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Abstract

Theorising in the field of research on migration and gender has been pointed out as one
the greatest challenges for future research. This challenge is taken up in this article. I look
critically and from a gender perspective at the theories on migration and settlement, and
suggest an alternative theory.

Most of the older theories on migration in general use profitability as its central
concept. In this article 1 argue that this concept should be replaced by the concept
vulnerability. I argue that differences between migrant men and women can be explained
by differences in (perceived) vulnerability of (potential) migrant women and men.
Migrants themselves, their families, immigrant communities, employers, lawyers,
governments, organisations and media reports all play a role in the construction of this
vulnerability. In this article describe the assumptions and observations that underlie this

hypothesis.

Vulnerability in one domain (for instance economic or legal) can be countered by
reducing vulnerability in other domains (for instance socio-cultural). Furthermore,
immigrant men and women are differently vulnerable in the legal and economic domains,
and are perceived to be differently vulnerable in the social domain.

Migrant women are restricted in their migration differently than migrant men. In
the pubic, political and academic discourse a lot of attention is paid to the trafficking of
women. The narrative of victimhood and the assumption that women are forced leads to
protective measures, which sometimes help women, but also restrict them in what they
can do.

Legally we find differences in the grounds on which immigrant women are
granted asylum. Furthermore, immigrant women, more often than men got and get a

dependent residence permit.



Politically, we see that since the 1970s, many Western-European countries
followed a multi-culturalistic policy. This policy had negative consequences for
immigrant women since it created, stressed and maintained differences between
immigrant men and women and put women in a dependent position and stressed their
victimhood. By doing so it made immigrant women more vulnerable than immigrant
men.

In the economic domain the segregation between formal and informal labour is
important. Immigrant women encounter restrictions on their labour market participation
because they were and are confronted with a labour market that is segregated by both
gender and ethnicity. Immigrant women cluster in certain sectors (like immigrant men
tend to do), but the number of sectors in which they cluster is less than what we find
amongst immigrant men. The concentration of immigrant women in the (semi-)private
sphere of domestic work, or work within family enterprises relegated them to the realm
of invisible, informal and unregulated work, where they can claim fewer rights and as a
result became more vulnerable. Formal labour market participation played an important
role in legalizing residency.

In the social domain it is important to note that being considered more vulnerable
may lead to more social monitoring which was meant to protect migrant women who
were regarded to be more vulnerable than migrant men. The effect of the monitoring,
however, often (but not always) is a restriction of options and hence an increased
vulnerability. Strong social monitoring may also encourage some women to evade all

monitoring and contacts and a result become more vulnerable.
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Introduction

Over the past decades, dozens of publications have appeared that start out by saying that
the field of gender and migration is under-researched. It is a mantra that is not quit true
anymore. The spring special issue of International Migration Review on gender and
migration (2006) gave an impressive overview of what has been written about gender and
migration in recent years. Suzanne Sinke (2006), in that IMR special issue surveys this
topic from historical perspective and refers to the numerous publications. She — rightly —
draws attention to the fact that Dirk Hoerder in his momentous Cultures in Contact
(2002) (an overview of global migrations in the last millennium) systematically uses
gender as an analytical concept. Most of the recent literature on migration thus shows a
gender awareness, although some studies tend to look at women only, rather than
comparing men and women.

In same special spring issue 2006 of IMR theorising in the field of research on
migration and gender is pointed out as one the greatest challenges for future research.
This challenge is taken up in this article. I look critically and from a gender perspective at
the theories about migration and settlement, and suggest an alternative theory.'

Current historical and sociological research sees gender as one of the key markers
of social relations, next to ethnicity and class (Stasiulis and Yuval-Davis 1995; Pettman
1995; Tilly 1998; Frager 1999; Schrover 2001). Early studies on migration either focused
on men or else described migrants in gender-less terms. Models were largely based on
male experience, and similar mechanisms were assumed to influence the migration
decisions of both men and women. Women were ‘added’ later, but without applying
gender as an analytical category, and hence without systematically explaining differences
between migrant men and women. Recently, research on migration has become more
gender-aware and this has resulted in excellent and important studies (for instance: Diner

1983; Phizacklea 1983; Simon and Brettell 1986; Gabaccia 1994; Hondagneu-Sotelo



1994; Green 1997; Kofman 2001; Salazar Parrenas 2001). Although differences between
migrant men and women have been studied, they have not yet been mapped or described
systematically over an extended period of time. Several authors have stressed the need for
such an approach and for more research on migration from a gender perspective (see for
instance Lutz 1997).

Many of the studies on migration that do include women focus on women only,
rather than comparing men and women. Of course these studies do add greatly to our
understanding of the gendered nature of migration, but the added value of a comparative
approach is widely acknowledged (Lenz et al 2002; Morokvasic 2003). Furthermore,
much of the earlier research is descriptive. It makes little or no use of explanatory models
or uses gender insensitive models (as shows in Grieco and Boyd 1998).

Most of the older theories on migration in general use profitability as its central
concept. In this article I argue that this concept should be replaced by the concept
vulnerability. 1 argue that differences between migrant men and women can be explained
by differences in (perceived) vulnerability of (potential) migrant women and men.
Migrants themselves, their families, immigrant communities, employers, lawyers,
governments, organisations and media reports all play a role in the construction of this
vulnerability. Below I will describe the assumptions and observations that underlie this

hypothesis.

Profitability

The neo-classical or push-and-pull model and the family strategy model have long been
used to explain differences between migrant men and women. The migration decision is
seen as the outcome of a cost-benefit calculation, either by an individual (in the rneo-
classical model) (Sjaastad 1962; Todaro 1969; Todaro 1976) or by the family or
household (in the family strategy model) (Stark 1991). In the integrative model the social
context is given greater importance, and individuals or families are replaced by networks
or primordial groups (Massey 1990; Zlotnik 1993; Zlotnik 1995). In the migration system
model it is acknowledged that a migration system can continue after the original
profitability has expired (Castles and Miller 1993). All these models use perceived

profitability as the key explanatory concept. Profitability is defined from an economic



perspective: the move should be perceived as cost-effective to the migrant or his or her
relatives. The term perceived implies that the outcome needs not really be cost-effective.
It is sufficient that the people involved think it is. The perceived profitability models do
acknowledge that the outcome of this calculation can be different for (potential) migrant
men and women, and that the consequences of the decision can be different for men and
women (Brettell 1986). However, the models do assume that the mechanism underlying
the decision — the cost-benefit analysis - is the same for both sexes.

The models that use profitability focus on the migration decision and have little
eye for differences between migrant men and women in the settlement process
(Hondagneu-Sotelo; Grieco and Boyd 1998; Phizacklea 2003). Secondly, the models
focus on labour migration and may therefore not apply to refugees and post-colonial
migrants. Refugees and post-colonial migrants have more restricted options than labour
migrants, but within these restrictions they do make choices that need to be explained.

In the third place, the assumption within the perceived profitability models is that
decisions are made by rational, calculating individuals or are reached rationally by
families. Individuals are not always rational and calculating, and families are not
coherent, single-interest decision making social units (Grieco and Boyd 1998). Families
do not operate in isolation (Goss and Linquiest 1995; Phizacklea 2003) and within those
families, men and women do not always share the same interests (Hondagneu-Sotelo
1994; Erel 2003).

In the fourth place, women migrate as much as men do, and this is not what the
perceived profitability models predict. According to these models there should be more
migrant men, because men have a comparative advantage over women in waged
employment. The family that wishes to optimise its income decides to send away the
family member whose migration will be most profitable for the family. Since men stand
to earn a higher income than women do, it is the most logical from a family income
perspective to let them migrate (Davis and Winters 2001). Originally this unpredicted
outcome was explained by defining all women as tied movers, who followed husbands or
fathers, whose migration was seen as profitable. Many women do migrate as tied movers,
but definitely not all women fall within this category. Next, an explanation was sought in

differences in remittance practices. According to this view, the migration of women



might seem at first instance to be less profitable than that of men, but if women send
more money home, it was more profitable from a family strategy perspective to let them
migrate rather than men. Research proved this assumption to be wrong as well. Some
migrant women did send more money than their male counterparts (Curran 1995; Curran
1996; De Jong et al 1995), but other women send less (Grasmuck and Pessar).

The fifth, and most important problem is that the models hinge on the concept of
work as paid productive labour in the public sphere, and therefore on the measurability of
profitability. Unpaid work, in the private sphere, is not considered work (Lawson 1998).
However, many women are involved in precisely that kind of work both before and after
migration. They work for instance as domestic servants, or as workers in a family
enterprise. If work in the private sphere is defined as non-work, the work of many women

falls outside this frame of analysis and the profitability of their move cannot be assessed.

Vulnerability

Critique on the perceived profitability models does not mean that these models have to be
pushed aside completely. Perceived profitability will certainly play a role in the decision
to migrate. The vulnerability model incorporates earlier models, since a high perceived
profitability will contribute to the idea of reduced vulnerability. The vulnerability model
is, however, not restricted to the migration decision, and aims to also explain differences
in the subsequent settlement process. The vulnerability model builds on recent research
on gendered assumptions about vulnerability in migration discourses.

In order to clarify the model, we must first look more generally at the concept
vulnerability. Recently Hogan and Marandola have given an overview of research that
uses this concept and have collected 18 different definitions.” Many of these have to do
with environmental vulnerability, and are less useful within the perspective of this article.
Using a combination of several definitions, I define vulnerability as the degree to which
groups and individuals within society are differentially at risk. Not all groups and
individuals are to the same extent exposed to risks, and groups and individuals differ in
their capacity to deal with hazards.’ Poverty makes people more vulnerable and so do
forms of irregular, informal, intermittent or occasional employment.® These forms of

employment weaken the bond of primary sociability (family, relatives, neighbourhood,



and community organisations). Political exclusion, social marginality and cultural
discrimination influence vulnerability and so can age (the young and the aged are more at
risk), health, ethnicity and gender. Vulnerability has to do with social inequality
regarding citizenship. Lack of the feeling of belonging, breaking of the links between the
state, citizenship and identity, make people vulnerable. Vulnerability is expressed in the
restriction of economic, political or social rights.’

Groups or individuals can be vulnerable in multiple ways. Applied to migrants
this means that all migrants will be more vulnerable on the labour market than non-
migrants because they lack skills or their skills are not recognised, because their networks
are smaller, or because they can be more easily fired since they have less socio-economic
power. The vulnerability will be magnified for those migrants without citizenship,
undocumented migrants or migrants who do illegal work, and for migrants with limited
financial means.®

Vulnerabilities are not static and can change over time, for example when the
competition for jobs increases, or because of changes in discourse after the 9/11 attacks.
Furthermore, vulnerability in one field can be compensated by minimilizing risks in
another field. Undocumented migrants may compensate for their insecure legal position
by trying to establish and maintain wide networks. Vulnerabilities can also be cumulative
whereby vulnerability in one dimension can increase vulnerability in another dimension.’
Rather than focusing on only ethnicity or gender researchers should look at multiple
vulnerability (gender and ethnicity)."”

A distinction has to be made between structural differences in vulnerabilities and
cultural differences. If migrants are officially denied certain rights (right to vote, right to
work, right to citizenship) there is a structural difference in vulnerability between
migrants and non-migrants. Cultural vulnerability can vary per group of migrants, who
are all subjected to the same structural differences in vulnerabilities, but to a different
extent of stereotyping and exclusion."’

A second distinction has to be made between real vulnerability and perceived
vulnerability. Restricted economic, political and social rights will affect the real
vulnerability of groups and individuals. Individuals or groups can also be perceived as

vulnerable. German women migrating to the Netherlands in the 1930s in order to work as



domestic servants, were generally perceived as vulnerable. Not all these women were
young, but they were generally referred to as girls. Special organisations were set up to
protect these girls against harm, especially sexual risks.'* Similar organisations could be
found in France (Moch) and the US. Differences in the perception of vulnerability can
make groups or individuals more vulnerable in reality, because it can lead to a restriction
of rights, but it can also enhance their capacity to deal with risks and thus reduce their
vulnerability.

Within the framework of this paper it is important to note that both the structural
and the cultural vulnerabilities, and the real and perceived vulnerabilities need not be the
same for immigrant men and women. In what follows I will look at real and perceived
differences in vulnerability between immigrant men and women, and how they were

created and maintained.

Leaving

Several authors have stressed that there is as yet no consensus about what the differences
between migrant men and women are."? Various attempts have been made to take inventory
of differences between migrant men and women, but researchers agree that the results have
been somewhat disappointing.'* Tt is also an exercise that is likely to fail if it tries to
encompass a long historical period, many different countries and both migration and
integration. A point, about which there is some consensus, is that women seem to migrate
through older, more mature networks than men. "

The migration of women via older networks is explained by the process of
cumulative causation.'® This is the process whereby the propensity to migrate grows with
each additional migrant. Networks and accumulated migrant experience demonstrate the
benefits, diminish familial resistance, and increase security by providing information
about and access to labour market opportunities. Networks make migration less risky for
individuals by circulating information among potential migrants. As a result the nature of
migration changes over time. The initial high risk, due to a lack of information, declines
for individuals as more of their family and friends migrate. Denser networks of migrants

provide potential migrants with more and increasingly reliable information.'” Tight knit

networks resulting from physical and social proximity make it easier to enforce trust and



support.'® This facilitates the choice to migrate, making migration progressively more
likely."

Countries do not follow the same rules for men and women when it comes to
granting permission for people to leave the country. In the nineteenth century, for
instance, France and Germany forbade or restricted the (permanent) emigration of men
who had not fulfilled their military duty (Moch 2003; Schrover 2001). There were no
such restrictions for women.

In the nineteenth century, some German regions forbade the temporary migration
of married women with small children, who intended to leave their children behind
(Schrover 2001). For men there were no such restrictions. In an attempt to protect
women, some of today’s countries have banned or restricted the emigration of women
(for instance Bangladesh, Indonesia, Burma and Nepal) (International seminar 2004;
Siddiqui 2003).

Bans and restrictions on the migration of women have not stopped or reduced
their migration, but they have driven them into clandestine travel and thus have made

them more vulnerable.

Trafficking

One of the most important issues on which the debates on differences between migrant
men and women focus is the trafficking of women (Phizacklea 1998). It is as trafficked
women that women migrants gain a high visibility, in academic, public and political
discourse. Men are more often regarded as being smuggled, women as being trafficked.
The definition of trafficking emphasises that people are transferred against their will,
while the definition of smuggling stresses the aspect of irregular entry to which the
migrant agrees and usually pays for (Koser 2005, 7). In debates, trafficking is often used
as a synonym for prostitution (Agustin 2005; 108).

Both sending and receiving societies care for their women migrants when it
comes to sexual risks. The gendered discourse about abuse is applied to women only
(Agustin 2005; 97). The assumption that women are more often trafficked leads to a
stronger monitoring of migrant women, as opposed to men (Erel 2003; Mak 2001). It also

leads to all migrant women being portrayed as (potential) victims of rape and other sexual



harassment (Okin 1999). In the trafficking debate emphasis is laid on hypothetical large-
scale crime organisations dedicated to enslaving migrants, although there is little proof
that these indeed exist (Agustin 2005; 101).

Migrant women who work in prostitution are much less frequently deceived, than
debates suggest. Women may hate their work and may have had few other options, but
many did know what their work would be like before they migrated. This migration and
choice is not a recent phenomenon, according to Thomas Orum (2001). Jewish women
from Eastern Europe became prostitutes in the Amazon basin during the rubber boom
(1850-1920). They chose to transfer their work location from the Pale to the Amazon,
where their European background and light-coloured skin were a major asset, and where
wages were higher (Orum 2001).

The result of the discourse of trafficking and prostitution is that designated
victims take on an identity as victim that reduces her to a passive object of others’
actions. Agustin (2005; 107) writes: ‘Thus the protagonists in debates on “trafficking” are
first-world citizens, not migrants, and migrant women are routinely characterized as
pushed, obligated, or coerced, even when they travel for the same reasons as men: to
expand their horizons and get ahead through work.’

Immigrant women, who work in prostitution, are not only restricted by the
victimhood discourse. Brennan (2004) shows how women may also profit from this
discourse by stressing that they are victims, referring to how they only do this work
temporarily to help their children or siblings, and emphasising stress and suffering. This
discourse increases their incomes and chances (including their chance of rescue from
prostitution and subsequent migration as a wife to the rescuer’s country of residence), and
gives them a better position and income than when they would present themselves as
professional sex workers.

The debates and measures regarding prostitution and trafficking are not new.
During the White Slavery Scare of around 1900 European women were believed to be
exported to the colonies and elsewhere and to be forced into prostitution. In 1904, this led
to the adoption of the International Agreement for the Suppression of White Slave
Traffic. This was followed in 1933 by the International Convention on the Suppression of

the Traffic in Women of Full Age. In 1949, the United Nations adopted the Convention
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for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of
Others. Until 2000, the only other international treaty to address trafficking was the 1979
UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), which required states to take all measures to suppress both trafficking and
‘exploitation of prostitution’ (Haynes 2004).

The narrative of victimhood and the assumption that women are forced leads to
protective measures, which sometimes help women, but also restrict them in what they
can do. Soderlund (2005, 65) has shown how in recent years the discourse on prostitution
and trafficking has dominated conferences on (migrant) women’s rights usually leading
to more restrictions. Restrictions on women’s rights are justified by claiming the
protection women who are cast as victims. This discourse also serves a different, more
political, purpose. President Bush in his 2003 Address to the United Nations moved
effortlessly form the War on Terrorism to the War against Trafficking, in an attempt to

give a feminised, human face to the War on Terrorism (Soderlund 2005, 77, 83).

Staying

Authorities make differences between men and women regarding the grounds on which
migrants are evicted from a country. In the Netherlands (as in many other countries) in
the nineteenth and large parts of the twentieth century, men could be evicted because they
lacked means of subsistence. Women could be evicted on moral grounds, suspected of
amoral sexual behaviour (Henkes 1995; Mak 2001; Lucassen 2002). Although in practice
not many women were indeed evicted on these grounds, the threat that they might, was
always swaying above their heads like a Damocles sword. In the US, the authorities made
use of the Likely to Become a Public Charge (LPC) provision to exclude or evict women
who were suspected of amoral behaviour (Moloney 2006). Although men also could be
excluded or deported under the LPC provision, in the period from 1892 to 1920 women
were by far the main victims, especially women when they were travelling alone. The
skills the women brought with them, which would qualify them for work in the
industrialising American society, were not recognised. During their deportation hearings,
women were questioned in great detail about their sexual practices and histories, while

men were not.
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In the literature there is a discussion if the recognition rate as refugees is the same
for men and women. Spijkerboer has shown that the recognition rate is the same, but that
the grounds on which refugee status is granted are different for men and women
(Spijkerboer 1999; Spijkerboer 2002). Others, however, claim that women are much less
frequently granted refugee status than men (Calavita 2006). There is also discussion not
on whether the grounds are the same, but if they should be. An important and interesting
discussion focuses on sexual violence, which is not recognised as a ground for asylum.
Women are, however, much more often the victims of sexual violence than men are.
Women who have been victims of, what is called, accidental or arbitrary rape (which is
seen as sad but common part of regular warfare) are not seen as persecuted. Women who
are raped to get information about others (such as the whereabouts of family members)
are also not granted asylum. In recent years there has, however, been a change in asylum
policies and laws. In the US, immigrant women may gain asylum and legal entry into the
United States by claiming they are persecuted on account of female circumcision, honour
killings, domestic violence, coercive family planning, forced marriages, or repressive
social norms (Oxford 2005).

Asylum laws were generally developed between 1951 and 1980 and were
targeting people fleeing communist regimes. Ground for asylum was defined as a well-
founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, or membership of a
particular social group, or political opinion. Gender or gender related harm was absent as
a category of persecution. Currently gender related harm is only seen as something that
might happen to women and not to men. If reference is made to men, it is to homosexual
men. Oxford (2005) in her recent discussion of asylum practices shows how women,
since the recent change in US policies and laws, are convinced by attorneys to mention
female circumcisions at the hearings, rather than tell stories about their role in a
resistance movement. These stories about resistance, if told by women, are almost never
acknowledged as a ground for asylum, whereas mentioning of female circumcision is.

The flip-side of the discourse that sees only men as freedom fighters and not
women, is that it also only men who are seen as terrorist. Migrant men are subjected to

restrictions that result from the so-called War on Terrorism more than women are.
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In many countries the residence permit of women is dependent on that of their
husbands. This was for instance true for the Netherlands. The so-called dependent
residence permit of immigrant women was subject of political discussion for many years.
Women who joined their husbands already living in the Netherlands got a permit to stay
with their husbands if the husband had had legal work for a year and the prospect of work
at least another year. Furthermore there was a minimum income requirement (1447
guilder — 700 Euro - net per month) and they had to provide suitable housing. For
immigrant men the requirements on income were a barrier to bringing their wives over.
However, for immigrant women living in the Netherlands, the income requirements made
it almost impossible to bring over their husbands. Women, more often than men, worked
in the informal economy and thus could not prove they had a sufficient income.
Furthermore, as married women they fell into a higher tax category and had to earn a
higher income before tax to meet income requirements after tax. They could not apply for
role reversal under tax law (which would mean that they would fall into a lower tax)
before their husbands actually lived in the Netherlands. Men could more easily bring over
their wives legally then women could bring over their husbands.

Women, who joined their husbands, could only get an independent resident
permit after she had been living in the Netherlands with her husband for three years.
Women, who left their husbands or were left by their husbands within these three years,
were officially evicted, but often stayed and became irregular residents. In 1983 the law
changed. Woman had to be married at least three years, but now they only had to have
lived in the Netherlands for one year, before they could apply for an independent
residence permit. Although the Dutch law regarding the dependent residence permits is
now the same for men and women, in practice it is still mostly women who get such a
dependent permit (Kraus 2003).

On the whole it can be said that, although there is still discussion on whether
women are less often granted asylum than men or not, it is clear that women do get
asylum on different grounds. Furthermore, immigrant women, more often than men got

and get a dependent residence permit.

Multiculturalism
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Since the 1970s, many countries, including the Netherlands, followed a so-called multi-
culturalistic policy. This policy ‘allowed’ immigrants to be different. A debate has
erupted over how this policy has created, stressed and maintained differences between
immigrant men and women (Okin 1999). As part of this policy frequent reference was
made to family, portraying all immigrant women as wives and mothers. Defences for
certain practices (such as honour killings or forced marriages) were based on culture.
Immigrants were granted group rights, which were different from those of non-migrants,
but which were usually bad for immigrant women (and not for men). Multiculturalism
also influenced ideas within the receiving society about what levels of harm had to be
considered as ‘acceptable’ in the sending societies, and therefore not as reasons for
international pressure (e.g. burning of widows, clitoridectomy, stoning of women
adulterers, purdah). This multi-culturalistic policy is considered to have been bad for
immigrant women since stress on cultural difference and traditional values often implied
restricted rights for women. Furthermore, because they were seen as backward and
traditional (especially when they came from Islamic countries), policy makers for a long
time thought it best to reach immigrant women via men.”” This increased the dependency
of women.

The Dutch neighbourhood social work programs of the 1980s were part of the
multi-culturalistic policy. Activities for immigrants (for men and women) were organised
separate from more general neighbourhood activities.”! Immigrant women were not
included in more general projects aiming at, for instance, the emancipation of women.
The first projects that were meant to encourage integration only targeted boys or men,
under the assumption that girls and women would anyhow not be interested. Only after
protests from immigrant communities, the first groups for girls and women were set up.**

In the 1970s, the discourse had focussed on (international) working class
solidarity, targeting mostly immigrant men and their organisations. In the 1990s, the
discourse shifted to religion and the assumed oppression of women within Islam.
Originally the guestworkers were expected to go back to their country of origin, and the
policy was directed towards retaining language and culture in order to facilitate an easy
return. When the discourse that stressed temporaryness was finally dropped (after the

arrival of women), it was replaced by a new discourse that stressed difference.” A
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distinction was created between the immigrants who were assumed to be less
problematic, because they came from Catholic countries such as Italy, Spain and
Portugal, and immigrants from Islamic countries such as Turkey and Morocco. In this
new discourse there was furthermore a tendency to problematise all aspects of migration
and settlement and to deny all non-ethnic explanations for problems that were
encountered. With this change in discourse also the way immigrant women and men were
looked upon changed and attention focussed on the so-called double disadvantaged
Islamic women (who were assumed to be double disadvantaged because they were both
women and Muslim).24

The multi-culturalistic policy which was followed by many countries in the 1970s
had negative consequences for immigrant women since it created, stressed and
maintained differences between immigrant men and women and put women in a
dependent position and stressed their victimhood. By doing so it made immigrant women

more vulnerable than immigrant men.

Work

Most studies focus rather one-sidedly on monetarized labour and neglect other types of
economic activities (Tilly and Tilly 1994). Much of the work that can be regarded as
typical women’s work, such as the work of domestics, au pairs, prostitutes, cleaners and
women working restaurants and the house industries (such as pealing shrimps, framing
slides, or sewing), is of an irregular nature, also when it is done by non-immigrant
women. With male workers we see a difference between non-immigrants in the
formalised sectors of the economy and immigrants in the informal sector. In the case of
women the divide is less clear, since also non-immigrant women often worked and work
in the informal economy.

Formal work, not informal work, creates possibilities for regularised stay. In the
Netherlands, social security numbers gave access to residence permits. Until 1991, a legal
residence status was not required for getting a social security number and thus access to
social security arrangements. Because immigrant men participated more in the formal
economy than immigrant women did, they more often held a social security number. In

1991, irregularly residing immigrants who could prove they had been working regularly
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for a minimum of 200 days per year for the past six years could legalise their stay. Many
more immigrant men than immigrant women could prove they had worked accordingly,
and as a result could legalise their stay.

In contemporary Dutch society, all labour migrants from outside the EU need
employment permits. Rather strikingly, in three professions, which can safely be labelled
‘women’s work’ - nurses, au pairs and prostitutes - the regulations for obtaining permits
are different. As a rule employment permits are granted for three years. Nurses, however,
are the only group of labour migrants that receive a permit for only two years.
Furthermore, nurses from Suriname and South Africa could not apply for a permit,
because government policies makers felt that they were needed more in their country of
origin. In the case of male labour migrants (such as IT experts from India) there is no
assessment of whether they are perhaps more needed elsewhere.

The work of au pairs is not considered work, but cultural exchange. They do need
a permit, but it is only valid for one year, and not three. Their pay is labelled pocket
money despite the fact that au pairs are allowed to work up to 30 hours a week and many
work much longer (Spijkerboer 2002).

Lastly, prostitution is not forbidden in the Netherlands and the ban on brothels has
been lifted, but foreign prostitutes still cannot apply for a permit, and cannot come as
labour migrants.

Similar situations, whereby the work of women is not regarded as work, exist in
other countries. The Japanese Labour Standard Law of 1995 does not apply to any
enterprise or place of business employing only relatives living with the employer as
family members nor to domestic employees. In the case of Norway and the Working
environment Act of 1977 the crown can decide whether and to what extent this Act shall
be applicable to work performed in the employees’ home. The crown may further decide
that the rules of this Act shall apply, wholly or in part, to workers who carry out domestic
work, care or nursing in the home or household of private employers, and may in this
connection stipulate particular regulations for such employees. In the US, under The
National Labour Relations Act, the term employee shall not include any individual

employed as an agricultural worker, or in the domestic service of any family or person at

16



his home.” The result is that many immigrant women work in sectors that are either not
regarded as work, or work in sectors which are not regulated by labour laws.

Immigrant women workers, working as domestics, au pairs (for children or the
elderly) and in house industries and restaurants are often described as or referred to by
their employers as (almost) part of the family or just like a daughter (Schrover, Van der
Leun, Quispel 2007). This creates the image that they work in a protective environment.
In practice it however mostly means that they are not treated as employees, and are does
denied the rights of employees. They work 72 hours per week, without extra pay, at
irregular hours and without contracts (Lutz 2002). The result is that they become highly
dependent on their employers.

Italy and Spain work with quota systems which funnel many immigrant women
into domestic work (and disallow them to do other work). Also in these countries legal
residency is based almost entirely on being employed in the formal economy, excluding
large numbers of immigrants who work in the underground economy. One of the few
ways to enter Italy or Spain regularly is through annual quotas established in sectors of
the economy where labour shortages appear to exist — primarily agriculture, construction,
and domestic service. For those who enter irregularly or stay past the period of their
initial employment on these quotas, legalisation programs are periodically launched. The
result of this policy is that women, who want to enter Italy or Spain, and want to become
regular immigrants, are confined to domestic work (Calavita 2006; 120).

It is important to point out that in the period after the Second World War
recruitment of workers, for instance within the European guestworker migration regime
and the US Bracero Program, targeted many more men than women. As a result in the
past fifty years more migrant women than men could and did migrate within family
reunification programs. Women migrated after the economic recession had set in and
economic options for both immigrant men and women were severely restricted.
Furthermore, in several countries and periods the requirement was made that women
could join their husbands only if they would refrain from entering the labour market. In
Austria for instance women entering within the framework of family unification are

prohibited to work in the formal sector for four years after their arrival (Echsel 2003).
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From 1970 onwards, Dutch governments followed a minority policy which hardly
paid attention to immigrant women, and an emancipation policy (directed at women in
general) with very little eye for immigrant women.”® As a result, nothing was done until
1990 to improve the labour market position of immigrant women, while attention was
paid to the improvement of the position of immigrant men. What may have explained this
lack of attention - although hardly ever mentioned at the time - was that the level of
labour market participation of immigrant women in the 1970s and 1980s was actually
higher than that of non-immigrant women.>’ Their labour market participation was
probably even higher than official data indicated.”® They cleaned private houses, and they
did homework,” which was mostly not included in official statistics. Especially the
labour market participation of married women with children was higher than that of non-
immigrant women. In the 1970s and 1980s it was noted that childcare facilities were not
sufficiently available, too expensive and restricted to office hours. Women who cleaned
offices early in the morning or in the evening required different hours of childcare.
Nothing was done to solve this problem.

Like immigrant men, immigrant women worked in jobs that were regarded as
unskilled and in which few demands were made on Dutch language skills. Immigrant
men and women, for instance, both worked for the textile industry. This work in
sweatshops was heavy, badly paid and offered little career perspective. Since people
worked with other immigrants only, the sweatshops offered no possibilities for the
improvement of language skills. As hours were long and all co-workers were immigrants,
there were hardly any possibilities to meet non-immigrants. It is surprising therefore that
policy makers suggested that immigrant women should be encouraged to work in these
sweatshops or set them up themselves.”® The idea was that this work fitted the cultural
characteristics of the land of origin of the immigrant women. Some organisations
protested against this idea, since the work would not offer a substantial income or
esteem.”’ No attempts were made to increase the level of skill of women — although
requests were made on that point by immigrant organisations. 32

In 1980s, the labour market position of immigrant women sharply deteriorated,
like that of immigrant men. The position of immigrant women, however, became worse

than that of non-immigrant women. Dutch language skills now suddenly were regarded
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as a prerequisite for finding work. In the 1980s a government employment agency in the
Dutch town Utrecht decided that all immigrant women were to be regarded as persons for
who the agency would not be able to find work, and hence the agency felt it was under no
obligation to try to do so. Immigrant women were collectively labelled Non Real Labour
Supply and they were not longer included in the official unemployment statistics.® After
protests from women, the measure was officially abolished, but the assumption is that it
was in practice continued.™

In the 1980s, several programs were set up to improve the labour market position
of immigrant women.” The programs mostly offered work in sectors that can be regarded
as typical women’s work (child-care, home-care, health—care).36 Although it was never
indicated officially, these programs mainly targeted Turkish and Moroccan women. The
assumption was made that their labour market participation was restricted because of
their ‘traditional’ attitude, meaning that they preferred caring tasks within the home to
paid work outside the house. Their presumed attitudes towards work and care were
regarded as backward, and the result of oppression by men. Immigrant women were
offered the job of home help. This work was regarded as unskilled and was commonly
done by people without any formal training. It did not offer a career perspective, and was
not creative or intellectually fulfilling. Wages did not compensate for expenses on child-
care. Within the immigrant communities it was seen as a job which would decrease the
status of the women. The job of home help was chosen for the project because there were
many unfilled vacancies. The job was, however, also chosen because it fitted the images
of both ‘immigrant work’ and ‘women’s work’. The project was a failure.”’

Overall, migrant women encountered multiple vulnerability in the labour market.
Immigrant women encounter restrictions on their labour market participation because
they are confronted with a labour market that is segregated by both gender and ethnicity.
The result is that immigrant women do cluster in certain sectors (like immigrant men tend
to do), but the number of sectors in which they cluster is less than what we find amongst
immigrant men.”® The concentration of immigrant women in the (semi-)private sphere of
domestic work, or work within family enterprises relegated them to the realm of
invisible, informal and unregulated work, where they can claim fewer rights and as a

result became more vulnerable.
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Social monitoring

The influence of social monitoring on perceived vulnerability depends on how
communities support individual men and women, and thus on how (potential) migrants
are (believed to be) able to protect themselves. Social monitoring is based on ideas about
how individuals can be harmed and how they can harm (or are believed to be able to
harm) an immigrant community. This has led to harmful and inconsistent interventions
(by families, governments, and organisations) that reduced the mobility and self-
determination of migrant women.”

Social monitoring has to do with networks. Immigrant men and women have
different networks. They are different in shape and aim. The question is if the differences in
networks differ from those that generally exist between non-immigrant men and women.
Networks are assumed to play a crucial role in reducing Vulnerability.40

The vulnerability of migrants depends on their embeddedness*' and is thus related
to the migrants’ networks.*> Forms of embeddedness (Granovetter 1985, 1995, Portes
1995) or modes of incorporation (Portes and Rumbaut 1990) have to do with the insertion
of human action into wider social structures. Portes distinguishes two types of
embeddedness. First structural embeddedness which refers to the insertion in the wider
society — including the labour market — which is heavily influenced by formal
(migration) policies, and secondly relational embeddedness which refers to migrant
communities as potential sources of social capital (cf. Coleman 1994; Kloosterman, Van
der Leun and Rath 1999, Engbersen et al. 1999). Migrants may compensate for their lack
in embeddedness in one sector by — for instance the labour market - by increasing their
embeddedness in another sector — for instance by maintaining wide networks (Stewart
2005). The embeddedness of immigrant women is different from that of immigrant men.
Immigrant women have different networks than immigrant men, and these network
provide for different information and different support.

Granovetter’s embeddedness is conceptually akin to Mahler and Pessar’s concept
of Social location (Mahler and Pessar, 2001; Pessar and Mahler, 2003). Social location is
one of the four building blocks of what Mahler and Pessar call Gendered Geographies of

Power (GGP). Social location differs from embeddedness in that it sees social location as
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scalar and fluid, and plots individual and group identities and agencies along multiple
social hierarchies or continuums at the same time. For example, a Moroccan immigrant in
Spain may occupy low social locations with regard to race, class, and nationality while
simultaneously occupying high social locations in his or her home country.

Formal and informal immigrant organisations (including those based on religion)
play an important role in monitoring immigrant men and women. It has been found that
immigrant women and men relate differently to immigrant organisations. Men tend to set
up or join organisations that are oriented towards the sending society, whereas women
favour organisations that are aimed at the receiving society.43 From these organisations
they hope to get more support. Within the guestworkers migration regime, the arrival of
men before women meant that a male dominated organisational infrastructure was
already in place when women arrived.

There are some indications that organisation based on religion (such as mosques)
are important in a different way to immigrant men and women. Religious organisations
may be important for women in retaining or stressing their virtue, and thus in reducing
their vulnerability to gossip.**

Employers acted upon the idea that women migrants were more vulnerable than
migrant men are. Worries about the sexual activities of immigrant women, led employers
to constrain the physical mobility of their female employees.” Employers felt, and were
made to feel, responsible for their immigrant women workers. The employers, however,
monitored the women not only because they feared for their safety, but also because they
feared harm to their own reputation.46

Immigrant women can be perceived — by themselves or others - to be more
vulnerable to physical threats, but also to economic insecurity.47 Women are also seen as
more vulnerable to gossip than men are.*® Gossip about the sexual conduct of women can
harm families socially and economically.49 The sexual conduct of men is less subject of
gossip.

Social monitoring of girls (more than of boys) may also have positive
consequences. Girls of immigrant families tend to do better within the Dutch educational
system than boys. This is also true in other countries.”® The reason is that parents and

others assume that girls need more protection than boys. Boys are allowed to go out,
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when girls are not. Girls, however, have to go to school, which is their most important
place of socialisation.”' They come early and stay longer.”* From school, they go directly
home to do homework, although they are also allowed to go the library. When they do
well in school, they are granted more liberties.”® Social monitoring and restrictions have
caused these girls to do better in school than the male peers.

Women, their families and communities feel that they can more easily be harmed
by the sexual behaviour of women than by that of men. Thus they stand to gain more
from monitoring the behaviour of women, rather than that of men. 4

Monitoring has to do with belonging (Stoler 1992; Stoler 1995). Men, rather than
women, are often seen as belonging to a nation. The Portuguese government, for
instance, only issued passports to men, and not to women, until 1989 (Brettell 1995).
Migrant men are more likely than women are to maintain the nationality of the sending
society (by choice or not). Governments in sending and receiving societies generally
ascribe different rights to migrant men and women regarding gaining or retaining
nationality (De Hart 1999; De Hart 2000; De Hart 2003). Generally women can more
easily acquire a new nationality through marriage than men can (Boris 1995). In the US,
the concept of dependent citizenship originated in 1855, when the Naturalization Act
automatically conferred US citizenship on foreign women who married US citizens. The
Expatriation Act of 1907 expatriated American women who married foreigners. In 1934,
independent citizenship for women was finally achieved (Calavita 2006; 114). Until
1964, in the Netherlands foreign women could gain Dutch nationality via marriage to a
Dutch man, while foreign men could not gain Dutch nationality in the same way (De Hart
1999). The same was true in many other countries. For South Africa this was true until
1991 (Dobson 2001). Women more often than men have a way to regularise their stay via
marriage.

Men who are suspected of being been involved in a marriage of convenience are
treated differently from women suspected of the same (De Hart 2003). Men are suspected
more easily of being involved in a bogus marriage in order to gain access to a country of
economical purposes, when women are not regarded similarly.

Intermarriage of women is not perceived the same as that of men, neither from the

perspective of the primordial group, nor from that of the sending or the receiving
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society.55 Women do not out-marry at the same rate as men. Turkish and Moroccan
women marry Dutch men much less frequently, than Turkish and Moroccan men marry
Dutch women.’® If Dutch women are involved in a mixed marriage, they marry different
‘others’ than their male counterparts. Dutch men marry Asian and Eastern-European
women, whereas Dutch women marry Spanish and Italian men.”’ Out-marriage of
women, more than out-marriage of men, is seen as a priori problematic. Women are
warned against out-marriage, whereas men are not.>® After marriage, women, more than
men, seem to cross over to the culture of their partner, even if their partner is the one who
belongs to a minority. Furthermore, out-marrying women were described in sexually
laden disapproving terms even if they were in a stable monogamous relationship,
implying that by crossing one boundary — i.e. ethnic or religious — they have also crossed
a boundary as to what is morally accepted.59 Out-marrying women are accused of
adultery, where the betrayed party is not a (potential) husband, but the group she is felt to
belong t0.®” Out-marrying women are seen as being lost to their original community,
whereas out-marrying men are not. Women are seen as objects of loss and gain, whereas
men are seen as conquerors.61 Families and primordial groups feel they need to be
protected against this kind of ‘losses’.®?

Being considered more vulnerable may lead to more social monitoring, but it does
not necessarily imply victimisation or passiveness. Migrants can capitalise on differences
in vulnerability and by doing so gain access to, for instance, social security arrangements.
Several parties can profit from maintaining an image of vulnerability. Governments play
a role in creating and maintaining an image of vulnerability, for instance by subsiding
events or organisations that will target the position of women. Social monitoring is meant
to protect migrant women who are regarded to be more vulnerable than migrant men. The
effect of the monitoring, however, often (but not always) is a restriction of options and
hence an increased vulnerability. Strong social monitoring may also encourage some

women to evade all monitoring and contacts and a result become more vulnerable.®
Conclusion

Theorising in the field of research on migration and gender has been pointed out as one the

greatest challenges for future research. This challenge has been taken up in this article.
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Profitability was for a long time commonly used as a key concept in explaining migration.
Differences in (perceived) profitability have been used to explain differences between
migrant men and women in migration and settlement. The problem with using profitability
as a key concept is that is does not explain all differences. In this paper I have argued that
the concept profitability can be replaced by the concept vulnerability. The vulnerability
model incorporates the models that use profitability, since a high perceived profitability will
contribute to the idea of reduced vulnerability. Differences between migrant men and
women can be explained by differences in (perceived) vulnerability of (potential) migrant
women and men. Migrants themselves, their families, immigrant communities, employers,
lawyers, governments, organisations and media reports all play a role in the construction of
this vulnerability.

As has been pointed out above, vulnerability in one domain can be countered by
reducing vulnerability in other domains. Furthermore, immigrant men and women are
differently vulnerable in the legal and economic domains, and are perceived to be differently
vulnerable in the social domain.

Profitability, which was used as a key concept in older theories, has to some
extend a positive connotation. Vulnerability especially when it is applied to women,
implies victimhood and denies agency and empowerment. In this article I have tried to
show that this is not how we should see migrant women, but that this is how they are
seen and how measures that are taken — in part to protect women — are in fact increasing
their vulnerability. To counter this vulnerabilities immigrant women construct and

maintain networks that are different from those of immigrant men.
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