
 

 

 

 
 

 

28 
 

Eletronic edition in  http://Amadeusjournal.emnuvens.com.br/amadeus 

 

  DOI: 10.14295/aimj.v3i5.47                                                                                        V.3,  N. 5, p.28-34,  Oct./2018  -  ISSN  2525-8281          

 

Considerations on Refugee Women in Brazil 
 

 

 
Elysyana Barros Moreira1, 

Jucier Gonçalves Júnior2, 

André Luis Sant´Anna3; 

Antônio Marlos Duarte de 

Melo4;  

Athena de Albuquerque 

Farias5,  

Bárbara Maria Moreira Dante 

Santaguida6, 

 Gisanne de Oliveira Marinho7  

 

 
 

 

 

Abstract: Throughout history, women have been facing several situations of 

disregard for basic human rights. In times where, entire populations are 

forced to leave their homes and countries to achieve protection and a 

minimum condition for survival, as in the case of armed conflicts and 

political crises, gender relations become even more evident, as women are 

easy targets of physical and psychological aggression. In these times of 

greater scarcity of basic resources, they are responsible for caring for the 

most vulnerable families, the elderly and children. The countries of origin of 

the refugees - Syria, Iraq, Venezuela, among others – also face problems like 

inequality and patriarchalism. Refugees are sometimes subjected to sexual 

violence and, to protect themselves, are also forced to marry as children, for 

instance. These women and girls are not generally seen as human beings but 

as objects of exchange and weapons of war. It is necessary for international 

authorities to guarantee protection, shelter and care for refugee women 

without being required in return for such needed assistance. 
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Introduction 

   

By definition, a refugee is a person who leaves his or her country of origin or habitual 

residence because of a well-founded fear of persecution, whether due to ethnicity, religion, 

nationality, social group or political opinion; or even because of the grave and widespread 

violation of human rights, and therefore unable or unwilling to return to its place of origin1. 

  In recent years, about 68.5 million people around the world have been forced to leave 

their homes2. The crisis in Syria is one of the biggest responsible for these numbers. Syrian 

refugees exceed 4 million. It is not only war that motivates people to flee their countries of 

origin pursuing better living conditions. Venezuela, for example, faces the biggest political 

and economic crisis in its history, and by 2017, it ranked fourth in the list of countries where 

the largest number of new requests for refuge in the world comes out - and the first, if only 

Latin America was considered - with 111.6 thousand requests for refuge3;4. 

  In general, men and women are represented almost equally in the refugee population, 

with 21.3 million men and 21 million women5. When considering the countries and regions 

individually, it can be observed that the demographic characteristics of the refugee 

populations varied considerably. Bosnia and Herzegovina had the highest proportion of 

refugee women (58%), followed by Serbia and Kosovo (56%), Indonesia (25%), Ukraine 

(30%), Angola (31%) and the Republic of Korea (32%). In Europe, 39% of the refugee 

population were women, and 51% in Africa. Brazil has recognized, by the end of 2017, 

10.145 refugees of different nationalities. Of these, only 5.134 continue to reside in the 

national territory, with women accounting for 30% of this total2;6. 

 

 

A Strife Position 

   

Although responsible for a large part of the total refugee population, women are, in 

general, under-represented in the news or media and literature on the subject. It is known that 

women and men have different access to networks and experience the relations in different 

ways in the countries of origin and host countries7. To be born a woman in many countries is 

not an easy task. Being a woman who runs away from your country, leaving behind your 

dreams, your past and sometimes even your family is even more difficult. Women and men 
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face catastrophe scenarios in different ways and war is responsible for amplifying gender 

inequalities. 

 

 

 

Source: Luis, Silva, Auer & Albuquerque (2017). 

 

 

  Many of these women have experienced extreme violence and human rights violations 

not only in their country of origin, but also in refugee camps and host countries, including the 

murder and disappearance of their family members, sexual and gender-based violence and 

restricted access to food, water and electricity. In some refugee reception centers in the Greek 

islands, for instance, refugee women had reported sexual harassment and violence. Attempts 

to identify offenders and to assist these women are hampered by their reluctance to report 

attacks due to discrimination, stigma and retaliation, despair and lack of confidence in 

reporting, including to the UNHCR mental health service8. They are afraid because they take 

care of children and the elderly, which in times of political crisis and armed conflict, can limit 

their ability to react and increase the need for resources in times of scarcity9; 10; 11. 
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Their voices illustrate experiences of belonging and displacement. Refugees 

experience the displacement of plural forms, women face suffering when migrating and the 

pain of, not often, having news of their loved ones and leaving their homes behind. Augustine 

Mwamba Feza well exemplifies this painful process: "If they kidnapped your 6-year-old 

daughter, how could you be in peace with that?" The pain of these women for having lost 

their children is tremendous7;8. 

  In the long journey of searching for security, they suffer from the indifference of 

national and international official institutions, with persecution and, not infrequently, sexual 

abuse and the consequent stigmatization of their refugee status. For women, armed conflict 

represents a much larger risk, since in many cases rape has been used as a weapon of war13. 

  In international law, there is a perceive inability to recognize that women face specific 

problems because of their gender and are more vulnerable than men. Since the Refugee 

Convention does not accept that gender-based violence can be a decisive factor in the search 

for refuge, much less that refugee women experience much discrimination and violence 

during their search for shelter. The policies of recipient countries do not adequately integrate 

into the gender dimension; the different forms of violence faced by women at all stages of 

their journey in search for security and peace are not taken into account10;11. 

  Despite the efforts to combat violence against refugee women and girls, there is still a 

long way to go, even in the process of social acceptance of these populations. It is noted that, 

in countries hosting refugee women, the instruments for the protection of women are 

insufficient to guarantee their human rights, the situation is even worse for the refugees12. 

Psychological violence, which begins with the oppression and persecution suffered in the 

country of origin due to gender; the double degree of victimization as a woman and refugee 

increases the position of vulnerability13. 

  Another problem is the enlarge in the number of child and forced marriages among the 

refugee population, they are a way to guarantee some protection to young women, 

perpetuating the idea of woman-ownership. Domestic violence tends to multiply in situations 

of stress since sometimes, the men in the family discharge their frustrations, fears and 

disabilities to the women, especially in patriarchal societies. These women are raped by their 

partners, by the other men housed in the refugee camps and also by those who are offering 

humanitarian aid from local and international entities11. 
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Although UN agencies and charities say they do not tolerate any type of violence, in 

South Syria, for instance, food and rides are offered in exchange for sex. Cases of sexual 

exploitation are so recurrent that some Syrian women are refusing to go to the centers for 

distributing supplies. Some organizations turn a blind eye to cases of sexual abuse and 

exploitation because the only way to bring aid to the most dangerous areas of Syria is through 

local and third-party authorities. Women without a male protector are more vulnerable to 

sexual exploitation14.  

Lack of appropriate health information and the low use of contraceptives is another 

obstacle, refugee women have higher unplanned pregnancy rates compared to women in host 

countries. It brings significant consequences on the physical, psychological, social, and well-

being of women and their families. Specific cultural factors, combined with patriarchal family 

structures, may present barriers to get access to health services regarding sex issues in a post-

migration field. The discourse of conjugal sexual duty leads women to be submissive to the 

sexual needs of their partners, or to endure marital rape, resulting in significant levels of 

distress.  

 

 

Final Considerations 

 

The establishment of the sexual and reproductive rights of refugee women requires a 

combination of improvements and systemic services, including recognition of the specific 

needs of women refugees and the production of health promotion strategies that respect the 

culture of these women15;16. 

The literature9;17 points out that among refugee women, mental health levels are low, 

this is due to social factors such as the weight of being wives, mothers and caregivers and to 

the stress that of the trauma of fleeing from their home country. On the other hand, not being 

married is also associated with poorer mental health, because the loss of the partner or the 

burden of being the primary caregiver in the home aggravates the problems. Single mothers or 

widows may additionally suffer the effects of domestic and sexual violence. 

It is necessary, then, to ask: Where are the voices of the women in the organization of 

intervention responses? In the face of the dangers faced by these women and the lack of 

representation in the countries that shelter them, an intervention must be seen in the medium 
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and long term for the autonomy in their own dignity, the approach requires an exchange in a 

relation on how equality is being displayed in our current society10. 
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