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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to add to the knowledge about asylum seekers and refugees in
the UK by looking specifically at the experiences of women, who have often been
overlooked. The thesis is underpinned by a concern with structure and agency, and the

interplay between them. Thus, it explores women’s actions and practices in a particular

context.

Firstly, it considers the structural context by looking at the constraints asylum seekers
and refugees face as a result of government policy more generally, but also specifically
in terms of their dispersal to West Yorkshire. As well as focusing upon the constraining
aspects of policy and practice, however, it also considers the supportive structures in
place in West Yorkshire that assist people’s seftlement in an area. Within this
discussion 1s a consideration of the practices of service providers who are often caught
up 1n a contradictory role of care and control. Thus while they are able to offer support,

at the same time they have to work within the bounds of government policy.

Secondly, while the context in which women find themselves can present a number of
barriers, this thesis looks at their actions and practices at an individual and collective
level. It illustrates that the women are able to draw on the resources available to them,
and many are engaged in activities that assist their own settlement in the host society, as
well as considering the needs of their children, other family members or the wider
community. In addition, it is evident that some of the women, through their actions and

practices, were changing the context for future arrivals of asylum seekers and refugees.
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Chapter One

Introduction

Over the last decade the 1ssue of asylum has become a major concern, not just in the
UK, but across the whole of Western Europe. With regards to government policy, as
the number of applicants has increased, the response has been one of a ‘dual approach’
of restricting entry to the UK, or restricting access to social and economic rights for
those who do enter (Bloch, 2000a). Successive governments have imposed visa
restrictions, introduced Carriers Liability, fingerprinting of asylum seekers, increased
powers of detention, as well as adopting a host of other measures aimed at curtailing the
number of people allowed entry to the UK. For those who do make 1t past the border,
rights to employment have been removed, entitlement to financial support has been
restricted, and accommodation is offered on a ‘no choice’ basis. In terms of public
perception, newspapers regularly carry negative stories about asylum seekers that

2

1 ; .
portray them as ‘bogus’, ‘welfare scroungers’, ‘criminals’, and more recently,

‘terrorists’®. There was even a campaign in The Sun newspaper where readers were
asked to sign a petition calling for government to ‘end this asylum madness now’ (The
Sun, 22/1/03). Politicians and the media have questioned people’s reasons for coming
to this country, and instead of looking at the increase in conflict around the globe, have
often formulated the opinion that many are ‘economic migrants’ abusing the welfare
system, or using the asylum route to gain access for employment. This imagery
portrays asylum applicants’ in such a manner that any harsh treatment towards them, in

policy terms, can appear justifiable, in light of their apparent misdemeanours. In some

' ‘Bogus asylum seekers are draining millions from the NHS’, Daily Express, 26/11/02

* * Asylum family sought benefits in two countries’, Daily Mail, 23/8/02

* ‘Losing the war on asylum crime’, Daily Mail, 26/11/03; ‘ Asylum seekers eat swans’, Evening
Standard, 4/7/03. This latter story portrays them as having characteristics that are ‘different” or
even ‘uncivilised’.

* ‘Osama poison gang funded by DSS’, The Sun, 9/1/03. This article was about two asylum
seekers who were arrested as suspected al-Qa’ida terrorists and had allegedly turned their flat
into a ‘poison making factory’. They were also accused of ‘fiddling’ extra Income Support.

> For the purpose of this study, the terms ‘asylum applicant’, ‘asylum seeker’, and ‘people
seeking asylum’ are used to describe those who have made an application for asylum and are
awaiting the outcome of the application. The term ‘refugee’ is reserved for those who have
received a positive decision on their asylum application and have been granted permission to
stay in the UK. It 1s hoped that meanings are generally clear to the reader, whichever term 1S
used. The range of terms reflects not only those encountered in the field, but also my awareness
that from some points of view there are preferential terms to that of ‘asylum seeker’.



respects, 1t has been argued that asylum seekers have come to represent a new ‘moral
panic’® (Stanley Cohen’, 2002). A distinction is now made between what are regarded
as ‘genuine’ refugees, who are deemed worthy of public sympathy and support, and

‘bogus’ asylum seekers for whom:

“...the overall narrative is a single, virtually uninterrupted message of hostility and
rejection...[and] successive British governments have not only led and legitimated

public hostility, but spoken with a voice indistinguishable from the tabloid press”
(Stanley Cohen, 2002, p.x1x)

It 1s against this backcloth of media disdain and restrictive policy that a growing body of
literature has begun to focus upon the experiences of refugees and people seeking
asylum at an international, European, national and local level. The aim of my study is
to add something to this knowledge, with a particular commitment to providing
perspectives from women asylum seekers and refugees, whose experiences have
sometimes been overlooked, or whose role 1s regarded as ‘secondary’ or ‘dependent’
(Bloch et al. 2000). In contrast to such 1deas, I will focus upon their experiences with a
view to understanding how they cope in the situation in which they find themselves, and
the strategies they adopt. In other words, my study emphasises their agency. The
analytical framework involves focusing upon the practical constraints and opportunities
that women face 1n the host society, in terms of access to basic rights, services and
resources, whilst also looking at how they are not simply imprisoned by constraints but
have the capacity to act at a number of different levels in the exile setting. The specific
research questions that are prioritised (see p.17) thus emerge from a concern with both
agency and structure, and the interplay between them. My emphasis through much of
the thesis reflects a background in, and commitment to, the study of social policy, with a
concern for matters of inequality and disadvantage, access to basic rights and services,

and the role of the government and welfare state institutions in mediating this.

It is suggested that much research has focused on the insights of professionals working

for refugees and asylum seekers (Dwyer and Brown, 2004a). Thus, at the heart of this

° This term was introduced by Stanley Cohen (1972) to describe the media inspired over-
reaction of the general public to a situation or event. Cohen introduced it with reference to the
emerging youth cultures (namely the ‘Mods’ and the ‘Rockers’) although ‘drug users’, ‘weltare
cheats’, and ‘single mothers’ have all been objects of moral panic at one time or another. Hall
et al. (1978) also use the example of ‘mugging’, and how British society reacted to this, as
1llustrating a moral panic.

" When referring to Stanley Cohen and Steve Cohen in this thesis, their full names are used to
avoid confusion between the two.



research was a commitment to give as equal a voice to the ‘experts’ on the experiences
of the asylum processS: women asylum seekers and refugees themselves. The emphasis
on the women’s accounts 1s not to suggest that the views of service providers are
unimportant. Indeed interviews were also carried out with key informants from
voluntary and statutory agencies working at the grass roots level. The addition of
service providers oftered an informed background on the mechanisms of provision in
West Yorkshire, and related problems, complementing the accounts of the women. It

also introduced 1ssues relating to the agency of service providers and their roles.

Between September 2002 and August 2003, 42 interviews were carried out; 21 with
women asylum seekers and refugees from various countries, and 21 with service
providers. These were semi-structured and in-depth qualitative interviews. In addition,
from 2001 to 2004, background information was gathered (national and regional) on
policy developments and welfare implications, and a variety of additional less formal
meetings with representatives from various organisations took place in pursuit of
information. A decision was also made to concentrate on a particular locality: West
Yorkshire. As Dwyer and Brown (2004a) suggest, much research into forced migration
has been carried out in London and the South East. A northern regional focus thus has
potential value, and the likely benefits are reinforced because of the government’s
policy of dispersing asylum seekers to regions around the UK, and the implications this
has in terms of support at a local level. I also feel that it allows more depth than perhaps
a national study would (and is easier to manage given the constraints of time and

resources).

In order to explain the theoretical background further, this chapter brietly looks at some
of the debates around the issue of structure and agency, with reference to social policy
contexts. It then considers the implications and directions for my study by outlining the
specific research foci, and the key research questions prioritised in this research. While
the thesis is informed by this theoretical perspective, it remains firmly rooted In
emphasising the importance of the empirical data. As highlighted in the comments in
the preface, I am sceptical about the use of complicated terminologies or

categorisations, unless they appear to bring clear benefits for empirical work or for an

* For the purpose of this study, the ‘asylum process’ refers not just to the legal aspect in terms ot
the asylum application, but also refers to experiences in the exile setting; for example with
regards to dispersal, and access to financial support or accommodation.



understanding of practical 1ssues. On the other hand, reviewing ideas from theory may
help when formulating key questions, and thinking about the assumptions that underpin
the study. Thus, there are specific ideas within the writings about the interplay between
individuals and their environment that I have drawn upon, and that inform the analysis

of the empirical material on asylum seekers and refugees 1n this study.

1.1 The basic structure/agency framework

In sociological theory, looking at the relationship between structure and agency has long
been a central concern (Lister, 2004). According to Giddens (1984), structure denotes
rules and resources, which are “implicated in the production and reproduction of social
systems” (p.23). This refers to the environments of opportunities and constraints in
which we find ourselves, and which influence our actions. The term 1s frequently
associated with the constraining nature of institutional structures such as government

policy or economic factors.

It is important to note that structure can be both constraining and enabling (Giddens,
1984) as it provides both restrictive and supportive conditions for human actions. From
this kind of perspective, it very much depends on the individual and their particular
social position, and also time and place, as to whether an environment is likely to be
enabling or constraining. In one situation, economic, social resources and personal
resources may be enabling, yet in another situation they may act as a constraint.
Furthermore, as Archer (1995) points out, if “agents extricate themselves from one
structurally moulded situation, it is only to enter another” (Archer, 1995, p.201). This 1s
an idea that could be applied to the situation of asylum seekers who are granted retugee
status. They may have been removed from one situation, yet they have entered another
context affected by a slightly different set of structural influences, which will entail

different ‘rules’ (perhaps relating to access to the welfare state) and different

‘resources’.

What is important to note is that the context in which people are situated conditions,
rather than determines what they can and cannot do. This idea leads nto an

examination of the role of agency. As Archer (1995) points out:



“...agents possess their own irreducible emergent powers (p.90)...[and] are

capable of resisting, repudiating, suspending or circumventing structural and
cultural tendencies” (p.195).

Agency thus refers to people’s capacity to act (Williams and Popay, 1999) to improve
or change their situation, or to influence that of others. Indeed Giddens (1984) uses a

dictionary definition of an agent as “one who exerts power or produces an effect” (p.9).

It has been argued that 1t 1s too simplistic to make a rnigid distinction between structure
and agency, or context and action. Giddens’ theory of structuration, for instance, looks
at how the two are intrinsically linked or ‘mutually implicated’. It 1s the conduct of
actors, who draw upon rules and resources, which reproduces structural properties
(Giddens, 1984). Research carried out by Finch and Mason (1993), for example,
focusing upon family responsibilities, suggests that “there 1s a potential for past actions
and negotiations to become the context of future choices” (p.95, emphasis in original).
Thus, the responsibilities that are created as a product of human agency, in a sense,
become structural features, in that they constrain or facilitate future actions. Simply put,

structures shape human action, but in turn are shaped by such action.

Archer (1995) and Carter (2000) look at the relationship between structure and agency

in terms of a ‘morphogenetic cycle’”, which has three phases:

(1) Agents encounter structural conditions.
(2) Within these conditions, actors pursue their interests.
(3) What results from these actions is the elaboration or modification of the original

structural conditions.

They argue that structure and agency can be ‘analytically distinct’, and talk in terms of a

dualism'® which acknowledges their ‘distinctive properties’ and their ‘irreducibility’ to

® The dictionary definition of the term ‘morphogenetic’ is ‘the development of the form of an
organism during its growth to maturity’. Drawing upon Archer’s work, Carter (2000) applies
the ‘morphogenetic cycle’ to a specific time period (post-war) 1n order to explain the
development of a more restrictive immigration regime.

' This ‘dualism’ refers to how agency and structure have distinctive properties, as opposed to
Giddens’ ‘duality’ of structure, which sees the two being mutually implicated. The distinction,
however, may not be very clear cut as both writers refer to structure and agency as being linked.
In my study, while it is recognised that structure and agency are interconnected, for presentation
purposes the two are separated. The important point in this research 1s to highlight the
importance of the environments in which actions develop, and people’s capacity to act in a

d



each other (Carter, 2000). According to Archer (1995), this ‘non-conflation’ of
structure and agency rests upon two ideas: the first is that structure pre-dates the actions
that transform 1t; and, the second is that structural elaboration [or change] post-dates the
actions that give nise to it. Thus, in the morphogenetic cycle, agency does not
necessarily create structure, but rather reproduces or transforms 1t 1n a given generation.
Time 1s mmportant in this analysis and there is a pre-existence of structures, or a
‘structural inhertance’, which leaves people ‘involuntarily’ situated (Archer, 1995). In
this 1nhenited situation, there 1s an interaction between the individual and their
environment, which results in the transformation of the original conditions. This
transformed structural situation 1s then encountered by another ‘generation’ of agents.
Each new generation of agents thus reproduces or transforms its ‘structural inheritance’,
while the situation they inherit conditions their ability to do this and the resources they
can draw upon (Archer, 2000). These ideas about changes over time and the
transformative power of agents are important for my research, which offers examples of
how some of the women, through their actions, have (modestly) changed the context for
future arnvals of asylum seekers and refugees. The same point is relevant to the roles

played by service providers and intermediaries.

1.2 Structure and agency in social policy debates

Much of the structure and agency debate in social policy has been applied in the context
of analyses of poverty, and as Lister (2004) suggests, the ‘pendulum’ has swung at
different times between emphasising one over the other. Thus, in relation to ‘the poor’,
in past accounts it seems that they have usually featured in one of two main ways: the
structuralist versus the individualist approach. In summary terms, the structuralist
approach regards poverty as being associated with a person’s place within the social
structure, and it 1s ‘the system’ that 1s to blame for inequality. This approach has been
criticised as it apparently sees people as passive ‘victims’ rather than as having an
adequately acknowledged measure of choice, or being regarded as agents of change'

(Deacon and Mann, 1999; Williams et al. 1999).

specific situation. Nonetheless, the effects of actions and environments upon each other are also
considered in specific ways.

"' Scholars have also been seen as misrepresenting minority ethnic groups in terms of a
‘deprivationist paradigm’ that views them as ‘victims’ and under-rates agency (see Ballard,
1992, 1998). Ballard suggests that their cultural strengths and positive trajectories have been
under-acknowledged in such debates.



The individualist approach, on the other hand, has focused upon ‘blaming the victims’
for their own poverty. Proponents of this approach hold the idea that provision of
welfare encourages people to seek support rather then being self-sufficient (see for
example, Murray, 1984, 1990, or Marsland, 1996). Such assertions are not new: indeed
they underpinned the changes that occurred to early poor relief. The architects of the
Poor Law Amendment Act (1834), for instance, emphasised the ‘perverse incentives’ of

welfare:

“...can we wonder if the uneducated are seduced into approving a system
which...offers marriage to the young, security to the anxious, ease to the lazy, and
impunity to the profligate?” (Poor Law Commission, 1834, p.264).

They sought to change the system to one that would compel people to alter their
behaviour, and thus introduced a series of workhouses that would hopefully distinguish
“the really destitute from the crowd of indolent impostors” (Poor Law Commission,
1834, p.271). With reference to asylum seekers and refugees, there seem to be similar
debates, as will be shown later, about the ‘perverse incentives’ of welfare. From this
perspective, it 1s felt that access to support 1s a ‘pull’ factor attracting people to the UK
when they have no legitimate claim for asylum. In line with such interpretations,
governments have attempted to reduce support to a level that makes this country no

longer ‘attractive’ as a destination for people seeking asylum.

In order to overcome the dichotomy between the individual and the structural, there
have been calls for a ‘new paradigm’ of welfare research (Titterton, 1992; Williams et
al. 1999). Titterton (1992), for example, suggests that people should no longer be seen
as ‘passive recipients’ of welfare, but rather as ‘active agents’ with the ability to shape
their own lives. He focuses upon how people respond differentially to threats to well
being, suggesting the existence of “diverse social groups, meeting a range of crises, and

responding with a rich and varied repertoire of coping styles and strategies™ (p.3).

Drawing on these 1deas, Willlams et al. (1999) suggest that there should be three
elements to the new paradigm for analysing welfare: an understanding of the
relationship between personal history and the social and material world; an expansion of
the study of ‘mediating structures’ beyond formal welfare provision to include people’s

own psychological and social strategies; and, an expansion of the focus to those people



who survive threats (who Titterton describes as the ‘invulnerables’), rather than
focusing primarily upon those who cannot cope. The thrust of these preoccupations is
towards some of the concerns of this thesis, particularly with regards to the importance

of refugees’ and asylum seekers’ own strategies, and the focus upon those who ‘survive’

despite difficult circumstances.

A key theme 1n the approach of these writers is that there is a ‘creative welfare subject’
operating within social structures, and they indicate important factors influencing this
relationship; for example, discourse and identity (Williams et al. 1999). The concept of
discourse '* refers to ways of thinking or talking about issues or topics, and an analysis
via discourses helps provide an understanding of how people’s welfare needs are
‘constructed’ 1n particular ways (Williams and Popay, 1999). Discourse about ‘lone
mothers’ or ‘the poor’, for instance, may constitute them as separate from society, and
sometimes 1n terms of a supposed ‘underclass’ (see, for example, Murray, 1984, 1990).
Williams (2000) describes the position people are placed in by such discourse as their
‘subject position’, which 1s largely externally constituted. What 1s important, however,
1s that a person’s own perception of their position may differ from that in which such
discourse ‘places’ them. Lone mothers, for instance, may not be weighing up particular
costs or benefits as a hostile discourse might imply (for example, having a baby to get a
flat as Peter Lilley once implied), but rather their decisions represent the opinion that
looking after their children is the proper thing for a mother to do (see Duncan and
Edwards, 1996)'°. Thus, as Taylor (1998) suggests, “ascribed moral characteristics are
frequently the opposite of those subscribed to” (p.347, emphases added). In terms of
looking at the concept of identity, certain welfare practices are held to construct
identities for individuals or categorise them in particular ways; for instance, as ‘lone
mothers’ (to use the above example again), yet people have their own i1dentity or sense

of self'*. In my study, identity is not something that has been prioritised for analysis;

"> It may be that to some extent the term discourse has displaced the older word ideology 1n
writings on social policy, although the distinction between the two is not always absolutely
clear, and writers who are alert to the importance of dominant ideas about weltare systems may
use either. Bloch (2000a), for instance, refers to “welfare ideology” in a paper discussing
asylum policy in the UK (p.30), and Clarke and Newman (1997) use both terms when looking at
changes in the delivery of weltare.

'> Duncan and Edwards (1996) introduced the concept of ‘gendered moral rationalities’ to
explain how lone mothers made decisions around employment and child care responsibilities.

4 Identity is a concept that has been given importance in some social policy debates. The key
issues seem to be that individuals are placed or categorised through ‘external’ forces, but also
may place themselves in accordance with their own sense of self. In disability debates, identity
has been discussed 1n terms of how people may ‘internalise’ the ‘external’. Plainly put.
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however, as will be shown in some of the women’s accounts, people do resist externally

imposed categorisation, and their actions are influenced by their own strategies,

commitments and sense of self

Finally, within debates about structure and agency, and within academic social policy
generally, recognition of ‘difference’ is also highlighted as an important factor. People
bring difterent histories, affiliations, and experiences into the decision-making arena,
which influence their actions. In addition, ‘difference’ is not just an expression of
choice or personal attributes, but is also something that is constituted through structural
conditions (as the comments in footnote 14 suggest, with reference to disability). As
Harrison (2001) indicates, it may be “something defined from within a group or
projected on to a group, or both” (p.8). This is particularly pertinent for asylum seekers
and refugees, who have such a diversity of needs and experiences that must be taken
Into account, but, at the same time, have their ‘difference’ in terms of status projected
onto them by officials and others, and are regulated, and to a degree defined, by laws
and policy. Yet, as my study aims to show, people are able to reject what is projected

on to them and demonstrate their agency.

1.2.1 Classifications of agency in social policy

Following on from the above, the term agency has been used to refer to people in their
roles as individual and collective actors (Williams et al. 1999). Individual agency can
be about self-esteem, personal empowerment and individuals pursuing their ‘interests’.
Collective agency on the other hand may mean different processes. This may involve
people coming together to mobilise collectively for a particular cause; for example,
campaigning for more adequate resources, or the recognition of an unfair system. The
work of the Southall Black Sisters is offered by Mirza (2003) as an example of such

action. This group has been successful in campaigning against the deportation of

negative perceptions and assumptions can affect the way people think about themselves. The
‘medical model’ of disability can be self-perpetuating; for instance, it can be ‘internalised’ by
people who may then come to see themselves as recipients of ‘care’ or as dependent. Chadwick
(1996), for instance, suggests that the medical approach can “become part of the disabled
person” (p.34). There 1s also the ability, however, to draw upon this identity as something
enabling and people do have the capacity to resist. Some people may draw strength from their
ascribed (and possibly negative) category; for example those who come together as ‘asylum

seekers’. It is felt that action 1tself, 1n a variety of contexts, may be one way in which identities
are formed, confirmed or reshaped (Archer, 2000).



migrant women whose marnages break down as a result of domestic violence. Mirza
(2003) suggests that despite differences, the women in this group have combined their

skills and resources, and have been able to become ‘collective transformative agents’.

One aspect of the ‘new paradigm’ of welfare research is to focus upon the different
dimensions of agency in order to o‘fer a way of explaining the sometimes multi-faceted
nature of people’s actions (see W'lliams, 2000). As well as acknowledging individual
and collective agency, there has been a focus upon the ‘relational’ dimension
contributing to 2gency. The concept of relational agency focuses upon the influences of
people’s relationships with others (see Mason, 2000a, 2000b). People are not seen to
act simply out of self-interest, but rather as ‘moral agents’ whose actions may be
influenced by kinship networks, perceived obligations and responsibilities, and
negotiations with others. Putting this in practical terms, it is felt that there 1s a need to
consider people’s responsibility and commitment to others, particularly (although not
exclusively) family members, and how this may motivate their action. Research carned
out by Mason (2000b) on the factors influencing people’s decisions on where to live

suggests that decisions are made:

“...through interactions with other people, and those interactions shape what they
do, what they can and cannot do, and how they reason. It 1s this interactive
element, more than any individual assessment of risk, or any individual strategy or
life plan, which characterises people’s decisions about where to live” (p.12)

In a sense, it is useful to look at both individual and collective agency; however, human
agency also operates relationally and there is a need to consider people’s actions as

grounded in relationships and connections with others (Mason, 2000b).

Although these three notions about agency are helpful, in my thesis it 1s felt that agency
is likely to be more fluid than these classifications would suggest. In reality there could
well be overlap between individual, collective and relational issues, as people can
demonstrate all three in their actions. Also, with reference to the addition of relational
issues, while they are important in certain contexts, as Williams (2000) points out “] am
not convinced that relationalism applies so thoroughly to all subjects in all positions”
(p.11). Furthermore, as these interactions are seen to shape what people can and cannot
do, it is conceivable to regard them as part of the environment of resources and

constraints in which people take action, and thus relational considerations could be seen

as part of the structural context.
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1.3 Following agency/structure through into the study

Phizacklea (2000) argues that “The interplay between the agency of the individual actor

and the structural context within which that actor manoeuvres is at the heart of most
studies of migration” (p.119). With reference to women in particular, the role of agency
1s seen as being vital for a gendered account because it is often assumed too readily that
a woman’s role 1s ‘reactive’ rather than ‘proactive’ (Kofman er al. 2000). If the
dynamic between the individual and the context in which they find themselves is at the
heart of migration studies, it can also be important in analysing the experiences of
refugees and asylum seekers. As will be discussed in Chapter Two, writers such as
Richmond (1988) have incorporated this ‘interplay’ into their analysis of population
movements, arguing that some occur in a ‘state of panic’, while in others, choices are
based on a consideration of factors such as material rewards. In between these two
extremes, there are varying degrees of ‘autonomy’ that actors exhibit with regards to
movement from one country to another (see Chapter Two for a discussion of
Richmond). For the purpose of this study, however, it 1s not the intention to look at this
with regards to how it influences population movements, but rather, as mentioned
previously, to look at action in the context of the exile setting. The focus 1s primarily on
structural factors in concrete terms, and on specific actions taken by the women, and
their practical implications'>. What the chapter will do now is look specifically at how
structure and agency are conceptualised for this thesis, by focusing upon some different

dimensions and manifestations of the two, and how they relate to this particular study.

1.3.1 Structure

One key task is to consider the environments of opportunities and constraints that
refugees and asylum seekers encounter. Structure therefore needs to be looked at in
terms of its manifestations in institutional factors, government policy being the most

obvious of these. As will be shown in subsequent chapters, successive legislation has

"> 1t is worth noting, however, that there are examples where overt mobilisation may not always
be essential for agents to have an effect. Harrison (2001) refers to those whose ‘less visible’
agency (or indeed their mere presence) can have an etfect. He refers to the example of the
‘better-off”, who may not even need to take action for their housing concemns to be responded to

by politicians.
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created a system that leaves asylum applicants as arguably one of the most restricted
groups 1n the UK, in terms of access to basic rights and services. Such institutional

factors thus have a very strong influence on what resources people are able to draw

upon, and consequently their capacity to act.

Alongside considering the policy and legal framework, a decision was also made to treat
the discourses associated with welfare (or welfare ideology) as an element of the
structural dimension in terms of the impact that the social construction of certain groups
can have, and how people are ‘represented’ in popular debates. Established ideas have
ongoing effects on people’s agency. This means that the discourse surrounding certain
groups of people may sometimes be equally as important as the constraints of material
resources or Institutional structures. The construction of certain groups as a ‘social
problem’ 1s a persistent barrier to inclusion. In many ways, it is such discourse that
legitimates the development or maintenance of institutional structures that can act as a
constraint on people. Discourses through which ‘racialisation’ or inferiorisation of
asylum seekers are confirmed or encouraged are therefore important to the policy
background of this thesis, along with more particular ideas about asylum seekers as
women, and also about ‘community’ (that 1s, the assumption that people from the same
country or culture will form a ‘community’). With regards to women asylum seekers
and refugees, for example, there 1s the 1ssue that asylum applicants are often perceived
primarily as male, thus the specificity of their needs and experiences as women can be

overlooked.

As has already been suggested in the previous discussion, although assumptions may
have been made about certain groups and their needs, such positioning does not
necessarily reflect the reality for asylum seekers and refugees, or their wishes.
Environments of opportunities and constraints are therefore not necessarily perceived in
the same ways. As will be shown in this study, the creation of ‘communities’, as
constructed by policy makers, in reality can operate differently at the grass roots level.
There are also practices and beliefs that run in opposition to the dominant discourse of
‘scrounging’ and ‘bogusness’ as portrayed by politicians and the media. People
working at the grass roots, for example, draw upon what they see in their day-to-day
work with regards to the women’s skills and qualifications, and desire to work and be
self sufficient, and the women themselves talk in terms of their previous status as, for

example, ‘dentist’, ‘midwite’ or ‘teacher’. Certainly there are some strong continuities
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over time in official discussions about immigration, and asylum seekers and refugees.
Nonetheless, social construction does not necessarily ‘bind’ individuals, as this study

will demonstrate, and people can challenge categorisation or a lack of rights.

1.3.2 Agency

With reference to agency, the focus of this study is on actions that help improve
people’s lives 1n a given situation, namely the exile setting. Although it is important to
review women’s experiences in their home countries and during flight (because these
experiences shape who they are today), the focus is upon the manifestations of women’s
agency 1n the host society. This is viewed in terms of their engagement in everyday
practices and actions, or involvement in more complex strategies. It is not just about
contributing through paid employment, indeed (as will be shown in subsequent
chapters), government policy dictates that for some asylum seekers this is not an
option'®. Thus, in this study, agency is evident in a number of different practices
ranging from buying a car (consumption practices), attending support groups (social
practices), through to voluntary or paid employment, and involvement in organisations
at a regional and national level (work practices). Each ‘act’, however small, represents
the women’s ability to improve their situation. Despite the constraints discussed above
(1in terms of 1nstitutions and discourses) women are able to make changes to their lives,
and manoeuvre In a given context. It may be the case that asylum seekers are not

permitted to enter paid employment, for instance, but they will carry out voluntary work

or attend college courses that can equip them with transferable skills.

The practices of the women 1in this thesis are discussed in terms of individual and
collective agency; however, ideas relating to the relational aspects of people’s action
also feature, and collective agency is inevitably relational in terms of how 1t focuses
upon relationships with others. In this study, it is felt that there can be overlap between
these different dimensions, and the fluidity of the approach taken can be demonstrated
by using the example of a woman who is working for a refugee organisation. At a

collective level, she comes together with other people from different backgrounds and

'° Dwyer (2004) offers an important criticism of the concepts of ‘agency’ and ‘dependency’ as
used in contemporary debates about welfare reform. He points out that they are based on
“limited notions of socially valuable contribution and agency” (p.149) which is tied to the paid
labour market. This undervalues, for instance, unpaid caring roles or, as could be applied to this
study, the actions of asylum seekers who are not permitted to enter the paid labour market.
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experiences as ‘refugees’, and is doing advocacy work as a ‘refugee’. At an individual
level, she takes action and may be financially rewarded or, if working voluntarily, is
aware of the skills, experience and references it can provide her that may help future
employment. With reference to relational issues, her employment, and the material and
emotional rewards it brings, are necessary for the survival of her family, particularly if
she has come to this country on her own with her children and is effectively ‘head of
household” (as was the case for a number of the women in this study). As mentioned
earlier, however, such responsibilities and obligations can also be seen as part of both
the relational and the structural context in which people find themselves, and thus

influence what people can and cannot do.

The likely diversity of experiences was recognised for the research and it was taken into
account that while some women might be very ‘active’ in exile, for others, the norms
and values of their ethnicity and culture might define or restrict their role 1n terms of
what is regarded as ‘proper’ behaviour''. Cultural norms and practices are seen as
potentially both constraining and enabling. It was also anticipated that there might be
those who did not act in their own or others’ interests, and thus displayed ‘negative

capacities’ (Hoggett, 2001).

While there is clearly a need to focus upon agency, it is important not to lose sight of
the ‘old’ concerns of inequality and structural constraint, which limit people’s
opportunities and choices. Indeed, as Lister (2004) suggests, drawing upon the example

of people 1n poverty:

“We need to pay more attention to the positive exercise of agency by people n
poverty... This cannot, though, be divorced from their severely disadvantaged
structural position or from the exercise of agency by more powerful actors, which
help to perpetuate that structural position™ (p.178).

In parallel, Hunter (2003) argues that there is a need to focus upon the capacity of
professionals to act, and not just upon the welfare user. A similar type of concern

helped shape my decision to interview welfare professionals and those working for

'" In this study, although there was some reference to culture, ethnicity or religion, this was
relatively low key in comparison with other resources. When I visited one of the support groups
where there were a large number of Kurdish women, there was evidence of people drawing
upon ethnicity for support. Some of the service providers also referred to it as acting as a

constraint. Yet across my study as a whole, spontaneous discussion rarely raised ethnicity or
religious values as a crucial variable.
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refugee organisations. Welfare professionals have often been seen as operating to
subordinate users, yet, as Hunter (2003) argues, they are not simply the ‘enemy within’
but rather may be caught up in a contradictory relationship of care and control.
Exploring social control is a part of my study, particularly through considering how far
the system aims to ‘manage’ certain groups, whilst at the same time offering some
degree of assistance. This connects with the accounts in social policy that have looked
at control, once again in the context of analysing poverty, and which focus on how it is
regulated, and how ‘the poor’ are ‘disciplined’ by the state (see for instance Jones and

Novak, 1999). The roles of actors within organisations can be seen to have both positive

and disciplinary potential.

Thus the role of agency is not confined to a discussion of women asylum seekers and
refugees, but 1s also explored (although in much less depth, given the constraints of
fieldwork time) with regards to the practices of key actors in formal organisations
working at the grass roots level. Like the asylum seekers and refugees, service
providers themselves also experience both constraints and opportunities. This is
particularly applicable to local government ‘gatekeepers’ and advisors, where the
implementation of dispersal has seen changes in their roles. They must follow the
guidelines laid out for them by central government, and are also now expected to take
on an increasing ‘policing’ role, in terms of reporting illegal employment or those who
are suspected to be 1n the country illegally. Steve Cohen (2002) suggests that local
government has been transformed into an ‘arm’ of the Home Office. In some respects,
other local organisations have also been transformed into an ‘arm’ of the immigration
service. Yet, at the same time, personnel are able to offer support that helps asylum
seekers and refugees in terms of reception and resettlement. The 1dea that actors within
the institutional apparatus may have contested roles and practices forms part of a wider

set of 1ssues about the dual .nature of the welfare state, and the care/control dichotomy.

A final point to consider with regards to looking at agency is the fact that it cannot
necessarily always be assumed to have anti-oppressive or emancipatory effects. As
mentioned above, Hoggett (2001), for example, highlights a need to examine those who
assert forms of agency that are destructive as people may exhibit ‘non-reflexive’ action,
and in some Instances act impulsively or without using judgement. Also, agents can
maintain social divisions 1n an exclusionary manner. Perhaps, for asylum seekers, this

could apply to powerful actors in the media or politics. Giddens (1984) refers to the
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fact that “All human beings are knowledgeable agents” (p.281), yet perhaps, as Archer
(1995) claims, “agents have differential knowledgeability according to social position;
and some agents have defective, deficient and distorted knowledge™ (p.252). Hate
crimes against asylum seekers, for instance, may develop from a ‘distorted’
understanding about people, and asylum seekers themselves may have ‘deficient’

knowledge with regards to rules and entitlements in this country.

1.4 A summary of the main understandings and assumptions that

Inform the approach adopted in the thesis

This section will now summarise briefly four interrelated key points about the position
reached through considering the social policy theory debate about agency and structure,
and through reflecting on how the issues might be related to asylum seekers and

refugees.

First, in considering structural factors there is a need to focus both upon the impact of
institutions and rules, and on the effects of discourses. Each may help to shape the
environment for action in terms of constraints and opportunities. In considering
structure 1n this way there is a need to be aware of processes of social construction,
potentially manifested in policies, and the way that asylum seekers’ and refugees’
status, interactions and prospects may be affected by this. Some ideas hold more weight
than others and we need to be aware of the powerful actors who are popularising
particular 1deas (although the political processes and power relationships were beyond

the scope of my empirical study).

Second, whilst influenced by context, adopting a strongly deterministic approach to the
effects of structure on asylum seekers and refugees would be misleading for two
reasons. To begin with, institutional power is transmitted or mediated through the
agency of individual actors, such as ‘gatekeepers’ holding particular paid positions, who
may have their own influence on outcomes for service users and others. In addition,
asylum seekers and refugees themselves can sometimes influence services, or resist
categorisation and how others construct them. They may not perceive matters in the
same way as policy-makers, and there may be some scope for the environment for
action being interpreted and ‘filtered’ to some extent by individuals, rather than simply

being ‘given’ from outside.
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Thirdly, actors will usually retain some degree of autonomy despite constraints. They
may draw upon a variety of resources, and may enter into differing roles depending on
circumstances, time, place, strategy, and so forth. It is useful to look at manifestations
of agency in particular instances. Action may be influenced by a variety of factors; for
some women asylum seekers and refugees, for example, links with children provide
crucial motivations. Furthermore, as noted above, asylum seekers and refugees may

resist attempts to categorise and control them, and it is important to look at the possible

eftects of this.

Fourthly, the thesis concerns itself with the role that service providers working for
organisations at the ‘grass roots’ may have, and their practices in interpreting, softening
or modifying the effects of structural factors. Equally, refugees and asylum seekers

themselves can also modify structural conditions, albeit in modest ways.

1.5 Key questions

Based on the 1ssues that are raised in earlier sections, and bearing in mind the

understandings summarised above, five central empirical questions were 1dentified:

1. What have been the women’s experiences of settlement'® and interaction?

2. What do these expeniences tell us about the strategies they use, their capacity to
act and their everyday practices in the host country?

3. How are these shaped by the constraints and opportunities the women
encounter?

4. What are the perceptions of those who work with asylum applicants and
refugees at the grass roots level, and how do they contribute to our
understanding of the situation women find themselves 1n?

5. Working as actors engaged in ‘managing’ asylum, are there ways in which their

practices might be important?

'® This thesis treats ‘settlement’ primarily in terms of practical features of daily life, including
feelings of being at home; interactions, and contacts. I am aware, however, that there are
broader debates relevant to settlement including conceptualisations of assimilation and
integration (see for example Reinsch, 2001).
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T'o amplify, this study aims to look at the experiences of women asylum seekers and
refugees in the exile setting, placing the analysis within a structure and agency
framework. As has been illustrated, there are a number of different factors to be
considered when looking at the actions of people in this particular context. Firstly, there
are the women's own personal histories and experiences. Each person brings different
hstories and experiences into the asylum arena; for example, relating to previous
education or profession, language, family situation, and experiences of persecution and
‘flight’ to the country of asylum. These may influence people’s actions in the host
society, and can in themselves become constraining or enabling. Secondly, the
influence of structure is considered in terms of the constraints posed by institutions and
official practices’ (for example, through government policies) and the constraints
posed by discourses and discursive practices (of say, the ‘host’ community or the
media), which can act as a persistent barrier for asylum seekers irrespective of their
gender, as well as distinctly for women. In this analysis of structure, however, the
enabling as well as the constraining capacities are examined, particularly in terms of
the positive support that 1s provided at a local level, the resources they may draw upon.
Thirdly, the role of service providers 1s considered (albeit in a limited way), 1in terms of
their contested practices of care/control. Finally, the actions of the women themselves

are explored, particularly in terms of their everyday practices and the strategies they

adopt within situations of constraint.

1.6 The plan for subsequent chapters

This chapter has outlined briefly how ideas about structure and agency underpin this
study. The following chapters explore specific issues in greater detail. They begin by
looking at asylum in general terms. Chapter Two highlights what literature 1s already
available relating to the experiences of asylum seekers and refugees. It outlines the
issues raised in other research, before turning to the focus of the study by looking at
how women have sometimes been neglected. Chapter Three then focuses specifically
upon policy and its implications for asylum seekers and refugees, outlining a history of

immigration controls and suggested reasons for restrictive policy . While it is vital to

"> The analysis and outline chronology in Chapter Three have been used elsewhere, in Hunt. L
(forthcoming) ‘Refugees and people seeking asylum: history and context’, in M. Harnison, D.

Phillips, K. Chalal, L. Hunt and J. Perry (eds) Housing, ‘race’ and community cohesion,
Coventry: Chartered Institute of Housing.
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provide a context for the study by looking at the issue at a national level, the main focus
of the thesis is the experiences of asylum seekers and refugees in West Yorkshire. As
mentioned previously, this focus allows more depth than would a national analysis.
More and more areas are now affected by the arrival of asylum seekers and refugees,
and this has implications in terms of the need for support at a local level that is adequate
to meet a diversity of needs. Some previous research has focused on particular
localities, including Yorkshire and Humberside (Wilson, 2001; Carter & El-Hassan,
2003; Dwyer and Brown, 2004a, 2004b), and has looked at service provision and
barriers to access. Although there is some overlap between this study and previous

ones, 1t differs 1n its specific focus on women.

Chapter Four describes the methodology developed for this study. Included in this
chapter 1s a discussion of the problems and limitations of such research, with particular
reference to 1ssues of trust, and the use of interpreters/facilitators in the fieldwork. The
latter point raises a number of considerations particularly with regards to bringing a

20

‘third party’ into the interview situation”, although there is perhaps no easy way to

resolve methodological 1ssues of this kind.

Chapters Five, Six and Seven focus on the findings of the fieldwork. Chapters Five and
Six highlight the structural constraints affecting women asylum seekers and refugees 1n
West Yorkshire, with some emphasis on discourses as well as 1nstitutional constraints.
Structure, however, also refers to opportunities and resources, thus Chapter Six also
focuses upon the positive support that is available for asylum seekers and refugees at a
local level, and the practices of actors within particular organisations. Chapter Seven
then focuses on the actions of the women, illustrating how they are not simply
imprisoned by such constraints but are able to draw upon the resources available to

them.

Chapter Eight concludes the thesis by revisiting the main issues that have been raised

and summarising the findings.

* The use of interpreters was only possible due to an award offered by the Al Charitable Trust,
which proved invaluable to the study. This, however, does raise another issue inherent in such
research: the limits posed by restricted resources.
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Chapter Two

Key trends and issues: lessons from the literature

2.1 Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to examine the growing body of literature devoted to refugees
and asylum seekers, in order to summarise key approaches, themes and issues relevant
to the present study. Research has been carried out on various aspects of forced
migration, ranging from experiences of persecution, human trafficking and life in
refugee camps, to looking at the determination process, and asylum and resettlement
policy 1n receiving states. The issue of asylum policy, however, is referred to only
briefly 1n this chapter, as Chapter Three continues the literature review with a specific

focus on policy developments.

The current chapter will look at the main issues raised in the literature with particular
reference to those writings that look at access to welfare and the constraints asylum
seekers face. The focus 1s mainly upon more recent UK literature, although reference is
made to earlier research or selected studies that have been carried out elsewhere in the
world when it 1s relevant to this specific study. The chapter will consider how far the
literature has addressed the concerns that are important for this thesis: the experiences
of women asylum seekers and refugees in exile, with a specific focus on opportunities
and constraints, and their capacity for action in the host society. Included in this 1s a
focus on women’s practices in the exile setting, particularly with reference to the
provision of support for their families and the community. In order to construct a
picture of what is occurring in relation to the issue of asylum, however, 1t 1s important to
place it within the context of international population movements more generally. The
chapter will therefore begin by looking at some theories of migration, before focusing

on where, and how, asylum seeker and refugee movements fit into these.

20



2.2 Theories of migration

Phizacklea (1998) points to two main accounts that have been used to explain
international population movements: the ‘orthodox’ model and the ‘structural’ model.
The orthodox model is the traditional model of migration, and is based on neo-classical
economics and the idea that population movements can be explained by a combination
of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors. Push factors are those that impel people to leave their
country of origin; for instance, economic hardship, population growth and political
repression, while pull factors, such as demand for labour and economic opportunities,
attract people to certain countries. In this model, migration is based on a rational
comparison of the costs and benefits of remaining in the area of origin or moving to
various alternative destinations. It therefore stresses the role of ‘human agency’ by
focusing on the individual decision to migrate, albeit in a rather economic determinist

manicr.

The orthodox model has often been criticised for its individualistic and simplistic
nature. Indeed Castles and Miller (1998) believe it to be “so far from historical reality
that 1t has little explanatory value” (p.22). It 1s not necessarily able to explain, for
example, why certain groups of migrants go to certain countries, or why it i1s not always
the poorest people from the least developed countries who decide to migrate. Brettell
and Hollifield (2000) also suggest that the focus on the individual decision to migrate 1s
unrealistic as decisions are seldom made in a ‘vacuum’, but rather are made at the level
of the household or family umit. This makes relational issues relevant as well (see
Chapter One). Another major criticism focuses on the fact that the orthodox model does
not consider the structural social relations and institutionalised constraints, which are
beyond the control of individuals, yet affect their decisions (Phizacklea, 1998). In
particular, it is felt that the role of the state, and its immigration policies, are under-

played. According to Phizacklea (1998):

“These factors to a large degree determine the migratory decision. It 1s, for
instance, such laws and rules which determine the ‘legal’ or ‘illegal’ status of the
migrant, not the individual migrant” (p.25)

A second model — the ‘structural’ model — was developed as an alternative to this neo-
classical economic approach, known as the historical structural approach. This model

has its origins in Marxist political economy, with its focus on the unequal distribution of
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economic and political power in the world economy (Castles and Miller, 1998).
Migration is seen as a way of mobilising labour for the needs of capital, and, when
combined with immigration policy, this unequal distribution of power acts as a
constraint on migrant choices. This model is also criticised, however, because its focus

on capital leaves little space for the role of human agency (Phizacklea, 1998).

As was highlighted in Chapter One, Phizacklea (2000) suggests that the relationship
between the individual and their context is at the heart of most studies of migration.
Both of these models, however, are regarded as being too one-sided in their approach to
explaining migration. It is felt that no single cause is sufficient to explain the movement
of people from one country to another (Anwar, 1979; Castles and Miller, 1998),
theretfore a third approach to studying migration has been developed: migration systems
theory. According to Castles and Miller (1998), this theory “emphasises international
relations, political economy, collective action and institutional factors” (p.23). It looks
at population movements 1n terms of interacting ‘macro’ and ‘micro’ structures. Macro
structures refer to the world market, interstate relationships and the laws and structures
of sending and receiving countries. Micro structures, on the other hand, refer to the
informal networks that migrants themselves establish such as family, friendship and
community ties. This theory therefore incorporates the interplay between structure on

the one hand, and human agency on the other. Indeed Wright (1995) refers to this

Y

theory as the ‘structuration model of migration’ based on Gidden’s theory of

‘structuration’ (see Chapter One).

In their analysis, Castles and Miller (1998) suggest that migration usually arises from
the existence of links between sending and receiving countries; for example, through
colonial ties, trade and investment, or political influence. Similarly, Anwar (1979) and
Brettell (2000) also highlight the importance of these links, focusing specifically on
social networks. They suggest that each act of migration creates a social structure
needed to maintain it, and that this social structure facilitates subsequent migration.
This process has been seen as involving ‘chain migration’ (Anwar, 1979), or more
recently, ‘social capital’, which in this context refers to “the capacity of individuals to
command scarce resources by virtue of their membership in social networks or broader
social structures” (Schmitter Heisler, 2000, p.83). Interestingly, Brettell (2000)
suggests that it 1s often women who are at the heart of this process by facilitating and

maintaining these networks.
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Castles and Miller (1998) also identified five tendencies, which they predicted would

play a major role over the next 20 years:

- The globalisation of migration: more diversity of country of
origin and more countries being affected by population
movements

- The acceleration of migration: growth 1n volume of all types
of migration

- The differentiation of migration: countries experience different
types of immigration simultaneously; for example, labour
migration, permanent settlement and arnival of asylum seekers
and refugees

- The feminisation of migration: women playing an increasing
role 1n all types of migration

- The politicisation of migration: domestic politics and national

security policies increasingly being affected by migration

Included in these five tendencies is the growth of all types of migration, including the
movement of asylum seekers and refugees, but also the increasing role of women 1n
migration. What follows now is a look at where it 1s suggested that refugees fit into the
theories, before focusing specifically upon what has been written about women 1n this

context.
2.3 The ‘asylum-migration’ nexus”

As has already been highlighted, no single cause can explain migrants’ decisions to
leave their country of origin and move to another. Comprehensive theories therefore
need to incorporate different types of migration, for example, labour mugration,
permanent settlement and the movement of refugees and asylum seekers. It is also too
simplified to assume that people move either for economic or protection reasons, when

the distinction between a ‘refugee’ and an ‘economic migrant’ can in fact be blurred.

‘! This term is taken from Castles (2003) and is used to discuss the difficulty of distinguishing
between migration motivated by economic factors and that which occurs for human rights
reasons. The dictionary definition of a ‘nexus’ is a link or a connection.
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Indeed, as Steve Cohen (2001) asks, “Were the Jews who escaped from Germany when

there was a boycott on Jewish shops and Jewish labour political refugees or economic

migrants?” (p.117)

Castles and Miller (1998) have attempted to incorporate the movement of asylum
seekers and refugees into their analysis by emphasising the role of globalisation and the
Integration of the world economy. They point out that although different types of

migrants can have different motivations, what they have in common is that:

“...all these types of population movement are symptomatic of modernisation and
globalisation.  Colonisation, industrialisation and integration into the world
economy destroy traditional forms of production and social relations, and lead to
reshaping of nations and states. Such fundamental societal changes lead both to
economically motivated migration and to politically motivated flight” (p.29).

According to Castles (2003), globalisation is “a system of selective inclusion and
exclusion” (p.16), which causes growth in some areas and decline in others, and in turn
leads to social inequality. This analysis can be used to help explain forced migration,
which includes refugee movements, as well as internal and development-induced

displacement. To 1llustrate, Castles points out:

“Failed economies generally also mean weak states, predatory ruling cliques and
human rights abuses. This leads to the notion of the ‘asylum-migration nexus’:
many migrants and asylum seekers have multiple reasons for mobility and it is
1impossible to completely separate economic and human rights motivations — which
1s a challenge to the neat categories that bureaucracies seek to impose” (p.17).

With reference to these ‘multiple reasons for mobility’, Papademetriou (2003) suggests
some of the causes and processes as follows: relationships between sending and
receiving countries; economic benefits; already established communities; conflict;
deteriorating ecosystems; and, ‘man-made disasters’. Looking at this list, 1t 1s likely
that there 1s no profile of a ‘typical’ migrant as there are many different factors, both

‘push’ and ‘pull’ which operate simultaneously.

Phizacklea (1998, 2000) also argues that it is necessary to analyse diverse forms of, and
reasons for, migration. She illustrates the complexity using the example of female
migrants. Thus, a woman may move to another country as a labour migrant, but factors

such as social constraint or marital discord may have also contributed to the decision to

migrate. As Phizacklea (1998) points out:
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“...1t 1s also important to understand migration as an escape route for women who
find themselves locked in what they consider to be oppressive patriarchal social
structures with rigid notions of what constitutes ‘proper’ behaviour” (p.28).

The 1dea of an ‘asylum-migration nexus’ is also highlighted by Anderson (2000, 2001),
with reference to the increasing number of female domestic workers who came to the
UK during the Gulf War. In this situation, although they may have been defined as

labour migrants, it could have been the case that they simply took whatever ‘escape

route’ was available to them under the stress of war.

In order to offer another paradigm with which to analyse the diverse forms of migration,
Phizacklea (2000) points to the work of Richmond (1988). Like Castles, Richmond
argues that 1t 1s not realistic to view refugee movements as being independent of the
global economy. Indeed, he suggests that economic underdevelopment and political
repression often go hand-in-hand. It is therefore too simplistic to distinguish between

‘forced’ and ‘voluntary’ migration, but rather, Richmond suggests:

“It would be more appropriate to recognize a continuum at one end of which
individuals are proactive and at the other reactive. Under certain conditions, the
decision to move may be made after due consideration of all relevant information,
rationally calculated to maximise net advantage, including both material and
symbolic rewards. At the other extreme, the decision to move may be made in a
state of panic facing a crisis situation which leaves few alternatives but escape
from intolerable threats (p.17) ... Between these two extremes, a large proportion
of the people crossing boundaries...[are] responding to economic, social and
political pressures over which they have little choice, but exercising a limited
degree of choice in the selection of destinations and the timing of their

movements” (p.20).

This model is useful as it incorporates both structure and agency into the analysis.
Thus, Richmond indicates that while all human action is constrained, the extent of that
constraint varies and people have differing degrees of autonomy. What it also 1llustrates
is the heterogeneity of people’s experiences, which is an important feature of this thesis.
The emphasis on diversity in the literature is also a useful corrective to the crude
stereotypes in the policy fields. If asylum seekers are seen as one homogenous group,
and no account is taken of the different histories, experiences and skills that people
bring into the arena, this may have implications in terms of provision of support.
Individual needs can be overlooked when the system is focusing on the needs of a

uniformly defined group. This is particularly pertinent for women, as it is generally

assumed that most asylum seekers are male.
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This chapter will now turn to some of the studies that have focused specifically upon

refugees and people seeking asylum.

2.4 Studies on asylum seekers and refugees

Studies have been carried out which highlight a number of issues relating to the
experiences of asylum seekers and refugees in the host society. Robinson (1993)

Robinson et al. (2003), Robinson and Hale (1989), Somerset (1983), Jones (1983) and

Dines (1973) have all focused on the reception and resettlement of refugee populations;
for example, the Ugandan Asians and the Vietnamese. Robinson (2003b), in particular,
has noted the use of dispersal, and has compared its previous use with the current UK

programme. These 1ssues, however, will be looked at in greater detail in Chapter Three.
There are also writers who have focused on the restrictive nature of asylum and

immigration policy, and its effects in terms of welfare and citizenship (Bloch, 2000a;
Steve Cohen, 2001; Hansen and King, 2000; Hayter, 2000). Again these i1ssues will be
discussed 1n Chapter Three.

The following three sections now focus upon relevant studies which inform the
background of this thesis. Firstly there is a discussion of some key texts that focus
specifically upon the welfare needs of asylum seekers and refugees. Secondly, the
analysis focuses upon how asylum seekers and refugees have been constructed, n
particular by the media and politicians. After looking at these more general 1ssues, In

the third section, attention then turns to issues pertinent to women asylum seekers and

refugees.
2.4.1 Welfare needs, material resources and institutional structures

Some of the research that has been carried out focuses on the welfare requirements of
asylum seekers and refugees deemed important for settlement; for example, health care
(British Medical Association, BMA, 2002); housing (Garvie, 2001; Zetter and Pearl,
1999, Pearl and Zetter, 2002); benefits (Bloch, 2000a); employment and training
opportunities (Duke, 1996; Bloch, 1999a, 2000b); community groups (Carey-Wood,
1997: Zetter and Pearl, 2000) or all of these issues combined (Bloch and Levy, 1999).
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Health care and housing

The British Medical Association (BMA) (2002) report on meeting the health needs of
asylum seekers is an example of a study which highlights the specific health problems
facing asylum seekers and refugees. As would be expected, these relate not only to
physical health problems resulting from torture and poor conditions during travel, and
the psychological effects of such experiences, but also issues regarding access to
services. Asylum applicants often face barriers to accessing adequate health care
because of language; a lack of understanding of what is available; and also a lack of
cultural understanding by some health care p1rofessionals22 . Tomlins et al. (2001) point
to a similar desire for cultural understanding with reference to Vietnamese refugees who
wanted their housing provided by Vietnamese-controlled housing associations. With
reference to women specifically, a report by Ahmad and Sodhi (2000) highlights gaps 1n
provision of support for women with diverse needs, particularly those from minorty
ethnic groups. Again, they suggest a need for more cultural sensitivity, and more
responsiveness to their diversity, although perhaps cultural competence amongst
professionals dealing with asylum seekers and refugees might be hard to achieve when

clients come from such a large range ot groups.

At a local level, a report by Wilson (2002) for the Northern and Yorkshire Public Health
Observatories has similar findings to the BMA report, and makes recommendations
relating to a need for more translated material, and more information about the services
available. This need for more information, however, is not just in terms of asylum
seekers’ awareness of entitlements, it also relates to the lack of demographic data
available about asylum seekers. This is an issue that has been raised by other
researchers (see Bloch, 1999b and Robinson, 1998), and is referred to later on in this
chapter and also in Chapter Four of this study with regards to methodological 1ssues.
The implication is that if providers do not know who is in the area, they will be unable
to provide adequate services tailored for specific needs. Again, other writers have

referred to this issue in a non-asylum context. Ahmad and Sodhi (2000), for instance,

22 This point parallels the general issue of cultural sensitivity and cultural competence referred
to in ethnic relations contexts more generally. Davis et al. (1996) for instance, in a study of
homelessness amongst young black and minority ethnic people, indicate the need for more

black-led organisations to provide accommodation, or accommodation that is run by people
from their particular communities.
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suggests that lack of knowledge amongst providers acted as a barrier for women

accessing supported housing,

With reference to housing, Zetter and Pearl (1999) write about its importance for the

reception and resettlement of asylum seekers and refugees. Indeed, as they point out:

“I'he security, shelter and personal space which housing provides are vital elements
In the process of regaining the dignity and independence often denied to them

through persecution, incarceration and torture in their countries of origin” (Zetter
and Pearl, 1999, p.2).

They feel that there are variable standards of performance by housing providers, and a
lack of provision tailored specifically for the needs of asylum seekers and refugees.
Permanent housing 1s suggested to be significant for inclusion into the host society as it
“underpins other social, political and economic requirements, and influences health,
education and employment” (Zetter and Pearl, 1999, p.48). This is a point that is also
raised by Hendess1 (1987), who makes references to the problems associated with the
use of ‘temporary arrangements’ such as hostels and bed and breakfast accommodation.
In such accommodation, conditions can be poor and overcrowded. It can also be
inappropriate for certain individuals; for example, vulnerable women in mixed hostels,
or people from warring countries being housed together. It is also often the case that
asylum seekers are placed in ‘low demand’ housing (Chahal, 2002). Indeed, a report by
Garvie (2001) indicates that asylum applicants are being placed in accommodation that
1s both unsuitable and sub-standard, sometimes to the point of being dangerous.
Furthermore, 1n a later article, Pearl and Zetter (2002) suggest that access to housing 1s
used as a method of ‘control’ over where asylum seekers live and what type of
accommodation they are entitled to. The issue of social control is looked at in Chapters

Five and Six of this thesis, which touch upon control over residence and access to

financial support.

Employment and benefits

The importance of employment is something that is discussed in greater detail later in
this study. As will be shown 1n Chapter Three, policy now states that asylum seekers
are no longer allowed to work before they have refugee or Humanitarian Protection

status. This 1s coupled with the fact that the level of financial assistance available for

asylum seekers remains at 70% of Income Support (IS) level. Research by Dwyer and
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Brown (2004a, 2004b) looks at the ‘tiering of entitlement’ in terms of people having
differential access to benefits depending on their legal status in this country. Thus, there
are those (for example ‘failed asylum seekers’) who are no longer eligible for financial
support and therefore left destitute. At a more general level, Bloch (1993) highlights
how the benefits system can be complicated, particularly for minority ethnic groups,
who can sometimes lack understanding of the process of claiming, or do not have
adequate information about what benefits are available. Access to financial support and
the new rules of entitlement are discussed in greater detail in Chapter Three, with
regards to the policy context, and also Chapter Five, which looks at instances of

destitution and homelessness as highlighted by key informants in this research.

With reference to the issue of employment, some researchers have carried out studies
that focus specifically on its importance for refugees and asylum applicants (Phillips,
1989; Bloch, 1999a; Duke, 1996). Bloch (1999a), for instance, indicates that those who
work are more likely to regard the UK as their home, and Duke (1996) points out that
entering the labour market provides refugees with valuable opportunities to practice

language skills, and make contacts in the wider community.

The skills and qualifications that asylum seeckers and refugees have gained in their
country of origin are also referred to. Indeed Sargeant and Forna (2001) and Dumper
(2002a), suggest that the UK 1s ‘wasting talent’, particularly when there are skills
shortages 1n this country. It is often the case that refugees are unable to get jobs
commensurate with their previous positions, which can lead to deskilling and a loss of
status. With reference to migrants in general, Glover et al. (2001) point out that they
are more likely to be unemployed than members of the indigenous population, although

experiences vary as some groups of migrants have high activity rates.

Some of the barriers to employment relate once again to language, although the attitudes
of employers or their fears about a person’s status also act as constraints. The National
Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux (NACAB) (2000), for example, carried out a
survey that indicated that employers may be inclined to ‘err on the side of caution’ with
regards to hiring people, for fear of fines or legal action being taken against them 1f an
employee is discovered to be 1n the country illegally. As Sargeant and Forna (2001)
argue, “The onus 1s on employers to demonstrate that an employee has legal status to

work; so the amount of bureaucracy involved can deter potential employers” (p.11).
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Some employers, however, will regard asylum seekers as a form of ‘cheap labour’, and
will exploit the precariousness of their position In this country, as was illustrated by the
tragic death of 21 Chinese ‘cockle pickers’ in Morecambe Bay 1n February 2004 (see
also Chapter Six). In such cases, inadequate financial support, and the rules regarding
employment force people into exploitative, and potentially dangerous work practices.

As will be noted in Chapter Six, for some women this can mean prostitution or ‘sex

work’.

To summarise, what has been shown is that there are a number of barriers to accessing
weltare nights and services. Lack of recognition of the diversity of the asylum seeking
and refugee populations can make it difficult for mainstream health, housing, education
and welfare services to fully cater for the needs of these populations (Carey-Wood,
1997), particularly 1f there 1s limited demographic information available to them about
the refugee population in their area. This is where the role of refugee community
organisations (RCOs), social networks and other voluntary associations is felt to be

most beneficial, filling the gaps in statutory local support.

Community and voluntary groups

As was noted earlier, the role of support networks in the community 1s important 1n the
decision to migrate. It is also a vital aspect of reception and resettlement, and 1is
something that is encouraged by the government. Indeed, as Carey-Wood (1997) points
out, the support for community self help “is a central theme in recent government policy
emphasising the role of the voluntary sector, volunteering and active citizenship™ (p.J).
The Labour government has promoted a ‘mixed economy of welfare’, and devolving
responsibility to a local level has been a feature of social policy for the past twenty
years (see Clarke et al, 1994; Horton and Farnham, 1999; Clarke and Newman, 1997).
Local authorities are now key actors in the provision of support for people seeking
asylum, but there is also an emphasis on the role of the voluntary sector. The
importance of RCOs is something that is particularly espoused, as refugees are

encouraged to take responsibility for the support of their own communities.

There are potentially enormous benefits from the development of RCOs, particularly in

terms of empowering refugees to engage in, and take control of, services for refugees
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(Carey-Wood, 1997). RCOs are clearly the experts with regards to the experience of
seeking asylum, and will know what support is needed to help people through the
process. It appears that the information sharing that comes with developing support
networks also plays a vital role in assisting adaptation. Drawing on Rex et al., Kelly
(2003) notes four main functions that community associations serve: overcoming
1solation; providing material assistance; defending the interests of the community; and
promoting community culture. They help to give a collective ‘voice’ to individuals
(Zetter and Pearl, 2000); however, access to funding and resources are highlighted as a
major concern for such groups. Indeed Zetter and Pearl (2000) suggest that “RCOs, like
the communities they serve, will remain on the margins” (p.676). The government may
be supportive of the development of such groups, but are perhaps less happy to be seen
to be supporting them financially, particularly in light of the media and public

perception of asylum seekers as ‘scroungers’, an issue that is discussed in greater detail

below.

Difterential needs and experiences are again something referred to in this context, and it
1s suggested that RCOs may not always be able to cater for the needs of certain groups.
Carey-Wood (1997), for example, argues that lone parents, women and elderly asylum
seekers and refugees in particular may be marginalized. Kelly (2003) on the other hand
questions the entire notion of ‘community’, arguing that policy is underpinned by the
assumption that groups of migrants or refugees constitute a community, and that
through leaders, the needs of a group can be transmitted. This assumption 1s seen to
‘obscure differences’ that occur within the group, based on class, politics, religion
(Kelly, 2003) or gender. Based on research carried out with Bosnian refugees, Kelly
suggests that community associations did not exist in their country of origin; therefore
formal associations reflect the expectations of British society rather than the reality of
the refugees (an 1ssue that is referred to in Chapter Seven of this thesis). She suggests

that 1t 1s more approprnate to use the term ‘contingent communities’ which describes:

“...a group who will, to some extent, conform to the expectations of the host
society in order to gain the advantages of a formal community association whilst
the private face of the group remains unconstituted as a community” (p.35).

Kelly concludes by arguing that associations exist primarily as a result of the benefits

that can be obtained through them. This, however, is a possible assumption to make
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about the development of many associations, whose main concern 1s the welfare of

members.

Recent research by Griffiths et al. (2004) suggests that the role of RCOs has changed
from one of aiding integration to a more defensive role of protecting basic rights and
advocacy work. The model of the RCO as envisaged by the government is thus not
necessarily what is occurring at the local level where more informal networks seem to
dominate and can be powerful agents of support. Griffiths ef al. point to the example of
Somalis living in Birmingham and London who have come together to set up joint
businesses, thus aiding economic integration. As well as noting the disparity between
rhetoric and reality with regards to ideas about ‘community’, their study illustrates how

people are able to mobilise in a situation of constraint, thus highlighting an interaction

between structure and agency.

Phizacklea (1998) refers to another instance of such ‘mobilisation’ with reference to
migrants 1n general: the Commission for Filipino Migrant Workers, which was set up in
1979, and the subsequent formation of Kalayaan, an organisation that fights for the

> There are also examples of groups, in and

rights of domestic workers from overseas
around London, formed by asylum seekers and refugees, for example Harambe (for

women from Eastern Africa and the Great Lakes region); Kenya Women's Association;

and, the Kurdish Cultural Centre (Women’s Asylum News, 2000).

Although there are concerns that outside the South East the opportunities for
development are much more limited (Zetter and Pearl, 2000), the fieldwork carned out
in the present study shows that community associations have developed in West
Yorkshire**. It is reasonable to assume that other dispersal sites are also experiencing
similar developments™. Whether these communities are distinctly ‘contingent’ or not is
unclear; what is apparent, however, is that they do provide much needed additional
support for asylum seekers and refugees (Zetter and Pearl, 2000), which 1s particularly

pertinent in the absence of adequate formal government support.

2 See http://www.ourworld.compuserve.com’/homepages/kalayaan/home.htm for more

information about this group.
4 There is a mixture<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>