African Refugee Women and Changing International Priorities:
Theoretical and Political Implications

In the past five years, there has been a 50
percent increase in the number of refu-
gees worldwide, bringing their esti-
mated total to more than seventeen
million at the end of 1990.! In Africa
alone, more than 5.4 million people have
been identified as refugees in 1990. The
quest for durable solutions has remained
a constant dilemma over the years, one
whose resolution is complicated by the
economic decline that has gripped the
African continent for several years now,
as well as the UNHCR budget crisis. In
recent years, however, the search for
durable solutions has undergone two
main transformations: the implementa-
tion of a refugee assistance and develop-
ment (RAD) strategy and the
organization of massive repatriations.

In the mid-1980s, at a time of budget
impasse, economic decline and donor
compassion fatigue, international or-
ganizations, governments of the coun-
tries of first asylum and donors called for
a reassessment of international refugee
assistance and the effective linkage of
refugee assistance and development.
Since then, a number of RAD projects
and programs have been implemented
throughout the world.

A more recent evolution inthe search
for durable solutions has been massive
repatriation movements organized by
the international community. The end of
the Cold War allowed for the resolution
of decades-long domestic or regional
wars fuelled by superpower rivalries
and for the repatriation of the refugees
whoseflighthadbeen generated by these
conflicts. The importance of these
international developments requires an
analysis from a gender perspective and
anexamination of theireffectsonrefugee
women.?
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RAD and Refugee Women

One of themostimportantevents in refu-
gee assistance and development was the
second International Conference on As-
sistance to Refugees in Africa (ICARA
II), which convened in Geneva in 1984
and considered

the continuing need for assistance with a
view to providing, as necessary, additional
assistance to refugees and returnees in Af-
rica..., the impact imposed on the national
economies of the African countries and to
provide them with the assistance required
to strengthen their social and economic
infrastructure so as to enable them to cope
with the burden of dealing with large num-
bers of refugees and returnees.

During the conference, strategies were
devised that aimed to (a) “free refugees
from dependence on relief” (through
self-help activities, food production, par-
ticipation in local activities to improve
economicand social infrastructure, train-
ing projects); (b) implement (in addition
to the country’s ongoing development
programs) development-oriented
projects that would generate long-term
employment for refugees and local peo-
ple*

The concept of RAD is therefore
based on reformulating the design and
implementation of refugee assistance so
that it encompasses development and
provides uprooted populations with
durable solutions. With regard to refu-
gee women, the question is whether it
benefited them.

ICARA IIs resolution and strategies
use a gender-neutral language that
makes it difficult to analyse how RAD
will address the issue of refugee women.
Thisis surprising since, at that time, refu-
gee women were the subject of confer-
ences and research. This indicates that
the topic was still marginal to main-
stream thinking on refugee and develop-
ment assistance. It can, however, be

argued that refugees as a whole were
only by necessity the object of RAD. As
shown elsewhere,> while ICARA 1I
aimed to facilitate the search for durable
solutions, it was mainly engendered by
three considerations: namely institu-
tional (the UNHCR budget crisis), na-
tional and local (the mass influx of
refugees results in an additional burden
on national resources and is likely to pro-
duce “hidden losers”é among the local
population).

The implementation of RAD projects
benefited the refugees, as well as the host
populations and countries. It could have
allowed for additional improvement of
the refugee situation, were it not for the
lack of resources committed by donor
countries, which was especially detri-
mental to Africa.”

While RAD’s principles of action
eluded the issue of refugee women, a
study of ICARA II projects (in Malawi
and elsewhere in Africa) indicates that
refugee women are often at the forefront
of their design and implementation,8but
it is also evident that the attention given
to refugee women owes more to indi-
vidual energy and aggressive steward-
ship than to a real institutional (and
international) commitment. In addition
to ICARA I, various other RAD projects
have been carried out by UNHCR, UN
Development Programme and the
World Bank, such as PRODERE (Devel-
opment Programme for Displaced Per-
sons, Refugeesand Returnees)in Central
America, the joint project (UNHCR/
World Bank/government) for Afghan
refugeesin Pakistan, or the International
Labour Organizations (ILO) Revolving
Fund for Ethiopian Refugees in Sudan.’
A gender-based review of these and
other UN effortsto promote RAD under-
lines five main trends.

First, the funds devoted to RAD
projects for refugee women remain smail
in comparison with “broader” RAD
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projects such as PRODERE or the Paki-
stan project. Assistance to refugee
women is therefore perceived as necessi-
tating relatively modest capital invest-
ment. While it might be true that the
immediate goals of such projects (im-
proving health, nutrition, etc.) can be
achieved with small capital, it alsoshows
that the issue of refugee women remains
peripheral to the funding process and to
the interests of donor countries.

Second, policy documents make a
claim for refugee women on the basis of
their needs and vulnerability (such as
sexual and physical abuse, sexual dis-
crimination in the delivery of goods and
services).!0 Projects for refugee women
aim to provide solutions to this vulner-
ability, but the matter is addressed in
isolation from its root causes and from
the specific problems facing refugee
men, such as their inactivity, loss of sta-
tus, etc.

Third, RAD projects for refugee
women are often limited to domestic ac-
tivities, such as nursing, caring, feeding,
etc. (training midwives, for example), or
to activities that will benefit the settle-
ment as a whole, such as energy-saving
techniques.!! Studies of women in devel-
opment have identified three types of
reproduction: biological reproduction,
the reproduction of the labour force
(daily maintenance of workers) and
social reproduction (reproduction of the
conditions sustaining a social system).!?
Projects for refugee women encompass
all aspects of reproduction in that they
facilitate childbearing activities (through
the training of birth attendants) and ease
the household workload of women (by
providing water facilities, for example).
Furthermore, they are based on the as-
sumption that the satisfaction of the
needs of refugee women would in turn
contribute to an amelioration of the refu-
gee community’s welfare, and as such
can be associated with a type of social
reproduction.

Fourth, there are very few income-
generating projects specifically for refu-
gee women. They are involved in this
type of work through projects for the

refugee populationas awhole (for exam- -

ple, Ethiopianrefugeewomenarereceiv-
ing loans to establish their own

businesses through the ILO revolving
funds'3), but the absence of gender-
disaggregated data makes it impossible
to evaluate the proportion of women
benefiting from them. In the case of
income-generating projects, it is evident
that positive discrimination is necessary
to ensure that refugee women'’s interests
are addressed.'

Fifth, to borrow from Deniz
Kandiyoti's assessment on assistance to
rural women,'6 RAD assistance to refu-
gee women and broader RAD projects
and policies seem to come from different
sources. The former still uses the lan-
guage of “basic needs” and “self-reli-
ance,” whereas the latter distinguish
themselves by a strong market orienta-
tion. The “development” component of
RAD takes different meanings, depend-
ing on whether the projects are designed
for women or not. To quote from the
ICARA II principles for action, it looks as
if refugee women ought to “free the refu-
gee population from dependence on re-
lief,” while refugee men ought to be
engaged in development projects. Given
thesecharacteristics, the main questionis
whether projects for refugee women
strengthen or weaken the position of
women vis-a-vis refugee men, local au-
thorities and the state of asylum, and
whether the focus on essentially domes-
ticactivitiesemphasizerefugeewomen'’s
vulnerability and subordination. Stud-
ies on women in development have
shown a positive relationship between
women reproductive works and women
subordination. Lourdes Beneria has ar-
gued that subordination and domina-
tion between the sexes is rooted in
childbearing, cooking, cleaning and
other domestic responsibilities.!” She in-
deed demonstrates that women'’s bio-
logical function has been the basis for
their domestic labour and concentration
on household work, which, along with
the structures of production, explain
their marginal statusand participationin
nondomestic activities and ultimately
their subordination.1®

This analysis only applies partially to
the study of refugee women. In the con-
text of African refugee communities, the
study of gender inequality should take
into account a number of variables, such

as the state of asylum’s refugee policy,
the local economic relations of produc-
tion, the existence of employment alter-
natives, the potential for attaining
self-sufficiency, etc. Some factors should
be emphasized. First, studies have sug-
gested that refugees’ self-sufficiency and
economic integration within a nation-
based development process have re-
mained elusive objectives over the
years.?Second, as Patricia Daley’s study
of Burundi refugees in western Tanzania
reveals,® gender is only one determin-
ing factor in the successful reconstruc-
tion of the refugee household. She does
confirm Beneria’s theoretical analysis by
showing that patriarchal tendencies
within premigration societies and the
malebias of the donor agencies responsi-
ble for the resettlement process combine
to marginalize women from administra-
tive structures and from participating in
Tanzanian society. But she also demon-
strates that refugee men and women are
subjected to the crises of social reproduc-
tion now facing the Tanzanian peas-
antry. “Withtheincreasingneedtoadopt
diverse survival strategies, household
sizeand form, particularly the number of
adult members and the extended family,
have become more relevant criteria.”?!
These factors tend to support the
theory that projects for refugee women
focusing on the productive sphere will
meet with little success, given the struc-
tural constraints of the African economy.
Whether or not African refugee women
have access to development projects out-
side the settlements might not be as cru-
cial a factor as whether or not refugee
women participate in the administration
of the settlement as equal partners with
refugee men, local residents and officials.
The study of the functions of refugee
women, and of the projects aiming to
address their “vulnerability,” should be
integrated within the broader analysis of
the African civil society- and state-mak-
ing process, and especially of the role of
rural communities in fostering or pre-
venting this process. To the extent that
these communities are indeed the bases
of state power, economic growth and
ultimately development, then the rein-
forcement and/or construction of the
function of refugee women as the pillars
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of the refugee communities might not
necessarily lead to an increased vulner-
ability and subordination of women. Yet
refugee assistance and development
projects for refugee women have failed
to translate this possibility into an effec-
tive outcome because they have ignored
the political dimension of the communi-
ties and the creation of their power struc-
tures. Indeed, while refugee assistance
hasassigned refugee women an essential
role of insuring the existence and repro-
duction of the refugee community, it has
neglected to strengthen the position of
refugee women within the decision-
making process of the refugeesettlement
and the host community through, for
example, the creation of refugee wom-
en’s organizations or involving women
in the design and implementation of set-
tlement programs, etc. Instead, refugee
assistance has promoted refugee men to
leadership positions and therefore rein-
forced the institutional and individual
control over women.

Refugee Women and Repatriation

UNHCR, NGOs and states of first asy-
lum consider voluntary repatriation as
the most favoured durable solutions to
refugee problems worldwide. The
UNHCR has assisted in repatriations
throughout the world since its statute
was enacted in 1951. In Africa, it orga-
nized repatriations to Algeria in 1962,
later to Angola, Zimbabwe, Mozam-
bique and more recently to Namibia. It is
currently handling repatriation move-
ments to El Salvador, Cambodia,
Ethiopia, etc. As far as Mozambicans are
concerned, while the prospects for im-
mediate and mass voluntary repatria-
tion still seem bleak, operation plans
have already been drafted by the
UNHCR2

Stein and Cuny, in their article, “Re-
patriation under Conflict,” have pro-
vided a major (and probably unique)
conceptualization of the repatriation
process. They distinguish between sev-
eral types of repatriations under conflict,
each of them reflecting the political and
military circumstances in the country of
origin, and between several factors and
forces that influence the patterns of
repatriations, such as the availability of

assistance; whether the repatriation is
voluntary, encouraged or forced;
whether it involves individuals, small or
large collective groups.?® They further
argue that two main factors interact and
drive the repatriation process: the pur-
pose of refugee decision making and the
“events in exile,” which they further de-
fine as ricochet repatriation, relocation-
stimulated repatriation, community and
alienation, and major repatriations.?
This analysis provides an important ba-
sis for further discussions of repatriation.

Theimpact of “the events in exile” on
refugee women will be mediated by at
least three variables:

(a) The nature and intensity of these
events—in other words, whether
the push factors instigated by the
government of asylum, interna-
tional agencies or refugee organi-
zations allow the refugee
community to formulate alterna-
tives to repatriation.

(b) The extent of women'’s participa-
tion in the settlement’s decision-
making process. This refers to the
authority and power structures
within thesettlementsand the po-
sition of refugee women within
these structures.

(c) The extent to which refugee
women have been integrated
within the local population. A
process of differentiation be-
tween refugee men and women
might occur, depending on
whether or not they married local
residents. Marriage should notbe
seen as an incidental factor, but
on the contrary as a major vari-
able explaining different patterns
of integration and repatriation
between refugee men and
women.?

As Stein and Cuny have shown, the
events “at home” can include a wide
range of situations, ranging from the
country of origin’s accession to inde-
pendence to rival factions taking over
areas previously controlled by the gov-
ernment.? Clearly, the repatriation and
resettlement process will be influenced
by the nature of these events. All of them
share one common premise: the neces-
sity to protect refugees during and after

repatriation. This is particularly impor-
tant for refugee women, for flights and
resettlement always involve risks of
physical abuse. But it is evident that the
problems that refugee men and women
face upon repatriating to a newly inde-
pendent country differ fundamentally
from the ones they would face if they
returned to a country where political
conflicts have not been settled. The state
is the crucial agency that distinguishes
one situation from the other. In one case,
the repatriation and resettlement proc-
essis engendered by a state that wants to
establish its authority and legitimacy
over the ex-refugee communities, with
international agencies intervening as
mediators and facilitators. In the other,
the resettlement process is carried out
principally by international agenciesand
the refugees themselves. In both cases,
however, the outcome of the repatriation
process willbe ultimately determined by
the economic conditions in the area and
country of origin: availability of land,
seeds, tools, economy, etc.

There are two types of situations with
regard to the impact of the influx of
returnees on the agrarian structures and
modes of production in the areas where
they settle.

(a) Refugees are returning to areas
where rural communities were
not displaced and where agricul-
tural production did not cease
while the refugees were abroad
(as in Namibia).

(b) Refugees are returning to areas
where, because of continuous
fighting, livelihood has been
destroyed and agricultural pro-
duction interrupted. This is char-
acteristic of most refugee
situations (Mozambique, Ethio-
pia, southern Sudan, etc.).

How returnees will adjust to and
transform their new environments re-
main to be investigated. It can be as-
sumed, however, that the repatriation
process will influence and transform the
preflight agrarian structures and modes
of production. It can further be postu-
lated that these changes will affect
women returnees women differently*
than men.? In addition to the economic
structures, other factors will influence
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the outcome of the repatriation process
for women returnees.

1. The extent to which the state is
formulating and implementing
policiestoreduce genderinequal-
ity and gender discrimination,
and to facilitate women'’s partici-
pation in politics.

2. Whether the refugee experience
has increased women'’s subordi-
nation (as in the case of Afghan
refugee women in Pakistan) or
whetherit has been a “liberating”
force, ameliorating and strength-
ening women’s economic and
political position within the set-
tlement and area of asylum).

3. Gender roles and values of the
host populations.

The interactive process between eco-
nomic conditions and production in the
returnees’ areas, state policies, refugee
experiences and cultural values will de-
termine the position of women returnees
“within the household, the rural commu-
nity and society at large.

As it has been widely demonstrated,
sex roles are subject to change, whether
ornotsuch dramaticeventsasflightsand
repatriationsare taking place. When they
do occur, they further transform the gen-
der division of labour, as well as the pro-
ductive and reproductive functions of
women. Refugee and returneeassistance
should not attempt to recreate a social
reality more often than not perceived as
static and given, but rather facilitate the
adjustment to the changes generated by
the flight and the resettlement, and ac-
commodate the demands and require-
ments engendered by these changes.

Conclusion: Refugee Women and
the New World Order

The impact of the New World Order on
international humanitarian assistance
and on the refugee situation worldwide
has been ambivalent. Human rights and
democratization are now hailed as the
main principles guiding the conduct of
foreign policies, but this did not translate
into an improvement of the economic,
political and social situations of Third
World populations. As in the past, more
women than men are being displaced
because of the conflicts. While some men

engage in endless fighting, women and
children flee from conflict zones for safe
havens that, as in some parts of the Horn
of Africa, are few. Although the number
of refugees worldwide has increased in
the past five years, refugee assistance is
suffering from dramatic cutbacks. The
global recession has resulted from
isolationist trends in industrialized
nations, while Third World and former
communist countries are now
competing over diminishing resources.?®
Calls for refugee and emergency
assistance are left inadequately
answered, as in the Horn of Africa.? The
Africaneconomicand political situations
have progressively deteriorated over the
past ten years. Africa and refugees
worldwide face the risk of being further
marginalized. Because of the UNHCR
budget crisis, refugee assistance projects,
such as the ones in Malawi, are reduced
or cancelled. This crisis is bound to have
a negative effect on refugee women'’s
projects, which are already suffering
from low budgets and their peripheral
nature vis-a-vis mainstream develop-
ment programs. With growing financial
constraints, the situation is likely to get
worse.

Theimpactof theend of the Cold War
on the root causes of refugee movements
worldwide has been similarly equivocal.
On one hand, this main cause of conflict
in the Third World, and therefore of refu-
gee movements, has been eliminated.
The prospect for repatriation in several
parts of the world appear more positive.
On the other hand, the legacy of super-
power rivalries still continue in Somalia,
Angola and Mozambique—tociteonly a
few—in the form of excessive militari-
zation, armed conflicts, constant insecu-
rity, destruction of livelihood, etc.
Whenever repatriation is politically pos-
sible, it faces serious economic chal-
lenges. Although the Cold War has
ended, other conflicts continue over na-
tional identity. Somalia, eastern Europe
and the former Soviet Union now have
conflicts that result in massive
displacements.

Despite the rhetoric on democratiza-
tion and human rights, the language of
the New World Order has been mainly
one of the military and war. What are

usually referred to as “male” values
dominate global politics and the con-
struction of the New World Order. With
the exception of a Palestinian woman
representativein the current Middle East
peace talks, female figures are noticeably
absent from current attempts to reach
cease-fire agreements, provide assist-
ance to displaced persons and organize
repatriations. In international politics,
mediators and conflict makers are male.

Refugee and displaced women are at
the bottom of the power pyramid of the
New World Order. In an era when na-
tion-states are collapsing, replaced by
several smaller entities claiming nation-
hood, the only voice heard is that of guns
fired mostly by men. By virtue of their
gender, most refugee women donot par-
ticipate in the current military attempts
to createanew world system of states. By
virtue of their status as refugees, they
cannot claim any protection besides the
one offered (at times reluctantly, as in
Somalia) by the international commu-
nity, and are totally dependent upon
humanitarian assistance (which is in-
creasingly reduced because of the global
recession), and the generosity of the host
populations (which is constrained by
rising world poverty and inequality en-
gendered by the international economic
system).

Notes

1. U.S. Committee for Refugees, World Refugee
Survey 1991.

2. Length considerations donotallow foranin-
depth analysis of case studies, so this article
will be limited to focusing on some theoreti-
cal and political considerations.

3. General Assembly Resolution 37/197
adopted on December 18, 1982.

4. A/AC96/645 Annex1.

5. Agnés Callamard, “Refugee Assistance and
Development: But What Sort of Develop-
ment?”

6. Robert Chambers, “Hidden Losers? The Im-
pact of Rural Refugees and Refugee Pro-
grams on Poorer Hosts.”

7. Robert Gorman, “Linking refugee Aid and
Development in Africa: The International
Response.”

8. Interview with Deedee Angagaw, ICARA I
coordinator, New York, 1992.

9. See especially Refugees, 19-36.

10. Refugee women who are unable to feed,
clothe and shelter thermnselves and their chil-
dren or who must bribe guards in order to
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obtain firewood, water and other essential
goods will be vulnerable to manipulation
and to physical and sexual abuse in order to
obtain such necessities, See UNHCR, Guide-
lines on the Protection of Refugee Women, Ge-
neva, July 1992.

11. Ibid. 22.

12. Felicity Edholm, Olivia Harris and Kate
Young, “Conceptualizing Women.”

13. Ibid. 26-27.

14. It will be interesting to research whether
there is a positive relationship between the
proportion of men in a refugee settlement
and income-generating and development-
oriented projects. In other words, whether
the proportion of refugee men vis-a-vis refu-
gee women accounts for the implementation
of such activities.

15. For a thorough analysis of refugee women
andincome generating projects, see the study
conducted by the Refugee Policy Group in

.Sudan, Pakistan and Costa Rica. Susan
Forbes Martin and Emily Copeland, Making
Ends Meet? Refugee Women and Income Genera-
tion.

16. Deniz Kandiyoti, “Women and Rural Devel-
opment Policies: The Changing Agenda.

17. LourdesBeneria, “Reproduction, Production
and the Sexual Division of Labour.”

18. Ibid.

19. Seethestudyby Barry Stein and Lance Clark,
Older Refugee Settlements in Africa.

20. Patricia Daley, “Gender, Displacement and
Social Reproduction: Settling Burundi Refu-
gees in Western Tanzanija.”

21. Ibid. 264.

22, UNHCR branch office in Malawi and
UNHCR branch office in Mozambique, Op-
eration Plans: Malawi-Mozambique Repatriation
Operation.

23, Stein and Cuny, “Repatriation under Con-
flict,” 18.

. Ibid. 18-21.

. AnitaSpring, “Womenand Menas Refugees:
Differential Assimilation of Angolan Refu-
gees in Zambia,”

26. Stein and Cuny, “Repatriation under Con-

flict,” 18,

27. Avastnumber of studies on womenin devel-
opment have demonstrated therelationships
between agrarian structures, modes of pro-
duction and the gender division of labour.
See for instance, Esther Boserup, Women's
Roles in Economic Development; Lourdes
Beneria and Gita Sen, “Accumulation, Re-
production and Women's Role in Economic
Development”; Lyne Brydon and Sylvia
Chant, Women in the Third World.

28. Robert Gorman, “Global Change and Donor
Country Priorities for Refugee and Develop-
ment Aid in Africa: Hard Choices, Uncertain
Future.”

29. In September 1991, a UN consolidated
interagency appeal was made, requesting
U.S. $400 million for emergency relief in the
Horn of Africa. In February 1992, only $260
million was granted, while the financial
needs have greatly increased, See Special

R

Emergency Programme for the Horn of Af-
rica, Consolidated Inter-Agency Appeal, Sep-
tember 1991 and February 1992.
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