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While much attention is focused on rape as a weapon of war, evidence shows that forced
migrant women and girls face increased risks of Sexual and Gender-Based Violence
(SGBV) both during and following forced displacement. In this paper, we argue that
gendered forms of structural and symbolic violence enable and compound the harms
caused by interpersonal SGBV against forced migrant women and girls. These forms of
violence are encountered in multiple contexts, including conflict and post-conflict settings,
countries of refuge, and following resettlement. This paper illustrates the consequences of
resultant cumulative harms for individuals and communities, and highlights the importance
of considering these multiple, intersecting harms for policy and practice.

Keywords: women, refugee, structural violence, symbolic violence, sexual and gender based violence

INTRODUCTION

In 2019 the scale of forced displacement reached its highest level globally since records began, with
79.5 million people forcibly displaced, of whom 29.6 million were classified as refugees (UNHCR,
2020). Doctors of the World, the Women’s Refugee Commission (WRC) and many other
international organisations have highlighted high levels of Sexual and Gender-Based Violence
(SGBV) experienced by forced migrants during recent conflicts, throughout forced migrant’s flight,
in temporary camps, in immigration detention centres, and upon resettlement (WRC, 2016). The full
extent of SGBV is unknown however, with incidence under-reported because of a lack of opportunity
to report, victim’s lack of confidence in reporting, and fear of punishment due to associated stigma
and shame (UN Women, 2013). The experience of SGBV is mentally and physically debilitating and
can prevent forced migrants from rebuilding their lives, potentially further exacerbating the socio-
economic inequalities that characterise forced migrant’s lives in countries of reception.

Women and girl forced migrants are the most common victims of SGBV but risk of human rights
violations, including SGBV, is heightened at the intersections of prejudice and discrimination based
on sexual orientation, gender identity, race, ethnicity, religion, economic status, and disability
(Simon-Butler and McSherry, 2018). Forced migrant women with a disability, for example, can be
targeted by perpetrators of sexual violence, on the basis that they may be unable to report the

Frontiers in Human Dynamics | www.frontiersin.org 1

October 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 769611


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fhumd.2021.769611&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-10-18
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fhumd.2021.769611/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fhumd.2021.769611/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fhumd.2021.769611/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fhumd.2021.769611/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fhumd.2021.769611/full
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:jeanine.hourani@unimelb.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.3389/fhumd.2021.769611
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/human-dynamics
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/human-dynamics#articles
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/human-dynamics
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/human-dynamics#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fhumd.2021.769611

Hourani et al.

violence; lesbian and transgender forced migrant women can be
subjected to “corrective rape” (Pittaway and Bartolomei, 2018).
Gay, bisexual and transgender men can experience homophobic
violence (Moore and Barner, 2017), and heterosexual men and
boys may also be subject to sexual violence during forced
migration. Some scholars suggest this form of violence aims to
“feminise”, and therefore subordinate, not only the sex of male
victims, but also the religious, and/or political identity to which
the victim belongs while masculinising, and therefore
superordinating, both the sex and the ethnic, religious, and/or
political identity to which the perpetrator belongs (Skjelsbaek,
2001; Marsh et al, 2006; Freedman, 2007). These forms of
gendered violence are important to consider and warrant
further dedicated research. This paper focuses on SGBV
perpetrated against forced migrant women and girls due to the
especially high prevalence of this violence and the greater
availability of evidence about SGBV experienced by forced
migrant women (Schmiechen, 2003; Freedman, 2007;
Freedman, 2016; Ozcurumez et al., 2018).

In this paper, we respond to the question: how do experiences
of gendered structural and symbolic violence enable, and
compound harms caused by interpersonal SGBV perpetrated
against forced migrant women and girls? We explore the
nature and consequences of violence in the contexts of
conflict, transit, countries of refuge, and resettlement, and
demonstrate how different forms of violence interact and
accumulate for forced migrant women. We begin by outlining
the various contexts in which violence against forced migrant
women is perpetrated, and then define the different types of
violence being examined. We then consider the nature of violence
experienced by women within different contexts of forced
migration. We have drawn on interviews conducted with
survivors who participated in the [Study Name Anonymised]
project. [Study Name Anonymised] is a four-country study being
conducted in the United Kingdom, Turkey, Sweden and Australia
investigating forced migrant’s experiences of sexual and gender-
based violence. Although [Study Name Anonymised]
participants were located in four countries when interviewed,
their collective experiences span many more geographical and
geopolitical contexts. To supplement these examples, we have
also drawn on other literature concerning SGBV in forced
migration to illustrate a full picture of SGBV in a global
context. We conclude by arguing that examination of SGBV
and forced migration must account for different forms, contexts,
and interactions of violence in order to fully understand and
respond to the multiple forms of violence perpetrated against
forced migrant women.

Contexts of Sexual and Gender-Based

Violence

Armed conflicts are often prolonged, spread across more than
one region, and can involve millions of people on the move. Mass
movements of people entail complex journeys and challenges in
offering protection to forced migrants (Hynes and Cardozo, 20005
Keygnaert et al., 2012; Simon-Butler and McSherry, 2018). Since
the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011, for example, over
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5.6 million people have been forced to leave their homes and seek
safety in neighbouring countries—Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and
Iraq - and beyond (Ozcurumez et al., 2018).

Forced migrant experiences are complex and experiences of
SGBV can be conceptualised as ongoing and multifaceted
experiences of trauma. Such an approach is pertinent given
Wasco’s (2003) argument that the harm done by sexual
assault cannot be understood as a single trauma. Menjivar and
Perreira (2019) also argue for the importance of looking at
cumulative disadvantage across the migration process, while
Cockburn (2019) contends that the line between peace and
war is blurred. The continuity between relations and events
occurring in peace and war, or pre-war and post-war deems a
sharp distinction between these phases meaningless and,
Cockburn (2019) argues, gendered phenomena, including
gendered violence, persist from one to the next. While, the
process of seeking refuge is not linear, and divisions between
‘stages’ of a migration journey are not clean-cut (Gerard and
Pickering, 2014), this article is presented under the headings of
pre-conflict, conflict, transit, refuge, and resettlement, as a
heuristic for organising the material that is included.

The compounding impact of multiple experiences of violence
in different forced migrant contexts has been under-researched
and under-documented (Ozcurumez et al., 2018). To date, the
literature on SGBV associated with forced displacement has
predominantly focused on specific acts of interpersonal
violence such as rape, domestic violence, human trafficking,
and early and forced marriage (Hynes and Cardozo, 2000;
Keygnaert et al, 2012; Simon-Butler and McSherry, 2018).
Furthermore, much research to date has tended to focus on
risks of violence during specific stages of migration processes
(Goessmann et al., 2019; Jarallah & Baxter, 2019; Vaughan et al.,
2015; Wachter et al., 2017; Wirtz et al., 2014). For example,
women’s experiences of war-related rape have been documented
in a great many conflicts, including Civil wars in Liberia (Swiss
etal,, 1998), Syria (Freedman, 2007; Allsopp, 2017), and the DRC
(Christian et al., 2011; Freedman, 2016). However, Lokot (2019)
and Meger (2016) warn of the over-simplification,
sensationalisation, and fetishisation of rape during conflict.
Depicting sexual violence during conflict as a discrete
phenomenon can render rape outside of war less provocative
or ‘apolitical’; push other gendered forms of violence experienced
during conflict to the margins; and negate pre-displacement
experiences of SGBV. Furthermore, Krause (2015, 2017)
argues for recognition of a continuum of violence across
settings from conflict to encampment, including during flight,
making visible the complex and compounding risks faced by
forced migrant women. This paper builds on the concept of a
violence continuum by examining the intersecting and
cumulative nature of different forms of violence.

Conceptual Framework: Interpersonal,
Structural and Symbolic Forms of Sexual

and Gender-Based Violence
SGBYV is an umbrella term used to cover a spectrum of violence
involving a gendered element (Hynes and Cardozo, 2000; Simon-
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Butler and McSherry, 2018). In this paper, we characterise
violence as having three distinct, albeit interlinked, forms:
Interpersonal, structural, and symbolic (Montesanti, 2015).

We define interpersonal violence as violence that is
perpetrated by individuals; it includes violence perpetrated
against family members and intimates, as well as community
violence (Montesanti, 2015; World Health Organisation, 2019).
Violence perpetrated against family members and intimates
includes child maltreatment, intimate partner violence, and
elder abuse, while community violence includes assault by
strangers and violence against unrelated individuals in public
and private settings (Montesanti, 2015; World Health
Organisation, 2019). Interpersonal SGBV can be perpetrated
against forced migrant women and girls by a range of actors
including, but not limited to, government forces, militia,
smugglers, traffickers, allies, other forced migrants, members
of host communities, friends, family members, and partners
and husbands within and between all contexts of forced
migration (Canning, 2017).

We define structural violence as forms of violence that are
built into the fabric of society and create and maintain
inequalities within and between social groups, including on
the basis of gender, sexuality, ethnicity, religion, ability,
socioeconomic position, and immigration status (Montesanti
and Thurston, 2015). Structural violence arises because of
differential access to power, and leads to differential access to
information, resources, voice, agency, and representation (Jones,
2000; Jones, 2001). It is upheld by institutions (including
government and government institutions) through custom,
practice, and law, and manifests in access to both material
conditions and power (Jones, 2000). Structural violence is
often enacted against forced migrants through immigration
and asylum policy (Phillimore and Cheung, 2021). It also
occurs when institutions fail to respond to forced migrant
women’s needs; disrespect and mistreat them; and uphold and
reproduce discriminatory sexist, patriarchal and misogynistic
norms that sustain female subordination (Marsh et al., 2006;
Menendez-Menendez, 2014; Montesanti and Thurston, 2015;
Ozcurumez et al., 2018; Ozcurumez et al., 2020).

The Term Symbolic Violence was coined by Pierre Bourdieu
(1979) to describe non-physical violence that manifests in power
differentials between social groups. We use the term symbolic
violence to describe ideologies, words, behaviours and non-verbal
communications that produce, reproduce, and legitimise power
relations in everyday practices (Montesanti and Thurston, 2015;
Thapar-Bjorkert et al., 2016). Symbolic violence underpins views
of men’s dominance as part of the “natural order”, and conditions
that enable prejudice and discrimination and other more visible
forms of violence. Moreover, victims can internalise these power
relations and hierarchies, both accepting their domination as
legitimate, and normalising the violence being perpetrated
against them (Thapar-Bjorkert et al., 2016).

Structural, Symbolic and Interpersonal Violence are
dynamically linked through social, political and economic
processes that shape the violence that occurs in both private
and public spaces and violence that may be perpetrated by
different individuals, groups, and institutions (Krause, 2017).

SGBV Against Forced Migrant Women

For women, or any marginalised group, structural and
symbolic violence can create conditions in which interpersonal
violence is enabled, or in which women are unable to access the
violence prevention and response services they need (Montesanti,
2015; Montesanti and Thurston, 2015). Furthermore,
understanding the interconnectedness of different forms of
violence is vital to developing more holistic interventions to
prevent and respond to violence (Grych and Swan, 2012).
Focusing predominantly on interpersonal violence and, by
extension, dichotomised notions of “victims® and
“perpetrators” locates the problem of violence within
individuals who are deemed good or bad, violent or non-
violent. In reality, individuals co-construct their behaviours
and thoughts under the influence of a range of contextual
factors that operate over time and across geographical location
(Montesanti and Thurston, 2015; Abo-Zena, 2017). Our
conceptualisation of violence thus locates SGBV as
underpinned by patriarchy which is conceptualised as being
made up of structural and ideological elements. Structurally,
the patriarchy organises social institutions and social
relationships in a hierarchy that enables men to maintain
positions of power and privilege. Ideologically, patriarchy
provides ways of creating acceptance of such subordination of
women. Understanding SGBV in the context of patriarchal
system therefore focuses on social, cultural, political and
economic forces (DeKeserdy, 2021).

METHODS

This paper draws upon published research and data collected as
part of the [Study Name Anonymised] project, a multi-country
study investigating forced migrant’s experiences of SGBV from
displacement through to resettlement. Table 1 describes the key
characteristics of each of the countries in which data collection for
the [Study Name Anonymised] project occurred.

The [Study Name Anonymised] Project adopted a broad
definition of forced migrant to include those with official
refugee status, those seeking asylum and with recognition of
refugee status, and those who migrated through other channels
but were nonetheless fleeing from violence or persecution. Some
of our participants migrated from countries undergoing conflict
through family reunion process, as spouses or prospective
spouses. This variability in migration status has important
impacts in terms of eligibility for a range of services and rights
to access employment and education following arrival in
countries of refuge or resettlement.

The [Study Name Anonymised] project undertook interviews
conducted with both service providers and with forced migrants
(not all of whom were women). The interviews were conducted in
Australia, Turkey, Sweden, and the United Kingdom and
included interviews with 141 individuals who had undergone
forced displacement and were survivors of SGBV. Survivors
interviewed represent 22 countries of origin from the MENA
region or Sub-Saharan Africa and include ethnic and religious
minorities within those countries. 115 of the survivors
interviewed are women aged between 20 and 80 years of age.
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TABLE 1 | Characteristics of the comparison countries.

Country

Sweden

United Kingdom

Australia

Turkey

Key characteristics of country

In 2015, 163,000 forced migrants applied for asylum in Sweden and the majority of these were from Syria, Afghanistan, and
Irag. Numbers have been much lower since 2016 due to tighter border control and, more recently, the Covid-19 pandemic.
Most forced migrants in Sweden are offered temporary residency and provided access to Sweden’s health and welfare
systems and some specialist psychological support.

The United Kingdom receives around 25,000 asylum seekers per annum of whom approximately one-third receive refugee
status. Around 5,000 refugees per year are resettled via the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Program. Refugees in the
United Kingdom have the same entitlements as the general population and are allocated individual advice and guidance for
12 months after arrival. People seeking asylum can access healthcare and limited welfare benefits while their asylum claim is
being processed.

The Australian Humanitarian Settlement Program settles around 14,000 refugees per annum, including Women at Risk
visas. Asylum seekers arriving by boat are detained in offshore camps. In 2015, the Australian Government agreed to settle
an additional 12,000 Syrian refugees, prioritising women, children, and families. Arrivals through the Humanitarian
Settlement Program are entitled to access health and welfare services, including social and educational support. People
seeking asylum have limited entitements. Those in offshore detention lack employment opportunities or access to any
specialized services.

Turkey is uniquely classified as a forced migrant source, destination, and transit country. Turkey has signed a deal with the
European Union to prevent onward migration of forced migrants to Europe and subsequently houses the highest number of
forced migrants in the world. In Turkey, support to those who arrived due to the conflict in Syria is offered on the basis of
temporary residence. Forced migrants from other countries are processed under international protection. Registration

challenges mean that access to basic services and protection for all forced migrants is precarious.

The majority of participants were recruited into the study
through partner organisations in each of the respective
countries. The women recruited were clients of these services
and had disclosed experiences of SGBV to these services.
Employers at these services (e.g., social workers) were briefed
on the study and provided with information sheets on the study
to pass on to the potential participants. Participants who agreed
to be contacted by a [Study Name Anonymised] team member
subsequently filled out a “Permission to Pass on Contact Details
form” which was passed onto the relevant [Study Name
Anonymised] team member. Team members then contacted
participants to provide them more information on the study.
In addition, the study put out a call for respondents via social
media, in a range of languages and used a snowballing approach
to reach out to further respondents. Verbal consent to participate
was provided by participants over the phone, and an interview
time and location was determined. Before the interview, the
[Study Name Anonymised] team member repeated study
information and provided participants with a Plain Language
Statement and written consent form. Participants were provided
with an opportunity to ask any additional questions before
signing the consent form. Verbal consent to record the
interview was sought separately. Translated copies of the
Information sheets, Plain Language Statements, and Consent
Forms were provided when relevant. Interviews were
conducted in English, Arabic or Turkish by three members of
the [Study Name Anonymised] team, including Author 1. Two of
the three team members are native Arabic speakers, and third is a
native Turkish speaker. In addition, two of the three team
members have lived experience of conflict in the MENA
region which contributed to reducing the power hierarchies
between the research interviewers and the research
participants. We also worked with local community groups
who were able to introduce us to trusted interpreters with

experiences of working with social researchers who enabled us
to interview in other languages including French, Kurdish and
Tigrinya. Where relevant, interviews were translated to English
by the interviewer for analysis. All interviews were transcribed,
and then analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke,
2006). Institutional ethics approval was received in each country
and included an extensive safety protocol to ensure that
participation did not endanger women and that all
participants were provided with information about accessing
support. A coding framework was developed collaboratively by
the study team, based on patterns identified in the empirical
material, in which structural and symbolic violence was a
recurring theme. The quotes included in this paper were
selected due to their illustration of interplay between gendered
structural and symbolic violence and interpersonal SGBV. All the
women’s names have been changed in this paper, and women
were assigned pseudonyms. We have also drawn on additional
published evidence on SGBV to supplement our empirical data,
and provide a fuller, more holistic picture of SGBV across a
greater range of settings in which forced migration occurs.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence

Pre-conflict

Societies and Countries that have experienced political violence
or armed conflict tend to show “warning signs” pre-conflict,
including economic distress, militarization, and shifts in ideology
(Cockburn, 2019). Feminist analysis of pre-conflict settings have
highlighted increased economic distress, which is gendered in
nature, including high unemployment rates among male
breadwinners; increased risk of young men being coerced into
crime or militarism; and reduction in welfare spending (Vickers
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and Yarrow, 1991). There is also often an increase in
militarisation in countries and societies that later experience
political violence or conflict and can include a growing or
strengthened relationship between political elites and military
elites. Indeed, during the [Study Name Anonymised] project, a
forced migrant woman interviewed in the United Kingdom spoke
about her experience of rape by a man in the Algerian military
just before conflict erupted. She reflects on the stigma and shame
that she experienced following the incident. Her experiences
illustrates how symbolic violence deems men (particularly
those in the military) “untouchable” while underpinning
stigma and shame experienced by victims of rape:

“I was raped in Algeria. I was raped by an animal-like
man. I know his name and I know his family. He doesn’t
live far away from us. The problem is he has a high rank
in the army and so does his father. Everyone there is
scared of them because they have high status and
they’ve got money. He raped me but when I told my
mom, her first reaction was to slap me saying that I
brought disgrace to the family. He was the one who
raped me, but I became a disgrace to the family. I
wanted to report him to the police, but his family have
connections, and my family refused that I go speak to
his family. My older brother actually talked to him and
told him, “Let’s end this issue before it gets big. We
don’t mind if you want to marry her.” At that moment I
was like. . . a monster has raped me, but they will force
me to marry him! When I refused that, my brother
locked me up in my room”.

- Samia (Algerian Woman Interviewed in London,
United Kingdom)

Cockburn (2019) argues that the third warning sign of
impending armed conflict or political violence is a shift
towards divisive discourse that is accompanied by increased
patriarchal ideology that deepens the differentiation of men
and women, masculinity and femininity. This shift occurs in
preparation for a narrative (and by extension a reality) where men
fight, and women support them. Thus, gender inequality can be
exacerbated in pre-conflict settings, and SGBV risks can be
heightened during subsequent forced migrant contexts.

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence During
Conflict

Worldwide, most forced migrants flee their homes due to violent
conflicts in their country of origin (Krause, 2017) and conflict-
related sexual violence is increasingly recognised as a contributor
to women’s forced migration (Canning, 2017). Risks of SGBV in
conflict settings are driven by a combination of gender inequities
and interpersonal and structural factors, such as the breakdown
of legal structures, social networks, and livelihood options
(McAlpine et al., 2016).

Wartime acts of violence are socially and politically
constituted. Militaries are patriarchal institutions and

SGBV Against Forced Migrant Women

frequently employ the systematic and widespread use of
different forms of SGBV as a strategic weapon of war
(Sokoloff and Dupont, 2005; Krause, 2017). For example, rape
during war can occur as a “routine recreational activity” where
local women in war-zones are represented as “sexually available”
to soldiers (Ozcurumez et al., 2018). Rape during war is also a way
in which women’s biological reproductive capacity can be
controlled and, through forced pregnancy, can induce women
to bear the children of their enemies as a form of domination and
control (Freedman, 2007). During the [Study Name
Anonymised] project, a forced migrant woman interviewed in
Australia reflects on her experience being kidnapped during the
Syrian conflict:

“In Syria, we were really exposed to kidnapping and we
were exposed to explosions, looting of houses . .. I was
an Arabic teacher and they used to target teachers
because they didn’t want schools to stay open, so I
was kidnapped three times and I escaped ... When we
were kidnapped, me and a few other women, there was a
pregnant woman with us, she had a miscarriage due to
the trauma and fear, so they let her out . . . The first time
I was kidnapped, I would swear to them that I was
Christian, and they wouldn’t believe me. They said, ‘if
youre Christian, recite the Lord’s Prayer’ and I
wouldn’t be able to say it. From the trauma and fear,
I could no longer recite it”.

- Rita (Syrian Woman Interviewed in Melbourne,
Australia).

In some cases, early and forced marriage can be seen as a
coping and survival strategy for families facing financial hardship
due to conflict (Sharma et al., 2020). Conflict can result in
increased barriers to education, separation of families, and
increased poverty which leads to changes in relationships and
marital practices including early marriages (Schlecht et al., 2013).
Families may organise early or forced marriages, perceiving that
marriage will protect women and girls from the increased risk of
sexual violence during conflict (McAlpine et al., 2016). Early
marriage can be also perceived to be a means of keeping daughters
safe and protecting them from poverty and sexual violence in
countries of refuge (Abraham and Tastsoglou, 2016). In some
cases, early marriage can also be adopted as a weapon of war
(Sharma et al., 2020). Armed groups may force girls to marry
combatants, and abduct girls for this purpose (Human Rights
Watch, 2012).

Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) increases in conflict settings,
with pre-existing attitudes supportive of violence against women
interacting with war-related psychopathology (Wirtz et al., 2014;
World Health Organisation, 2014; Goessmann et al., 2019). Crisis
conditions also exacerbate existing hardships which creates
opportunities for sex traffickers to profit by exploiting
desperation (McAlpine et al., 2016).

Descriptions of SGBV in conflict often ignore however, the
global structures of power and inequality that drive violence in
countries of conflict. Such representations may reduce SGBV to a
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problem of the “global south”, which racialises violence against
women and renders the violence that occurs in “developed”
societies as invisible (Olivius, 2017; Ozcurumez et al., 2018).
Racism and Islamophobia can lead to men in conflict zones being
represented in global discourse as “violent”, and to diagnoses of
violence against women as an expression of religion or culture
(Olivius, 2017). This representation not only adopts a colonial,
white gaze, in which forced migrants are represented as “other”,
but shifts the focus to individual actors, deflecting attention from
the patriarchal systems in which violence is taking place (Olivius,
2017; Ozcurumez et al., 2018). Such focus on specific perpetrators
across the forced migrant journey masks the intersecting and
compounding nature of violence against forced migrant women
across temporal and geographical contexts. Racist, Xenophobic,
and Islamophobic representations simultaneously exacerbate and
normalise the structural and symbolic violence enacted in and by
high income countries against forced migrants.

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence During
Transit

Individuals are confronted with continuous threats of violence
when fleeing conflict and insecurity to seek safety, and the
impacts of resultant harms are often gendered (Krause, 2017).
Forced migrants can be forced to undertake transactional sex to
“pay” for travel documents, border access, or the journey itself
(Yazid and Natania, 2017). Threats of SGBV accompany flight by
land or sea. For example, multiple studies have described risks for
Sudanese women fleeing across the Sahara to Uganda, including
being forced to sell sex as currency after being detained and
prevented from continuing their journey unless they accede to
demands for payment (Nagai et al., 2008; Gerard and Pickering,
2014; Krause, 2015). When travelling by boat, women are
frequently given the most precarious positions and may be
subject to burns due to being too close to the engine (Gerard
and Pickering, 2014). The risks associated with boat travel are
determined by the material and social resources that women have
access to, highlighting the role that structural inequality plays in
exacerbating risks for women (Gerard and Pickering, 2014). A
forced migrant woman interviewed in the United Kingdom for
the [Study Name Anonymised] project reflects on her experience
seeking asylum by boat, emphasising her experience of gendered
vulnerability:

“My poor sister was the one who helped me collect the
money. She was working, and she also sold all her
jewellery and gave me the money, though she needed
it. I took the money, and I went with them [smugglers].
We were very crowded on the boat. There was a woman
with a baby with us. The baby was tiny; you could barely
notice him. He was very small. The rest were men, a lot
of men ... We spent almost three days at sea. It was an
extremely difficult experience. [The journey and being
one of the only women on the boat] was difficult for
both my mental and physical health”

- Samia (Algerian Woman Interviewed in London,
United Kingdom)

SGBV Against Forced Migrant Women

For forced migrants attempting to seek safety in the “West”,
the Politicisation and Securitisation of borders further enables
and exacerbates violence. Borders constitute a mechanism
through which State power is performed, exercising control
over who enters the country and on what terms (Pickering
and Cochrane, 2012). Such bordering has contributed to a
political rhetoric in which nations must be “protected” from
those deemed “undesirable” and civil and military practices have
been introduced that classify and exclude forced migrants and
irregular migrants through policies of detention, deterrence, and
expulsion (Pickering and Cochrane, 2012). We show in Table 1
that is considerable variation in asylum and refugee arrivals and
policy across the four different comparison countries. However,
in each country, policy, legislation and anti-immigration ideology
intersect in a way that exacerbates the risks and consequences of
SGBV. For example, women interviewed for the [Study Name
Anonymised] project in the United Kingdom described borders
as the most dangerous places because that was where their
‘illegality’ was most visible. Securitised borders increase the
likelihood that forced migrants will need to turn to people
smugglers or corrupt officials to seek safety, in turn increasing
the likelihood that women will be subjected to sexual violence
while attempting to cross borders (Freedman, 2016).

Perhaps the most visible example of state violence against
forced migrants in transit is the detention of people seeking
asylum. In Australia, legislative changes that occurred in 2001
resulted in people arriving by boat being redirected to offshore
detention in Papua New Guinea (on the island province
Manus) or Nauru (Phillips, 2012). Although onshore,
British and American detention centres also place
individuals in a transitory state of limbo that prevents or
prolongs their settlement. The indefinite nature of detention
combined with conditions of overcrowding, inadequate
healthcare, and ill-treatment, contributes to physical and
mental suffering for people seeking asylum (Gammeltoft-
Hansen and Tan, 2017). Detention centres are also plagued
with reports of violence, including SGBV (Canning, 2017).
Some of the negative consequences of detention are gendered.
A 2019 report found that immigration detention processes in
the United States routinely inflict abuse and neglect on women
and girls. The report illustrated a lack of access to maternal
healthcare and reproductive autonomy for women in
detention, as well as complaints of sexual abuse and
exploitation (Ellman, 2019). Women interviewed in the
United Kingdom for [Study Name Anonymised], also
reported SGBV in detention.

The Burden of proof on people seeking asylum to prove
they were the victim of persecution in order to access a
positive asylum claim, comprises a form of structural

violence. Associated procedures place women under
pressure to  disclose experiences of SGBV in
psychologically unsafe environments where they feel

shame, are frequently accused of lying, and then offered
no psychological support in the aftermath of extremely
stressful interviews (Keygnaert et al.,, 2012). A woman we
interviewed in the United Kingdom reflects on the experience
of being interviewed while in detention, despite not being
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physically or mentally well enough to be interviewed, nor
being given the appropriate health or psychosocial support:

“I wasn’t prepared for [the interview], I was in
detention, I was not mentally fit to talk about my
life, I always gave them what I can give them, and
they want this huge, like everything about you, and I
didn’t understand that. So, I wasn’t prepared for it
mentally and I was sick. I had no Haemoglobin. I
had endometriosis, I had a lot of issues and I was on
my period then, but I felt I could go for the interview I
felt that I was strong, but mentally I wasn’t fit, looking
back now. I have been told that they were supposed to
spot [that I was unwell], but they didn’t . .. I think they
should’ve given me an opportunity when my mind,
when I'm settled when I gone for a bit of therapy, I think
they should’ve put that into consideration. They
should’ve spotted it that I was vulnerable which they
spotted but they just refused to be human at that point”

- Chioma (Nigerian Woman living in London but
interviewed remotely via Zoom)

Furthermore, the uncertainty associated with waiting for a decision
is acknowledged to generate psycho-social distress (Grace et al., 2018).
A recent analysis of the United Kingdom’s Survey of New Refugees
found that women were more likely than men to still be experiencing
the psychological effects of uncertainty 21 months after receiving a
positive decision (Phillimore and Cheung, 2021).

Securitised borders mean that marriage is increasingly
seen as a pathway to migration and safety due to partner
visas being easier to obtain than humanitarian ones in many
settings. In Australia, prospective marriage visas enable an
Australian citizen or permanent resident to sponsor someone
from overseas to come to Australia. However, a woman on a
prospective marriage visa who experiences IPV can only
access Family Violence Provisions that enable the spouses
of Australians access to a pathway to residency after she
marries her sponsor (Vaughan et al., 2016; Vaughan et al,,
2015). A forced migrant woman interviewed in Turkey
reflects on the pressure she felt to stay in a violent
relationship out of fear that leaving would negatively
impact upon her resettlement prospects:

“A lot of forced migrants are afraid that it [reporting
IPV] will affect their resettlement application file. If
there’s violence, she can’t go to the third country
[because of him]”

- Mariam (Afghan Woman Interviewed in Gaziantep,
Turkey).

A similar situation was reported in the United Kingdom, where a
woman’s asylum status is dependent on that of her husband,
effectively forcing her to stay in a violent relationship or be forced
“underground”. Thus, structural violence—securitisation of borders
and precarious visa status—can mean that women are pressured to
stay in violent relationships and are ineligible to access the welfare
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services that would enable them to leave, forcing women into a state of
desperation, destitution, illegality, or dependency.

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence in
Countries of Refuge

With permanent resettlement offered to only a small proportion
of the world’s forced migrants, many seek safety—and end up
living for many years—in a country neighbouring the conflict
they have fled. In both camps and urban settings, they are at high
risk of all forms of SGBV (Charles and Denman, 2013; Krause,
2015; Yasmine and Moughalian, 2016).

Forced migrant women are known to experience higher rates
of IPV in countries of refuge than they did pre-conflict (UN
Women, 2014; Women’s Refugee Commission, 2014). IPV
perpetrated against women can take a number of different
forms including interfering with women’s physical mobility;
access to food and/or shelter; decisions regarding contraceptive
choices; or access to economic resources (Yasmine and
Moughalian, 2016; Krause, 2017). Social Isolation, financial
stress, discrimination, restrictions, and lack of privacy may
contribute to tensions within households and may exacerbate
men’s use of violence (Women’s Refugee Commission, 2014).
Another factor that can contribute to increased risk of IPV in
countries of refuge is changing gender relations. As previously
described, structural and symbolic gendered violence underpin
gender roles in which women are frequently subordinate. In
countries of refuge, women can gain responsibilities that they
did not have in their country of origin, such as providing
financially for their families. At the same time, men can lose
their traditional status due to economic, social and political
limitations, and legal restrictions. These changed relations can
contribute to violent acts against women as men attempt to
reassert their prior status as ‘head’ of the household (Nagai
et al., 2008). However, even in the case where women may
have worked and had financial independence in their country
of origin, increased risk of IPV continues to be the case in
countries of refuge. Many women interviewed in the [Study
Name Anonymised] were employed and had financial
independence in their country of origin but were still victims
of IPV in countries of refuge. In the quote below, a forced migrant
woman in Australia reflects on her increased risk of and exposure
to sexual violence while in Turkey, despite the fact that she was
also the primary breadwinner in her country of origin, Iraq. In
this example, the forced migrant woman was living in an urban
setting (as opposed to a camp setting) and structural violence, in
the form of her forced migrant status, meant she was unable to
report an assault:

“There were problems every day when we were in
Turkey. I was exposed to more harm when I was in
Turkey because of him. He used to come home drunk
every day ... All the Iraqi men used to gather at this
late-night coffee shop and get drunk together. Usually,
when he comes back from these nights out, his friends
drop him home at the door. One time, his friend also
came inside the house. Both of them were drunk and
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they came home to continue drinking. When I heard
them come in, I grabbed my laptop and went into my
room. Then, someone opened the door and I realised
that my husband was asleep on the sofa and his friend
was tried to come into my room and force himself on
me. When he tried to force himself on me, I hit him and
hit him but it didn’t make a difference. My kids were in
the room and my daughter was awake. I tried to get to
the kitchen to get a knife so that I could stab him but I
was worried that if I killed him, I would lose my
children. So, I kept hitting him with my fists instead.
My daughter was awake and saw everything but didn’t
know who I was hitting-she thought it was her father. I
couldn’t complain about this guy to the Turkish Police
because I was on a refugee visa”

- Diyana (Iraqi/Assyrian Woman Interviewed in
Melbourne, Australia)

Many forced migrants living in refuge in urban settings are not
provided with humanitarian support and are simultaneously excluded
from the social welfare system, services and formal work (Gebreyesus
et al., 2018). This too can be construed as a form of structural violence
causing gendered harms. Lack of access to welfare or work can force
women to take informal work which heightens their vulnerability to
exploitation and sexual violence by driving them into sex work and/or
crowded living conditions which pose additional risks (Gebreyesus
etal,, 2018). Yasmine and Moughalian (2016) describe the situation in
Lebanon, where Syrian women were subject to institutionalised,
multi-systemic violence as a result of sexism, classism, and racism.
The first challenge for many upon arrival in the country of refuge is
securing accommodation. Female-headed forced migrant households
are most at risk and may be forced to stay in informal settlements,
garages, tents or unfinished buildings (UNHCR, 2014). Some women
described being rejected from hospitals while in labour if unable to
make payments, or Lebanese hospitals adopting aggressive methods
such as holding newborns hostage to enforce payment (Yasmine and
Moughalian, 2016). A forced migrant woman interviewed in Turkey
reflected on the lack of access to and awareness of services for forced
migrant women, particularly those experiencing violence:

“After coming here, my husband beat me. He even
broke my nose. My neighbour took me to the hospital
while I was unconscious . . . I was scared, I didn’t know
what the rules are here, whether women are protected or
not, I had no knowledge; I was in Turkey for a year, I
had no information. Nobody gave us any information
... Human Rights was a street up, I saw them, there was
no interpreter in Human Rights. But there was an
interpreter at UNHCR, but no one gave information
about women’s rights”

- Mariam (Afghan Woman Interviewed in Gaziantep,
Turkey)

Even in refugee camps which are, in theory, designed to meet
the needs of forced migrant populations, the administration, built
environments, and policies relating to security, healthcare,
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shelter, food distribution, and sanitation can discriminate
against women and can be understood as gendered forms of
structural and symbolic violence. For example, there has been a
widespread policy in refugee camps that only one ration card is
provided per family, and this is most commonly in the name of
the male “head of household”. Allocating men as “head of
household” can strengthen a man’s control over a woman,
which can exacerbate the risk of IPV (Schmiechen, 2003).
Similarly design and sanitation policies can also expose
women to violence. Latrines, for example, are usually placed
far from the shelters in unlit and isolated areas. In refugee camps
in Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone most sexual attacks on
women and girls were reported to occur when they go to the
latrine or bathroom (Schmiechen, 2003). More recent reports
indicate that this is still the case in many refugee camps, with
Rohingya girls and women lacking safe spaces for sanitation in
camps in Bangladesh (Bonefeld, 2018). Another study in the
Dadaab camp complex in Kenya, suggests that measures to
implement more gender-sensitive design have only been
partially effective in reducing sexual violence (Aubone and
Hernandez, 2013).

In both Urban and refugee camp settings, power imbalances
created by structural systems and institutions in countries of
refuge also place women at greater risk of coerced transactional
sex. Women can be pressured to have sex by those with greater
structural power, such as landlords, NGO members, government
officials, employers, security forces, and the local police (Anani,
2013; UN Women, 2014; UNHCR, 2014; Yasmine and
Moughalian, 2016). These Structural power imbalances also
prevent victims from reporting because they fear increased
violence and stigmatisation, or because they cannot pay
associated reporting fees (Krause, 2017).

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence in

Countries of Resettlement

Even for the small proportion of the world’s forced migrants who
are resettled in wealthier countries, structural, symbolic and
interpersonal SGBV remains a continued threat for women
and girls (Buscher, 2017). The lack of access to basic rights
and services is not confined to unstable regions or countries of
refuge in the “Global South” but is increasingly faced by forced
migrants who are resettled in high income countries to find
restrictive immigration policies and a lack of social support that
threatens their safety (Canning, 2017).

In countries of resettlement, policy, legislation, and anti-
immigration ideology intersect in a way that compounds
harms to forced migrant women. Rather than alleviating the
impacts of previous violence, experiences of resettlement in high
income countries often exacerbate the impacts of previous
physical and mental injury under the guise of “refugee
protection” (Betts, 2009; Canning, 2017). State actions that
facilitate suffering, and their inaction in alleviating easily
anticipated and avoidable harms, comprise forms of structural
violence that exacerbate previous harms forced migrant women
have experienced (Phillimore et al., 2021). Such violence includes
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a lack of social support; inadequate opportunities to learn the
host-country language; a lack of employment opportunities; and a
lack of financial support or access to childcare. These factors place
forced migrants at an increased risk of poverty (Zannettino,
2012). These acts of structural violence have gendered
consequences, with forced migrant women being more likely
to experience poverty and destitution (Canning, 2017). Interviews
conducted for the [Study Name Anonymised] project highlighted
how precarious and informal work, and unemployment
perpetuate the economic challenges faced by forced migrant
women exacerbating their impoverishment in the resettlement
period. A woman interviewed in Sweden reflects on going from
being financially independent in her country of origin to
struggling to make ends meet, with little financial support and
few employment opportunities upon arriving in Sweden:

“Anyway, you cannot do anything in that period
[waiting for the decision]. You think ‘What will [be]
the outcome of that interview? What will I do if it is
rejected” all the time? I have already fled here to avoid
prison. You don’t know what happens if I get sent back.
You come out of a very active life and live completely
isolated here. You receive no economic support. They
give you 1800 krona (180 Euro) for a month and expect
you to live with it. Or you stay in camps and receive 700
krona. They don’t give you a job, but they give you a
work permit. But what are the job opportunities for
you? Either you work at the pizzeria or kebab shops that
are owned by people from your own country, or you
don’t work at all. I couldn’t work because of the
language barrier. This process was very difficult for
me. You question your own existence. Who am I?
What will I do in my future?”

- Zeynep (Turkish Woman Interviewed in Uppsala,
Sweden)

Furthermore, during the COVID-19 pandemic, research
undertaken in five countries highlighted how many forced
migrant SGBV survivors were excluded from social protection
mechanisms supporting the general population and unable to
access NGO services which had gone online (Pertek et al., 2020;
Author 3 et al,, 2021).

A lack of social and financial support services for forced
migrants, combined with traditional beliefs around gender
roles, can place forced migrant women at a greater risk of IPV
(Zannettino, 2012). As can be the case in countries of refuge,
changed gender roles during resettlement can result in shifts in
perceived status, and changes in labour force participation and
decision-making roles (Zannettino, 2012; Abraham and
Tastsoglou, 2016). Men may subsequently feel that their status
within the family is threatened if they cannot provide for their
families, and this can be exacerbated if welfare is paid to women
rather than to men (Zannettino, 2012). Furthermore, insufficient
social and mental health support for forced migrant men means
many are unable to access help in dealing with the stress of
resettlement. Some forced migrant men use violence against their
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partners as an attempt to regain the control they feel they have
lost inside and outside the home (Zannettino, 2012; Vaughan
et al, 2015). A forced migrant woman interviewed in Australia
reflects on how power and control was used to assert dominance
over her and her children by her perpetrator:

“Once, he tricked us and said he wanted our passports
to get us mobile phones so that we could communicate
with each other, so I gave him the passports, and then
the next day I was speaking to the neighbour ... He
originally didn’t want to get us phones because he
wanted any phone call that I got to go through him
so that he would know what was happening. So, then
the neighbour asked me ‘why did he take your
passport?’ and I told her ‘so that he can get us
phones’ and she said ‘you don’t need passports for
that-what does your passport have to do with a
mobile phone?”

- Rita (Syrian Woman Interviewed in Melbourne,
Australia).

As noted earlier, forced migrants are often subjected to
interlinked symbolic and structural violence through migration
and asylum processes. A woman’s risk of IPV upon resettlement
can be further exacerbated by her immigration or visa status
(Abraham and Tastsoglou, 2016). In the United Kingdom,
women who join their partner on spousal visas are often
subject to immigration control for up to 4years after
marriage, during which time many are not permitted to work
and cannot access welfare benefits. If they separate from their
partner then they will be deported and they struggle to access
domestic violence shelters because they have no recourse to
public funds, resulting in many women remaining with their
abusers. Such insecure immigration status can also be used by
perpetrators as a means of control, thus providing the mechanism
for IPV (Abraham and Tastsoglou, 2016). Similarly, the asylum
system in the United Kingdom requires claims to be made by the
so-called “lead applicant” which is invariably a man in mixed
gender relationships. Should his case fail, his partner will
automatically lose her case too, meaning she may become
undocumented, be detained or deported without consideration
of the persecution she experienced in her own right.

Forced migrant women who experience IPV during
resettlement also face additional and specific barriers to
accessing violence services. These include language barriers
and limited access to interpreters; feelings of not being
culturally safe or represented by existing support systems; fear
of engaging with authorities, law enforcement or other
“outsiders”; lack of awareness or misconceptions about
available services; lack of culturally appropriate services; and
fears of ostracism from their communities if they report
violence (InTouch, 2010; Kulwicki et al., 2010; Ghafournia,
2011; Zannettino et al., 2013; Murdolo, 2014; Vaughan et al,
2015; Abraham and Tastsoglou, 2016; Block et al., 2021). This
means that forced migrant women tend to access services later, if
at all, compounding the impact of violence. In the quote below, a
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survivor interviewed in Australia described her ineligibility to
access healthcare services due to her visa status. This is
particularly pertinent given that health services often provide
an entry point into accessing violence services for forced migrant
women (Author 2 et al., 2021):

“There was a time where he attacked me, and I tried to
run away from him and I tripped over a dining chair
and fell on the dining chair, and my arm went blue and
my leg got really swollen and yeh, I showed the police.
There was a period of time where I was stuck and I
couldn’t go to hospital because I didn’t have a Medicare
card or a healthcare card or anything ... and those
neighbours that helped me, they’re poor and living at
home with four kids and aren’t able to support me and
my kids as well, and can’t take me to hospital under
their name anyway so they would patch me up at
home...”

- Rita (Syrian Woman Interviewed in Melbourne,
Australia)

If and when women leave violent relationships in the resettlement
period, structural violence continues and is often exacerbated.
Vaughan et al. (2016) described forced migrant women in
Australia leaving the pressured environment at home and entering
another pressured environment in short-term accommodation. A
survivor interviewed in Australia for the [study name anonymised]
project explained the challenges she faced accessing appropriate
accommodation for herself and her children:

“They were saying that the government could’ve helped
me from the beginning by giving me a commission
house or crisis housing . . . they weren’t able . . . well, the
government were able to but I didn’t allow them
because my son was 15 years old so they said to me,
we’ll put the son in a different place, and you and your
daughter can live in crisis accommodation. I told them
that I can’t live without my son, you either put the three
of us together . .. but they said that they’re not able to
because crisis accommodation is only for women and
for children who are under the age of 15”

- Rita (Syrian Woman Interviewed in Melbourne,
Australia)

The domestic violence systems in many countries of
resettlement rely on a criminal justice model. However, many
forced migrants experiencing domestic violence do not want to
engage with the criminal justice system, concerned this might
jeopardise other aspects of their social wellbeing, such as their
own or their partner’s immigration status, housing, employment,
and healthcare which remain insecure (Abraham and Tastsoglou,
2016). Such an approach can have devastating implications for
already criminalised communities and populations such as forced
migrants, by increasing stigma and in some cases, even
jeopardising their right to remain in their new country
(Abraham and Tastsoglou, 2016; Vaughan et al, 2015).
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Criminalising forced migrant men who use violence, while
failing to address the structural and symbolic structures and
institutions that either abuse women directly, or create the
conditions that enable abuse, undermines the prospect of
finding sustainable solutions to ending SGBV against forced
migrant women. Such an approach also exacerbates racist and
Islamophobic narratives often used to depict men in conflict
zones as “violent” and subsequently portray violence against
women is a “foreign” or “cultural” problem. This portrayal
fails to acknowledge the role of structural violence in countries
of resettlement in directly perpetrating or indirectly enabling
violence against forced migrant women.

Overall, current approaches to addressing SGBV in countries
of resettlement do not address the systemic and intersectional
nature of violence against women, including its structural and
symbolic contributors and enablers (Abraham and Tastsoglou,
2016). A forced migrant woman interviewed in Australia reflected
on the hopelessness she feels due to the lack of meaningful action
by violence services:

“I've talked to a lot of people about family violence, but I
feel like I haven’t benefit anything . . . I've actually been
worse off by accessing services. My mental health is now
worse than it was before because of the lack of action by
services around family violence.l feel like there’s no
difference, whether I talk or I don’t talk, I lose out. I talk
or I don’t talk, I'm stuck in the same spot”

- Diyana (Iraqi/Assyrian Woman Interviewed in
Melbourne, Australia)

CONCLUSION

This paper has examined SGBV experienced by forced migrant
women in pre-conflict, conflict, transit, countries of refuge, and
resettlement contexts. In each of these settings, we have shown
that the protection obligations of States that are signatories to the
Refugee Convention, are routinely disregarded by statutory
authorities, including in countries with a long history of
welcoming forced migrants. In fact, rather than offering
support and protection, this article highlights ways that
governments facilitate and perpetrate structural violence
against forced migrant women through administrative and
legal regulations, processes, and organisations. For individual
women, the refusal of refuge and withholding of protection
makes it more likely that they will experience SGBV, and less
likely that they will access support services in the face of SGBV.
This creates a compounding and self-perpetuating cycle of
violence and keeps these harms hidden from public view.

We have argued here that gendered forms of structural and
symbolic violence facilitate and compound harms from
interpersonal violence. We have demonstrated that experiences
of SGBV are frequently multitudinous and intertwined and the
violence and harms experienced accumulate over time and space.
Such an approach highlights the full extent of women’s
experience which is essential to shape the development of

Frontiers in Human Dynamics | www.frontiersin.org

October 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 769611


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/human-dynamics
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/human-dynamics#articles

Hourani et al.

effective policy and practice that can interrupt and ameliorate the
continuum of harm experienced by SGBV survivors and
maximize women’s potential for recovery.
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