptable, and women run the risk of being stigmatised and marginalised by the family and community: "People are totally against women being involved in activities like the search for peace... I don't think so many people will like us coming forward... it is difficult to go on the roads because of the way society looks at us... we are unable to go out of the house...there is a social stigma against widows." Women's role and responsibilities can also change from being the 'nurturer' to also being the breadwinner - or from being inside the house, to outside the house. One way or another women begin to participate in the 'public sphere' - be it as the breadwinner of the family, as a mother searching for her son, or even as a combatant.

By Kate de Rivero

Agony Continues: Refugee Women of Bhutan

Bhutan became a party to the UN convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women on 31 August 1981. But the situation of Bhutanese refugee women is appalling. Among the 100,000 Bhutanese refugees, around 50% of the population in the refugee camps are women, most of these women are illiterate and they participate less in social activities. In the cultural sphere the southern Bhutanese women had to bear the brunt of the government's cultural policy. The Bhutanese government forgetting its responsibility towards improving the status of women has deliberately attacked them in this campaign of ethnic cleansing. Some of the discriminatory policies of the government are, inter​ethnic marriage policy, the 1985 Citizenship Act and the Census of 1988 and the one nation one people policy. Under one nation one people policy the culture of ruling elite was imposed on others thus banning the cultural pluralism in Bhutan. Southern Bhutanese women were deprived of their right to wear their dress; their ceremonial marriage necklaces were stripped off; they were made to cut short their hair. Instead, they were forced to adopt the dress and culture of the northern Bhutanese.

The women have always been the worst hit by government repression. In most cases, their husbands were imprisoned or had to flee the country for fear of persecution. The security forces plundered their homes, tortured, intimidated and raped these helpless women. There are 156 rape victims in Bhutanese refugee camps as per the records of CVICT Nepal. According to Shangri-La Without Human Rights eight women were raped to death. The following testimonies exemplify the extent to which women's rights have been violated by the Bhutanese government.

Demand for Girls to be supplied to the Army

" My father was born in Bhutan and his age is 63. Every day the office bearers used to come and threaten me to leave the village. They not only intimidated me, but the Bhutanese army one day suddenly came and burnt all the 27 houses of the village. They accused me of being a Nepali citizen and asked me to hand over our girls and wive to serve them. They demanded that 15​20 ladies be handed over. In these circumstances we left our village. Our relatives are still there and we have our registered land there.

A statement by Mr. A (Voices of Pain/The Bhutan tragedy when will it end - report of the SAARC jurist

Mission on Bhutan, May 1992)

Rape and Torture by Security Personnel

A 23-year-old woman from Phibsoo, Sarbhang district, gave the following account of her and her husband's arrest and treatment in detention at an army camp in Sarbhang in November 1990.

"My husband and I had heard that the armies were coming to confiscate our goods, so we both went to take our valuables to my parents' house. On the way back, we were arrested on the banks of the Thulopinkwa River by about ten army personnel. The soldiers started beating us asking us if we had gone to see the party people and where the leaders were. They asked us about the campsites of our party people. We said we did not know. The soldiers tied our hands behind our backs and dragged us along. We were beaten all the time. We were taken to Sarbhang, about 30 km away and kept in a school that had been turned into an army barrack for about a month. I was locked inside a room and my husband was tied to a pillar in the compound. I could see him through the window. He was beaten until he vomited blood. He was also made to sit on the ground and was kicked. He was refused food for one week. Every night two or three soldiers came and raped me. This happened every night for a whole month. I was given food every night at about midnight. If I asked for water, I was beaten with chains that the soldiers used to tie on their guns. When I was released...I stayed for one month until I realised I was pregnant. I was so ashamed that I could not face the other villagers so I left Bhutan in early January 1991. I left my children with my mother in-law in Bhutan. I went to jungle hoping I would die there. Then I went to Kachugoan in Kokrajhar, Assam where I stayed with some relatives. My sister and a male relative came to Kachugoan by chance and I bumped into them there. They paid for me to come to Maidhar. As a result of rape I had twins, one of whom died and one survived. I do not know if I will see my husband again."

From Amnesty International Report, Dec. 1992

Forceful Eviction

From Shangrila without Human Rights, AHURA, Bhutan, Ms. Bachala Maya Acharya narrates her story

One day in January 1992. Mr. Uday Bhattrai, a local court official, came to my house accompanied by twelve army personnel, asked me to list my property and ordered me to leave the country within four days. The next day army personnel came and took me to the village headman (Gup). They harassed and threatened me by telling me of the dire consequences I'd have to face if I did not leave the country. They made me wait at the Gup office till mid-night.

Two days later, the "Gup" took me to Dungkhag Court at Damphu, Chirang Bhutan, and handed me to the "Thrimpon" (Chief district court official). The "Thrimpon" ordered me to leave the country within four days, saying that it was an order from the King and the Royal Bodyguards. I refused to leave my motherland and told him that I was a bona-fide citizen of Bhutan who had landed property since generations.

Moreover, I told him that my son Mr. Narayan Sharma had been arrested by the government and was imprisoned in Chemgang central prison because of his involvement in the human rights movement. When I repeatedly refused to comply with his order to leave the country, he took me to a courtroom and kept me in solitary confinement for the rest of the day. At dusk, he ordered me to return home in Lamidara, which is about 35 kms form Damphu, I went home on foot, reaching there at midnight.

After three days, army personal once again came to my home. They threatened me and looted all my movable household belongings. When the complaint of the Civil Administrators' excesses reached Thimphu, a high level delegation led by Home Minister Dago Tshering reached Chi rang on January 13, 1992 for investigations. (Vide below: report in Kuensel, dated January 25, 1992) We were informed that we could express our grievances to the visiting minister.

Accordingly, I wrote a petition, met the minister and submitted the same. The minister assured me that I could stay in Bhutan. However, as soon as he left for Thimphu, army personnel entered my house and ordered me to leave the country. I steadfastly refused to do so.

However, as they continued to threatened me I ultimately told them that if it was the command of the King to evict me from the country and 'if I were to be penalized for refusing to do so, then I would appeal to the Royal government to release my son from the Thimphu central jail, where he had since been transferred from Chemgang, and was undergoing rigorous imprisonment since a peaceful demonstration in September 1990.

The Court official told me that my son would be released only on the condition that I leave the country. After a few days, my son was released. The very day that he came home, at mid-night, army personnel came to my house, threatened my family, then threw us out of our home which they proceeded to lock up.

At mid-night, I along with the helpless members of my family left my beloved homeland. After a difficult four days trek, we reached the Indian border town, along with my son, my daughter-in-law and my 17-month-old grandson. We were joined by other forcibly evicted Bhutanese nationals who helped us reach a refugee camp in Jhapa, eastern Nepal.

Refugee Women exercise the Right to Return

The Bhutanese refugees under the age is of Appeal Movement Coordinating Council demanded their right to return. The Bhutanes refugee women played a very active role in the Peace March both as peace marchers and organisers. There were female representations from all the camps in the Appeal Movement. Exercising the right to return and the right to peaceful assembly and association as enshrined in articles 13 and 20 respectively of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights, altogether around 1333 refugee women, in sixteen batches undertook the peace march to Bhutan from the vicinity of the refugee camps and from different places in India.

There were tens of thousands of other refugee women who were involved in the demonstration, mass meetings and other activities. But the peace marchers were intercepted, arrested and imprisoned by the Indian authorities as they entered the Indian soil after crossing over the Indo-Nepal border. The Indian authorities promulgated prohibitory orders although the refugees were peacefully traversing the land route through which they were driven to Nepal following forcible eviction from Bhutan.

After a prolonged detention in Indian jails of Siliguri, Jalpaiguri and Baharampur in West Bengal, Bhutanese refugees entered Bhutan, But the Bhutanese security forces deported them back to India and from there they were sent back to Nepal by the Indian police.

Women in Bhutan

With the schools and the health services remaining closed for the last ten years in south Bhutan, women and children have no access to these facilities. The harassment in south and eastern Bhutan continues. Amnesty International's report on Bhutan in 1998, states that, 'Ms. Kinzang Chozam, who was pregnant, was among those arrested and was not allowed to see her children. Other women were arrested, apparently in an attempt to force their husband to give themselves up to the authorities." The most serious problems that the women in Bhutan are facing is the risk of rape, sexual humiliation, imprisonment and eviction from the country. Women of all ages have been the targets of the police, army and even the civilian repressions.

Women in the Camps

Women in the camps continue to be subjected to various forms of torture and suppression. Many women have become the victims of local toughs and the authorities working in the camps. The harassment of women within the family is no less inside the camps. But the women have become active in the awareness programmes within and outside the camps. The role of women in running camp-life is often greater than men; their activities start from early morning until late night.

Now many women in the camps with the help of OXFAM (UK) know how to read and write. They write poems and short stories, and many of them who did not earlier know how to read and write are teachers and social activists. They now say that if they had known reading and writing before, they would have never left the country, and would have rather fought back to remain within their country Bhutan.

By Jagat Acharya

Rohingya Women: Stateless and Oppressed from Burma

(The following report is based on the document "Trafficked from Hell to Hades", Images Asia, November 1999, and "Discrimination in Arakan", Human Rights Watch, hrw.org - Ed.)

While the conflicts that cause women to flee often make news headlines, the plight of women who become refugees and displaced persons frequently remains unpublicized. In many cases, refugee and displaced women flee conflict after being terrorized with rape and other sexual and physical abuse. Although they seek refuge to escape these dangers, many are subjected to similar abuse as refugees. Refugee and displaced women, uprooted from their homes and countries by war, internal strife, or natural catastrophe are vulnerable to violence both as a result of the surrounding problem and because of their dependency on outsiders for relief provisions. The internally displaced are further at risk because the abuses they seek to escape are often being committed by the very government that should afford them protection.

The Rohingyas in Burma

The most critical issue remains the legal status of the Rohingya in Burma and the implications that it carries in practice. While they have been permitted to reside in Burma, most Rohingya are considered by the Burmese authorities to be "resident foreigners," not citizens. This lack of full citizenship rights means that the Rohingya are subject to other abuses, including restrictions on their freedom of movement, discriminatory limitations on access to education, and arbitrary confiscation of property. Denial of citizenship, and of the rights that go with it, inevitably pose serious obstacles to the achievement of a durable solution to the refugee flows.

The 1982 Burma Citizenship Law, promulgated not long after the mass return of Rohingya who fled in 1978, distinguishes between three categories of citizenship: citizenship, associate citizenship, and naturalized citizenship. A person is issued a colour​ coded Citizenship Scrutiny Card consistent with his or her citizenship status - pink, blue, and green respectively. Citizens are persons who belong to one of the national races (Kachin, Kayah (Karenni), Karen, Chin, Burman, Mon, Rakhine, Shan, Kaman, or Zerbadee) or whose ancestors settled in the country before 1823, the beginning of British occupation of Arakan State. If a person cannot provide evidence that his ancestors settled in Burma before 1823, he or she can be classified as an associate citizen if one grandparent, or. pre-1823 ancestor, was a citizen of another country. The stipulations of the Burma Citizenship Law governing the right to one of the three types o(Burmese citizenship effectively deny to the Rohingya the possibility of acquiring a nationality. Despite being able to trace Rohingya history to the eighth century, Burmese law does not recognize the ethnic minority as one of the national races. Many Rohingya families migrated to and settled in Arakan during the British colonial period, which would immediately exclude them from citizenship. They are vulnerable to atrocities by the Burmese government, which includes restrictions on freedom of movement, forced labour and arbitrary confiscation of property.

As a consequence to the disastrous economic situation, forced labour and harassment by the military, migration and human trafficking from Burma to neighbouring countries have flourished. In Thailand, in addition to over 120,000 refugees living in camps established along the border, up to one million Burmese migrants, most of them undocumented, are seeking a better means of livelihood.

Rohingya Women: Oppressed in Burma

Interviews with Rohingya women from different social backgrounds reveal the subordinate status of these women in their own community. They live under a relatively conservative interpretation of Islam. Their level of economic and political participation is almost non​existent. Women, even those belonging to the upper class, were not aware of any women's organisations. Multiple marriages are common, especially in the poor strata of the community. Most women are confined to their houses, and are only able to go out covered with a burka. During the interviewing process the researcher frequently encountered difficulties in hearing the women's voices as often men present would interfere and answer for them. Similar experiences were shared by other colleagues.

The subordinate status of Rohingya women is also exacerbated by the current situation in Burma. Sajda, a 19-year old educated Rohingya woman, commented: "The major problem is rape. Rape is very common. We are not respected. That is why women are too afraid to leave their homes and even work outside. Often the military kidnaps girls and takes them to their camps. UNHCR has initiated programmes to improve education in Northern Arakan and felt compelled to offer an additional rice allowance to families with daughters in order to increase female attendance in the classrooms.

Health care is grossly lacking in the villages in Northern Arakan. Rohingya women are often reluctant to visit government facilities, if any, as they are usually treated with contempt. Furthermore, the restrictions on their freedom of movement prevent them from reaching clinics or hospitals outside their village tracts. Zainab, the wife of a wealthy trader from Maungdaw, had just given birth and faced medical complications: 'we face many problems for child delivery. My sister-in-law died after giving birth in Maungdaw. I decided to go to Akyab for medical treatment. For us, it is so difficult to travel anywhere, even to Akyab. We have to pay so much money for a pass. This treatment costs me 20,000 Kyats: 5000 Kyats for medical expenses, but the remaining 15,000 Kyats were for travelling costs."

Women usually do not have employment outside of their homes, and it is uncommon to see women working in the fields. However, as an economic necessity, widows and women heading a household do take jobs as day labourers or housemaids.

Some women have been expelled by their own relatives who could not afford to feed them. Zobida is a 24 years old widow, mother of 4 children. She was interviewed in Bangladesh: "My husband was always ordered to do forced labour. About 5 months ago, my son was sick, so he refused to go. The military came to pick him up and took him to the Chittapurika army camp where they shot at him. Then the soldiers called me to carry him to the hospital, but he died on the way. After he died, I stayed with my parents-in-law, but they could no longer wanted to see me if I did not find a job. The worst tool of oppression used against Rohingya women consists of rape and sexual assault. A UNHCR staff person in Bangladesh told the researcher that "selective rape" triggered the 1991/92 mass exodus of refugees to Bangladesh. Many women, in particular widows, stated that the safety of their teenage daughters led them to flee their homes in Arakan. Yasmin, a woman of 35, undressed to expose the scars on the lower part of her body, a stab wound in the pubis area, a large injury on her right buttock and another knife cut on her leg. "I was raped by non-Muslims. I was 12 or 13 years old at that time. I had been working in the field and I was returning to my sister's house. On the way, 2 or 3 men assaulted me and they did this to me."

Forced relocation, usually without compensation, is another push factor for departure described by Rahima, a widow with two sons, who arrived in Pakistan in 1997. "The army took my husband as a porter and for two weeks did not give him any food. He died of beatings and starvation. Other porters brought his dead body and I buried him. After his death I worked cleaning houses. But within a few months the government took everything, our land and our house, to give to the Maghs (Rakhine Buddhists). "You are not our people," they told me, "You have no right to have land in Burma. You should go away!" I had some relatives in Pakistan and they invited me to join them."

All Rohingya women, as well as men, who have been trafficked to Pakistan, have first come to Bangladesh. In some cases women were coerced right from their villages in Northern Arakan, but the majority fell into the clutches of the trafficking network in Bangladesh. Thousands of Rohingyas who escaped across Bangladesh did not settle in the refugee camps. After the UNHCR repatriation process started new arrivals were no longer admitted in the camps. They went to swell the slum population of Cox's Bazar or stayed in hiding in the jungle areas, totally deprived of any humanitarian assistance. Abductions of young women, rape and sexual assaults are not uncommon. The local press has reported cases when the police 'rescued' Rohingya refugees on the verge of being trafficked to India. In an interview with Images Asia, a staff person from Dhaka Ahsania Mission (DAM), a Dhaka-based NGO, related a specific case in which they got involved, "In May 1998, a bus carrying 71 passengers, mostly women and children of various ages, was driving from Cox's Bazar to Benapole (Indian border). The driver got suspicious about the passengers he was carrying and when the bus stopped at a petrol station, he informed the police. The police organised a road block near Jessore and intercepted the bus. This way they found that all the passengers were going to be trafficked illegally to India. DAM is running a shelter for women and children rescued from trafficking near Jessore.

The Journey across the Sub-Continent

The journey across the sub-continent starts in the Rohingya's homes in Arakan or in Bangladesh. Once the group sets out on the journey, the participants have to do whatever the trafficker orders them to do. They are completely at his mercy. The traffickers always have contact with the border police. The group usually travels by bus to a location near the Indo-Bangladesh border. They arrive at the border at night, usually on foot, and the trafficker orders the people to wait quietly behind while he negotiates with the border police to let the group through. Once in India, they are herded to Calcutta and board a train to New Delhi, or to Ajmer in Rajasthan. From there they continue their journey to the Pakistan border.

The Rohingya population in Pakistan is mostly concentrated in the suburbs of Karachi, including Korangi, Orangi, Landhi. In these areas some of the Rohingya settlements are named after their place of origin, such as "Arakanabad", "Burmi Colony", "Arakan Colony". All these settlements receive regular visits from law-enforcement agencies extorting money form their undocumented inhabitants.

In relation to trafficking, Pakistan is known as a sending, receiving as well as transit country. However, the Government has remained insensitive to the plight of illegal migrants, and has largely ignored the issue of trafficking. Since they are not recognised as citizens of Burma, and are consequently deprived of any form of documentation, it is reasonable to say that 200,000 or more Rohingya Muslims have been smuggled in one way or another into Pakistan. Unfortunately, no reliable data is available to give any approximation of the trafficking business.

Following its survey in Karachi, the Sindh police have expressed concern over the impact of illegal immigration on law and order, and while it has identified the Afghans with arms smuggling and drug trafficking, it has associated Bangladeshis and Burmese with the flesh trade and prostitution.

When a group of Rohingyas finally arrive in Karachi, the traffickers usually take them to a den. Language barriers increase their vulnerability. Those who have relatives in the city are sent to stay with them, and it is not unusual that the trafficker will first demand more money from the relatives before handing them over. Women and children with no relatives are often sold into sexual slavery or domestic servitude after being married to legitimise their enslavement.

When the woman is auctioned off on the flesh market, she is paraded as a "commodity" in front of potential buyers, her physical attributes are appraised, her skills assessed, and the bargaining begins. The selling price of a woman generally ranges from US$1, 285 to US$2,428 depending on her age, beauty, virginity, education, etc. A pimp earns on average between US$200 and US$229 net for each woman, and can make over 100 of such sales a month. Thereafter, the woman might be sold to someone else, forced into prostitution, or serving as concubine or slave to rural landlords.

Besides the risk of being sold, many Rohingya women become victims of slavery through debt bondage. Those too poor to pay their passage have to reimburse the trafficker for the costs of the journey. He places them and their children in carpet factories or other industries where they are forced to work for little or no pay until their debt is recovered. Because of their undocumented status, Rohingya women constantly face arrest and imprisonment as illegal immigrants.

Female prisoners in Pakistan are often detained in the same jails as men in violation of Pakistani law, in overcrowded conditions and with inadequate facilities for women. They do not have even access to legal assistance. They are further victimised by police and pimps while in detention. The Human Rights Watch, reported in 1992 that more than 72% of women in police custody in Pakistan are subjected to sexual or physical violence.

Until now, the voices of Rohingya women have been muffled, but with more exposure of the situations they face, we hope their cries will no longer be left unheard. Measures need to be implemented urgently, and systems put in place to allow them to live in full human dignity, including programs that address their basic needs. Their sufferings can no longer be ignored. It is the international community's responsibility to ensure that their fundamental rights are respected and guaranteed. 
By Soma Ghosal

Afghan Women In Iran

Millions of women have gathered up their children and fled 'scorched earth', tactics of enemies who sweep through their villages, torching homes, killing villagers, poisoning the water, destroying crops, stealing cattle, strewing land mines, impressing their boy children into the military, and raping them and their daughters. As civilians, they are no longer by​products of war. They are targets, part of military strategy.

Eighty percent of refugees are women and children. The refugee women who have been forced to leave their homes because of persecution and violence have to cope with the new environment, new language, new social and economic roles, new community structures, new familial relationships, and new problems. At the same time, they seek generally to reconstruct familiar lifestyles as much as possible. In a sense such women are both agents of change and sources of continuity and tradition.

Upon becoming refugees, refugee families have to deal with many new living arrangements. They often have to stay side by side with members of different tribes and clans. But for all refugee women, regardless of location, some issues appear to be common. They remain responsible for most domestic activities, whether in Third World camps or in industrialised countries. They also have to cope with changes in the family structure and roles. Women often find themselves as heads of households, with no husbands or older children to help support the families. They are also the principal maintainers of the traditional culture. And, when given the opportunity, refugee women form effective new social systems that provide support for their family members and the potential for helping others. By being resilient and inventive refugee women form new communities and support systems like the Afghan women's center at Peshawar and women's farming cooperatives in Somalia.

In addition to the common needs of the refugees like food, shelter, clothing and medical care; refugee women and girls require special protection and assistance ranging from physical security to cultural sensitivity. For instance, rape has been used as a weapon of ethnic cleansing, and under the laws of many countries, women do not have the same legal rights as men. Women are targets of sexual and physical abuse. They are often forced to give sexual favours to male refugees who have the authority to distribute rations in the refugee camps. Even without payment in sexual favour, food distribution is highly inequitous. As a result, women heads of households often receive fewer foods rations, and they and their children have higher rates of malnutrition than the families headed by males. Women are often in charge of caring for the most vulnerable refugees, the young, the sick, and the elderly, even though they may be vulnerable themselves.

Adequate attention to general and comprehensive reproductive health needs of refugee women is of key importance to the survival of refugee population. Women of childbearing age often face pregnancy-related complications. Lack of training of midwives, septic abortions, in sanitary conditions during birth, poor lighting during deliveries, and frequency of pregnancies -all create difficulties.

Women also suffer from water-borne diseases like cholera, dysentery, typhoid and infectious hepatitis because they are generally responsible for collecting and storing water. Women also suffer from insect-borne diseases carried by insects that breed near water: for example, sleeping sickness, malaria, yellow fever and river blindness. They also risk infection from diseases transmitted through contact with water, worms and schistosomiasis. In addition to physical health problems, some refugee and displaced women suffer from mental health problems. Women often face emotional problems and difficulties in adjustment resulting from loss of family or community support.

Protection of women and their access to assistance are integrally woven. So too, is their involvement in the design, development and implementation of programmes. Judy Mayotte, who has worked in refugee camps all over the world, champions the cause of refugee w~en acting as peacemakers and decision -makers. She says - "These women, who have endured so much in exile, are women of uncommon resilience and well springs of human resources and talents.

Exhausted from the effects of war and desirous of peace and stability, millions of them are reaching out across war-torn countries to find ways to resolve differences by non-violent means, to transform their societies through reconciliation, and to heal the spiritual wounds of war. Women, who so often are sustainers of culture and nurturers of society, are often uniquely endowed to create a climate of peace and reconciliation. It would be a terrible loss to allow their efforts to remain small scale, piecemeal, and scattered. In such efforts we have no better ally or resource than women who have known the chaos of conflict and who are dedicated to finding non-violent means of resolving the conflict."

Refugees in Iran

Afghans and Iraqi Kurds constitute the bulk of Iran's refugee population. For the last twenty years they have been allowed to live, work and move about freely within Iran to earn a living and become self-sufficient. About 1.4 million Afghans who stay in Iran can be found throughout the country, both in the urban centres as well as in the poor rural areas in eastern Iran bordering Afghanistan. In Iran there are very few refugees (about 5%) living in the camps.

Afghans can be very often found in construction sites or performing other forms of manual labour. To its benefit, Iran has consciously ignored some of its own regulations limiting foreigners' right to work. Afghans generally do the "dirty jobs" like digging ditches, curing skins for leather, cleaning wool, shelling pistachios, and working longer hours at lower pay than their Iranian counterparts. In a large number of cases, Afghan families have to solely depend on the women and children's work for a living. A comparison among men, women's and children's earnings (Table 1) in the fields indicates that children receive the lowest wage.

Table 1: Men's, women's, and children's earnings in their fields.

	Type of Work
	Avg. Working Hrs.
	Avg. Income/Day

	Irrigation/shoveling
	10 hrs (men)
	13,000 Rials (Rls.) ($2.7)

	Picking/weeding (women)
	9 hrs
	6,000 Rls, ($1.25)

	Picking (children)
	8 hrs
	3,500 Rls. (70 cents)


Source: ICRI reports, 1997.

Although the type of work performed by children partly justifies their low wage, the fact that children are subject to exploitation cannot be denied.

Most of the illegal refugees live at a marginal level. In Mash’ had, the average combined income of the refugee families ranged from 100,000 to 350,000 Rls./ month (about $20 to $70). The minimum legal wage for unskilled workers is about 260,000 Rls./month. Afghan refugees also enjoy the benefit of free primary health care services provided by the Ministry of Health (MOH) in health posts and health centres. Non-governmental organisations like the MSF and Merlin, along with the MOH have been efficiently helping refugees solve their health problems.

Documented refugees have also been provided with free primary education. Afghans have benefited from the schooling system in Iran. Until 1995, Afghan children could register in Iranian public schools, and as a result many more children are literate (especially girls) than in their parents generation. After a gap of two years (1995-97), during which only permanent cardholders were _allowed to enroll in public schools, it was in 1997 that temporary cardholders were once again allowed to attend public schools. Apart from these, the documented refugees were also provided the benefit from state subsidies for fuel, water, bread and transportation.

Iran, which is regarded as one of the most secretive, isolated and difficult countries is also the most generous host in the world bearing the burden of millions of refugees coming from Afghanistan and Iraq. With very little aid from the international community, Iran's policy of allowing refugees to move about and seek employment has suggested not only a remarkable level of generosity and understanding of the refugee circumstances, but also proved that promoting self-reliance of the refugees is best for the refugees and also the most cost-effective approach for the host government and the society as well.

However this policy of Iran is to undergo a drastic change as Iran along with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is planning a massive repatriation programme for the refugees. The programme intends to encourage Afghans, thousands of whom' are undocumented, to come forward to register and to be assisted and repatriated. According to the draft plan, those found to have continuing well-founded fears of persecution in Afghanistan will be relocated to designate areas within Iran. This attitude on the part of the Iranian government is understandable given the fact that Iran's economy is slowing down and it is becoming increasingly difficult to bear the burden of the refugee population.

Afghan Women in Iran

It has been mentioned earlier in this article that women constitute the bulk of the refugee population, yet they remain the most vulnerable and neglected group. In Iran, the Afghan men are very often not able to work due to a number of reasons, which includes physical disability (a consequence of the war situation in their own country) to the lack of proper documentation.

Since Afghans have for long been fighting a civil war, many households lack male members. Men have been out for war or have lost their lives in the process. Thus very often women are the heads of the households or the principal breadwinners of their families. To contribute to their family income Afghan women usually work at home- a result of cultural restraints, which does not welcome the work of women outside the home. As a result, it is the middle-aged women who can work outside the house, in the fields (for instance) picking and harvesting fruits and vegetables.

Another reason for women working at home is the women's various responsibilities at home. Thus they need to look for a job, which can be combined with the housework. Hence, shelling pistachios, cleaning wool, making brooms, cleaning saffron, making chains, and carpet weaving are examples of some of the work Afghan women do at home. Women often suffer from muscular skeletal diseases, which are caused by long hours of poor posture, bending over and performing repetitive and mechanical work. Cleaning wool is an unhealthy job, as it causes obstructive bronchitis and other lung ailments.

Without the work of women and children, daily work at brick kilns cannot be completed. As the refugees often live with their families at brick kilns, it is possible for women to join men and help them by collecting and piling bricks.

Working at such brick kilns is backbreaking, while the average pay for the family is about 12,000 Rls./day. Compared to the minimum pay announced by the Ministry of Labour in 1998 (i.e. 8,482 Rls./day) Afghan women's earning's are very low ranging from 12% to 60% of the minimum. Table 2 below shows some examples of women's average income, based on at least 8 to 10 hours work per day.

The interviews carried out by the International Consortium For Refugees In Iran (ICRI) in the Afghan settlements in Sistan-Baluchistan, Mash’ had, and south of Tehran indicated that the number of workingwomen in Zahedan was considerably lower than that in Mash’ had. This must be due to the limited job opportunities in Sistan-Baluchistan, as well as the refugees' cultural background.

In the settlements located in the south of Tehran, it seems that there are not many employment opportunities available as in Mash’ had. Thus, in these areas, being able to get work that can be done at home (embroidery, shelling pistachios etc.) largely depends on personal relationships.

Table 2: Example's Of Women's Work And Their Average Income

	Type of Work
	Avg. Pay
	Avg. Income/Day

	Shelling pistachios
	300 Rls./kilo
	1,800 Rls. (30 cents)

	Cleaning wool
	2,500 Rls./kilo
	5,000 Rls. (about $1)

	Making brooms
	50 Rls./broom
	2,000 Rls. (about 40 cents)

	Making chains
	300 Rls./kilo
	3,000 Rls. (about 60 cents)

	Cleaning saffron
	1,000 Rls./kilo
	2,000 Rls.

	Straightening used nails
	250 Rls./kilo
	1,000 Rls. (about 20 cents)

	Embroidery
	10,000 Rls./piece
	1,200 Rls. (about 25 cents)


Source: ICRI Reports, 1997

Against the above background, it is necessary to investigate the perceptions of the needs and priorities of Afghan refugee women in Iran. The International Consortium For Refugees In Iran (ICRI) conducted a Needs Assessment Survey Among Afghan Women, both of the Hazara and the Pashtun ethnic group, to investigate the perceptions of their needs and priorities in August 1998. The study used a 'focus group discussion' technique and the objective of the study was to develop a better understanding of how two culturally different groups of Afghan refugee women see their needs and priorities. Specifically, the study aimed to:

· Rank refugees' own priorities for education, health and income generation programmes.
.

· Identify skills which women would like training in.

· Determine the problems of working women and the obstacles to work.

· Determine the degree of refugee women's access to health services.

· Identify obstacles to schooling for children.

The first aim of the study was to find out from the refugee women what they saw as their major needs. An important feature of the survey was that the facilitators of the survey did not give the women any suggestions- all the points were raised by the women themselves. Another important point worth noting was that the groups, the Hazaras and Pashtun women had no difference of opinion. They put the highest priority on education and literacy. After this the other areas which they highlighted were: clinics run by Afghans for Afghans, creation of workshops run by Afghans where they' can work, creation of job opportunities where Afghan women can work, legal security and documentation, ID cards for their children, freedom of movement and personal security, basic needs (housing, household goods etc.), social insurance benefits.

When asked to prioritize their needs in the sectors of education, health and income, again there was a strong consensus among most of the women that their priority was for education. However, the Hazara women emphasized basic equation and literacy while the Pashtun women emphasized vocational training. The second priority for all groups was income-earning opportunities.

Both groups of women identified a wide range of skills and jobs, which they aspired to. However the Pashtuns said that apart from teaching, they were not allowed to work outside oftheir homes. The skills, which they identified for home-based work, included:

1. sewing, crocheting, embroidery- . 

2. weaving carpets, weaving sashes 

3. making bags.

Many also wanted training for jobs based outside the home such as nursing, giving injections, hair​dressing, secretarial skills, dried flower arrangement, running a kindergarten and research into refugee needs.

With regard to the characteristics of a good job the women pointed out that a good job should have the following features: it should have a decent pay and provide for at least a living wage; there should be flexibility and preference would be given to informal and the private sector, part-time work, work which can be done at home and which does not require bulky or expensive tools; personal safety should be ensured; where literacy is not required and any training needed is given free; the work should be motivating and should benefit other women (nursing/teaching); there should be job security, a job which they do not have to go hunting for and is introduced to them by an agency or someone they know.’

The women also enlisted several obstacles and problems faced by the workingwomen. The major obstacle faced by the Afghan women is illiteracy. Moreover being foreigners, they-are not very familiar with Iran, the Iranian people get the priority for jobs, many do not have a work permit and Afghan university degrees are not recognised in Iran. Sometime the husbands are not very supportive of his wife's work. Lack of childcare and housing conditions (crowded homes where it is difficult to set up a loom or a sewing machine) are other obstacles faced by workingwomen. Cultural differences, language barrier, lack of familiarity with the working practices are some other problems they face. The women have complained that they are discriminated and are not allowed to make decisions. The Afghan women are also laughed at and mistrusted by the Iranians.

Both Pashtun and Hazara women stated that they believed that both boys and girls should be provided with education. The Pashtun women said that it was particularly important for girls so that they could help the women of their country in future. The reasons why boys and girls could not attend school were similar. Poverty, opposition from parents, legal constraints, schooling gaps were some of the reasons why they failed to go to school.

With regard to the health needs the Afghan women discussed their access to and use of various health services including general clinics, family planning, antenatal care and vaccination. There was a mixture of views with regard to access to government facilities. However, there was clearly not universal access to free government primary health services for refugees. It was found out that some government clinics even refused to vaccinate Afghan refugee children. On the other hand, lack of family planning or antenatal care was generally more to do with the husband or his family's opposition.

General Observations and Recommendations

The survey clearly revealed that the Afghan refugee women had to share the responsibilities of their families along with men but faced a number of obstacles and problems with regard to job, health care, schooling of their children and basic adjustments into the Iranian society. The women complained bitterly of the limitations placed on them by their husbands and .his family al1d blamed this on their "low" culture. They thought that it was time that these customs undergo some reformation.

The women also did not attach too much importance to the fact that many of them were illegal refugees and lacked proper documentation. Although this came up in discussions it was never regarded as a top priority. They believed that many other things could be done to improve their lives even if they continued to remain as ‘illegals’.

Refugee women should be provided with education, literacy and skills training as this remained their top priority. Provisi6n of childcare, small loans and a job-search service would enable many more women to earn a living. The refugees should be involved in decision making and solving refugee problems. Counseling should be done to the male counterparts and the other senior family members of the refugee women who want to work, avail of health facilities in the clinics and get educated. This would help the refugee women to tread on a smoother path to self-sufficiency.

Conclusion
The women who constitute the largest and one of the most vulnerable groups are beyond doubt also the most important component of the refugee population and their needs are to be given top priority for a refugee programme to be successful. With the needs and priorities of Afghan refugee women in Iran well explored, the challenge for the future is to translate the improved understanding of their situation into concrete, effective programmes which will help them live in safety and dignity. Since the refugee women are the best judges of their needs and aspirations, they should be included in all aspects of programme design and implementation.

Since the Iranian government along with the UNHCR is organising an ambitious voluntary repatriation programme through which hundreds of thousands of Afghans are likely to be repatriated, the question of the difficulties faced by the women upon return to their war ravaged country is basic to the safety and security of the refugees. Along with the problems of food and shelter, the total lack of social infrastructure, legal problems related to the ownership of land, demographic imbalances, lack of health, employment and educational opportunities will plague the lives of thousands returning to their homes. Tapping the resources that women bring to bear in development will be essential to the process of reconstruction of their country of origin. Including women at every stage of the planning process is essential to ensure that there will be no surprises along their way. This will, in the process, ensure a safe and successful repatriation programme.

By Arpita Basu Roy

Excerpts from James D. Cockcroft's Mexico's Hope (1998): Border Wars

Historically, whenever economic hard times occurred in the United States, capitalists have tried to divert the blame for unemployment onto immigrants, scapegoating them for "taking American jobs." The recessions of the mid-1970, early 1980, and early 1990s where no different. The U.S. mass media and public officials whipped up a "brown scare" against the largest and most vulnerable immigrant group, the Mexicans. The "brown scare" campaign added Central Americans in the 1980s. By the 1990s, all Latino immigrants were targeted. By then, their numbers mage them the equivalent of the fifth largest Latin American nation. Of an estimated 5 million" undocumented" immigrants in the United States in late '1996, some 2.7 million (54 percent) were Mexican; 40 percent of all the "undocumented" or "illegal aliens" resided in California.

During the new wave of U.S. nativism or immigrant bashing, U.S. politicians liked to garner votes by warning of an invasion of "illegal aliens" and what President Regan called "feet people." The 2000-mile​long U.S. borders with Mexico became a veritable war zone. In the name of combating narcotrafficking and stemming the flow of "illegals," the U.S. government militarized the border in a domestic version of the "low intensity conflict" doctrine it was implementing in foreign areas of "instability" or attempted social revolution (e.g., Nicaragua and EI Salvador in the 1980s).

Reports of shooting of immigrants by the, U.S. Border Patrol and the white supremacist: Ku Klux Klan became common. Law enforcement clubbings of two defenseless immigrants in California, one a woman, were shown on national television. Suspected "illegals" detained by the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS, or what Latino immigrants called "Ia migra") were often beaten; some were raped. San Diego television stations ran special news reports on white suburban teenagers shooting at Mexicans "for sport." Numerous "illegal" Haitian and Central Ameircan refugees, including children, fleeing dictatorships or U.S.-backed counterrevolutionary wars in their home countries, as well as some undocumented Mexican immigrants, were thrown into "detention centers"... Occasionally Border Patrol officers fired their guns into Mexico's national territory, drawing loud complaints from a Mexican government otherwise unable or unwilling to do anything about the conditions that were driving its citizens toward "el norte."

In 1997, a U.S. Marine patrol backing up federal agents in an anti-drug operation shot in the back and killed a Texan teenager of Mexican ancestry. A year later, Amnesty International (AI) issued a damning report on human rights violations by the Border Patrol, noting that the agency had acknowledged its abuse problem by creating an advisory panel four years earlier but had in no way improved its record. Rather, the AI report concluded, 'There is a perception that INS officers act with impunity" and agents often give "cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment" to those people they detain. AI's report was echoed by the U.S. human rights organization Americas Watch, which for years had condemned what it called the INS's "frontier justice."

The Coordinadora's slogan was "Bill of Rights, Jobs, and Justice for All." Its initial call insisted that "democratic and economic rights must be affirmed nationally and internationally by workers themselves." Its list of demands included a minimum wage of seven dollars and hour; various specifics on women's rights, expansion of health services, regularization of the status of undocumented workers, speeding up of citizenship for legal immigrants, and world peace.

According to the Tijuana-based Binational Center of Human Rights, 1,500 Mexicans died in the dangerous migratory passage during the first eleven months of 1997. But the nature of economic life in both countries added to the flow of Mexican labor northward, either to the maquiladora zones or to the United States and Canada. As already noted, 27 percent of Mexico's workforce in the mid-1990s were either unemployed workers or working in "el norte." In addition, as political repression in Mexico increased, so did the number of Mexican seeking refuge in the United States or Canada. In a six-month period in 1996 to 1997, U.S. officials received 13,3'13 applications by Mexicans for political asylum.

Several basic facts flew in the face of the negative stereotypes being circulated in the United States about Mexican and other Latino immigrants. The immigrants were not “a drain on U.S. taxpayers.” They were never eligible for welfare (unless present for, more than five years). They never drew much on U.S. tax dollars and always paid far more into the system than they took out. A 1994 study by the conservative think tank Rand Corporation found that the annual taxes paid by immigrants totaled $25 to $30 billion more than the costs of services they received. Indeed, Social Security payments contributed by immigrant workers accounted for a significant chunk of that system's trust fund - up to $80 billion a year in the 1980s by some estimates. A 1984 Ford Foundation report noted: "As more whites reach Social Security age, their support will depend on Social Security taxes paid by an increasingly Hispanic and black workforce."

The 1996 U.S. welfare reform applied more than 40 percent of federal budget reductions to legal, immigrants who had previously qualified for welfare, a group that represented only 5 percent of those actually receiving welfare benefits. According to the Urban Institute, the welfare reform pushed 1.1 million additional children and 1.5 million more adults into extreme poverty, most of which were immigrants. (Women and children also bore the brunt of the 1990s repeals of "affirmative action" civil rights decrees.) In violation of a 1971 Supreme Court decision that had invoked the "equal protection" clause of the Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution to prohibit states from denying immigrants welfare benefits, the welfare reform eliminated benefits for all legal residents who were not yet citizens. The major benefits denied were Supplemental Security Income (SSI), food stamps, and Medicaid. This hit Latinos particularly hard since, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, nearly a third of all Latinos residing in the United States were not U.S. citizens. Seventy-one percent of the "legal" Latino poulation (excluding Puerto Rleans) was of Mexican ancestry (18 out of 25.3 million)...

In the case of education, Mexico paid for the cost of educating immigrant workers who then headed north and contributed to the U.S. economy. Counting only the undocumented workers, in the early 1990s this saved just one state, California, $3.2 billion in the annual costs of educating the workforce. The same undocumented immigrants contributed roughly 7 percent of California's Gros? State Product. The taxes deducted from the "undocumented" immigrants' paychecks helped fund their children'$ attending public schools. Yet in 1994 California voters passed Proposition 187, which barred non-citizens (including "legal" immigrants) from attending public schools and prohibited "illegals" from obtaining public health services (except for emergency care). Four years later California's electorate passed Proposition 227, mandating the end of bilingual education. Both propositions were unconstitutional and became tied up in the court…

Corporations were attempting to improve profitability and labour's productivity by increased mechanization, cost-cutting layoffs, and recourse to more easily disciplined and low-wage immigrant workers in the course of rotating the work force. The technological revolution of computers, telecommunications, and robotics had already begun to reduce the need for mainline U.S. factory workers. Meanwhile, high-tech firms were finding highly motivated, hard-working low-wage employees in the pool of immigrants, who were finding employment il1 modernized production systems like those in California's Silicon Valley. There, up to 70 percent of electronics and computer chip production work consisted of semi-skilled, low paying, non-unionized operative jobs, taken up largely by Mexican women and other immigrant workers. They worked long hours, some taking the work home where they were "often responsible for their own overhead, such as machinery and electricity." Modern capital's aim, wrote urban sociologist Manuel Castells, was to activate a "twenty-first century technology with a nineteenth-century proletariat"-in other words, high-tech, low-wage" restructuring…

Since the "silent integration" of the two nations' economies, the U.S. Mexican border had become a legal fiction. The border served to justify the deportation of "unwanted illegals," such as those who attempted to unionize; 10 percent or less of immigrants joined unions. Just the threat of deportation helped discipline Mexican labor. The border also assured that the Mexican working class, through its export of human capital, subsidized the U.S. economy, since the United States did not have to bear the costs of raising and educating the temporary immigrant workers. The immigrant was encouraged to come alone and to remit home small amounts of money (by U.S. standards) for the subsistence of his or her family. Sixty percent or more of Mexican immigrant workers' wages were spent in the United States. Meanwhile, U.S. cities and businesses along the border received the bulk of the spending money of maquiladora and other employees in Mexico who did their shopping "across the border."

Above all, the legal fiction of the border reinforced the argument that the cause of U.S. unemployment was in main part the immigrants' "taking American jobs." In fact, unemployment rates were lower in areas receiving large numbers of immigrants. Nativism reinforced racism and prevented U.S. workers from seeing their "commof) enemy," unscrupulous employers. The fact was that few Mexican immigrants displaced U.S. workers because they responded to a labor market with rules that were unacceptable to most U.S. citizens. There was one group that did lose jobs to immigrants, however. This group was African Americans in domestic services and parts of construction, proving the validity of that old American folk song about racism: "If you're white, you're right/If you're brown, stick around'/but if you're black, get back." This, of course, was not the immigrants' fault but that of anti-black racist employers and institutionalized racism, which oppressed both African Americans and Latinos.

The border served as a barrier, not only to working class unity in the United States but to international class unity. It separated workers in the United States from their sisters and brothers in Mexico, while capital had far more freedom and means than labour to move across international frontiers and collaborate with its class partners…

The old profile of male farm workers composing the bulk of Mexican immigrants in the U.S. labor force was no longer applicable. Less than 15 percent of Mexican immigrants were employed in agriculture. As more Mexican women entered Mexico's labor force, only to be laid off after a few years, they too began to migrate northward, some bringing their children, many coming from the maquiladora zones. By the mid-1990s, at least a third of Mexican immigrants were female. Employers increasingly recruited them because they often had higher levels of education, and yet could be hired for lower wages than men. Interviews conducted in 1997 with Mexican and Central American immigrant women revealed that almost all of them had experienced sexual assault during the migratory passage; those spared were usually the ones who had located "protective" coyotes (smugglers) in their hometowns or had raised the money to fly.

Mexican immigrants were the pivots of the economy of the Southwest, the U.S. region experiencing the most economic vigor since the 1970s. As the Wall Street Journal headlined on May 7, 1985, "Illegal Immigrants are Backbone of Economy in States of Southwest - They Make Computer Parts, Package Arthritis Pills, Ccok, Clean, and Babysit - Prisoners in the Bunkhouse." The same pro-business newspaper earlier observed that "Legal or not, the present wave of Western Hemisphere immigrants is already enriching and contributing to North American society." illegals may well be providing the margin of survival for entire sectors of the economy."

That is why so many employers supported the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 (IRCA) with its provision for 350,000 or more "guest workers" from Mexico, a labor law disguised as an immigration reform law. They realized the new law would help them stabilize and guarantee the flow of Mexican labor in much the way the old bracero program of 1942-1964 had done.. Low-cost immigrant labor could, as it had done before, help depress the average wage of Americans, provide scabs against strikes, and generate higher profits. IRCA's employer sanction provisions were not seen as a real threat, since they had never been enforced in the past and, in fact, would help employers control the immigrants even more.

IRCA's guest-workers program reinstituted a system of contract labour outlawed in 1886 and again in 1964. It neutralized Supreme Court decisions giving all workers, including the undocumented, the right to strike and to unionize, and all their families the right to attend school. It rode roughshod over federal court rulings preventing INS raids rose dramatically in the ​1990s, at a rate that paralleled sharp budgetary increases for the INS and Border Patrol...ln addition IRCA threatened all U.S. workers by requiring. an identification system for getting a job and mandating future employment identification work.

Moreover, employers had all these new powers without having to worry about any constraining input of the Mexican government, which now had no say whatsoever in the recruitment of "contract labor" from its own citizenry. Mexico's government was in too weak a position to issue a serious complaint in any case. Besides, it benefited from the social "escape valve" of emigration, and the dollars migrant workers sent home-Mexico's third largest legal source of income after oil and maquiladora exports.

IRCA required an increased budget for the Border Patrol, which was already being militarized. Under President Jimmy Carter, the Border Patrol had started to receive training in counterinsurgency techniques, and work had begun on construction of spiked steel-wire fencing many feet high along the U. S. Mexico border. Mexican immigrants dubbed it "the" tortilla curtain." Presidents Reagan, Bush, and Clinto' continued the fence building and hiked the Border Patrol budget ever higher, while continuing the Border Patrol's militarization and doing nothing about its human rights abuses.

Additional changes in U.S. immigration law after IRCA further threatened millions of Mexicans of Mexicans and other Latin Americans with instant deportation. The 1996 immigration law removed federal courts' jurisdiction for most appeal claims by immigrants, leaving them deportable at the whim of INS and Border Patrol agents. This was in violation of international treaties governing human rights as well as political refugees. The minimum incomes required for sponsoring immigrants was hiked part the ability of most Latino to pay. Like IRCA, the new laws reversed earlier family preference standards and broke up Mexican and Latino families on a massive scale; two thirds of all U.S. Latinos were immigrants or the children of immigrants.

They also reintroduced McCarthyism by allowing denial of admission to by allowing denial of admission to anarchists, communists, and anyone supporting "a revolutionary organization." Finally, they continued a phasing out of the "guest worker program" of IRCA, although agribusiness fought for its preservation. In any case, there were other laws available for importing needed workers.

There was another reason why "Latinizing" and feminizing the labor struggle, at least in the United

States, was becoming possible, and that was, ironically, the historical neglect by organized labor of precisely those segments of the workforce. This neglect meant that Latinos and women had to "do it for themselves," so to speak. As a result, internationalism and class-consciousness among Latinas and Latinos was proportionately strong.

Claims that NAFTA would reduce Mexican immigration to the United States proved bogus. NAFTA offered up an even more abundant supply of cheap Mexican labor, where exploited in Mexican maquiladoras or as immigrants to the United States. More Mexicans than even fore headed "al norte," especially as ejidos, small commercial businesses, and small and medium size industries failed in Mexico, NAFTA fueled the raging fires of nativism, despite the fact that some of the loudest immigrant-bashers, such as California Governor Pete Wilson, continued to urge guarante9ing a permanent supply of immigrant laborers to keep industries like textiles, agriculture, and janitorial service going.

Between the two poles "Chicano" and "Mexican immigrant" there stretched a long continuum built of kinship ties, relative length of immigrant residency in the Chicano community, similarities of work and life situations, and cultural values. The fact was that Chicanos were-aware and proud of their Mexican roots and had long been in the forefront of the defense of the human rights of Mexican immigrants. Where divisions most strongly occurred was along class lines - for example, some petty-bourgeois bureaucrats, certain employers, and labor foremen versus Mexican and Chicano workers.

Increasingly, the dynamic of Latin American migration and internationalisation of U.S. capital and class conflict was generating a transnational community of human rights and labor activists. The U.S.-Mexico border area was particularly representative of the new transnational exchanges and culture that was developing. Neither the U.S. nor the Mexican government knew how to handle this incipient human eradication of the "legal fiction" by the very people who had been most abused by it...

Starting in the 1970s, before IRCA and other immigration laws were passed to block their efforts, the unorganised, many of them undocumented Mexicans, were organising the most militant labour actions in the United States. While the AFL-CIO's top leadership was backing IRCA and calling for "give-backs" to keep U.S. industry "competitive", Mexican immigrants were organising themselves and others into independent unions in the Southwest, Northwest, Midwest, New Jersey, and Florida. Many of them were farm workers; others worked at subcontracted industrial workshops, shipyards, and high-tech assembly lines. Most lately joined the independent International Coordinating Committee (ICC), which in 1982 changed its name to the American Federation of Workers (AFW). Membership in the AFW grew to more than 40,000 mostly "undocumented" workers before IRCA gave it the coup de grace...

Then old in the 1990s, as NAFTA moved to center stage, the flame of international labour solidarity thared up again. The FAT drew support from Canadian and U.S. Honeywell workers in protesting the company's arbitrary and illegal dismissal of employees at its Chihuahua maquiladora. The Mexican workers were fired because they had decided to form an independent union and join the FAT affiliate Union of Metal and Allied Industry Workers (STIMAHCS, foundation in 1991). A similar experience occurred in the case of FAT's organizing endeavors at Ciudad Juarez's GE plant, responsible for producing small motors that used to be made in Decateur, Illinois, prior to C3E'sclosing the Decatur plant in 1989. In 1993, workers at the Boston​based Carlysle Plastics maquiladora in Tijuana won backing from U.S. workers across the border in their fight fc1r an independent union. In June 1997, some 400 workers at GM's six maquiladora plants in Reynosa carried out a partially successful wildcat strike, helped by the support of the AFL-CIO-backed Coalition for Justice in the Maquiladoras...

The maquiladora strikes and independent union organizing endeavors were critically important to the future of all workers in the Americas and indeed the world. After all, Mexico's maquiladora zones had long been portrayed as a model of supposed TNC benevolence. Yet maquiladora workers were super exploited and, in the case of their women employees" sexually abused. The value of maquiladora exports, according to Mexico's Ministry of Commerce, accounted for 42.5 percent of Mexican exports (1997). If wages and work safety conditions could be improved in the maquiladoras, then social justice would be served, TNCs would be dealt a body blow, and impetus would be given to other labour movements.

Throughout the 1990s, there took place numerous international meetings of workers from the United States, Mexico, and Canada. They were organized by group~ like the Transnational Information Exchange (TIE), a global, industrially based network of workers from different nations; the Detroit-based monthly publication Labor Notes, the tri-national Mujer a Mujer; and the Maquila Women Workers' Network. The Transporation Trade Department of the AFL-CIO sent a message of solidarity to Mexico's striking railroad workers in March 1998. The FAT-UE alliance continued bringing together unions within the same company no matter where the unions were located...

Indeed, strikes in the United States in the 1990s by Latino and Mexican immigrant workers and Latino citizens (especially women within those groups) reflected the international, feminine, and Latino dimensions of modern labor. Whether farm workers walnut workers, fish-packing workers, janitors, carpenters or other low-wage workers Latinos were generating a militant unionism not seen in the United States in a long time. The UFW was also coming to life again; launching widely supported organizing drives among 20,000 strawberry workers in California and 5,000 apple pickers in Washington State. In Los Angeles, the Domestic Workers Association and the Day Workers Association were bringing together super exploited Mexicans, Central Americans, and Asians.

There was another reason why "Latinizing" and feminizing the labor struggle, at least in the' United States, was becoming possible, and that was, ironically, the historical neglect by organized labor of precisely those segments of the workforce. This neglect meant that Latinos and women had to "do it for themselves," so to speak. As a result, internationalism and class-consciousness among Latinas and Latinos was proportionately strong.

This was illustrated by the success of the unprecedented march of October 12, 1996, "Dia de la Raza" (the Latinos' name for Columbus Day), on the nation's capital, organized over the course of three years. From 30,000 to 75,000 Latino and other immigrants and their supporters marched that day to 'call for human rights, not just for immigrants but all workers. Major Hispanic civil rights organizations doubted the march would amount to anything and so had ignored it until the last minute when they asked organizers to allow their leaders to speak at the rally. Permission was granted.

The grass roots organizing for the march was initiated by the mostly Mexican and Central American immigrant communities of California and their Latino supporters, including One Stop Immigration's Jose Jacques Medina, who earlier had been a Mexican immigrant worker who helped found the ICC and AFW. Drawing support from UE and other labor unions, they launched the Coordinadora de la Movilizacion Nacional por los Derechos Civiles (Coordinating Committee of the National Mobilization for Civil Rights), which became known as Coordinadora '96. The Coordinadora's slogan was "Bill of Rights, Jobs, and Justice for All.”

Its initial call insisted, "democratic and economic rights must be affirmed nationally and internationally by workers themselves." Its list of demands included a minimum wage of seven dollars and hour, various specifics on women's rights, expansion of health services, regularization of the status of undocumented workers, speeding up of citizenship for legal immigrants, and world peace.

A third or more of the marchers were immigrants from countries other than Latin America. Some Irish carried the flag of the Saint Patrick's Battalion, recalling the time when large numbers of Irish and other immigrant draftees left "the aggressor's ranks" to fight on the Mexican side in the U.S.-Mexico War. The huge and militant demonstration was a wake-up call for many people in the United States who still did not understand what was happening with "all these aliens"...

[With the kind courtesy of the Monthly Review Press]

Special Essays
Dislocated Subjects: The Story of Refugee Women

Introduction

The notion of a dislocated subject is not an uncommon one in today's social and political landscape. Our society is characterised by what many political scientists refer to as an erosion of the values and knowledge systems, which used to structure our existence. Traditional modes of authority, identities and social structures are collapsing, creating a vacuum as we struggle to construct new ones to replace the old. Di9Jocation represents a natural consequence of this process. It describes a psycho-social transition whereby the individual's identity and sense of self are disrupted, causing trauma but also forcing the individual to seek out a new identity in order to adapt to a new social context. Dislocation can be caused by a number of factors. To a large extent it can be viewed as a natural process. After all, society and culture are not static and monolithic constructs, but processes that evolve and change. Societal change rarely occurs on an even basis and many people experience some sort of dislocation as they try to come to terms with the transformation of their society. Another source of dislocation is war, a process that represents transition in its most violent and bewildering form.

A third source of dislocation is derived from coerced human displacement. Today it is estimated that more than 21 million people have been forced to cross internationally recognised borders in order to escape human rights abuses. Refugeehood, therefore, represents an imposed state of being that is the result of the trauma of persecution. The dislocation that refugees experience is an integral part, if not the definitive aspect, of the refugee condition. Flight, migration and becoming a refugee bring an avalanche

of changes to an individual's material and social situation. (Maciej Domanski, 'Insights from Refugee Experience: A Background Paper on Temporary Protection "in James C. Hathaway (ed), Reconceiving International Refugee Law, The Hague, 1997, pp. 23-28). His/her social status, self-image and identity become greatly disturbed, as the individual's role system is dis- and re-organised.

The objective of this paper is to analyse the refugee experience of dislocation from a gendered perspective, with particular reference to the situation of Afghan refugee women. Women together with children make up 80% of the world's refugee population; their numerical dominance alone justifies a critical interrogation. More important, however, is the fact that gender represents a useful category or methodology through which to analyse the refugee experience and the phenomenon of dislocation. Refugees are not a homogenous or uniform category of people. They are divided along cultural, linguistic, ethnic, political and religious lines, to cite but a few differentiating factors. Gender represents such a factor. The term "gender" will be used to refer to the construction of differences between men and women and ideas of "femininity" and "masculinity". It is not within the scope of this essay to discuss the basis of this difference. It is, however, noted that difference has been said to rest in such concepts and processes such as biology, culture, socialisation, language and linguistics.

Gender, therefore, serves to fragment or at least problematise categories, which would otherwise essentialise the refugee experience. Gender, as a unit of analysis, allows us to contrast the lives of men and women within the context of the refugee experience. It illustrates that women experience the dislocation of refugeehood in a different and unique way. This paper recognises the problematic nature of the concept of gender. Like other categories, it is unstable because identity itself is unstable and constructed from a combination of other (macro) identities. In our case, this means that refugee women are not merely women, but possess other identities that relate to race, class, ethnicity and religion. These other identities may divide women more than they are united by their common gender. Despite the limitations of a gendered analysis (a limitation that is inevitable in any conceptual framework), gender clearly represents a useful method to analyse and understand dislocation in the context of the refugee experience.

The Dislocated Refugee

If dislocation is a natural experience brought about by the changes that any evolving society undergoes, then the refugee condition represents dislocation on a far greater, more radical and accelerated scale. The social, psychological and economic consequences of living as a refugee are profound. Being a refugee has been described as a form of bereavement where the individual is forced to endure the loss of roots, geography, emotional support and status (Mutoz in Helia Lopez Zarzosa, "Internal Exile, Exile and Return", Journal of Refugee Studies, 11 (2), 1998, p.192). Egon Kunz, for example, compares the refugee condition to a state of suspension in which the refugee experiences "the spiritual, spatial, temporal, and emotional equidistant of no man's land." (Cited in Domanski, p. 28) Similarly, Simon Turner sees in the refugee condition elements and processes of social rupture: social disintegration, undoing, dissolution and decomposition, all of which are produced when accepted social structures and norms are suspended Gr lost (Simon Turner, "Angry Men In Camps: Gender, Age and Class Relations Among Burundian Refugees in Tanzania", New Issues in Refugee Research, Working Paper No.9, June 1999, p. 8).

The infantilisation or "de-maturation" that refugee are forced to endure is a critical and fundamentally disenfranchising process. It begins with the transference of decision-making power from refugees to officials, with the latter assuming the right to intrude into the private world of the former (Dorrtanski, "Insights from Refugee Experience"). Refugees have little chance of influencing administrative decisions relating to their life. This is because their knowledge and perception of their own problems are viewed as limited, biased and more subjective than those of experts. The result is that refugee’s experience. a lack of power and self-determination. To overcome this state effective psycho​social adjustment is required.

Refugee Women and Dislocation

Refugee women experience displacement and dislocation in a different way to male refugees. Their gender often functions to their disadvantage and this is apparent in a number of ways. The unique types of persecutions that women are subjected to and which may compel them to flee their countries of origin, are not enumerated as grounds for persecution in the international legal instruments that define refugees. The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees does not provide for a separate category for women who face gender-specific persecution or human rights abuses, which often occur in the private sphere and the sanctity of the home. As a result, women who fear harsh or inhuman treatment because they transgressed their society's laws or customs regarding the role of women, find it difficult to establish a claim under the current international definition of refugee. In other words, women have less of a chance of obtaining refugee status as the key criteria for being a refugee are primarily drawn from the realm of public life, which, in many societies, is still dominated by men. The Executive Committee of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has encouraged the states to consider women who are subjected to particular human rights violations to be covered under the "social group", but it is left to the discretion of countries to follow these recommendations (UNHCR, "Guidelines for the Protection of Refugee Women", EC/SCP/67, Geneva, July 1991, paragraph 53/ I a)

Due to the intrinsic social and economic instability that the refugee condition presents, the physical and emotional safety of all refugees is compromised. However, it is women and their dependants who are particularly vulnerable. They often face rape and other forms of sexual violence prior to, during their flight, following their arrival in countries of asylum and in some cases even during repatriation operations and re-integration phases. The potential for abuse increases considerably when women and children are separated from their families amidst the confusion of flight. The perpetrators of this sexual abuse include military personnel, immigration personnel, bandit or pirate groups, other male refugees and rival ethnic groups. The abuse may be as flagrant as outright rape and abduction or as subtle as an offer of protection, documents or assistance in exchange for sexual favours (UNHCR Guidelines for the Protection of Refugee Women, 1991). Data on Vietnamese boat people from UNHCR indicates that 39% of the women had been abducted and/or raped by pirates while at sea.(Dorothy Q. Thomas in "Preliminary -Report of the Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women to the Commission on Human Rights", E/CNA/1995/42, paragraph 215).

Even residing in a refugee camp can magnify the problems that refugee women face. The physical structure and location of the camp itself can undermine the safety of refugee women and contribute to the increase of sexual violence. For example, refugee camps can be located in areas with serious crime problems; they can be geographically isolated from local populations, making police protection difficult. Simple problems like poor lighting can compound the risk of sexual attacks at night. Women are also targeted when they leave the camp to collect water, firewood or simply when they have to use the facilities, which may be located away from the security cordons of the camp.

While residing in host countries, refugee women experience the negative aspects of refugeehood (such as losing traditional roles, responsibilities and supportive networks) just like their male counterparts. They are uprooted from their social and cultural context, which previously structured their behavioural roles and value systems. However, displacement and dislocation for women often means the dismemberment of families, which produces drastic changes to family structures. Many refugee women are vulnerable because they are single or widowed. Thus, the lack of safety that the refugee women experience is largely due to the altering of social and family structures which would otherwise have provided stability and protection. Many female refugees have become the heads of their household, not out of choice, but due to the loss of the male head of the family. In the case of Afghan refugee women, many of their men were forcibly taken to do military service in their country of origin and lost their lives in the process. In other instances, men have returned to their country to conduct business (for example, small trade, selling their property) to cover financial expenses in the country of refuge, and have never returned. Whatever the mode of loss is, the fact is that it has made these women more vulnerable. A large number of single or widowed women are forced to enter into non-consensual relationships in asylum countries in order to obtain protection and food security for their family. Others are forced to engage in prostitution or illicit trade in drugs and alcohol to survive.

Many refugee women, particularly those in, urban contexts, have had to adopt not only new familial 
roles, but also new social and economic responsibilities, new values and ways of thinking, new lifestyles and occupations. Lacking an effective male support or an alternative means to maintain their families (particularly children) many refugee women were forced to marry in order to procure a male protector and provider. Others have to abandon the private sphere they inhabit as housewives to find paid employment (primarily in the informal sector) or take up an economic activity so as to supplement the family income. In the Indian context, many Afghan women sell home-prepared meals in markets or do some tailoring and stitching at home. The economic activities, which Afghan women engage in are often centred on the domestic sphere, leaving the men to work in more public places, like markets and shops. Burmese women, on the other hand, sometimes find employment as domestic workers in private homes.

A number of urban refugee women are educated professionals who sometimes had to flee their country for precisely this reason. A number of studies have shown that these women are often unable to use their skills in the country of their asylum and find gainful employment. In India, this is primarily due to the fact that the majority of refugees are not able to obtain a Residential Permit, which would regularise their stay in this country. Even with a Residential Permit, refugees do not have the right to work. Because India has not signed the two international legal instruments relating to refugees and has no national refugee policy, refugees in India enjoy none of the basic economic and social entitlements, which their counterparts in other parts of the world do.

The lack of work opportunities adds to the dislocation that refugee women experience. In India, there is a case of an Afghan refugee woman, who was one of the first few women to work in the building and construction industry in Afghanistan, earning government recognition and representing her country at international workshops. She was also a member of the Women's Organisation of the People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan and mobilised thousands of women to leave the domestic sphere and engage in paid work. Lack of a steady flow of income and rejections from various Embassies for resettlement to a third country have rendered her desolate and: forced her to contemplate suicide if her situation does not improve.

Refugee women with male support are also in a problematic situation. The collapses of traditional structures of patriarchy and the lack of stability or security have undermined traditional gender roles. Many men, confronting the erosion of their once domineering male identity, have resorted to violent means in an attempt to re-establish their sense of worth and self. Men, once the providers and breadwinners of their families become perpetrators of domestic violence, beating their wives and children. In such instances, many refugee women are powerless and fearing social ostracisation, do not report such crimes. Fear of engaging in a legal process in a foreign country without the benefit of a certain legal status, is another factor that prevents refugee women from reporting acts of violence against them. Furthermore, domestic violence represents an all too common occurrence in the lives of women all over the world, whether they are refugees or not. Many societies either endorse the right of a man to chastise his wife and children or mystify the true extent and severity of the problem behind myths that represent the home as a safe and loving place, and never the cradle of violence. As a result, acts of violence in the home are largely carried out with impunity and are under​reported.

Refugee women also face unique problems when it comes to their resettlement to third countries. UNHCR promotes the resettlement of women-at-risk. This category encompasses women who have protection problems, and are single heads of families or are accompanied by an adult male who is unable to support and assume the role of the head of the, family (UNHCR, Resettlement Handbook, Geneva, 1997). Intrinsic to a successful application for resettlement is the establishment of a refugee claim. This is problematic, since most women have refugee claims based on the activities of other family members that placed their lives in danger. In other cases, a lack of gender-sensitive interviewing skills has lead to the scarcity of adequate information. Cultural considerations, taboos and fear of further victimisation, also inhibit refugee women from completely elaborating on past persecutions. There have also been cases where widowed or single refugee women have married refugees who do not have a very strong refugee claim. Upon marriage, almost all husbands become the principal applicants on the refugee certificate, accepting responsibility for all people on the certificate. This is in line with the traditional background of many refugee women, which dictates that the husband is the head of the household. The main problem with this approach is that it can have serious ramifications for resettlement chances. Because prospective embassies only review the refugee claim of the principal applicant in reaching a decision regarding resettlement, refugee women who have married male refugees with weak claims are severely disadvantaged.

The protection problems faced by refugee women during flight and in their country of asylum often follow them on their return home. Most of the time, decisions to repatriate are made by men on their behalf and often motivated by the lack of any other durable solution in the country of asylum. Many women face physical torture when they return home or are once more subjected to restrictive cultural, religious, educational and political practices that discriminate on the basis of sex. In many cases, they have been subjected to physical and sexual violence by the military forces still in control of their area. Many victims have trouble reporting these crimes to those who are monitoring their safe return, particularly if there is a lack of female monitors.(UNHCR, Guidelines for the Protection of Refugee Women, paragraph 42,1991)

Conclusion

Despite the aforementioned difficulties, refugee women have exhibited a remarkable openness t6 change. They are not powerless victims. Forced by changing circumstances, they have assumed new and unfamiliar roles even in environments and communities that are characterised by an opposition to women's independence and self-assertion and have a very low degree of tolerance for non-conformity (Gaim Kibreab, "Eritrean Women Refugees in Khartoum, Sudan, 1970​-1990", Journal of Refugee Studies, 8 (1), 1995, p.1 0).

It must be emphasised that dislocation is not always a negative process. While it is true that during periods of intense crisis and dislocation patriarchy can intensify and deepen the subordination of women, it is equally true that new space for maneuvering is created. Dislocation can produce a climate in which women are no longer obliged to adhere to traditional, culturally determined roles. As Kibreab argues, displacement need not necessarily be a disenfranchising experience but can, for example, represent liberation from patriarchal control and domination exercised through families ("Eritrean Women Refugees in Khartoum, Sudan, 1970-1990", p. 8). A similar point is made by Simon Turner, who sees in social rupture an opportunity to transgress hitherto accepted norms and customs, which have oppressed certain members of the community. In other words, dislocation can be accompanied by positive processes such as growth, transformation and decomposition and the reformulation of old elements into newer and more progressive patterns (Simon Turner, "Angry Men In Camps: Gender, Age and Class Relations Among Burundian Refugees in Tanzania", p. 8). Alternatively, we must be careful not to romanticise displacement and dislocation. Refugee women are still a vulnerable category of persons whose human rights are circumvented. Dislocation, particularly in the context of refugeehood, is a profoundly traumatic experience that can undermine an individual's sense of self as well as threaten his or her physical well being. Clearly, the case of refugee women must be studied in greater detail and policies need to be formulated in order to address their pressing needs and concerns.

By Mekondjo Kaapanda and Sherene Fenn

(The views expressed in this article are those of the authors, and are not necessarily shared by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) or the United Nations.)

In Search of "Homelands": Russian Women in Central Asia

"It is hard to go back... It is not even back really." ...She trembled a little as she spoke. "But they are making it hard for us. If you want a job you have to apply in Turkoman. The first question they ask is: Do you speak Turkoman? But I have never learnt this language..." She said this with wondering regret...overnight she was a foreigner in her birthplace. I asked "But where will you go?"

"I don't know. I have relatives in Moscow, but its impossible to find work there... Its too hard a place... harder than here"...

This poignant description is from Colin Thubron's The Lost Heart of Asia, where in the course of a conversation to a half Russian, half Armenian woman, married till recently to a Turkoman, the author portrays the sense of insecurity that is today evident among ethnic Russian women in the Central Asian region. Her ambivalent, "...in a way", in response to the author's query of whether she belonged to the region is interpreted by the author to be reflective of the fact that she did not, in fact, belong anywhere, neither to Russia nor to the Central Asian region. This passage, where the author records her predicament, is representative of the position of groups of ethnic Russian women who now feel displaced from places that had till recently been "home". While in the strict sense of the term, Russians in the Central Asian region cannot be identified as "displaced persons", as most of them have not been physically dislocated from regions that they had considered as "home" and now also recognize that actual threats to their life and .security is very nearly non-existent, yet the increasing sense of isolation and alienation from the regions that they now inhabit and have lived in all their lives, in a sense identifies them as displaced.

This sense of alienation is the result of the recent reconfiguration of political authority along national lines in much of Eurasia today, which has once again focused attention on the compelling political need to identify ethnic' "homelands". Conceived, as "nation states", there is a distinct project in all newly independent states of the former Soviet Union to promote the language, culture demographic position, economic development and political hegemony of the ethnic group after which the state is named. This programme of "nationalization" of political space has meant that large numbers of people are now left outside their own national territory or do not have one at all and are faced with the dilemma of having to redefine their identities vis-à-vis the regions that they inhabit or emigrate to regions they consider "home".

One of the most dramatic transformations in recent years has been the change in status of some 25 million ethnic Russians, now resident in the various independent states of the CIS, from a majority group into minorities with disputed identities and uncertain futures. The designation of non-Russians as minorities in the former Soviet Union has been reversed through an abrupt change of fortunes where Russians are today the new "minorities" in the post Soviet states. Ethnic Russians are now a people in quest of an identity as suddenly many of them find themselves to be deemed as "foreigners" in what they had once considered their "homeland". As reconfigurations create "new" minorities and construct new definitions of majority identity, this is an attempt to examine how notions of "homeland" have changed in the course of this transformation among Russian women in the Central Asian region.

The Russians in Central Asia

Russian migration to the Central Asian region is not a recent event. The first wave of Russians to have settled in Turkestan, consisted of former soldiers, colonial functionaries, traders and priests who arrived in the second half of the 19th century. The second wave consisted of peasants who were settled in the newly acquired lands. Further migration took place during the period of the Revolution and the post Revolution decade and consisted of soldiers and new functionaries as well as a section of the Russian peasantry. The fourth wave of Russian migration began in the years of the Second World War due to the evacuation of industrial units and consisted of workers. The fifth and final wave of Russian migration to Central Asia began around the end of the 1960's and early 1970's and was stimulated by the government. Consisting of the technical intelligentsia and workers, this migration also led to a significant rise in the number of Russian functionaries in the Republics' administrative and industrial structures. Many women were part of the waves of migration, including workers, engineers and technicians. Russian women also came to Central Asia with soldier or officer husbands. With the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the dilemma of how and where to live in the future came to the forefront in a big way for many of these women. Responses to the situation have differed widely, ranging from recent migrants who wish to repatriate to Russia and those who were born here and still consider this as home. The dilemma of Russian women married to Uzbek, Kyrgyz, Kazak or Turkman spouses is a particularly difficult one, as their acceptance within the Central Asian families, has in a number of instances, been reduced in the aftermath of disintegration of the Soviet Union.

The massive effort at politicization of space that has resulted due to the emergence of "nationalizing" states in the Central Asian has meant that a number of changes are now underway in the states. One of the most significant is the proclamation of new language laws in the states, establishing the legal hegemony of local languages over Russian. This has meant that the socio​-professional status of the Russian population is seen as being threatened in the newly independent states. It is significant to keep in mind that the integration of the Russian population within the Central Asian societies was low. In particular, most of the Russian population never felt the need to learn the local languages. This today means that in the face of introduction of new language laws, the possibility of discrimination is higher. Here, the most commonly heard complaint is that the possibility of finding jobs and prospects of promotion has been significantly reduced in the aftermath of independence of the Republics. Also there are doubts about the future of children particularly since the ability to acquire the Central Asian languages has now become very important as the use of Russian for all official purposes is likely to be reduced.

While the out migration of Russian population from the Central Asian Republics to the RSFSR had begun by the end of the 1980's, there is also the understanding among the Russian population that Russians in the Central Asian Republics are different from the Russians living in Russia. This is because their domestic lifestyle has assimilated much of what is characteristic of the Central Asian way of life. In fact on migrating to Russia they are identified as "Kyrgyz Russians" or "Uzbek Russians". Life in Russia is difficult and more often than not job prospects are low. All this has combined to mean that a sense of insecurity pervades among Russian women today, prompted not so much by external factors as by the necessity of internal reconstruction of one's own views about one's place in life beyond the borders of ethnic homelands. Moreover, for most of the migrating Russians, their sense of displacement is magnified by the fact that integration into Russian society in Russia is proving to be difficult. This has led to a tragedy that is reflected in these words of Natasha, a schoolteacher in Samarkand.

It is not a question of returning to Russia. I have never lived there. I was born and brought up in Samarkand and my parents have lived here most of their lives and are committed to it. I love this place and my whole life is here. I don't look forward to going to Russia. I hardly know it I hate Moscow... Increasingly we are being looked upon, as foreigners and I do not think it will be long before we hear shouts of "Russians go home".

A Search for Homelands

A sizeable proportion of the Russian women living in cities like Uzbekistan today were born in Central Asia. They have memories of their fathers or grandfathers who had fought and sacrificed here during the Revolution and also for most of them their parents or grandparents are buried here. Yet, while recognizing that having been born here, this is their "homeland", most of them also point to the fact that having been infused since childhood with Russian culture, Russia is also "homeland". In fact many point out that this cultural difference is so significant that the sense of Central Asia being "homeland" is significantly reduced. The ambiguity and uncertainty that pervades is evident from responses to a study that sought to interpret the recent changes in the lives of Central Asian women. As a teacher at the Tashkent Technical University, pointed out when asked whether she considered Central Asia to be her "homeland."

I myself grew up in an Uzbek mohallah and the question of where to live has simply not arisen until now. The point is not the state language - to a certain extent it is possible to learn Uzbek, even at my age, the point is different- a question of one's homeland. It would be strange to suddenly find oneself an emigrant it is something entirely unexpected. Yes, this is our home, we have many people dear to us here, and one has passed one's whole life here. But life is just not going to be the same here... I see my future as lying in Russia. Not because someone is making me leave... I am not certain that my opinions will count when decisions regarding my fate are being made. I know that in Russia it would not be easy for me either because there too there are strong vestiges of the old regime. But I believe that nevertheless, I need to be in my homeland, although in my heart I will always retain a great love for Uzbekistan.

That this sense of duality is being felt by the younger groups of Russian women also, those who were born in the region is evident from the reply of a young student at the Tashkent Institute of communications, while answering the same question.

Uzbekistan is my homeland, it is difficult for me to imagine that I could be able to live elsewhere.

My home, friends and relatives are all here. But neither is Russia an alien country...1 have always found that Russians in Central Asia differ from Russians in Russia itself. My elder sister and her husband left four years ago for the Orenburg region. They are very depressed... I do not want to go anywhere, the main problem for me' is the language, even though at the daily level, I do not have any problems with it. But if it came to using Uzbek for my professional work, it would be very' difficult for me. Life in Uzbekistan differs from life in Russia and is dictated by another way of doing things, another way of thinking.

The last decade has shown that in diaglossic societies, like the Central Asian one, abrupt changes in language usage is improbable. While this largely negates the most significant difficultly identified by the Russian women in the Central Asian region, yet, the sense of displacement that has now become pervasive means that most echo the desire to repatriate to Russia. In a process of what is termed as "hidden migration" many of the younger generation are migrating to Russia with the hope of the older members of the families following subsequently. A search for "homeland" thus continues to be one of the fallouts of the politicization of space that accompanies the process of nationalization of states.

By Anita Sengupta

"I saw helplessness everywhere and felt powerless to act positively to make a difference. I felt the feeling of being a lost woman. "

Chronicles of Sufferings - Refugee 'Women of South Asia
No one wishes to be a refugee. One is forced to become one by circumstances beyond one's control. Wars and conflicts between states, and structural, political, social, sectarian, ethnic and sexual violence within states often drive desperate people towards refugeehood. Indeed, for many men, women and children on the run or in the camps awaiting return, the exoduses beyond and within borders have proved to be too overwhelming and disillusioning. Constantly at risk and threat, the refugees suffer innumerable vulnerabilities, indignities and insecurities.

By comparison, the refugee women generally suffer the most. They are more threatened at every stage of flight -in their country of origin, along escape routes and in border areas, in refugee camps, in countries of asylum, during repatriation and even in their country of resettlement. They encounter more violence because they happen to be women. In the absence of male members, the households headed by women are the norm in refugee situations and so two thirds of the world's refugees are women and girls.

Fear of rape haunts them at all stages of refugeehood, from flight to asylum. In fact, rape is a common element in the pattern of persecution or terror or "ethnic cleansing" causing forced migration of families. The risks multiply when women and girls try to cross military lines or regions affected by lawlessness or civil war.

In camps, moreover, the women may be forced into sex in exchange for material assistance for themselves and their children and sometimes even the officials use rations or identity papers in order to sexually coerce women. Traumas, hardships, guilt and shame of post- rape living, the agony of witnessing near and dear ones dying due to malnutrition, sickness and fights, the terrible feeling of loss of home, valuable possessions, family members, dignity and identity, and the unending agonizing wait for the day of return are not merely images of possible sufferings. These are the realities of feminine refugeehood. These are happening all the time, are well known and well documented.

Refugees in South Asia

But little is known about South Asian refugee women and the state of their refugeehood. It is only recently that an active interest has developed in the region in research and study on forced population displacements. This is ironic, because South Asia has been consistently criss-crossed by successive waves of involuntary migratory movements. A recent study by Ranabir Samaddar entitled" Understanding Migratory Flows in South Asia: A humanitarian agenda" lists twelve important flows of rejected people and unwanted migrants.

Again, IDPs constitute an important segment of forcibly displaced population in South Asia. A study by Samir Das, Sabyasachi Basu Ray Chaudhury and Tapan Bose (presented at a regional conference on internal displacement in Asia at Bangkok in February 2000), suggests that there are about 30 million IDPs in the region.

However, certain issues still need to be addressed. How many among these and other categories of South Asia displaced persons are women? What traumas have they suffered or are suffering? How do they cope with the multiple challenges of refugeehood? Finally, are these refugee women gaining empowerment through their travails in flight, exile, repatriation and resettlement or are they withering away as individuals? Answers to these questions are not easy to trace. Tracing women's inclusion in the South Asian regional refugee regime is a tall order. Serious gender focused regional refugee studies are the need of the hour. Further, talking about themselves, their vulnerabilities, their experiences and their dreams, by and large, remains a taboo in a predominantly patriarchal society. Patriarchy ensures that the culture of silence that is so cleverly weaved through male manipulations is not disturbed. What then occurs when such women become refugees?

The State of Women Refugees in South Asia

Indeed, this world of refugees and IDPs is a crowded world. Women and children constitute the largest numbers in this world. While comprehensive, gender based statistical details are not easy to find, a UNHCR data limited to a small percentage of refugees in South Asia taken as sample and referred to in Asha Han's paper (presented at a regional conference on women and children in refugee and refugee- like situations in South Asia held in November 1999 at Dhaka), shows that refugee women and children form 76 percent of the total refugee population in Pakistan, 97 percent in India, 73 percent in Bangladesh and 87 percent in Nepal. It is widely believed that refugee women and girl children form the majority in South Asia's refugee population.

Though not very widely reported, some of them- like African, Latin American, Eastern European and South East Asian female refugees - have been subjected to sexual violence and abuse. Sri Lankan women, for example, reportedly encountered sexual assaults at the hands of security forces, Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and the Indian Peace Keeping Forces. Asha Hans maintains that gender specific violence is common and the same women have been open to abuse by security forces and police in India where they went in quest of refuge.

Life in the conflict zones in Sri Lanka is tragic. The Vanni region, for example, is only a six-hour drive from the bustling capital of Colombo, but is a ghetto of traumatized civilians. It is a region where certain areas are controlled by Government forces and others by Tiger insurgents. People are frequently caught in the crossfire and women suffer most. Here, forty-year-old Pushpukanti, a mother of two, fled 14 times, the last time losing everything including her only son. Like Pushpukanti, many thousands have spent years on the road, always struggling to stay one step ahead of the fighting.

In Nepal, another South Asian state, the Bhutanese people of Nepalese origin are suffering for over a decade. It was the nationality issue triggered by the 1985 Citizenship Act and the census exercise of 1988, which caused their forced migration in 1990-92, 1993​95, and 1996-97. In a systematic way, pre- determined geographical targets and localities were picked up. Raids were unleashed and arbitrary arrests, torture, rape and killings committed. Captives were kept in detention in horrendous conditions and the men, women and children who were well settled in Bhutan for a long time were uprooted and forced out. Most of them took shelter in camps in Nepal. Commenting on the condition of these refugees and the camps, M. Sharma of BRAVE - an NGO working in the camps, observed: "They (the refugees) were sheltered in makeshift camps on the brink of the Kankai River in Jhapa district of eastern Nepal with no proper sanitation, food or medicine. I saw helplessness everywhere and I felt indeed powerless to act positively to make a difference. I deeply felt the feeling of being a lost woman."

Also widely unreported are the traumas and travails of women refugees from Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT). Situated in the south east of Bangladesh, covering about one tenth of the area of the country and accounting for about one percent of its population, the CHT is the traditional home of 13 tribal people, including Chakmas, Marma, Tripura, Tanachangya and Chak. Collectively known as "Jumma people", the inhabitants of the CHT region have suffered frequent displacement. Successive Governments tried systematically to destroy the distinct cultural, religious, linguistic and economic features of the region and reduce the degree of its political autonomy.

This resulted in the launching of the movement for the greater autonomy of Jummaland, creation of the Shanti Bahini, the militant wing of the movement, intimidation, assault and massacre of the inhabitants by the security forces, forcible settling of Bangladeshis in the region and deliberate eviction of the indigenous people. During the 1980s and 90s, several waves of refugees fled to nearby Indian states. A peace agreement signed on 2 December 1997 by the two warring parties resulted in the eventual repatriation of these refugees from CHT. Besides suffering the agony of deliberate and forced displacement, shelter in a very hostile environment, repatriation of many against their will, refugee women between the age of 13 and 60 were reportedly raped by the Bangladeshi soldiers and settlers and subjected to sexual violence by the local population.

Likewise, Rohingyan refugee women suffered enormously during their flight and stay in the camps in Bangladesh and while returning to and resettling in Myanmar. They fled in waves since mid 1970s when the Myanmar Government pursued a deliberate policy of decitizenising the Rohingyan Muslims, subjecting them to army harassment, arrests, rapes and arbitrary violence, and forcing them to flee. In 1978, for instance, an exodus of over 222,000 Muslim refugees from northern Arakan into an area between Teknaf and Cox's Bazar in Bangladesh took place. The receiving state- Bangladesh- resorted to heavy-handed tactics to ensure their early return. For instance, the government reportedly held back food for the refugees causing the death rate for Rohingyas in the camps to reach 33 per 10,000 per week, with 10,000 refugees dying between May and December 1978. In the year 1991-92, there was a new exodus of about 250,000 Rohingyas due to Burmese military excesses. They took shelter in the camps in Bangladesh. Their repatriation was also ensured through coercive methods.

Carl Grundy- War and Elaine Wong maintain that virtually all repatriations of Rohingyan refugees between September 1992 and the end of 1993 were forced ones. One doesn't need to elaborate upon the consequences of such failings for the most vulnerable in the refugee camps- women and children. Similarly, one doesn't need to prepare volumes to project the plight of Afghan refugee women living in Pakistan, Iran, India and other places. Suffice it to say that even after the voluntary return of four million Afghans since 1989, the Afghans remain the single largest refugee group in the world. Afghanistan has been at war with itself and, in the process, has caused enormous sufferings and difficulties for its citizens, specially women and children. Belonging to a traditional, patriarchal society, Afghan women were forced to adjust to a world moved upside down - a destroying civil war raging for years, a flight to homes and refugehood in an alien environment, the harshness of camp life, and anxiety for their male members. Further, they were required to protect themselves, their sisters, daughters and often their mothers from the threatening advances of other males. These women die a relentless death.

It's true that cold war imperatives induced the United States and its allies in the West and Muslim world to glorify Afghan resistance against pro-Moscow elites in Kabul and Soviet troops in Afghanistan, ignore the hardships and insecurities encountered by Afghan men, women and children and underplay the enormous difficulties faced by Afghan refugees.

Power politics was the dominant concern of major actors in the conflict and the humanitarian concern was generally limited to moralize and legitimize in the name of ideology the bloodbath and forced displacement of human beings. However, with the end of the cold war and collapse of Soviet empire, Afghanistan is now left to itself and the Afghan refugees are no longer the pampered community of the West and host states. One by one, the donors have withdrawn and the unabated civil war has continued for more than a decade.

The Afghan Refugee Women

Though outside Afghanistan, Afghan women refugees in Pakistan do not seem to enjoy any immunity from the consequences of talibanization in their own country. Talibanization affects them as well and no less critically. Refugee women opposed to Taliban rule and their discriminatory policies against women and those with evolved ideas favouring the commencement of democratic governance based on the consent of the people of the country have been reportedly attacked and terrorized in Peshawar in North west Frontier province (NWFP) and Quetta in Pakistan. To some extent, if not fully, the talibanisation of refugee camps in Pakistan seemS to have been accomplished and the women refugees are clearly the main victims.

While referring to Afghan refugee women in Pakistan, a study by Saba Khattak (presented at a conference in Dhaka in November 1998) and another by Nasreen Ghufran (presented at a workshop in Karachi in April 1999) suggest that by religiously adhering to the concept of honour and non-violation of women, by being ever vigilant to protect the honour of women at all cost and by promising deadly retaliation against sexual violence, refugee men have built up a highly effective protection regime for the women in the camps. As such, the women in the camps are secure and well protected.

Nevertheless, caught in the bloody civil war for years and staying in the refugee camps for so long, Afghan refugee women in Pakistan-like other refugee women in similar situations in other countries and regions- remain very vulnerable. An Amnesty International report titled I Women in Afghanistan: A Human Rights Catastrophe' (1995) says that Afghan women were attacked, molested, raped and killed by warring factions and had to bribe people at various check posts in both Afghanistan and Pakistan for their safe entry into Pakistan. Rape of war widows by family members according to a report of the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) is common, 30% of the prostitutes in NWFP are Afghan women. Afghan refugee women in Pakistan see no future for themselves.

According to Nasreen Ghufran, when requested to respond to a question about their future, a refugee woman said: "we cannot think about the future. We have to survive every day". Another woman declared: "our future is clear because there is nothing for us". Awareness of the state and status of women in Afghanistan and that of the refugee women in Pakistan strongly suggest that these women are, after all, not exaggerating.

One may, therefore, conclude by emphasizing that: (a) South Asia hosts a large number of refugees accounting for the fourth largest concentration of refugees in the World; ( b) women form a large segment of its refugee population; c) there is little awareness of the travails and tragedies of forced migration suffered by refugee women and children in the region and d) South Asian refugee women suffer mainly because of man-made catastrophies, wars and conflicts, as elsewhere.

By Syed Sikander Mehdi

Documents

UNHCR Policy on Refugee Women

The executive committee of UNHCR adopted four general conclusions relating specifically to refugee women:

During its thirty-sixth session in 1985, the executive committee adopted conclusion No. 39, entitled refugee women and international protection, in which it stressed the need for UNHCR and host governments to give particular attention to the international protection of refugee women.

At its thirty-eighth session in 1987, the executive committee in its general conclusions on international protection, noted that refugee women had protection and assistance needs which necessitated special attention in order to improve existing protection and assistance programmes, and called on all States and concerned agencies to support the efforts of the Office in this regard. It also recognized the need for reliable information and statistics about refugee women in order to increase awareness about their situation.

In 1988, at its thirty-ninth session, the executive committee adopted a conclusion entitled refugee women, which elaborates further on the special vulnerability of refugee women and the particular problems that they face, notably in the area of physical security, and noted the need to promote the participation of refugee women as agents as well as beneficiaries of programmes on their behalf. The conclusion also stressed the need for an active senior-level steering committee on refugee women to co-ordinate, integrate and oversee the assessment, reorientation and strengthening of existing policies and programmes in favour of refugee women, whilst ensuring that such efforts were culturally appropriate and resulted in the full integration of the women concerned.

At its fortieth session in 1989, the executive committee adopted a conclusion on refugee women reiterating concern about physical safety and sexual exploitation. It also called for a policy framework for the next stages in mainstreaming women's issues within the organization with particular attention to the need of female field workers to facilitate the participation of refugee women. It called for expanded training and the development of a methodology to systematically address gender issues in refugee programmes.

In addition as a United Nations agency, UNHCR is obliged to implement the Nairobi Forward Looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women. Both the above noted conclusions and the strategies reflect the international community's recognition that programmes which are planned or implemented without the consultation or participation of half the target population (the women) cannot be effective and could, inadvertently, have a negative impact on their socio​economic situation. This paper draws together the various executive committee conclusions and applicable United Nations resolutions into a policy framework for future action aimed at improving the situation of refugee women.

Organizational goals

The organizational goals of UNHCR regarding refugee women are:

· to provide protection appropriate to their specific needs; to identify an appropriate durable solution;

· to provide assistance which will encourage the realization of their full potential and encourage their participation in preparing for the durable solution.

Policy objectives

The policy objectives, which support the overall organizational goals, are:

· to recognize that refugee women represent, either as single women or with their dependents, approximately 80 per cent of UNHCR's target population and that programmes can be effective only if they are planned with an adequate understanding of, and consultation with, this group;

· to ensure that the specific protection needs and legal rights of refugee women are understood and that adequate measures are taken to respond;

· to support the efforts of refugee women by recognizing their needs and resources and ensuring their participation in UNHCR's protection and assistance activities;

· to ensure that the differing needs and resources of refugee women and refugee men are considered in programme activities and where necessary for cultural or social reasons, undertake special efforts to develop specific activities to ensure women benefit equally from programmes;

· to place particular emphasis on strategies to protect and assist refugee women, recognizing that becoming a refugee can result not only in an unaccustomed social role such as becoming a single head of household or being without extended family support but also in substantially increased physical workload in building and maintaining the future of the entire family;

· to ensure that refugee women are equitably represented in resettlement programmes;

· to encourage each staff member and staff of implementing partners to ensure that the integration of refugee women's resources / needs takes place in his/ her area of competence.

Operational objectives

Operational objectives provide the basis for the development of appropriate activities and work plans to support implementation of UNHCR's Policy on Refugee Women. These are:

· To develop mechanisms to ensure that the resources and needs of refugee women are addressed in all stage9 of programme (protection and assistance) planning, management and evaluation systems;

· To co-operate with the implementing partners, other United Nations institutions, governments and development agencies with a view to benefiting from their experience in women in development activities and, where appropriate, adapting these to UNHCR's specific programming requirements, sharing with them the long-term development implications specific to the situation of refugee women and appropriate methods of incorporating their specific needs and resources into programming activities;

· To develop communication strategies to call attention to the situation of refugee women of the public, NGOs, other United Nations agencies, donors and host countries;

· To develop specific plans for each organizational work unit within UNHCR which will encourage and facilitate consultation and participation of refugee women, and serve as a means of monitoring and maintaining this consultation and participation;

· To develop training courses for staff of UNHCR and implementing partners to assist them in identifying opportunities for increased participation of refugee women in their areas of competence;

· To improve the efficiency and effectiveness of protection and assistance programmes by ensuring that adequate attention is given to the needs and resources of all members of the target population;

· To review and, where necessary, amend existing policies to ensure that they adequately take into consideration the situation and participation of all members of the target population;

· To improve data collection and needs assessment in order to have a more accurate representation of the refugee population in order to target programmes more effectively to specific social groups;

· To ensure that there are adequate female field staff to work with refugee women, and, accordingly, to review staffing and, recruitment policies to ensure that there is an equitable representation of female staff and that this is adequately reflected in appointments, posting and promotion activities by UNHCR.

· To review present operational activities and identify means of improving them in order to facilitate participation of refugee women, and achieve a greater under, standing of their needs and resources.

Select ICRC Provisions

Article 76 - Protection of women

1.Women shall be the object of special respect and shall be protected in particular against rape, forced prostitution and any other form of indecent assault.

2.Pregnant women and mothers having dependent infants, who are arrested, detained or interned for reasons related to the armed conflict, shall have their cases considered with the utmost priority.

3.To the maximum extent feasible, the Parties to the conflict shall endeavour to avoid the pronouncement of the death penalty on pregnant women or mothers having dependent infants, for an offence related to the armed conflict. The death penalty for such offences shall not be executed on such women.

Article 77 7' Protection of children

1.Children shall be the object of special respect and shall be protected against any form of indecent assault. The Parties to the conflict shall provide them with the care and aid they require, whether because of their age or for any other reason,

2.The Parties to the conflict shall take all feasible measures in order that children who have not attained the age of fifteen years do not take a direct part in hostilities and, in particular, they shall refrain from recruiting them into their armed forces. In recruiting among those persons who have attained the age of fifteen years, but who have not attained the age of eighteen years, the Parties to the conflict shall endeavour to give priority to those who are oldest.

3.lf, in exceptional cases, despite the provisions of paragraph 2, children who have not attained the age of fifteen years take a direct part in hostilities and fall into the power of an adverse Party, they shall continue to benefit from the special protection accorded by this Article, whether or not they are prisoners of war.

4.lf arrested, detained of interned for reasons related to the armed conflict, children shall be held in quarters separate from the quarters of adults, except where families are accommodated as family units as provided in Article 75, paragraph 5.


5.The death penalty for an offence related to the armed conflict shall not be executed on persons' who had not attained the age of eighteen years at the time the offence was committed.

Select UNICEF Policy Recommendations on the Gender Dimensions of Internal Displacement

"Internally displaced persons have been forced from their homes by armed conflict of internal strife…they remain within the borders and under the domestic jurisdiction of their countries...they are nearly always destitute and acutely in need of international protection... without legal or institutional bases for receiving protection and assistance from the international community." (By Michael Armacost)

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) present the most compelling crises confronting the international humanitarian assistance community today. Each year the number of countries reporting internal displacement increases; the past few years have witnessed a change from large-scale refugee movements to increasing internal displacement. The enormity of the ever-growing problem of IDPs surpasses human and financial resources available to mitigate suffering, which - as is the case with refugees - women and children bear the brunt.

This brief concept paper identifies the main issues concerning the rights of displaced women and girls. The analysis employs a gender perspective to examine several key questions: What are the major issues of concern to internally displaced women? What steps should agencies take to address and ensure the rights of displaced women? The paper acknowledges that the consequences of not applying a gender perspective resonate in overlooked human rights abuses against women and girls.

Gender concerns for internally displaced women primarily relate to two core issues: protection ​safeguarding women and girls from rape, abduction, forced sexual slavery, genital mutilation, torture and murder; and upholding their rights to equal access and full participation in assistance programs. Gender violence is a common feature of displacement. Chronic physical and mental traumas persist because responsible parties fail to concern themselves with or to publicize the lasting effects of physical abuse. Agencies rarely examine protection issues in depth, much less initiate or support investigative research on gender violence in IDP populations.

Awareness of the plight of refugee women and their right to protection began to surface in the 1980s. Since then, policies and guidelines have been developed, gender positions established at all UN agencies, and training programs adopted to address gender and protection concerns. The issue of protecting refugee women has by no means been resolved, but at least the mechanisms for improving the situation are in place. In the case of IDPs, such mechanisms do not yet exist. In addition to their rights to protection and physical safety, displaced women and children have the right to basic human necessities guaranteed by international laws and conventions:

1.Food, water, sanitary facilities, cooking and heating fuel, shelter and clothing.

2.Healthcare, including reproductive health, mental health and maternal childcare.

3.Education and skills training to promote women's independence.

4.Opportunities to provide meaningful input into programs that affect women.

5.Chance to participate in social life.

In general, agencies have been more willing to direct attention and resources to providing material assistance than to involving themselves with participation, protection and gender violence issues. This shortcoming appears most often in cases dealing with rape and domestic violence. Agencies have not devoted adequate attention to reporting gender violence, documenting lessons learned, or establishing the effect of programs.

Because no UN agency has the overall responsibility for providing protection and assistance to internally displaced persons, the response of the international community has been ad hoc. IDPs, by definition remain within national borders, meaning that their own governments are responsible for meeting their protection needs. Unfortunately, governments are often unable to provide protection, or may even be responsible for the displacement. Worse yet, assistance agencies are often reluctant to interfere and risk the anger of the host government, so the issue of protection may be ignored altogether. Greater advocacy efforts are need to stress that the situation of IDPs is a legitimate concern to the international community because of the universal human rights issues involved.

Effective, gender-sensitive responses to IDP crises will require .to coordinate effort among all UN agencies and NGO partners to introduce and train staff about gender, human rights laws, conventions, UN policies and guidelines. The training should be formal; structured, and linked to job performance and evaluations. Given the high staff turnover in assistance agencies, special efforts to support orientation and refresher training on these issues would improve assistance programs.

Human rights and displacement specialists emphasize the need for agencies to take the following steps in order to improve services for internally displaced persons:

1.Recognize the advocacy potential when women and children make up the majority of the IDP population. 2.Aggressively seek better understanding of the root causes of internal displacement, and disseminate findings, including the impact on women.

3.Agree on gender-sensitive protocol of response, a method of designating lead agencies, and the means of coordination.

4.Hone the collective abilities of organizations to forecast impending displacement situations and make projections on how such displacement might affect women and children.

5.Advocate with governments, presumptive authorities, and international agencies for appropriate and humane responses to displacement, with a focus on gender dimensions of displacement and human rights.

6.Appoint gender specialists at field locations to ensure that the rights of women and girls are protected, and that gender abuses and human rights violations are monitored and reported.

7.Pressure authorities to facilitate the safe and expeditious return of IDPs to their homes as soon as their safety can be assured, with special attention to ensuring the safety of children and women.

A Disseminate the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement and other relevant international human rights and gender rights instruments to all parties interacting with internally displaced persons.

9.Establish and implement an interagency training protocol on gender and human rights laws pertinent to IDPs for use by all agencies working with displaced persons. .

10. Develop gender-sensitive "Best Practices" models for IDP assistance programs that may be replicated in a variety of settings.

11.Advocate for better access to IDPs in order to provide humanitarian assistance.

12.lnclude women in all peace, reconciliation, and reconstruction activities.

13.Make use of advanced communications technology such as computer modeling and videos to depict potential outcomes - social, economic, and gender impacts - of displacement of particular situations.

Research Notes

Afghan Refugee Women in Pakistan

An exploratory research was conducted which dealt with the adjustment problems and psychological state of female Afghan refugees residing in the refugee camps of Peshawar. Emphasis was laid on studying their problems in terms of education, health, and housing and also examines levels of anxiety, depression and stress that might be present. A sample of 85 women, not younger than 20 years of age was selected. The research tool was a semi-structured interview. The results of the research did not reveal severe depression or anxiety. However, stress and various psychosomatic complaints were common.

The name of Afghanistan has now become associated with instability, disorder, disarray, chaos and above all violation of women's rights. Women in Afghanistan are forcibly kept within the chaddar and chardiwari. They are not allowed to venture out without a male escort, who in many cases is either dead; or away in fighting, or missing or a minor. They cannot work they can't even study. Afghan women living in the refugee camps of neighbouring Pakistan do feel that their precious freedom has largely been taken away from them. For the women of Afghanistan during the 1960s and 1970s, had it very good. During the reign of King Zahir and his prime Minster, Prince Daud Khan women were free to take up any career; be it the police, the army, other government agencies or set up their own ventures etc. Afghan women of the 60s and 70s were very well educated, were free to move about anywhere and everywhere without veil or chaddar. According to Nancy Dupree, a leading anthropologist, women regarded education as their natural right. They studied at university and prepared themselves for full-fledged careers.

This freedom was not confined only to the urban Afghan women. Most rural Afghan women enjoyed some influence and power. While the men ploughed the fields and generally took care of the heavy harvesting, the women used to pick walnuts, melons, cotton and beans. The women were also in charge of dividing the harvest. They sold off some at the market while at the same time keeping enough to tide the family over till the next harvest. Although, the urban women did not consider the rural sisters as their equal, according to Nancy Dupree, the latter had in a sense better understanding and bonding with their husbands.

The Constitution of 1964 had enfranchised women and guaranteed them equal rights, education and the right to work. A Penal Code (1976) and a Civil Law (1977) sought to provide protection against child marriages, forced marriages and abandonment. Freedoms enjoyed by the Afghan women came as a result of the initiatives of progressive governments. As early as 1880, when the highly unpopular autocratic Amir Adur Rehman, also known as the Iron Amir, came to the throne in Kabul, he declared child marriages and forced marriages as unlawful and supported inheritance and divorce rights for women. The paradox, however, was that he nevertheless felt that women were symbols of family and the honor of a nation in an extended way and should be kept within the confines of the home so as to prevent any mishaps. The Iron Amir's son, Amir Habibullah who succeeded him in 1901 declared amnesty for the families forced to exile to India and Syria and with them came progress and a new wave of thinking regarding women rights. The Amir married one of the sisters, Ulya Jenab, of the Musahiban family who had been exiled to India.

Ulya Jenab was the first of many Afghan women to wear western clothes and translated Urdu works into Dari but at the national level did not do much for the Afghan women. However, a member of one of the Syrian exiled family, Mahmud Beg Tarzi, writer and editor of a newspaper called, "Seraj-ul-Akhbar" was greatly influenced by the Young Turk movement, and was very vocal about the need for female education and work opportunities. Another daughter of Tarzi's Soraya, who was later to become the Queen in 1919, used to speak at public meetings on women's rights as well as hunt with her husband. The Queen also opened the first girl's school in Afghanistan in 1921 with Tarzi's wife Rasmiya, as the principal.

The female graduates of this school were sent to higher education in nursing to Turkey in October 1928 without any male escort. The nurses were put to work in the first female hospital in Afghanistan in 1928. Bacha Saqqao removed the very vocal Queen's husband, King Amanullah in November 1928. Bacha Saqqo can be described as an older version of the present day Taliban with reference to women's issues. Allthe female schools were closed, women wore not allowed to cut their hair or adorn western clothes and once again they were confined to their homes. Thus, the present day Taliban policies regarding women can be described as being a case of history repeating itself. Although, Bacha Saqqao was overthrown after only nine months by one of Ulys Jenab's brothers, Nadir Shah, women were allowed to step out of their houses thirty years later. In 1959, King Zahir, Nadir Shah's son gave the nation the right to govern their life by leaving it to the respective families to decide whether women should come out or not.

December 1979, the month of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan will also be remembered as the month when the Afghan women were jolted rudely out of their state of freedom. The first wave of Afghan refugees to Pakistan was mostly the rural population. Thus the rural Afghan woman was the first to become refugee. Overnight, they lost their homes, were subjected to temperatures as high as 45 degrees, faced water and food shortage but the biggest calamity that befell them was their loss of privacy, something the rural women valued highly, as well as their loss of freedom of movement. In refugee camps, people from all over Afghanistan had gathered and rural women used to the one family -one village set-up were lost. With time, however, the refugees built their own homes.

Whether it is a third world country or a developed country, times of war or of peace, times of stability or uproar, women have unfortunately always been overlooked and their rights put on a back burner. The state of Afghan women seeking shelter and support in the Islamic Republic of Pakistan is no different. Away from all that is familiar to them, away from their families, some widowed, some with husbands missing, mothers with their sons either missing or martyred, theirs is a tough life.

Refugee women constitute more than half of the refugees living in Pakistan. The UNHCR in an attempt to improve the female literacy rate in collaboration with the World Food Programme introduced a scheme that provided edible oil to refugee girls attending primary schools as an incentive, this scheme still operative, has worked. However, regarding education as well as other areas more programmes and schemes are needed for girls as they make up less than ten percent of the sixty thousand refugee children enrolled in the primary schools.

Patricia A. Omidian, Ali Gohar and Sarah Safdar presented a paper at the American Anthropological Association entitled," Depression among long time stayers in Afghan refugee camps." Given below are some of their findings. The researchers using Beck's depression scale found almost no traces of depression amongst the refugees. However, stress and. somatic complaints were common. The Afghan women were more concerned with their financial position and not with their change of residence. This is not to say that the women did not feel the strains of the shift but the research revealed no case of severe depression.

Purpose of research

The purpose was to observe the social and psychological problems of Afghan refugee women residing in the camps of Peshawar, the provincial capital of North-west Frontier Province. The adjustment of the female Afghan refugees was studied in the light of three aspects. (A) The first aspect was in terms of the practical side of things, which included education, health and housing. (B) In terms of the social aspects which include interpersonal interaction, acceptance in society, any Pakistani prejudice and bias, problem in freedom of dress code, speech, religion, code of behavior, morality, interaction with the local inhabitants and problems faced by the females because of their nationality. (C) The third was the psychological aspect, which examined any feelings of frustration, anger, bitterness, low self-confidence, passive aggressiveness and sense of helplessness. In other words, the psychological aspect included an examination of anxiety, depression and stress.

Sample

There are a total of twenty-four camps for the Afghan refugees in the jurisdiction of Peshawar. Out of a population of twenty-four camps, Nasir Bagh camps, both old and new were selected and a sample of eight five Afghan refugee women not younger than twenty years of age were selected randomly. Literacy has been operationally defined as, the ability to read and write.32 females were literate and 53 females were illiterate. 43.75%of the sample had studied between grade1 and grade 5, 31.25% between grade 6 and grade 11 and 25% between grade 12and grades 17. There were 38 old refugees and 47 new refugees. Old refugees were operationally defined as those who've spent 15 plus years in Pakistan whereas the new were those who have spent 7 or fewer years in Pakistan.

Research tool

The research tool was a semi-structured interview of about ten to fifteen minutes duration covering topics like the presence of any interaction with the camp people, interaction with Pakistanis, some closed questions that revealed their financial position prior to the migration, their future plans, open questions regarding their psychological state of mind (Le. whether they feel depressed, helpless, cry a lot) presence of any psychosomatic complaints likes migraine, asthma, stress, ulcers, their opinion regarding Pak- Afghan marriages and whether their life-style has improved or deteriorated since the migration.

It was found that while 84 percent of rural women refugees were illiterate, 18 per cent of urban women refugees were so. Of the total refugee women population 43 percent complained of asthma, 33 percent complained of migraine and 34 percent of general aches and pains. On the whole 67 respondents out of a sample of 85 complained of various psychosomatic complaints. In other words, 78.82% of the sample had various psychosomatic complaints. An interesting thing, which came to light in this research, is that female Afghan refugees that are comparatively new Le spent only 6-7 years do not interact with the people around them and certainly not with Pakistanis. As the results 80.85% of the new refugees do not interact at all. In contrast every female of the 38 old refugees Le who had spent more than 7 years had some level of social interaction. Most of the old refugees have also married with the Pakistanis. One reason behind this might be their financial position. The old refugees, on the whole, are slightly better off than the new ones and it seems that they have found their bearings. The results show that the displaced women just crawled into their respective shells losing all contact with the outside world. It seems that once their financial position improved a little, they gradually came to terms with their predicament and started interacting with the camp people, relatives as well as Pakistanis. This result can also be explained in terms of affiliation concept in Social psychology. Stanley Sachter conducted various laboratory studies on this phenomena and he found that people tend to affiliate when they find themselves in the same predicament but if they are embarrassed by their condition they will shun any attempt to affiliate. Many old Afghan refugees women whom the researchers met had, quarani ror or symbolic/Islamic brothers who were Pakistanis and had married into their families too.

Regarding Pak-Afghan marriages, an overwhelming 62.35% were in favor of them while 10.58% were undecided. They were undecided as they were more concerned about the practical side of things which are (a) when, hopefully a stable, central government rules Afghanistan and the refugees return, if the Pakistanis families would allow their daughters/ sons to leave with them, and (b) why any sane Pakistani would arrange a marriage contract with a mohajir who could not even call the piece of land on which he has built his house, his own. Out of a sample of 85, forty-three wanted to go back as soon as possible. Thirty-two female Afghanis do not want to go back. Two believe that even if a strong government is in place they will commute between the two countries as they have been doing presently, doa kora (two homes) i.e. Pakistan and Afghanistan. Eight did not have any opinion at all. According to one of them, malnga charta dai khair alta dai shupa that means, "Wherever there is your well-being, spend the night there."

By Gulmina Bilal

Refugee women of Bengal: Untold Story Of Dislocation

An epoch making event in the so-called Third World occurred in August 1947 when a colonial state was divided into two dominions - India and Pakistan. The countries achieved independence due to a massive national upsurge, but at the same time they had to pay a price. Nationalism soon gave way to divisive communal passions within these two states and it reached its destructive peak as they achieved freedom. In consequence, there were very many acts of communal violence throughout India before transfer of power and for quite sometime after it. In the midst of this carnage, there were forces though small in number, which valiantly resisted the communal orgy. The most notable among them were hundreds of tram workers of Calcutta led by communists like Somnath Lahiri and Mohammad Ismail as well as worker activists like Chaturdhi, Rezak, Zahirul Huq, Ketnarayan Misir, Kali Banerjee, Bejoy Chakraborty and others. In Belgachia, Rajabazar and Ballygunge, they saved the lives of thousands of Hindu and Muslim men, women and children, by physically beating back attacks of riotous mobs, risking their own lives to a great extent.

Immediately after Partition, communal violence took the shape of mass killings on both sides of partitioned Punjab, uprooting almost the entire Hindu and Sikh population of West Punjab and almost the entire Muslim population of East Punjab. Nearly 5 million refugees came to India and were put up in numerous camps in East Punjab and Delhi. But because almost all of them could be settled in lands, houses and tenements vacated by Muslims, 98% of these refugees were absorbed in the main stream and doles were stopped and the camps were disbanded after two years. In sharp contrast refugee camps persisted in West Bengal for 14 long years and a few camps have remained even to this day. Much more money was spent on refugees from East Pakistan as doles lent much less for rehabilitation and resettlement. In fact a large section of these refugees were turned into veritable beggars who had no independent social or economic lease to stand upon. As can easily be understood, refugee women were the worst sufferers.

As lakhs of men went about jobless, women were forced to take any job however humiliating for sheer survival. Many became domestic servants in private households while quite a few were forced into prostitution. At the same time a number of women's organisations extended their help to the refugee women- notable among them being the Mahila Atma Raksha Samiti, Nari Seva Sangha, Udayavilla etc. They were able to secure self respecting jobs of various types for hundreds of refugee women. They were the forces that saved a large section of refugee women from taking to the path of begging and prostitution. The government also extended help but not to the extent that was necessary. In 1956, the West Bengal government established five sponsored colleges with the stipulation that 75% of the students of these colleges must be from refugee families. Four of these were co-educational colleges and only one, the Sarojini Naidu College for Women at DumDum was a women’s' college.

A sizeable number of refugees forcibly occupied vacant land in different areas, largely in the suburbs of Calcutta. The landlords with the help of mercenaries and sometimes the police tried to evict them. The refugees physically resisted such attempts and women played an important role in this resistance. A case in point is Sukumari Chowdhury who now resides in Santoshpur area. She belonged to Noakhali in East Bengal. Her husband was killed in the Noakhali riots and her father sent her to Calcutta for safety. She went back home affer 1950 but was forced to return to Calcutta. After training in Nari Seva Sangha she together with some other refugee girls got jobs in Bengal Lamp Company of Jadavpur. When I met her in 1986 she told me that they had all fought against the henchmen of landlords and police to retain their hold on the forcibly occupied land. "We were poor and had to fight for sheer survival. It was this experience that helped me and the other girls to quickly join the Bengal Lamp workers' union and participate in different struggles." There is ample evidence to show that Sukumari and many others like her played vital role in these workers' movements. Sukumari Chowdhury during her interview mentioned the name of Sandhya Banerjee who gave leadership to women resisting attacks.

Refugee girls entered all kinds of professions like nursing, teaching and office work. They became breadwinners because refugee women apparently got jobs with greater ease than the men. Although sections of people of West Bengal did not approve of such activities of refugee girls, nonetheless the face of our society was substantially altered. These girls showed courage mainly because they realised that if they were to live in West Bengal with honour and dignity, they must create their own space. For quite a few years they had to bear the brunt of bantering comments from their West Bengal neighbours, but after a decade the barrier was broken and girls from many West Bengal families treaded the path of their refugee sisters. Other socio ​economic factors, of course, facilitated this process.

We can now come to the cases of those who stayed back in East Pakistan. The first person that comes to my mind is a frail woman of Barisal ​Monorama Bosu known to everyone as Monorama Mashima. She had participated in every one of India's freedom struggles and consistently worked for the upliftment of distressed women. After partition, she stayed back in East Pakistan, fearlessly served the people especially the women and went to jail several times.

During 1971 when the Pak army was committing genocide, she refused to leave Barisal but progressive organisers physically carried her across the border to India and safety. It was in Calcutta that I met her and she simply said, "I have learnt the Pak soldiers have destroyed my 'Matrimandir' (home for the distressed women), but after liberation I will go back and rebuild it." True to her words she went back immediately after the birth of Bangladesh and brick by brick rebuilt her 'Matrimandir'. She carried on her work among women till the very end despite the fact that all her children and grandchildren had opted for India.

Meghna Guhathakurta in a perceptive article in Refugee Watch (September, 1999) writes, "Violence typifies a state where a sense of fear is generated and perpetrated in such a way as to make it systemic, pervasive and inevitable. Thus during the nine months' occupation of Dhaka by the Pakistani army in 1971…people went about their daily chores in dread and fear, not knowing when a tap on the door could mean death or for women rape." Thus, in the communal riots that preceded and followed the partition, it was the fear of persecution, dispossession, and have alienation from the defined nation rather than the actual incidents of violence that caused many to flee.

Above all the question remains, are the children of refugees fated to remain as refugees forever and not become "normal" citizens of the mainstream? If that happens, then communal hatred will continue to grow and make friendship between India, Pakistan and Bangladesh impossible.

By Manju Chattopadhyay

Widows of Brindaban: Memories of Partition
(At present, 2910 Bengali women are struggling to survive in Brindaban. A few of them have crossed 100 years and some others are in their teens. These women live in abject poverty, with many of them depending totally on charity for their livelihood. A number of them had come to Brindaban during partition. Either they came without a stop or they spent some years after crossing the border in West Bengal, Tripura and Assam before 'delivering' themselves to 'Radheshyllm'. Even now, 29 years after the creation of Bangladesh, Brindaban exerts a pull on the hapless and the helpless spending uneasy days and nights in Khulna or Chittagong. They still come though in far-reduced numbers. Given below are interviews with some of these women. The interviews were taken by Subhoranjan Dasgupta who sensitively chronicled their agonizing memories of violence. Here are the tales of women who have suffered through overwhelming feelings of loss and hopeless estrangement. Some of them are totally submerged in despair but there are a few who have been able to rise above their sufferings. Let the women speak for themselves - Ed).

lIa Bandyopadhyay

86 years old, came to Brindaban straight from Brandipara in Jessore district in 1947. "I came to live in Brandipara after my marriage. My in-laws were well placed and influential. My husband was an MBBS doctor. I had three sons - the oldest was in Class X, the next in Class V and the youngest in Class IV. They went to the market and did not return, not one. No trace of them could be found. After that our house was attacked and our dispensary was burnt down at that point my husband decided, "We are going to leave today."

At the dead of the night we left and entered Bongaon. There he said, "We have had enough of samsar, let us go to Brindaban straight. We shall die there." Since then we have been living in Brindaban. My husband who died ten years ago used to pray at Paglababa's ashram and I used to chant Hari's name in a dharmasala. We have had no ties with the outside world - none has come to visit us, we know nothing. From 1947 to 2000, I have chanted the name of God only. Well, a little peace I have won here. Till I die I shall chant Hari's name, I do not want to go anywhere. I cling to my Gopal."

Anusuya Roy, the caring matron of 'Amar Bari' told me, "She weeps softly at night."

Gopika Saha

68 years old. Left East Bengal in early sixties and came to Brindaban in 1995. "When riots broke out in 1960 we crossed over to Belonia in Tripura - my husband, my two sons, a few Gossains and I. It was no longer possible to survive in East Pakistan. From Agartala we came to Calcutta. My age then was 30- 31, my two sons were 7 and 8 years old and my husband used to work in the village grocery shop. We tried to settle at Jadavpur. I worked as a cook in middle class homes and my husband found a job at the local ration shop. We tried to bring up our children in the best possible manner, the older is now married and works in a shop at Howrah and the younger is a bit unbalanced. My husband died ten to twelve years ago and since then I did not find peace in Calcutta. My son was not well placed and I did not want to be a burden on him and his wife. I decided to leave. First, I went to Nabadwip and then for the last five years I am here at Brindaban. My life at Brindaban began at a dharmasala where I used to sing Radheshyam. From there I have come to 'Amar Bari' and I shall stay here till I die. My life is dedicated to Gobinda and Radharani. I have encountered and suffered a lot - loot, plunder, arson on the other side and a desperate struggle for survival on this side. Now I want to live in peace in the way I would like to. I left my son's family in sorrow, I did not inform him. I do not want to hurt anyone nor would I allow’ anyone to hurt me. I do not want to recall Noakhali and my life there. Now that I have lost everything my only refuge is Radharani and Gobinda. I chant the whole day. My son and daughter-in-law do not know that I am in Brindaban."

Shushila De

80 years old crossed over in 1947 and came to Brindaban in 1960. "I was given to marriage when I was 12 years old. I lost my husband when I was 16 years old. I had a daughter. I used to live with my parents after I became a widow in Ubata village in Habiganj subdivision. My in-laws left some land for me which my parents took away. I could not protest because I could not speak. When riots broke out in 1947, my parents left me with my aunt and cro$sed over to Assam. Then my aunt's brother put my daughter and me in a packed train - everyone was fleeing. We went to our parents in Badarpur, from there we were sent to a relief camp in Silchar. There were many like me in that camp. Everyone shouted and screamed when food was distributed. We had to fight for our food and during one such fight I also tried to make sounds desperately. Suddenly, at that point, my tongue got loose and I began to talk. We were taught to weave in the camp. Fourteen years I spent there. When the camp closed down, I went back to my parents who promptly sent me to Brindaban. In the meanwhile I had got my daughter married, my daughter died during childbirth.

My first shelter in Brindaban was Gotkunja. I use to sing 'Radheshyam' and earn money. For a single room I paid a rent of Rs. 5 per month. In 1999 I came to 'Amar Bari'. I simply have no one in this world. Where shall I go? No one looked for me in the last forty years. I shall continue to live and die in Brindaban. Radharani will care for me.

Chapalasundari Dhar

90 years old, she crossed over when riots broke out in the sixties. She came from Noakhali district, village Dakshinbaria. "I was married at the age of 11, I became a widow when I was 14. My husband was killed by his own relatives who eyed his property. When riots broke out in 1960, we came to this side - my one brother and four sisters. My brother and three sisters live in Tripura, they are well placed. Another sister lives in Delhi, she is also well placed and has repeatedly asked me to stay with her there. They communicate with me, from time to time. But I shall not leave Brindaban. You see, my brothers and sisters are good people but their lifestyle is different. They eat onions and garlic I do not touch them. Here I live in peace, I pray to Radheshyam, chant bhajans, take part in household chores.

Yes, why did we leave? Riots had just begun and my brother said, "No, we cannot live here any longer. Women will be dishonoured. We left everything behind - house, land and crossed over empty-handed. We paid for our escape so we did not face any problem on the road. Luckily, my father had already bought some land in Tripura and my brother began to work on it.

I came to Brindaban willingly. Even before settling here, I had come here twice. You see, I am a child-widow; I have never had my own home, so I do not even know what it is like. Hence I have no craving, no feeling of loss. I am devoted to my Radharani and I spend my days in peace."

While answering questions, Chapalasundari (she was strikingly beautiful in the past) laughed. She has one wish - to get the young matron Anusuya married to a worthy 'boy.' However, with one condition attached - Anusuya and her husband should continue to live in 'Amar Bari' because Anusuya is irreplaceable!

Wounded Reality: My Life as a Refugee
(Translated by Meghna Guhathakurta from "Golpo Noy Shotti, E Amari Jibon Kotha" in the anthology, Paharer Ruddhokontho: Pahari Narider Nipiron 0 Protirodh, Hill Women's Federation, Dhaka, 1999 - Ed.)

After many ups and downs in life I finally attained the privilege of studying at the University. Yes, now I am a student of Chittagong University. I am the only Pahari (hill) student in my class. The rest belong to the majority Bengali community. It was easy for them to reach their present position, not so for me. I came here witnessing fear, cruelty, despair and the downfall of humanity. Many of my childhood friends could not make it beyond their school years. Their lives were torn apart by the uncertainties of life as they were victims of political unrest. Some were lost forever.

It is 28 years since the country gained independence. But ever since I gained consciousness, I had never thought that I was born in an independent country, or that I was a citizen of one. If it was independent, then why were we forced to leave our country and deprived of a1l our belongings and forced to seek shelter in another? Why did we have to become refugees time after time? At first, we had to take refuge in India after the riots of 1981. I was too young to recall much. Then again we had to go in 1986 amidst a state of riot and war.

Our village in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) was located on the border. I was then at primary school. The first term exams were on. In the middle of the exams the news came suddenly that violent riots and looting had broken out in the Panchari area. Houses had been burnt to ashes. People were fleeing. The situation in Khagracharitown too was bad. The army were raiding the houses and arresting the Paharis. The situation has been getting tense over the last few days. In a few places the Bengali settlers had been instigated to attack the Paharis. The army gave them support and the Bangladesh rifles were used to help them. The Shantibahini had conducted a counter-attack. No sooner had the news reached every village, just after sunset, one could see in the distance the curling tongues of fire and the accompanying sound of firing. Thus by the end of the day everyone in the vicinity was fleeing helter-skelter. Cries, fear, desperation - all seemed to fill the air. Taking the minimum of things everyone fled the village in the darkness of night. No sooner had we crossed the border, we heard the deafening sound of gunfire saw tongues of flame burst around and behind us. Our houses were razed to the ground. After walking all night we arrived at the Border Security Forces (BSF) camp by morning. Men, women and children of all ages were gathering together in the camp seeking shelter. The people from our neighbouring villages had all fled their homes bringing nothing but themselves. At first the BSF was not willing to give shelter and wanted to forcefully send us all back to our homeland. But then all women and children started to cry and plead. They were without food since last night. The day was getting on. The long walk had tired out old people and children. They were stretched out in the open field. It was the first of May 1986. At 2 pm news were arriving that hundred of people were crossing the border at various points from other areas as well. They too were seeking shelter. As a result, the Indian government out of humanitarian concern had to provide shelter to the thousands of people. In the evening everyone was given some chira and gur (flat rice and molasses). Then for the time being we were taken to a school building at Shilacharifor refuge. But it was not enough for so many people so they had to set up temporary shelters in the school field.

Registration as refugees began the next day. They were being given shelter in various places like Karbook, Takumbari, Pancharampara. The refugees were being given rations. At first I felt uncomfortable and wanted to cry out. Every woman and man had to stand in a line in order to get anything. Even in this environment babies were being born, sick people were dying. In this way, days, weeks, months went by. After about 3 to 4 months, when the construction of the refugee camp was finished, we had to leave the school centre for the main camp. We were sent to the Bagantila refugee camp. Rows of shelters were built from long thin bamboo poles. One shelter was meant for 13 to 14 families. There was about one square feet for one person. One had to lie on straw mats strewn on the damp and wet floors. A fearful coexistence with snakes and worms! Our family consisted of three sisters, two younger brothers, mother, father and the young boy who was domestio help. This was the condition in which we had to stay. We had no information of what the situation was back home. In the meantime, 1986 slipped by into 1987. In the whole year I had almost no connection with studies. The struggle for survival was primary. Even 1987 was slipping away. Our New Year Biju, witnessed this plight of humanity.

In the middle of the year, everyone in the camp took the initiative to open a school keeping in mind the future of their children. Those who were teachers would teach voluntarily. We did not know when the uncertainty of our refugee existence would come to an end. The host government, out of humanitarian consideration, provided us books and writing materials and paid the teachers 100 rupees each month. The year went by in this way. There was no indication of the situation improving in the hills. Many who had relatives to depend on back in the homeland, started to return. Some went on to join the Shantibahini. But they were few in numbers and all of them were boys. Women in Pahari families shared almost the same position and stature as women of other races or nations. Thus a woman could not cross the border even if she wanted to. When a Christian missionary arrived to inspect the camps looking for children to adopt and keep in his mission so that they may be educated, my father also wanted him to take me. But the mission took only boys. Thus I stayed on at the camp.

Our parents became very worried about our futures. Thinking that we would probably have better education and future in a stable situation, they had thought that they would not return to our homeland. If one returned from being a refugee, the government was giving back the jobs. But return was not possible. There was pressure. It was often seen that even if one returned they would probably have to flee again. Thus only my elder sisters went back to study from my uncle's place.

Some were coming, some going. But how they managed to cross the border, God only knew! Refugees were often helpless. Rations were often not enough. There was no way one could earn by going outside the camp, because every week head counts would be made of each family member. If one were absent then their names would be struck off from ration and all services. If someone sought employment, then it would have to be the most degrading one of selling their own cheap labour. Some used to work the whole day for one or 2 kilos of rice.

Winter brought its own fierceness to the refugee camps. The scarcity of winter wear was added to the perpetual scarcity of food. I witnessed or rather had to witness the sight of several people huddled over a skimpy fire for the whole night. They did not have adequate protection from the winter. Of course the host government had given each family a blanket each. But was it possible to keep everyone warm with one piece of blanket? In the camps almost everyday someone or the other used to be punished, some for robbing rations and for selling their own bodies. Values were being eroded all around.

The years 1988, 1989 and 1990 rolled by. The uncertainty of returning home grew stronger within us. Some people who got fed up with the intolerable situation fled back home. In 1991, I graduated to the eighth grade at the camp school. Now I became the headache of my parents. Our schooling was not recognised by any educational authorities. No certificate could be given. Thus eventually I too had to flee camp leaving my parents behind. I left with an old couple. The fear, with which we fled from our homeland in 1986, accompanied us on our return flight. On top of it all I felt alone without my parents. I was feeling almost helpless while leaving my brothers behind and all this for the sake of education? My father used to say one who had no education, had no future. Educational qualification was the means for attaining freedom. At first I was hesitant, but then my father's words persuaded me to leave with the old couple.

Ah, the familiar Feni River that marked the border between India and Bangladesh. I was seeing it after five years! Some hired people as well as my father came with us up to the border. They left us there. The tears welled up inside me. I kept wondering why I had to continue my studies and wished I had not returned. On the other side the couples' son was waiting for them. We did not have to face much difficulty on the Bangladesh side. Some hired Bengalis were there as well. They helped us to reach a kyang in safety. The next day we registered ourselves at the nearby army camp as returnees. This was compulsory. Our things were checked thoroughly. After that we were off to Matiranga by car and from Matiranga to Khagrachari. My destination was my maternal uncle's house. My uncle was informed as soon as we reached Matiranga. I could see the marks of army occupation all around. My uncle came to pick me up. I had not seen my uncle for so long! Looking at him I was at once reminded of the family I had left behind in the refugee camp. I could contain my tears no longer. I broke down crying. My uncle took me back to Khagrachari. There, I got admitted into school. A new life started for me.

Two years went by in class eight and nine. In 1993, I came across my camp school friend Joshi. She too had fled camp and returned in the hope of getting an education. But she had to return to the refugee camp again. The relatives she was staying with could not afford the expense of giving her education as well as shelter. She said, "Your relatives are nice. You are lucky. Please study a little bit for us." The next day she returned to the refugee camp in despair. There she buried all her dreams and got married. I also got to know that Jonardon, the best student at the camp school had also come and returned in the same way. Apart from feeling sorry for them and sympathising with their plight there was nothing I could do.

In 1994, my parents returned with the first batch of refugees. The majority in this group was in government service. Then one by one, different members of our extended family returned and we were reunited once again. After a lot of speculation, the JSS entered into an agreement with the Bangladesh Government. In 1998 everyone returned to their homeland, their motherland. But there were some that had been lost forever. That is why when in 1998 when all our refugee relatives returned Dipon was not among them. Dipon was my cousin. He was two years younger than I. At the age of 15, this young boy could take no more of life's harshness and pain. Defeated, he had swallowed a bottle of pesticides and taken his life.

In 1998, my father and I had gone to Tobolchori to witness the return of the rest of our family. We were seeing them after seven years! I felt myself strangely hurting, as if a heavy stone was choking my throat. My eyes hurt as I saw the weathered and beaten people. Refugees meant destitution written large, financially, physically and most of all mentally. I stared with astonishment at girls and boys of my own age or even younger who had entered a strange lifestyle. Most young girls and boys had gotten married and had children. I glimpsed an old school friend, Samar and went up to him. "How are you Samar?" I greeted. "How have you been doing?" He replied spontaneously but letting out a sigh of despair, "What can I do? I am trying to help others. I don't share your luck." I learnt that he too had got married and was a father of a child. It made me think of what may have happened if I had not returned in '91, if I had no relatives on whom I could fall back on. If my relatives were like those of the other families who could not afford to give an education, then I too would have ended up like them. I could almost see myself mirrored in their image: tattered and torn in clothes and appearances, returning with a child in my lap. And then...

We had survived that life, but to what extent? Even today, almost every moment we live in fear and uncertainty. Imprisoned in our own surroundings. The world is still not equal for everybody. No one had the right to wreck these lives forever. When will the world be equal for everybody?

By Antorika Chakma
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Radhika Coomaraswamy, Preliminary Report of the Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, November 1994.

This preliminary report of Radhika Coomaraswamy delves into the issues of gender violence in the context of armed conflict and displacement. It not only talks about the kind of abuses refugee women or internally displaced women face, but also talks about legal recourses available to them.

Roberta Cohen, Refugee and Internally Displaced Women: A Development Perspective, The Brookings Institution / Refugee Policy Group Project on Internal Displacement, November 1995.

Since women comprise the majority of displaced people, this report looks at the programme failures that arise from their inadequate participation in planning and implementation of programmes targeting internally displaced people. Cohen addresses the need to include women in relief and development programmes and to close the theoretical gap between relief and development. She looks at the needs for new policy orientations, better statistics on women, and better access for women to assistance, health care, employment opportunities and education, and greater participation and mobilization of women. The report calls for a merging of the gender-sensitive theories and guidelines for development with the programmes and planning methods of relief work. with internally displaced people.

Willem van Schendel, Wolfgang Mey, Aditya Kumar Dewan, The Chittagong Hill Tracts, Living in a Borderland, White Lotus Co., Ltd., 2000.

The Chittagong Hill Tracts: Living in a Borderland examines the borderland between Burma, India and Bangladesh, inhabited by twelve distinct ethnic groups with strong cultural and linguistic links with Southeast Asia. The three authors assembled more than 400 mostly unpublished photographs, many in color, from over 50 private collections. The book introduces the reader to the cultural variety and modern transformations of this virtually unknown region bridging Southeast Asia and South Asia. At the same time it explores how, from the 1860s to the late twentieth century, photographers have portrayed the Chittagong Hill Tracts and their inhabitants. Images of nature and destruction, different religion of the hills, bodies, and lifestyles. The Chittagong Hill Tracts is a comprehensive work on this region of Asia.

