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INTRODUCTION
“Don’t drop it,” I remember my father
saying. I am three years old, a burst of
enthusiasm gift-wrapped in a hot pink
down comforter, earmuffs, and wool
beanie. I’m stomping around the store in
plastic rain boots, carrying a bottle of
water as tall as I am and insisting that I
could do it. I couldn’t.
My memory of that day is unreliable, but I
know for sure that I dropped the bottle
and spilled what seemed an ocean of water
in a nondescript corner-store somewhere
in London.
The
accented
storekeeper
shouted
something in anger, but I couldn’t hear
him over my teary wailing.
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I suspect my father paid for the bottle
anyway, because not long after, we left the
store. That’s the only memory I have of
my first international trip.
I’ve never dreamed of travel —I’ve never
had to. My first passport photo
immortalized my two year-old self, and my
next was an ode to toothless seven year
olds. The world was never presented to me
as inaccessible, and I never perceived it to
be. Borders haven’t ever meant much to
me, and they still don’t.
I first discovered that I was an immigrant
while reading the newspaper at three in the
morning on a cold winter evening in 2014.

It was a slow night shift at a regional
hospital where I worked as an Obstetrics/
Gynecology trainee. The women that I
cared for were mainly resettled Iraqi and
Sudanese refugees. Many of them had
unimaginable tales of mistreatment on
their journey to a new life in Australia,
some of which were perpetrated by my
(new) government.
Until that night, I had never considered
myself one of “them.” In the paper, I read
how the politicized debate about refugees
had become one about migrant workers —
a category I had belonged to before
becoming a citizen. Suddenly, in the media,
and out of the mouths of politicians, there
was a conflation of issues, and “refugee,”
“asylum
seeker,”
and
“immigrant”
morphed into the same “threat to our
country”—a country that I had begun to
call my own.
I have always belonged to the world, and
the world to me, but that night, I learned
to label myself. Rather, I learned that I had
a label. I realized that my story —that I —
was defined on a spectrum of migration.
Whether I saw myself that way or not,
Australia, my newest home, would

always see me as “other,” but perhaps
less “other” than my patients.

My patients, however, were not my first
encounter with refugees.

One summer, home after a successful
junior year in Australia, my parents and I
were driving out of our gated home when I
noticed a procession of people walking
along the main road. They looked foreign
—foreign to me, and foreign, specifically,
to my country. Their clothes were
different and their features looked...
perhaps East African? I couldn’t be sure,
but I knew they weren’t Zimbabwean.
We didn’t stop, but neither did they. There
were so many of them. We drove for
twenty minutes along the road, and we
encountered group after group of them,
walking. Just walking. Hardly any spoke
to each other, but they carried their bags
and children and just... walked.
On our drive home, there they were again,
like ants, marching in a single file into the
evening. For once, the routine police
shakedown disguised as a traffic stop was
useful. “What’s going on?” we asked a
bored policeman. “Who are these people?”
“They’re refugees. They’ve been walking
from Ethiopia and they’re coming from the
border with Mozambique.”
I was stunned.
“Where are they going?”
“To the refugee camp in South Africa.”
They had walked from Ethiopia to
Zimbabwe ? And they were just going to
keep walking? I could barely comprehend
what I was hearing.
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"It was a deliberate decision then, to center the
story of a refugee woman, in her own words, in my
examination of the policy decisions that
contributed to her experience of displacement."
Ever the women’s health worker, I looked
at the women, babies on their hips and
backs, bags balancing on their heads, and I
wondered what a journey like that would
have done to their bodies, to their ability
to breastfeed or menstruate. I could not
imagine it, even as I witnessed it. I still
can’t.
I will never forget how, when I
encountered those East African “refugees,”
international affairs crashed into my
unsuspecting reality. That memory, and
my quest to understand what I was witness
to, is likely the impetus for this piece of
writing. Somewhere in those anecdotes, in
the years between them, in the experiences
uninvestigated and unwritten, is a more
honest and dynamic story of international
migration than the current narrative.
Somehow, I know that I am seen as an
economic migrant and they are seen as
refugees. Those definitions and labels have
shaped completely different experiences of
the same international system of migration.
The format and tone of this thesis is
deliberate. Academic writing, in an effort
to simulate impartiality, regularly uses a
passive voice. But academia, as institution
and as discipline, has never been impartial
—in fact, it often replicates the structures
of exclusion and oppression that I hope to
highlight in my writing. In particular,
academic writing is often inaccessible to
those outside of the targeted community,
3

yet it is among my theses that public
policy, and its critiques, should be easily
understood by the public. I wrote this
thesis as a series of essays in order to
present my arguments in a format familiar
to people of all ages, in accessible language,
in the hopes that my ideas would be
discussed and debated with as much vigor
around conference panels,
as around
kitchen tables.
The right to be read, and thus heard, in
academia is reserved for those privileged
enough to access formal credentialing, and
the most marginalized rarely are afforded
this privilege without a benefactor. The
voices of those whose lived experiences we
study, re-interpret, pathologize, diagnose
and offer remedy, are often excluded. It
was a deliberate decision then, to center
the story of a refugee woman, in her own
words, in my examination of the policy
decisions
that
contributed
to
her
experience of displacement.
The decision to identify myself as an
immigrant, and a woman, in this
introduction, is not incidental. My life as
an immigrant influences every position
that I take on this (and every) topic, and
my womanhood is as central to this thesis
as are the policies I examine. To separate
myself from this examination of migration
would be antithetical to my aim of
centering the migrant woman’s experience.

My identity as an immigrant woman is the
primary
credential
that
legitimizes
authoritative voice, and it would have
been an abandonment of my thesis to
exclude myself. It is through this lens that
I experience, and thus examine, borders as
concept, and as lived reality for migrants
of all description. Borders and the
policies that define and enforce them are
both personal and political to me, and
every migrant who has to navigate them.
This series of essays, then, is a case for the
relevance of the female experience. It is an
investigation of the various versions of
international migration policy through
the eyes of the women who must traverse
it, and serves as both an indictment of
policy makers and an argument for
reform.
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WALKING
WOMEN
Clemantine
and Claire
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“Claire didn’t care—or at least show me that she cared—if
Rob abused her. Within hours of fleeing my grandmother’s
house, Claire made a hard, subconscious calculus: she
could survive, and maybe enable me to survive too, but only
if she cast off emotional responsibility, only if she refused to
take on how anything or anybody felt.” - Clemantine Wamariya
(1)

Human
rights
activist
Clemantine
Wamariya fled Kigali during the Rwandan
Genocide in 1994 with her teenage sister,
Claire. She was six years old then. Over
the ensuing years, the girls would travel,
mostly on foot, across seven borders,
navigating the international migration
regime as unaccompanied minors. In 2001,
at ages 13 and 22, Clemantine and Claire
finally stopped walking. Having survived a
lifetime of trauma over seven long years,
the sisters were resettled as refugees in
Illinois. They wouldn’t see their family for
another five years, not until an anticlimactic surprise reunion on the “Oprah
Winfrey Show” in 2006. Oft quoted here,
Clemantine’s stunning autobiographical
essay “Everything is Yours, Everything is
Not Yours” (2 ) inspiration for this piece of
writing.

International refugee law was established

Theirs is an immigrant story, unique, and
just like any other. It is important to hear,
yet impossible to understand without
acknowledging,
first,
the
symbiotic
relationship between the migrant and
migration policy. The traditional gaze
treats the migrant experience as incidental
to policymaking. Yet, a reorientation—
beginning with the migrant, and mapping
her relationship with policy structures—
illuminates this interdependency. Migrants
are subject to immigration laws, and also
influence them.

country; or who, not having a

So let’s start at the beginning .
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by the United Nations (UN) in response
to World War II. At its conclusion, the
war left 40 million Europeans displaced, (3)
challenging the international community to
do something. The 1951 Convention
relating to the Status of Refugees was their
answer. It established a definition of a
“refugee” as someone who,
“owing to a well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race,
religion, nationality, membership of a
particular social group or political
opinion, is outside the country of his
nationality, and is unable to, or owing
to such fear, is unwilling to avail
himself of the protection of that
nationality and being outside the
country of his former habitual
residence as a result of such events, is
unable or, owing to such fear, is
unwilling, to return to it.”

(4 )

This model refugee was conceptualized as
male, European, and of working age.
Women were presumed to play passive
roles, as companions. (5 )

Patriarchy subscribes to the notion that men
are natural leaders and women are their
submissive helpers. (6 ) Feminist migration
studies understands gender as a power
relationship. It situates the migrant within
power hierarchies that she has not
constructed. (7 ) In fact, some feminist
thinkers believe that gender organizes
migration patterns. (8 )
It matters, then, that Clemantine and
Claire are female. Their girlhood is not
incidental to their experience of the
migration system, it is essential to how
they engage with policy, and how policy
affects them.
The essay never reveals what happened to
their brother, Pudi. We are never told his
age in 1994, when their journey began; nor
why he was left behind; nor what
happened to him during the war. In the
essay, the family reunification 12 years
later only mentions new brothers born
after the genocide. What we do know is
this: in the first days of their journey,
Clemantine’s account is a story of
unaccompanied daughters fleeing Kigali. (9 )

“Then one day my mother told Claire to pack
a few things, to go to my grandmother’s
farm, which we loved. At her house we never
even wore shoes. The next morning a van
from my father’s car service arrived. My
mother handed me a bag and put me in the
van alongside Claire. She made me promise
to behave. She hugged us and said she’d see
us soon. On the way out of Kigali, we stopped
to pick up two of my cousins—girls Claire’s
age. The driver knocked on the door. Nobody
came out. We stopped at other houses; other
girls entered the van… When it happened,
we heard a knock on the door. My
grandmother gestured for us to be silent and
then, she motioned for us to run, or really, to
belly-crawl through the sweet potato field. I
carried a blanket, which turned out to be a
towel. Claire pulled my arm. Once we
crawled through the field and reached the
tall trees, we ran, for real, off the farm and
deep into a thick banana grove, where we
saw other people, most of them young, some
of them bloody with wounds. We walked for
hours, until everything hurt, not toward
anything, just away.” - Clemantine Wamariya (10)
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Paradoxically, it is likely because they
were girls in a patriarchal society that
Clemantine and Claire survived the 110
mile journey from the farm to Burundi.
Fighting is “men’s work,” and abducted
“child soldiers” were usually boys. The
Rwandan government’s post-war analysis
estimates that around 56.4 percent of
deaths were male. (1 1 ) In fact, it is an
accepted generalization that women are
more likely to survive civil unrest, and 80
percent of displaced people are women. (1 2)
Survival, however, is not without its perils:
unprotected girls like the Wamariya sisters
are targets for gendered violence, including
rape, enslavement and sexual torture. (13 )
Worse, there is no safe space for female
refugees.
Among migration studies academia, official
UNHCR refugee camps are said to host
the vulnerable “under the protection of the
international community.” For women
fleeing alone, this is often empty rhetoric.
Risk of harm exists along escape routes and
in UNHCR refugee camps. (1 4 ) “Claire knew
that we were targets, two girls without a
guardian; she instructed me never to accept
gifts like candy or bread,” Clemantine
writes. (1 5 ) Even as children, they understood

that predators could come disguised as Hutu
rebels, fellow refugees, or aid-workers, and
there was precious little protection. This
isn’t incidental. The original emergency
response guidelines of the UNHCR used the
“model refugee” (read: male) template to
guide policy. (16 ) In doing so, they created an
international displacement response based
on the needs of the average male refugee,
creating a systemic gender discrimination
that replicates patriarchy. What we now
have are contemporary refugee camps, where
mostly women-led households are policed
and controlled by male refugees and aid
workers. (17 )
It has taken decades of advocacy by feminist
scholars and activists to acknowledge this
failing. (18 ) Despite this, the victory remains
rhetorical, and specific policy interventions
(like the “People Orientated Planning”
program recommended by UN Women in
1992) continue to be in the implementation
stage. (19 )
It should come as no surprise that absent
substantive structural changes in these
policies, women are forced to seek
protection in whatever form it presents
itself, even if it means conceding to “lesser”
abuse.

“Claire knew that we were targets, two girls without a guardian; she instructed
me never to accept gifts like candy or bread. She told the CARE worker—who I’m
going to call Rob and who, at the time, seemed extremely sophisticated and puttogether, due to his well-cut hair, striped shirts, and shiny shoes—that she was
too young to get involved, that the last thing she needed was to be a 16-year-old
refugee without any parents and a little sister and baby to care for. But he
persisted. “Me, I want to marry you,” Rob said daily.
“Me, I want to marry you. You can go to school.””
- Clemantine Wamariya (20)
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Barely 16 years old, living in a supposed
place of refuge, Claire faced an impossible,
and inhumane choice: a protracted stay as
an unprotected young woman in a refugee
camp or a “child-marriage” to an older aidworker who wielded power over her
wellbeing.
In fact, this “choice” is far from unique: 1
in 5 displaced women report being victims
of sexual violence under international
protection. (2 2 )

swift, and compassionate, response. Yet
borders, like war, are indiscriminately
violent.
Because they never thought to include us
in their thinking in 1951, to be a displaced
woman at the mercy of the Convention on
the rights of Refugees is to constantly be in
danger.
It is an exercise in impossible choices:
Catch 22, lived. Migrant women deserve

“After a few months, Claire broke down—of course she
did. This life wasn’t going to lead anywhere anyway, and
marriage (however personally problematic) was a lottery
ticket out. Marriage came with papers. Besides, I had
Claire to look after me, and Claire had
no one to look after her.”
-

Clemantine Wamariya (21)

In Burundi, “Peacekeeper babies” is a
common phrase among girls and women in
refugee camps. It describes children born
from rape by predatory UN Blue Berets. (23 )
And that is only if they survive: displaced
women, having become pregnant at the
hands of men charged with protecting
them, make up 60 percent of worldwide
preventable maternal deaths. (24)
If it matters that Clemantine and Claire are
female, it also matters that they begin their
journey as children, navigating a civil war
without adult, or state, protection. At least
rhetorically,
this
is
a
universally
acknowledged moral outrage, requiring a

better from every government, from the
international community, from the United
Nations.
In her role as a human rights activist,
Clemantine Wamariya has joined the ranks
of women advocates, yet she writes, “I still
often feel like the seven-year-old girl,
waiting for water at the refugee camp in
Burundi, trying to assert that I have a right
to take up space.” (26 ) You do; they do; we
do.
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“Claire did go to the hospital to give birth to Frederick,
but even that building was bombed a few hours after he
was born, so Claire wrapped him in a blanket and ran
back to Rob’s uncle’s house, where she joined us under
the bed. With no food Claire’s milk dried up within a
week. She covered Frederick’s mouth with her hand, so
the soldiers on the street could not hear him cry. Even
once the fire fights died down, no one would let the
children out — because all the adults knew. They knew
people were all the same. They knew that we were scared
and hungry, thus capable of becoming depraved. The
Congolese Army was filled with war orphans (Kadogo),
many close to my age, just 11 or 12 years old, children
just like me but who hadn’t been forced to stay inside, so
they’d wandered out and met a man with a rifle who
offered them candy or stew.” -

11

Clemantine Wamariya

(25)

12

ARENDT'S CHILDREN
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If it matters that Clemantine and Claire
are female, it also matters that they begin
their journey as children, navigating a
civil war and genocide without adult, or
state, protection.
In 2010, the UNHCR released “Children
on the Run,” a report which investigated
how minors experience displacement. (1)
All
unaccompanied—and
often
undocumented—children face a variety of
human rights violations along escape
routes, in refugee camps, and when under
the care of humanitarian organizations. (2)
Yet, even amongst child migrants,
violence is gendered.
In the aftermath of World War II, famed
sociologist, Hannah Arendt, famously
wrote, “We became aware of the existence
of a right to have rights... and a right to
belong to some kind of organized
community, only when millions of people
emerged who had lost and could not
regain these rights because of the new
global political situation.” (3 ) Without the
protection of a community—a state—
there is no advocate against violence, no
protection from violation.
Unaccompanied
migrant
minors
—“Arendt’s
Children” (4 ) —expose
the
persistence of this truth, and our
ineffectiveness in addressing it 70 years
later, with heartbreaking clarity. At least
rhetorically, allowing children to suffer is
a
universally
acknowledged
moral
outrage,
requiring
a
swift,
and
compassionate, response. Yet immigration
policy, as the gateway into the Arendtian
community, is stoic in its cynicism.
Borders, like war, remain indiscriminately
violent.

14

WAR
“Even once the fire fights died down, no one would let the children
out—because all the adults knew. They knew people were all the
same. They knew that we were scared and hungry, thus capable of
becoming depraved. The Congolese Army was filled with war
orphans (Kadogo), many close to my age, just 11 or 12 years old,
children just like me but who hadn’t been forced to stay inside, so
they’d wandered out and met a man with a rifle who offered them
candy or stew.”
- Clemantine Wamariya
(5)

Clemantine testifies of the fear for children
fleeing conflict: abduction and enlistment
into militias. But we wrongly frame this
violence as affecting boys more than girls.
Colloquially, “child soldier” still means
“male child soldier,” a myth perpetuated in
mainstream research. (6 ) In “Child Soldiers:
What About the GIRLS?” feminist
researchers Dyan Mazurana and Susan
McKay expose the lie:
“In conflicts in Africa, girls are among the
primary targets of armed forces and
armed opposition groups that abduct them,
and force them to become warriors and
sexual and domestic slaves. No numbers
exist to indicate the extent of the practice,
but abduction into the ranks of armed
forces or groups is geographically
widespread.” (7 )
In 1992, after the end of Mozambique’s 12
year civil war, humanitarian organizations
rallied to help former child soldiers. Young
men and boys were enrolled in
15

demobilization camps where they entered
programs aimed at rehabilitation and
successful reintegration into civilian life.
There were no camps for girls. (8 )
In fact, the girl is invisible in migration
studies. Like the fictional “model refugee”
that
migration
policy
caters
to,
“unaccompanied
minor”
is
more
categorical
convenience
than
representative. Studies rarely investigate
the issue, nor differentiate the risks for
boys and girls. “There are significant gaps
in the existing protection mechanisms
currently in place for these displaced
children. The extent of these gaps is not
fully known because much of what
happens to these children is not recorded
or reported anywhere,” a UNHCR study
concludes. (9 ) “No numbers exist” (10 ) is an
indictment of the academic and journalistic
communities.
We cannot protect children from a harm
we are yet to acknowledge.

BORDERS
“One day we arrived at two hills covered with blue and white
tents...When we reached the front of the queue, a woman grabbed
my hand and pushed it into a bucket of purple ink. The dye meant
I had been counted. Nobody asked my name—too many people for
names. We were given a tent, scratchy blankets, and a pot. A man
pointed to the part of the hill where we should pitch our tent and
to the hollow between the two hills where we should stand in line,
once a month, to fill a plastic bag with maize and beans...The
camp bathroom was located near the ditch that aid workers had
dug for dead bodies...Each morning I walked two or three hours to
fetch water and wood. Once at the pump, I waited in line for an
hour more.”
-Clemantine Wamariya(11)

The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human
Rights enshrines the Arendtian “right to
have rights.” Article 15 decrees “Everyone
has a right to a nationality,” and “No one
shall be arbitrarily deprived of his
nationality,” while Article 14 establishes
“the right to seek and enjoy in other
countries asylum from persecution.” (1 2)
Why, then, do refugee camps exist? At the
most basic, un-nuanced level, refugee
camps exist because borders are closed.
Refugee camps exist because the 1951
United Nations Convention on the Status
of Refugees made protecting refugees
optional. The law guarantees only the right
to request asylum in a safe country,
without compelling the state to accept.
Actually, each country has autonomy to
judge the validity of a refugee’s claims, and
accept or reject applications without heed
to consequence. (1 3 )

Refugee camps exist because refugees have
human rights, but no political rights.
Refugee camps exist because the UNHCR
is mandated to feed, clothe, house and
protect but cannot grant a new life, a new
home.
And that leaves the child refugee subject to
the whims of politics in the abstract, and
to immigration control materially. It leaves
her locked out of the international
community, waiting. Waiting sometimes
for years, decades, sometimes for whole
lifetimes, to resume a full life, beyond the
Maslow’s hierarchical existence of the
unclaimed.
“It’s strange, how you go from a being
person who is away from home to a person
with no home at all. The country that is
supposed to want you has pushed you out.
No other country takes you in. You are
unwanted, by everyone. You are a
refugee.” - Clemantine Wamariya (1 4)
16
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“The ambulance is here.”
Like lightning, here and then not, one
moment we are seated, the next every couch
is hollowed. Coffee mugs quake, hastily
abandoned while magazines fly, and
knitting needles are planted in woolen balls.
Two minutes ago, we were suppressing
yawns, all conversation topics exhausted.
It’s always like this on the Birth Unit:
nothing, and then everything; nobody, and
then everyone. We were expecting this
chaos: it’s a full moon in September, after
all. Babies don’t like to make the journey
alone.
An hospital night shift is serviced by a
“skeleton staff”—just enough of us to keep
the place open until morning. For tonight, I
am the
Obstetrics
and
Gynecology
department. Every woman in labor, every
woman post-labor, every gynecological
emergency, is my responsibility. It takes a
village, they say; I have an intern, and a
team of midwives, and together, and ours is
a small one.
She wails. I won’t ever forget that sound.
This isn’t the usual cry; we’re used to
women in pain, to the screaming soundtrack
of birth. This isn’t that. Hers is a primitive,
guttural sound. It is despair.
She is wheeled around the corner, and into
the department.
“Room two.”
I watch the gurney speed past me as a
disembodied voice narrates in staccato.
“She doesn’t speak English. Her husband is
conversational. He is on his way. She is 22
weeks pregnant.

Triplets. Been contracting strongly for a
few hours. We think the water broke a few
minutes ago, but we’re not sure.”
I want to reassure her, but she is going to
lose all three of her babies tonight. The
occasion calls for me to speak, but I have
no language she can understand, and no
words she will want to hear. And so, I put
one hand on her striving belly, feeling for
the strength of her contractions, and the
other in hers. I am both a doctor and a
woman in this moment. She looks at me,
her eyes imploring me to help, and mine
tell her what she is not ready to hear.
I don’t notice that her husband has entered
the room until I hear him talking to a
midwife. They are Sudanese, recently
granted asylum in Australia. This is her
seventh pregnancy, and they have only
three living children; one baby died in
early childhood in Sudan, and three others
in the refugee camps. Her water actually
broke a few weeks ago, he says. I sigh, I
squeeze her hand, I rub her belly. She
likely has an infection.
I am distracted by his narration, so I am
not expecting it when her heart breaks out
loud. A piercing cry penetrates the room
and then, with a rush of water, their son is
born. He never takes a breath. The
midwives wipe their own tears as they
separate him from the umbilical cord and
swaddle his tiny body. They hand him to
his mother, this child who is in the world,
but will never be part of it. The loudest
sound in the room is the absence of a
newborn’s cry.
She calms, believing it to be over.
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Pregnancy kills. Despite our best efforts,
pregnancy still kills half a million women
every year,
and doesn’t do so
indiscriminately. (1 ) It matters that she is
African, that she is Sudanese. It is a miracle
that she is alive: 48 percent of maternal
deaths are African women. (2 ) In Sudan, the
lifetime risk of dying because of pregnancy
is 1 in 60. (3 ) Statistically, she should have
died long before that night in September.
It matters that she is a refugee. Pregnancy
kills more mothers in countries in conflict
than anywhere else: (4 ) 99 percent of
preventable maternal deaths occur in the
developing world, 60 percent of those in
humanitarian settings. (5 ) Yet most research
funding is spent to address the one percent.
If money talks, our silence is deafening.
We’ve been silent far too long. For almost
40 years after World War II, all displaced
people were seen as having homogeneous
Maslowian needs. It took a 1993 editorial in
The Lancet, “Reproductive freedom for
refugees,” for provision of maternal health
services to women in conflict zones to
became part of the humanitarian discourse. (6)
This elementary idea should not have been
revolutionary, but it was. The next year, the
Women’s Commission for Refugee Women
and Children responded, publishing a
report reiterating this call. (7 ) It proved to be
the fulcrum that turned the debate. The idea
gained momentum, becoming mainstream in
1995:
19

the
International
Conference
on
Population and Development established
reproductive rights as a human right,
sanctioned later by the Fourth World
Conference in Beijing; The Inter-Agency
Working Group (IAWG) on Reproductive
Health in Crises was formed, as was the
Reproductive Health Response in Conflict
Consortium. In 1999, the first IAWG Field
Manual was released, articulating concrete,
reproducible strategies to implement the
idea in the humanitarian setting. (8) It took
another decade for the United Nations
Security Council (UNSC) to chime in:
while their UNSC Resolution 1325 (2000)
acknowledged the disproportionate impact
of violence on women and children, it
wasn’t until 2009, with Resolution 1889,
that the UNSC affirmed reproductive rights
and the need for women in post-conflict
countries to access reproductive health care
services. (9) Thank God for the Lancet
editorial board.
Reproductive health care is particularly
important for vulnerable women. More than
120 million of the displaced are women and
girls. The average length of displacement
for refugees is 17 years, over half of a
woman’s reproductive lifetime. After
almost 25 years of recognizing the problem,
these women still represent 60 percent of all
preventable maternal deaths; (10 ) more than
one refugee woman in five is sexually
assaulted and in refugee camps, the average
age of marriage is fifteen (11 ) —where girls

aged between fifteen and nineteen are twice
as likely to die from childbirth as women in
their twenties, while girls under fifteen are
five times more at risk of death. (12 ) Preventing
unwanted pregnancy could, and should, be
the answer, and access to emergency and
maintenance contraception is strongly
desired, but often is inaccessible or
stigmatized.
Consequently,
sexually
transmitted infection rates are high in
refugee camps. (13 )
We know all of this and our response? Only
four percent of UN inter-agency funding is
allocated to programs addressing these
concerns, and less than one half of one
percent of all funding to fragile states goes
to women-focused groups. (1 4 ) After almost 25
years of recognizing the unique dangers
faced by women and girls in humanitarian
crises, the international community is
failing. I think of that night, and that
mother, often. I think about how it is
shameful, but unsurprising, that having
survived the years spent in the purgatory of
displacement, she lived to see the death of
three children. Her heartbreak isn’t unique.
One in seven women experience pregnancy
complications, and a complicated pregnancy
is implicated in neonatal morbidity. (15 ) In
fact, the most significant cause of neonatal
death is premature delivery. (1 6 ) Pregnancy
kills newborns. The most dangerous day in a
child’s life is the first—of the four million
newborns who die in the first month of life,
three million die in the first week, and of
those, more than two million on that first
day. (17 )
Over the last two decades of trying, the
international community has kept more

women alive during, and after, pregnancy.
We have improved global infant and child
health statistics, yet preventing newborn
death in crises eludes us. (18) Most of this
heartbreak is preventable, if prioritized.
We haven’t yet: mothers in low- and
middle-income countries experience 99
percent of neonatal deaths, yet this is not
reflected in funding for prevention
programs. (19 ) Our neglect is consequential:
450 newborn children die needlessly every
hour from causes we know how to treat.
Every day, almost eleven thousand
mothers live the unimaginable, in refugee
camps, or away from home, their grief
barely acknowledged.
This year, like last, four million other
children will be born into the world, and
never experience life, stillborn. (20) I
remember that night, and that woman
often. I remember her face as she held her
unmoving child, his silence pitiless.
Worldwide, fewer mothers will ever know
this pain, albeit with a caveat: access to
modern health care. For the lucky
minority, improved care has led to
improved statistics.
They call stillbirth “the silent killer,” and
in its wake, families mourn on mute.
Statistics are abstractions built with
concrete realities: planned lives are
deconstructed, hopes packed away, dreams
are buried and the child unmentioned, but
never forgotten. They call stillbirth “the
epidemic of grief.” When asked, many of
these
women–almost
all–speak
of
hopelessness, speak of shame, of wanting
to erase their pain by trying again. It never
works. Scientific victories must seem
hollow to a mother who has lost seven
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children while navigating three medical
systems across the developmental
divide: in Sudan, in refugee camps, in
Australia.
I think of that night often. It wasn’t
over.
I reclaim my hand, and am reaching for
the ultrasound, to check on her
daughters, still clinging to life within
her, when she is overwhelmed by a
contraction so powerful she folds
herself in half. She grips my fingers,
whispering a prayer, “no. No. No.
No.” She crosses her legs in denial,
willing her body to submit to her
heart. It takes another twenty minutes,
and both her daughters are born,
stillborn. The room is oppressed by
grief.
It matters then, that she is resettled.
Eight months later, I deliver their son,
eleven weeks premature, by emergency
cesarean section. Her pregnancy was
complicated by severe pre-eclampsia
that threatened her life, and his. He
would spend twelve weeks in the
neonatal intensive care unit before
going home.
I am struck by the unquestionable fact
that had she not made it to Australia,
had she remained internally displaced
in Sudan, or waiting, still, in a refugee
camp, this pregnancy would be the one
that killed her.
Pregnancy kills, and it doesn’t do so
indiscriminately. Mothers live, and die,
according to which side of the “right”
border they find themselves on.
Image: Christopher Furlong/Getty Images, 13 Sept 2015
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“But then Claire got pregnant again, and that
made her desperate to try to return to home, to see
if our parents were still alive… But by the time we
arrived — three years after we left, Claire by this
point five months pregnant — the war had
destroyed Congo. It was toppled and covered in
ash, like a child had kicked over and burned a
building-block town. Rob’s family huddled in their
house, starving, living on sweet potato leaves…
Claire did go to the hospital to give birth to
Frederick, but even that building was bombed a
few hours after he was born, so Claire wrapped
him in a blanket and ran back to Rob’s uncle’s
house, where she joined us under the bed. With no
food Claire’s milk dried up within a week.”
- Clemantine Wamariya (2 1 )
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“After the wedding, Rob, for once, did his part. He
helped us get the documents we needed to move to
his mother’s, or really, his uncle’s house, in Uvira,
DR Congo…I attended a few months of first grade. I
even started to forget Rwanda. Maybe this life in
Congo was real and before was just a dream? But
then the people started streaming from Bukavu,
northeast into Uvira, fleeing the war breaking out
between Mobutu and Kabila, knocking on doors of
houses, including our house, begging for food. Rob’s
family cooked extra fish stew and rice and took
people in, but still they kept coming, stumbling off
buses, flooding the markets, emptying the shelves.
Claire realized this would only get worse and
collected her jewelry and clothes, anything she
could sell. She decided we needed to flee.”
-Clemantine Wamariya (1)
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NATION/STATE

Milos Bicanski/Getty Images, 13 August, 2015
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Perhaps, among the many tragedies of the
genocide in Rwanda in 1994, is that it
represented a crescendo in the tragic
composition that was colonialism, a fact
that continues to be poorly recognized in
public discourse. This was a dispute within
a nation that has always been bigger than a
state, and like most uprisings, it was about
a sovereignty denied by colonial overlords,
and then by a post-colonial state that
maintained
these
same
oppressive
structures of power.
The history is important, here. As a formal
concept,
the
European
notion
of
enforceable borders was enshrined in the
1648 Treaties of Westphalia, which defined
the sovereignty of the nation-state. (2 )
Individual states, each with their own
defendable territory and national identity,
were given equal rights and responsibilities
in relation to each other, with no sovereign
state having a right to intervene in the
internal disputes of another. (3 ) Because the
race to imperial dominance imposed
European systems on much of the world,
the nation-state became the basic building
block of international relations.
But “nation-state” differentiates the nation
from the state, while also implying
indivisibility. In lived reality, however, a
nation is not a state. As a concept, the state
is easier to articulate: it refers to a physical
geography. The state is defined primarily
by its borders—finite, and elastic as they
may be, beyond which other states exist. (4)
There has been much discussion about the

definition of a nation—what are the
powerful bonds that unify a population
under one banner?
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To Benedict Anderson, “it is an imagined
political community—and imagined as
both inherently limited and sovereign,” (5 )
while Lynn H Miller asserts that a nation
is “distinguished above all by the scale of
the communities encompassed by it,” and
that it “purports to make the community’s
sense of a common history, culture, and
language the legitimizing force of its
sovereignty.” (6 )
A common language is important.
Kinyarwanda is second only to Kiswahili
as the most spoken Bantu language, with
twenty million speakers across the region,
only eight million of whom live in
contemporary Rwanda. (7 ) The Banyarwanda
(speakers of the language) live in a region
that spans Rwanda, Burundi, DR Congo,
Uganda,
and
Tanzania. (8 )
Mahmoud
Mamdani writes,
“If we understand an ethnic group to

mean a cultural group, comprising those

who speak a common language, then the
Banyarwanda must be considered East

Africa’s largest ethnic group… The cultural
community of Kinyarwanda speakers long
predated the political community framed
by the state called Rwanda.” (9 )

The commonality of language is more than
a form of communication, it represents a
tool for conveying sociological ontology:
social hierarchies are expressed through
different greetings for elders and peers, for
example. (10 ) Still, a common language alone
does not a national identity make. Culture
and customs define kinship as much as

shared language. “Thus we come to the
point that the people called Tutsi, and
those who came to be called Hutu, spoke
the same language, lived on the same hills,
and had more or less the same culture,
depending on the cultural zone in which
they
lived,”
Mamdani
writes. (11)
Colonialism introduced borders, and with
them,
created
new
divisions
and
emphasized old ones, in order to fragment
unified dissent to European rule.
Hutu and Tutsi have co-existed in the
region
for
centuries.
Despite
the
colonialist assertion that Hutu and Tutsi
“look different,” they have, in fact, lived
amongst each other, traded together,
married each other, and had children
together. The obvious question, then, is
why those distinctions continue to exist?
Tribal identity is passed on through
marriage and patrilineal descent: a Hutu
woman who marries a Tutsi man becomes
Tutsi, and their children will all be Tutsi.
Thus, her tribal affiliations are erased by
intermarriage, and every family can
identify as being of the same tribe for
generations. (12 )
As a colony, First Germany, and then,
after World War I, Belgium, instituted a
policy to socially engineer the pre-existing
“native” population into two distinct
racial groups, defining the majority Hutu
as subservient Bantu natives, and the
minority Tutsi as a superior settler race,
Hamittes. This was orchestrated over
decades through social policy, including
segregated schools that taught this newly
created racial theory to children, as well as
identification processes that introduced
Hutu or Tutsi on national ID cards,
sealing
one’s
tribal—and
racial—
affiliations for life. (1 3)
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Tutsi, who were better educated, had
access to social and economic advancement
opportunities that were inaccessible, and
oftentimes legally barred from Hutu. In
fact, in the Belgian colonial years, Hutu
came to be a native majority “race” of
subjects ruled by the “non-indigenous”
minority Tutsi “race” of powerful Belgian
subordinates.
Thus, when it came, the war was about
sovereignty. The “Social Revolution” of
1959, which threw off the yoke of
colonialism in Rwanda, was as much a
tribal struggle as it was political. It is by
design that the fight to be free from
Belgian rule was waged between the Hutu
and Tutsi, not between Rwandans and
Belgians. As the replacement “settler”
colonizers, the Tutsi monarchy had used
their bestowed privilege to oppress the
Hutu majority. In the two year war for
political independence then, Hutu violence
was directed against the Tutsi population
as a proxy for the Belgians. (1 4 )
Fleeing, many Tutsi became stateless
ethnic minorities in Uganda and Congo,
and a racial minority in Burundi, where
there was a large Hutu population. (1 5) In
exile, they sought political rights wherever
they resettled, either by advocating for
integration in Congo, or by campaigning
for citizenship rights in Uganda. (1 6 ) The
Hutu
and
Tutsi
dispute
was
transgenerational and transnational and
remains a regional power struggle.
This power struggle was perpetuated and
exploited in the post-colonial era.
Nativism become the basis for national
identity within the newly independent
state, and the new Rwandan leader,
Grégoire Kayibanda, “championed a
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racialized nationalism of the Hutu—built on
the very political identities institutionalized by
colonialism: Hutu and Tutsi.” (17) Ethnic
identity merged with political identity, and
would soon be weaponized.
Between 1959 and 1994, the ethnic-turnednational identity of the Hutu and Tutsi, each
vying for political legitimacy, became a
regional matter because of the flow of refugees
across borders. (18 ) Denied citizenship outside of
Rwanda, especially in a Uganda that bestowed
political rights based on ethnicity, rather than
residency, the Ugandan Tutsi Banyarwanda
formed
a
nationalist militia in 1990. (19 )
Crossing the border into Rwanda, they
violently asserted their national identity as
Rwandans. At the same time, Hutu refugees
fled into the country escaping political
violence in Burundi. Many of these would later
respond to Tutsi violence in Burundi by
joining the Rwandan Civil War against the
Tutsi-led militia coming from Uganda, adding
to the ranks of Hutu targeting Tutsi in what
would come to be known as the Rwandan
Genocide. (2 0)
This fight for statehood based on national
identity was not unique, rather it reflected a
lasting legacy of colonialism and European
political order. L.H.M. Ling writes, “It was
only when colonialism and imperialism became
state policy from the sixteenth to twentieth
centuries that singularity became the standard
of the day.” (2 1) Widely regarded as being
achieved only through statehood, the desire
for sovereignty, then, begins with nationalism,
or a singular national identity. (22 )
A main reason for the success of the
Westphalian system of ordering international
relations is found in the preconditions for
membership: “once the prerequisites for
sovereignty are met—traditionally a

government’s effective control over a
discrete
population
and
territory—
recognition by other sovereigns is virtually
assured.” (2 3 ) Reality is more nuanced than
theory,
and
states
often
enclose
populations
with
multiple
national
identities within their boundaries, while
artificially separating people who identify
as one nation across borders. In East
Africa, the tribal-turned-political dispute
between Hutu and Tutsi affected the
internal stability of multiple territorial
states. (2 4 ) The Banyarwanda, as a nation,
exists beyond the borders of the Rwandan
state, and the national disputes affect the
entire region that they call home.
This phenomenon is not unique. There are
a variety of ways in which the Westphalian
notion of nation-statehood no longer holds
true. National identities often supersede
allegiances to the state: Native populations
consider themselves as colonized nationswithin-a-nation in Canada, the United
States, and Australia; The nation of
Palestine, which has no undisputed
territory, has recently been admitted as a
non-member observer state of the United
Nations;
The
Vatican,
a
religious
headquarters, is recognized as an observer
state of the United Nations despite not
fulfilling Westphalian criteria; the Kurdish
people align politically with their nation,
and not the states of Turkey, Iraq, Iran,
and Syria in which they reside, despite no

formally
recognized
territory
of
Kurdistan; the Islamic State, a violent
militia which has taken over territory in
Iraq and Syria, formed a government, and
declared themselves a state, despite no
national identity; (2 5) and Somalia, a
recognized state with no functional
government—the list goes on.
Perhaps, then, it is time to admit that the
nation, as a community identifying itself as
a political unit through varying unifying
characteristics, is increasingly becoming
disassociated with the physical territory of
a state. Perhaps militarily enforced
statehood is no longer the only recognized
legitimizing mechanism for sovereignty.
In seeking a solution to the ongoing
hostility between local and diasporan Hutu
and Tutsi nations, the international
community is called to re-imagine the
sovereignty of nations, even those whose
identities and allegiances defy territorial
boundaries. Are we now in a postWestphalian world requiring a redefining
of legitimate statehood and international
relations between nations and states? Until
the
international
community
can
acknowledge this as possibility, if not
reality, we can continue to expect ongoing
intra- and inter-national disputes about
political power and territorial ownership
between communities that see themselves
as nations, as we see in East Africa.
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POLICY MAKERS HARDLY EVER SHARE EXPERIENCES WITH THOSE WHOSE
LIVES THEIR WORK AFFECTS. IN THE CASE OF INTERNATIONAL
DISPLACEMENT AND MIGRATION POLICY, A CASUAL OBSERVER WOULD LIKELY
BE CORRECT IN ASSUMING THAT ALMOST NO POLICY MAKERS HAVE EVER
EXPERIENCED DISPLACEMENT. THIS BOOKLET EXAMINES DISPLACEMENT
FROM THE POINT OF VIEW OF THE DISPLACED WOMAN, AND LEANS HEAVILY
ON THE NARRATIVES OF REFUGEES, WHO ARE THE UNACKNOWLEDGED
EXPERTS ON MIGRATION POLICY.
THE HOPE IS THAT THIS REORIENTATION OF PERSPECTIVE WILL CONFRONT
POLICY MAKERS AND ENCOURAGE THEM TO ABANDON GENERALIZED
POLICIES THAT OFTEN FAIL WOMEN AND GIRLS, AND EMBRACE A FEMINIST
APPROACH TO POLICY THAT PRIORITIZES THE MOST MARGINALIZED, IN
ORDER TO LOOK AFTER EVERYONE.
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