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Preface 
 
Refugee Watch began its journey from 1998 onwards.  From its inception the 
gender dimension of forced migration informed much of its understanding. 
Since Refugee Watch was one of the first periodicals on the problem of forced 
migration in South Asia to some extent it helped to shape the discourse on the 
issue.  In this way the gender dimension of displacement became an intrinsic 
theme that was taken up in almost all issues of the periodical. Till date over 
twenty-six issues of the periodical have been published.  To commemorate 
this landmark we have selected some articles on refugee and displaced women 
appearing in previous issues of Refugee Watch.   The publication will 
highlight the often ignored simple fact that women and their dependents form 
the majority in most given situations of displacement. Yet in terms of 
rehabilitation and care women often take the back seat. There is a plethora of 
examples where women face severe abuse in times of displacement. Yet 
researches show that it is the woman who often acts as the linchpin of the 
family and community even in times of displacement and bring back some 
semblance of normalcy. This publication celebrates such special contributions 
that many women have made in times of displacement. It also brings forth the 
hope that research on the gender-dimension of displacement will continue. 
This is crucial because to understand the phenomenon of forced migration one 
has to understand its gender dimension, without which the understanding will 
remain flawed.  
 
 That modern states are built on gender difference is an accepted 
theoretical premise among most social scientists today.  There are many social 
commentators such as Etienne Balibar who argue that the fissures in the 
“modern political community” emerge from the “practical and ideological 
sexism as a structure of interior exclusion of women generalized to the whole 
society,” which leads to the “universalization of sexual difference.” Women in 
such situation become both subjects of the state as well as its other. The 
nation building projects in South Asia has led to the creation of a 
homogenised identity of citizenship.  State machineries seek to create what 
they perceive as a unified and national citizenry that accepts the central role of 
the ruling elite. This is done through privileging a certain type of citizenship, 
and such citizens are usually men, who belong to the majority community; 
and profess to accept monolithic cultural values that deny the space to others 
of difference.  Such a denial has often led to the segregation of minorities, on 
the basis of caste, religion and gender from the collective we.  In such a 
scenario one way of marginalising women from body politic is done by 
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targeting them and displacing them in times of state verses community 
conflict.  As a displaced person a woman loses her individuality, subjectivity, 
citizenship and her ability to make political choice. Only a few scholars and 
activists have dealt at length on this problematic and there are hardly any 
South Asian monograph that has focussed on this issue. The recognition that 
forced displacement is a gendered phenomenon is a fairly recent 
understanding.  
 
 This collection highlights the range of women’s experiences as of 
displacement appearing in different issues of Refugee Watch in form of 
articles, notes, reports and researches.  These articles challenge the notion that 
refugee women are mere victims.  These writings try to portray the different 
roles that women play to cope with displacement.  Mario Gomez, a Sri 
Lankan social scientist, had commented that refugee women are first to 
address the question of income generation and many other coping mechanisms 
precisely because it is their responsibility to put food in the mouths of their 
family and fight for their survival.  Yet rehabilitation and care is hardly ever 
built on a premise of gender sensitivity. Refugee Watch has raised its voice 
against the marginalization of voices of women refugees from policy 
decisions.   
 
 In comparison to women’s experiences of refugee-hood women’s 
experiences as internally displaced is even lesser known, particularly in the 
context of South Asia. This is because the states of South Asia refuse to 
acknowledge that the situation of IDPs poses a special problem. After all these 
IDPs retain their citizenship, and the fact that states have to acknowledge that 
as citizens the displaced women are severely deprived shows that these states 
are now unable to cater to needs of their own citizens. The IDPs are forced to 
live within a system that has displaced them in the first place. As IDPs women 
are doubly disadvantaged.  They have to contend with a State, which has 
displaced them and as women they have to continue living within their own 
patriarchal systems that devalue their special roles in society. Again policies 
of relief, resettlement and rehabilitation do not acknowledge this; and state 
policies are termed as gender neutral when they are actually gender 
insensitive.  In this age of globalisation the development paradigm of States 
has occasioned the displacement of thousands of women who are abused, 
beaten, trafficked and their dignity violated repeatedly in the name of 
development and prosperity.  Yet the displaced women survive and try to live 
with zest.  This understanding underpins much of what has been published in 
Refugee Watch and what is contained in this collection. 

Paula Banerjee 
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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 - 
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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 
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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: 
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“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. 
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Ammu Joseph�
 

[Can there possibly be a gender angle to the tsunami story? Certainly, says 
Ammu Joseph, pointing out that women from economically and socially 
deprived communities usually bear the brunt of disasters, thanks to the gender 
dimension of social inequality and inequity.] 
 
”We journalists are simply beachcombers on the shores of other people’s knowledge, 
other people’s experience, and other people’s wisdom. We tell their stories.”  
- Bill Moyers,  
host of the public affairs series “NOW with Bill Moyers,” on the US-based 
PBS television network, speaking at Harvard Medical School in December 
2004, after receiving the annual Global Environment Citizen Award presented 
by the Center for Health and the Global Environment  
 
 Among the many questions this thought-provoking quotation raises 
are: who are the people whose stories we tell, what aspects of their stories do 
we choose to highlight, when and where do we look for stories, how do we 
tell the stories we find, and why do we tell some stories but not others? More 
specifically, now, as beachcombers on the many shores devastated by the 
recent tsunamis, whose experience, knowledge and wisdom do we draw upon 
to tell the many tales waiting to be told? Which are the stories that have 
remained untold despite the carpet coverage given to the disaster and its 
immediate aftermath?  
 
 Early critiques of media coverage in the wake of the tsunami tragedy 
of 26th December and beyond focussed primarily on the widespread use of 
extremely graphic images of the dead and injured, especially on television, in 
contrast to the discretion exercised by the international media during the 9/11 
disaster in the U.S., suggesting double standards with regard to the dignity and 
privacy of human beings in the so-called First and Third Worlds.  
 
 There have been other manifestations of the apparently incorrigible 
bias of sections of the mainstream international media accessible from India - 
for instance, the excessive, if not exclusive, attention paid to post-disaster aid 
originating in Western nations, with little mention of inter-Asia assistance 
and, of course, scant reference to the tremendous outpouring of contributions 
in cash, kind, labour and expertise from civil society within the affected 
countries. Similarly, the relative coverage given to the impact of the disaster 
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on different countries is fairly revealing — Somalia, for example, has barely 
been on the media radar whereas Thailand, where the maximum number of 
foreign tourists died or disappeared, was very much in focus. The domestic 
media, too, have received some brickbats about sensationalism and 
voyeurism. And about the insensitivity with which grieving, traumatized 
survivors have been pursued, especially by television reporters anxious to feed 
the apparently insatiable hunger of 24-hour news channels for dramatic 
images and sound-bytes.  
 
 It must be said, however, that in the days after disaster struck, 
journalists reporting from the affected areas were naturally scrambling to do 
the best they could to provide information about the unprecedented scale and 
scope of the devastation caused by the sudden, short-lived blast from the sea. 
Thanks to their energetic efforts, people elsewhere could at least try to 
imagine and understand the enormity of the calamity, and do whatever they 
could to help in a situation of such extensive death and destruction. It goes 
without saying, therefore, that any discussion on media coverage of the 
catastrophe is not meant to criticise as much as to learn.  
 
 Among the many stories that remain to be told are those of tsunami-
affected women. This is one aspect of post-tsunami media coverage that does 
not seem to have received much attention so far. It cannot be said that women 
have been missing from media coverage - on the contrary, the media tend to 
focus on women and children in any disaster situation, and this one was no 
exception. However, they have been appearing primarily as victims (weeping, 
wailing, awaiting or availing relief), as mothers (faced with bereavement 
and/or difficult choices, especially in their attempts to save children), and as 
heroines (for example, the Swedish mother and the British schoolgirl 
holidaying in Thailand). The question is whether or not such limited 
representations do justice to women’s experiences, concerns and needs in the 
wake of the disaster.  
 
 It may seem irrelevant to raise the question of gender awareness in the 
context of media coverage of a natural disaster such as this one, which 
obviously affected all those who happened to be in the path of the massive 
waves — men, women and children. Can there possibly be a gender angle to 
the tsunami story? Is it at all reasonable to call for a gender perspective while 
covering the post-tsunami situation?  
 
 Assuming that the primary purpose of media coverage of disasters is to 
highlight the impact of such events, as well as their fallout, on diverse sections 
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of the affected people, especially those at most risk, the answer to those 
questions is a very definite “yes.” The fact is that gender, along with other 
socio-economic variables such as class and caste, race or ethnicity, age and 
health status, does influence people’s experience of the events themselves, as 
well as their access to subsequent help in coping with the consequences and 
rebuilding their lives.  
 
 What journalist Praful Bidwai wrote a few days after the disaster is 
significant in this context: “... Natural disasters are natural only in their 
causation. Their effects are socially determined and transmitted through 
mechanisms and arrangements which are the creation of societies and 
governments. Natural disasters are not socially neutral in their impact. Rather, 
they pick on the poor and the weak, rather than the privileged.” (The News, 
Pakistan, 30 Dec. 04)  
 
 Considering the gender-based inequality and inequity that mark most 
societies - certainly those affected by the recent tsunamis — women are 
clearly disadvantaged in multiple ways. It naturally follows that women from 
the economically and socially deprived communities that usually bear the 
brunt of disasters — both natural and man-made — are likely to be especially 
vulnerable in the aftermath of calamities, as well as conflicts, unless special 
care is taken to ensure that their needs and concerns are taken care of.  
 
 If disasters are not socially neutral in their impact, clearly policies and 
programmes for relief, recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction cannot 
afford to be socially neutral either. If the government and/or other agencies 
involved in post-disaster or post-conflict work have not yet learnt this well-
documented lesson, it is surely up to the media to remind them - and society 
as a whole — of the special needs, concerns and problems of various groups, 
including women, in the aftermath of such events. As a recent United Nations 
press release put it, “The Indian Ocean tsunami may have made no distinction 
between men and women in the grim death toll it reaped with its waves but it 
has produced some very gender-specific after-shocks, ranging from women’s 
traditional role in caring for the sick to increased cases of rape and abuse. 
Understanding and measuring these differences is essential for an effective 
response.”  
 
 There were a few, scattered glimpses in media coverage soon after 
disaster struck of the special vulnerabilities of women in such situations. For 
example, there was one story about women having been hampered by their 
saris in their bid to escape the waves. And another one about women being 
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raped and molested in unprotected refugee camps. The latter, a Reuters report 
based on a statement by the Women & Media Collective in Sri Lanka, 
underlined the importance of expanding the range of news sources to be 
tapped and taken seriously even in a crisis situation that appears, on the 
surface, to have nothing to do with gender.  
 
 There were also hints of potential gender-related stories in some other 
early reports. For example, the unscrupulous tactics reportedly employed by 
some family members in Tamilnadu to corner the funds expected as 
compensation for deaths does not bode well. Countless earlier examples of 
post-disaster and post-conflict situations, including the post-Kargil scenario, 
have demonstrated that the most vulnerable in society - including women and 
children - often tend to lose out in this process.  
 
 Similarly, reports early on about the possibility of adoption-related 
rules and regulations being officially relaxed to facilitate the adoption of 
children orphaned by the disaster, raised questions about how the authorities 
planned to ensure that no predatory adults would exploit the vulnerability of 
these children - especially, though not only, the girls among them. 
Fortunately, subsequent warnings from child rights groups and clarifications 
from the government raise hopes that due care will be taken to minimise 
opportunities for abuse and trafficking.  
 
 However, a number of other important stories concerning women 
have, by and large, been missing from the media over the past month. For 
example, media coverage of the impact of the disaster on people’s livelihoods 
seems so far to have focused primarily on the fishermen, their boats, nets, and 
so on. This may well be because that is what the government and several other 
agencies are concentrating on. Despite the mandatory, usually superficial and 
ill-informed quotes and sound-bytes from the so-called man/woman-on-the-
street that have become media staples these days, the media continue to rely 
excessively on the “authorities,” “leaders” of various groups and sundry 
“experts” for information on and analysis of crisis situations.  
 
 While restoration of fishing is no doubt an obvious and important issue 
that needs to be urgently tackled, too little attention is apparently being paid to 
other economic activities in coastal areas, including those involving women. 
A recent report by a team of volunteers who have just returned from the 
affected areas points out that rehabilitation packages for livelihoods 
formulated from a “property owner centric” viewpoint tend to ignore the 
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needs of people from the fishing and farming communities who do not own 
boats, nets, lands or shops.  
 
 According to them, thousands of people who contribute their labour 
and skills to the coastal economy and whose livelihoods have also been 
wrecked by the tsunami, are finding themselves left out of the reckoning. 
Among them are a wide range of workers, such as landless agricultural 
labourers, share croppers and tenant farmers, various categories of fish and 
boat workers, street vendors and petty traders, transport workers, construction 
labourers, salt pan workers, service providers like barbers, tailors and 
cobblers, and crafts persons such as basket-weavers.  
 
 Unfortunately, even reports documenting and highlighting the callous, 
indefensible neglect of Dalit and Adivasi communities in the relief and 
rehabilitation process, tend to be gender-blind. Yet women, especially those 
from such marginalized communities, who form a major section of the 
informal or unorganised sector of labour, and who rarely own property, are 
likely to be even more invisible and unaccounted for in this situation. And 
such an information gap could have serious repercussions in terms of 
reconstruction and rehabilitation efforts, official and otherwise.  
 
 If women’s economic activities, losses and needs are not taken into 
account, the relief, recovery and rehabilitation process may not address the 
livelihood concerns of a wide range of women, including female heads of 
households, widows, other single women, older women, destitute women, and 
so on. Consequently, they and their families may not receive the kind of help 
they require to survive in the short term, and rebuild their lives in the long 
term.  
 
 Such a situation could prove disastrous for a large number of families, 
especially among the poor, because many of these women may well be the 
sole earners and/or supporters of their families. In any case it is widely known 
that women’s earnings generally go directly towards meeting the basic needs 
of their families, while a substantial proportion of many men’s earnings is 
often spent on personal habits such as drinking, smoking and gambling.  
 
 By highlighting women’s economic roles and requirements, the media 
could prompt the authorities and other decision-makers to pay more heed to 
them. A relatively simple way to do this would be to talk to members of the 
women’s Self Help or Savings and Credit Groups (SHGs and SCGs) that 
reportedly exist in most of the tsunami-hit villages and highlighting their 
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members’ livelihood-related concerns and needs. At present these groups are 
being ignored by the government, other agencies as well as gram panchayats 
in the process of planning and decision-making, according to preliminary 
reports from a team, including five women survivors of the Latur and Gujarat 
earthquakes, which visited 13 villages in the worst affected areas in 
Nagapattinam district in mid-January to share experiences with and assess the 
needs of fellow disaster-struck women.  
 
 The team of grassroots women also uncovered gender disparities in 
access to available health services - not on account of discrimination per se 
but because of the general lack of attention to women’s special needs and 
concerns. For instance, in Madatikuppam and other villages where 
government health teams have been operating since the waves wrecked havoc, 
the medical staff on duty said that most of their patients were men and 
children seeking treatment for fractures, diarrhoea, as well as coughs, colds 
and fevers. At the same time, many women and girls told the team that they 
were too embarrassed to go the health camps even though they needed 
medical attention, because all the doctors were male and the facilities did not 
provide any privacy for check-ups. Again, the media could play an important 
part in helping to remove such hurdles to women survivors’ access to 
healthcare.  
 
 Tapping women’s experiences, knowledge and wisdom for post-
disaster media coverage is important to ensure not only that they and their 
families get a fair deal but also that their communities are helped to recover 
from the trauma and rebuild their lives in the most appropriate and effective 
manner. It is clear, for example, that women are best placed to provide 
insights into the kind of relief measures and/or materials that would be most 
useful in the initial stages since they are likely to be the ones trying to ensure 
that their families are fed and clothed. In view of the vital role they play in 
ensuring family survival and well-being, their views also need to be 
subsequently sought on issues such as how and how long the temporary relief 
camps should operate, what assistance people need when they are in a position 
to return to their villages, what part the affected people themselves - including 
women - can and should play in rebuilding their homes and lives, what 
precautions need to be taken to ensure that reconstruction and rehabilitation 
efforts take the interests and needs of women and other disadvantaged groups 
into account, and how to make sure that the situation of women and other 
traditionally deprived sections of society is better, not worse, in the post-
tsunami scenario.  
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 The experience of survivors of the Latur earthquake — which has 
since been shared and built upon with earthquake survivors in Gujarat, Turkey 
and, now, tsunami survivors in Tamilnadu (and, possibly, Sri Lanka) — 
highlights the immense value of involving communities, particularly women, 
in the design and implementation of post-disaster plans and programmes, as 
well as in more long-term efforts towards appropriate, holistic development in 
the affected areas. According to Prema Gopalan, executive director of 
Swayam Shikshan Prayog, a Mumbai-based organisation that facilitated 
women’s involvement in reconstruction and rehabilitation after the 1993 
earthquake in Marathwada district, “The key lesson from Latur is to listen to 
grassroots women’s groups and give them a central role in matters that affect 
their lives.” This view was echoed by Noeleen Heyzer, executive director of 
the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), in a statement 
issued on 5 January, which called attention to the importance of women’s 
networks for emotional, social and economic recovery, and stated that 
“women must be at the heart of the relief efforts and the rebuilding of 
shattered communities.”  
 
 The point is that, while gender is often seen as a narrow, special 
interest issue far removed from the hurly-burly of hard news coverage, gender 
awareness can actually lead to a better, more holistic understanding of any 
event and its after effects. Taking the time and trouble to talk to women and 
women’s groups - even in a crisis situation - can not only yield insights into 
the larger picture but point the way to special stories that are not only 
interesting but significant. The media - and media professionals - stand to gain 
by recognising that there is a gender dimension to virtually every event, 
process, institution and/or individual experience covered by the media, 
including disasters and conflicts. And that woman - including poor and 
illiterate women have information, knowledge and opinions on practically 
everything. Failure to tap women - including those now attempting to resume 
life after the disaster - as sources and resources can only impoverish media 
coverage and diminish our understanding of the post-tsunami scenario, as well 
as many other similar situations. According to Heyzer, “The special protection 
needs of women and girls require attention, and the voices and perspectives of 
women and women’s support networks need to be given visibility in national 
strategies for relief and reconstruction, by aid organisations, and by the media. 
By responding in this way, we can turn the crisis into an opportunity for 
laying the foundations of a future where all people can live with dignity, 
security and justice.”   
[ 2 Feb 2005, Indiatogether; also based on her lecture at a CRG workshop in 
Bhubaneswar]   
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Persecution  
viz.  
social bifurcation 

 
Priva t
e 

The gendered experience of women refugees  
as marked by patriarchal norms 

 

Gende red, 
sexual vio lence  

Dynam ics of 
disemp owerm ent & 
emp owerm ent  

 
“the bagg age o f 
patria rcha l n orm s carried 
on to displacem en t”  
vs . 
new circu mstances, 
redefined iden tities 

 

Public

Hea lth 
p rob lem
s 

Psycho -
lo gical 
p roblem
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“R efugee wo men  beco me the  
material fo r th e sym bolic  
co nstruction o f the natio n’s  
boudaries”  * 
 
Se xual viole nce is not o nly a  
persona l tra um a b ut also  a  
so cia l s tigma  

Patr iarch al norms  
& Ge nder bia s 

as re produced by the  refugee  
reg ime 

T he infa ntilisation  
of refugee s 
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