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The Resettlement Experiences of Oromo Women Who Entered
Canada as Refugees

Biftu Yousufa and Nicole S. Berryb

ABSTRACT
Agrowingbodyof literature shows that gender-basedexperiences producedifferent circumstances formenand
womenwhobecome refugees and thereafter. This article sought to contribute to this literature by investigating
the challenges faced by Oromo women who have immigrated to Canada as refugees. Toward this end, we
interviewed six Oromowomen inWestern Canada regardingwhat led them to leave Ethiopia, their experiences
as refugees seeking asylum, and their struggles with resettlement and integration. The findings reveal that
Oromo women share the challenges endured by their male counterparts, but also are victims of gender-based
subjugation at each stage of emigration.
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RESUMÉ
Une littérature de plus en plus importante démontre que les expériences genrées produisent des conditions dif-
férentes pour les hommes et les femmesqui deviennent réfugié.es et également par la suite. Cet article a cherché
à contribuer à cette littérature en enquêtant sur les difficultés rencontrées par les femmes Oromo qui ont immi-
gré au Canada en tant que réfugiées. À cette fin, nous avons mené des entrevues auprès de six femmes Oromo
dans l’Ouest du Canada au sujet de ce qui les a amenées à quitter l’Éthiopie, leurs expériences comme réfugiées
demandant l’asile, et leurs difficultés en matière de réinstallation et d’intégration. Les résultats démontrent
que les femmes Oromo partagent les difficultés rencontrées par leurs homologues masculins, mais sont aussi
victimes de subjugation fondée sur le genre à chaque étape de l’émigration.

INVESTIGATING THE EMIGRATION
EXPERIENCE

Resettlement is often thought of as an end of
the emigration experience and a beginning
of re/building a stable existence. Although

immigration offers refugees a chance to
build new lives, the adversities that refugees
experience can persist even years after reset-
tlement. Previous studies have shown that
resettlement in a new country results in con-
siderable anxiety and a period of adjust-
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ment and integration (Kumsa, 2005, 2006;
Pittaway et al., 2009). Refugees are fre-
quently confronted with the loss of cul-
tural values, religious practices, and sup-
port systems (Bhugra & Becker, 2005; Stew-
art et al., 2010). Additionally, refugees may
struggle with procuring adequate employ-
ment (Creese & Wiebe, 2012), securing safe
and affordable housing (Sherrell et al., 2007),
and accessing services (Makwarimba et al.,
2013).

This research was prompted by an interest
in understanding the emigration and reset-
tlement experiences of Oromo women who
came to Canada as refugees. From freedom
fighters to mothers, Oromo women have
always played active roles in the Oromo com-
munity in Ethiopia. For example, Ethiopian
women fought alongside theirmale counter-
parts as front-line combatants in the quest to
defeat Mengistu’s Derg military dictatorship,
which was known for its violent “Red Ter-
ror” campaign (1977–79) (Veale, 2003). The
prolonged war was exacerbated by famine
and drought and took the lives ofmany inno-
cent civilians between1983and1985 (Henze,
2000). The violence abated somewhat for the
next six years, and in 1991 the Derg regime
was finally demobilized (Veale, 2003).

In the post-Derg era, many Oromo people
living in Ethiopia continued to report polit-
ical, economic, and ethnic oppression (Has-
sen, 2002; Gudina, 2007). The Commit-
tee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimina-
tion had been critical of the Ethiopian Peo-
ple’s Revolutionary Democratic Front, a polit-
ical coalition reported to be dominated by
the Tigray Peoples Liberation Front (TPLF),
for its systematic targeting of Oromo peo-
ple (Tronvoll, 2008). According to well-
documented reports, for example the UN
committee which monitors the implemen-
tation of the International Convention on

the Elimination of all forms of Racial Dis-
crimination (ICERD), the Oromo people have
been victim of “summary executions, rape of
women and girls, arbitrary detention, tor-
ture, humiliations and destruction of prop-
erty and crops.” In addition, notes Jalata
(2005) “the Ethiopian government has a his-
tory of using state terrorism to commit geno-
cide on the Oromo and other Indigenous
peoples” (p. 87). These conditions are rec-
ognized as constituting persecution under
the 1951 Refugee Convention (Caux, 2011;
UNHCR, 2011) and support theOromos’ right
to seek asylum in other countries.

When recounting their experiences as
refugees, women almost uniformly report
harrowing realities. A growing body of
literature shows that refugee women suf-
fer disproportionately (1) in situations that
cause flight from their homelands as well as
when they are in transit (Dauvergne, 2006);
(2) in refugee camps (Beswick, 2001); and
(3) as “urban refugees” awaiting processing
(Jacobsen, 2006, p. 273). As LaViolette
(2007) explains, refugee women have been
persecuted for transgressing gender norms
and frequently become victims of gender-
based violence. Studies show how trauma
caused by gender-based violence can make
it difficult for refugee women to adjust to a
new home country, even though they do not
always bear physical scars of their abuse (Bar-
tolomei et al., 2014; Berman et al., 2006).

Other research (Hyman et al., 2004, 2008;
McSpadden & Moussa, 1993) conducted in
North America suggests that it is particularly
difficult formenwhen they immigrate, when
compared to their female counterparts. For
example, one study utilized qualitative inter-
views and focus groups with 25 married,
separated, and divorced Ethiopian newcom-
ers, to explore the effects of post-migration
changes on marital relationships (Hyman
et al., 2008). The authors note that “formany
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of the male participants, migration was asso-
ciated with downward status mobility and a
loss of status and authority in the family” (p.
154), while women were described as having
achieved some upward mobility, particularly
in independence and autonomy. For some,
the changes in statuswere said to createmar-
ital conflict, increase the occurrence of inti-
mate partner violence, andgenerate changes
in communication that often led to a rela-
tionship breakup (Hyman et al., 2008).

McSpadden & Moussa (1993)qualitative
study of gender, identity, and resettlement
of Ethiopian/Eritrean immigrants in North
America corroborates the potentially nega-
tive effects of status difference on family
dynamics. Similar to Hyman et al. (2008),
they found evidence of status decline and
limited opportunities for men, which pre-
cipitated shame, depression, and even sui-
cide. McSpadden & Moussa (1993) note that
formen, “this declinewasmost severely expe-
riencedaround jobs and theeducationneces-
sary to obtain desired, hopeful employment
and status” (p. 222). Conversely, women did
not report the same status decline, as they
were inclined to view their new environment
as providing more opportunities, particularly
for advancing their education (McSpadden &
Moussa, 1993).

Findings from these studies typify a
facile narrative that immigrant women
become positively transformed post-
resettlement (Hyman et al., 2008; McSpad-
den & Moussa, 1993). The post-migration
experience is portrayed as being emanci-
pating, and difficult or even undesirable
for men as compared to women. The nar-
rative alludes to the notion that a change
in geographical context (e.g., flight from
home country to a democracy) ultimately
precipitates gender liberation for immigrant
women, particularly women who immigrate
from predominantly Muslim countries.

Weuse aqualitative explorationofOromo
immigrant women’s lives to highlight the
limits of this narrative. We argue that the
attention to status difference and libera-
tion for immigrant women obscures a more
complete understanding of Oromo women’s
gendered lives. By maintaining a focus on
the post-immigrant experience, the gender-
liberation narrative downplays how gender
dynamics shape the lives of former refugee
women in enduring ways. Significantly, by
doing so, it camouflages the ongoing roles
that gender plays inwomen’s everyday strug-
gles. Studies that examined the experiences
of Oromo refugee women resettled in the
United States found that pre-migration trau-
mas inflicted on refugee women exacerbate
their post-migration stress (Jaranson et al.,
2004; Robertson et al., 2006). Our aim is to
elaborate upon and contribute to this work
by exploring all phases of the emigration
journey, which could provide a more holistic
context for understanding the resettlement
experiences of refugee women.

To illustrate these points, our article draws
on qualitative interviews with privately-
and government-sponsored Oromo refugee
women who arrived in different chrono-
logical waves of settlement. We explore
women’s gendered lives in three phases:
before they left their homes; while they
were waiting to come to Canada; and post-
resettlement. The juxtaposition of these dif-
ferent phases not only upholds the usual
insight that gendered conditions in Canada
are vastly better when compared with pre-
vious gender-based hardships, but, more
importantly, allows us to see how women’s
earlier experiences of gender oppression are
not just left behind after arriving in Canada.

RESEARCH METHODS
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Our research was motivated by the idea that
refugees’ own voices are an important part
of scholarship, andwewere concernedby the
silences surrounding Oromowomen’s voices.
Our theoretical approach was guided by
intersectionality. As advanced by Crenshaw
(1989, 1991), intersectionality is a multi-axis
framework that can account for numerous
aspects of identity markers and discrimina-
tion. Intersectionality rebuffs homogenous
narratives by challenging single-axis frame-
works that artificially prioritize one identity
marker. Single stories of oppression erase
and obscure the multiplicity of discrimina-
tion faced by those who embody marginal-
ized social positions, such as refugee women.
Considering women simply as women may
not fully capture the circumstances they face;
intersectional approaches encourage us to
consider the multiplicative effect of each
new source of potential discrimination (e.g.,
skin colour, religion, and/or poverty) (Aber-
man, 2014; Crenshaw, 1991; Pittaway & Bar-
tolomei, 2001). An intersectional lens fore-
grounds a multi-dimensional analysis high-
lightingwomen’s narratives that have largely
been excluded. To honour an intersectional
approach, we decided to use a qualitative,
inductive methodology that allowed partici-
pants to talk about their own experiences in
their own words. Our principal method was
open-ended interviews (discussed below).

Sample

We sought participation from Oromo
women who had immigrated to Canada as
refugees. A member of an Oromo women’s
group, who was part of the first author’s
social network, helped identify and mobi-
lize participants for the study. Six women

between the ages of 18 and 50 who lived
in Western Canada were interviewed.1 The
participants in the study came to Canada
from Ethiopia, Kenya, and Somalia between
1989 and 2013. All of the women were
involved with their local Oromo-Canadian
diasporic community. They shared similar
socio-political, economic, and historical back-
grounds, but were diverse in other respects.
For example, some had fled an active war,
while others sought refuge from the ongo-
ing and residual effects of the century-long
war launched against the Oromo people by
Ethiopian officials. Most of the participants
did not know their real ages, so the ages
listed in Table 1 are their estimates.

Table 1
Sample Characteristics

Participant
pseudonym

Age Years in
Canada

Faynet 50 23

Deka 49 12

Kuleeni 42 8

Muna 21 4

Hamilee 18 4

Rinas 22 1

The Role of Ethics

Given the fragile political contexts that
refugees come from, the ongoing violence
linked to their places of origin, and the
impact this has on their lives in countries of
resettlement, the participants’ social loca-
tion was of particular importance to our
ethical considerations. Guillemin and Gillam
(2004) identify two dimensions of ethics in
research studies: (1) “procedural ethics”—
which include the processes involved in

1The participants were this age at the time of the interviews.
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gaining the approval of bodies that gov-
ern ethics; and (2) “ethics in practice”—
which entail the day-to-day ethical consid-
erations that researchers address through-
out their research (pp. 263–265). Formal
ethics approval was granted by the Research
Ethics Board (REB) responsible for oversee-
ing the research project. Although formal
ethics approval is oriented to the question of
potential harm, as well as consent and trans-
parency, our guidelines also considered the
question of ethics more broadly, as it relates
to culturally and politically appropriate pro-
tocols.

As an Oromo person and member of the
Oromo diaspora in Canada, the first author
was familiar with the norms customarily fol-
lowed to seek entry and conclude engage-
ments with Oromo communities. Having
this practical knowledge led her to believe
that typical REB protocols, such as provid-
ing debriefing sessions to ensure well-being
or offering information on psychological ser-
vices, would not be most suitable for the
target population. The distress protocols
used included monitoring participants’ emo-
tional reactions, providing breaks when par-
ticipants appeared upset, and holding space
when participants wanted to articulate their
emotions. Given the first author’s own social
location as a researcher and member of the
Oromo diaspora, she felt doubly responsible
for upholding higher ethical standards than
bioethics; she was responsible for protecting
and representing a population with whom
she identified. These approaches served to
mitigate concerns about non-maleficence.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Because we wanted to document Oromo
women’s views of their own experiences,
we chose interviews as the best method to
capture the viewpoints, experiences, beliefs,

and motivations of women who came to
Canada as refugees. Every effort was made
to encourage participants to share stories
and to honour their voices. Interviews
were conducted as participant-led dialogues.
While we were interested in their perspec-
tives on the conditions that led them to leave
Ethiopia and seek refuge, how they nego-
tiated and navigated asylum-seeking pro-
cesses, and what their lives have been like
since they resettled in Canada, questions
were open-ended and used only to prompt
discussions about the three phases of emi-
gration. Thereby participants were given the
opportunity for direct dialogue about what
mattered to them.

All interviews were conducted in person
by the first author in 2014 at a time and loca-
tion chosen by each participant. Interviews
lasted between one and two hours, and all
were recorded with the participants’ verbal
consent. Three interviews were conducted
in Oromo, two involved a mixture of Oromo
and English, and one was conducted fully in
English.

Each interview was transcribed with any
Oromo translated to English by the first
author. An inductive approach inspired by
grounded theory was taken to coding, which
allowed concepts, ideas, and meanings to
evolve from thedata (Palys &Atchison, 2013).
The qualitative research software NVivo was
utilized to aid in the compilation and man-
agement of the data. Fifty-eight codes and
sub-codes and core themes were identified,
which became the basis for integrating the
data, performing in-depth data analysis, and
developing a storyline.

In the sections that follow, we document
the three focal phases in women’s lives that
we explored: life in their homeland before
they left, fleeing the homeland, and post-
settlement in Canada. Our intersectional
approach led us to identify a unique set
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of challenges linked to women’s individual
(i.e., age, family structure, and marital sta-
tus) and shared (i.e., gender, social class,
and socio-political context of forced migra-
tion) social locations, which profoundly influ-
enced their emigration experiences. Using
women’s own words, we highlight the inter-
sectional themes that help substantiate the
multiplicative effect of social locations, and
how they have shaped women’s experiences
throughout the threephases of their journey.

HOW DO OROMOWOMEN BECOME
REFUGEES?

Oromomen have been subjected to unimag-
inable torture while detained, including hav-
ing heavy water-filled jugs secured to their
testes, being thrown into pits before being lit
on fire, and being buried alive ((Fossati et al.,
1996). Oromo women, too, have been tor-
tured and terrorized. They have had bottles
and poles shoved into their vaginas (Fossati
et al., 1996), and pregnantwomenhave been
beaten and killed (Jalata, 2005). Even Oromo
children have not been spared from persecu-
tion (Jalata, 2005).

Our participants recalled experiences con-
sistent with Jalata’s(2005) revelations. Deka,
for example, described the first time that the
TPLF came toher family home in searchof her
husband:

I was 9 months pregnant and the TPLF soldier [a

member of Ethiopian security forces] was aroundmy

house. One guy came and knocked [on] my door at

about 3 am…. I don’t know, but it was more than

midnight. He asked where my husband was, and

I told him [hewas] sleeping. I asked him if hewanted

me to wake him up and he said no and proceeded to

look around the house. He then took my husband

and came back and asked me where the gun was,

and that my husband had told him that there was a

gun inside the house. He said, “Your husband said to

give it to us” [and I responded] “But we don’t have

anything.” He tried to trick us. And he took my hus-

band to jail. I was very shocked and upset that time

and 2 or 3 days later I delivered a dead baby.

Deka felt that the death of her baby was
a direct result of the fear and shock that
she experiencedwhen the TPLF harassed and
detained her husband. As Kuleeni recalled,
“There are so many Oromo children that are
perishing due to thiswar [againstOromos]….
What about the time when they would cap-
ture Oromo women and cut off their breast
so that their children would have no milk
to drink from?” Ethiopian officials’ history
of colonization and systematic oppression of
Oromopeople had no limits andwaswithout
mercy (Bulcha, 2011; Hassen, 2015; Jalata,
1996; Jalata & Schaffer, 2013).

Both Faynet and Kuleeni shared their
experiences of the war launched against the
Oromo people when Ethiopia was under
Mengistu’s Derg regime. In the following
excerpt, Faynet described her experiences as
a young girl in Ethiopia who was a victim
of the Red Terror campaign of the seventies.
She became separated from her family and
was unable to return to her village because
of the civil war. Thosewho could escape scat-
tered and simply kept on going:

When they open that [bazooka] fire, people leave

everything they have on the ground [and] on the

floor andwhat they are doing, and everybody is run-

ning for their lives. That’s the time I ranwith thepeo-

ple who was running. [At] that time I left, we ran

to another farm. And from the farm to another vil-

lage. From another village…. We didn’t stop. We

kept going. When the fight starts, day and night,

they don’t stop. They open fire and fight and fight

and fight and fight and fight. When they fight you

just try to find a place to run. A safe place to go.

Ad hoc familial groups of people were
drawn together by common fate and walked
together onwhat Faynet recalled as a 3-week
to 1-month journey to Somalia. There was
death and destruction all around them and
throughout the trip.
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Most of the people I didn’t know. I took up with

them and … whatever we got, food or water, what-

ever we got, the day we had food we eat, the day

we didn’t have food we didn’t eat. We passed so

manydeadpeople. On topof us therewere airplanes

throwing bombs on us. Running away from that.

During the daytime we hide in the bushes so the air-

planes, they don’t see you. During the day you hide

under the bushes and under the trees. The big[gest]

trees you find, during the day you hide under there

and you don’t come out. Because the airplanes, they

don’t think that a group of people are going. The

military are sitting there, and they just throw the

bombs and kill people. So many people die like that.

During the nighttime we keep walking.

Kuleeni took a different path. After seeing
her family killed off by Ethiopian officials,
she felt obligated to uphold her family name
by joining the ongoing Oromo struggle for
freedom and peace. Her story exemplifies
the roles that she and other Oromo women
played in the armed resistance:

I was growing up and being raised as this [conflict]

was going on, and I was responsible, with others,

to make and carry food on our backs to the resis-

tance group. They [members of the resistance] were

afraid of the Derg because they [the Derg] would

suspect male adults, but they wouldn’t suspect small

children and women [and that’s why it became our

job to transport food]…When theAmharic-speaking

[Ethiopian officials] would come and check your

house, theywould steal breastmilk anddrink it. They

would hit the kids, throw them out, and step on

them. We were left with no choice but to pick up

guns and defend ourselves.

However, repercussions for her involvement
were severe. She and a male and female
friendwere apprehended. Themanwas shot
on the spot, while the women were incarcer-
ated. As Kuleeni recalled,

After being locked up for eight years … I finally had

my day in court. They asked me if I had ever killed

anyone, and I said that I never did. As I stood in

court I remember being at the end of my life, as my

health had derailed so significantly. I had gastric

issues before I was ever incarcerated and then suf-

fered fromall kindsof aches andpains fromthebeat-

ings and trauma that I receivedwhile inprison,which

received minimal to no medical treatment.

Although Oromo people experience struc-
tural oppression, Oromo women suffered
disproportionately during armed conflicts. In
part, this is a consequence of the gender-
based inequalities that are firmly rooted in
patriarchal cultures and societies, then exac-
erbated in politically unstable environments.
For example, participants in the study noted
that girls were more disadvantaged than
boys because of gender-role expectations.
Deka recalled being told that “no girls are
allowed to attend school outside.… That is
shameful for parents and for the girls.” Sev-
eral participants addressed how the social
construction of gender manifested in the
oppression of Oromo people:

I never had education because back home mostly

I grew in a familywithout a father. Mymother raised

us. So that time we had difficulty to go to, especially

the girls, me and my sisters had difficulty to go to

school because we had to help my mother with tak-

ing care of the rest ofmy brothers and sisters.… Back

home … the women [are] just for the kids and the

housewife.

(Faynet)

Although the boys who did make it to school
faced political realities they resented—not
being allowed to speak Oromo, for example,
and being forced to adopt Amharic, the lan-
guage of an ethnolinguistic majority group
that dominated the Ethiopian government—
many were able to gain political agency
through their higher level of education.
Although all people are affected by conflict
and displacement, girls’ and women’s lack of
education, with its concurrent lack of polit-
ical agency, sets them up for a life in which
they have limited hope for upward mobil-
ity. The combination of structural oppression

© Yousuf and Berry 2021



85 REFUGE : REVUE CANADIENNE SUR LES RÉFUGIÉS OromoWomen

and social constraints embedded in gender
socialization is instrumental in determining
how women become refugees.

BEING A REFUGEE

Most participants in this study followed
unplanned migration routes, which landed
them in different countries and in tempo-
rary settlements. Rinas was the only par-
ticipant whose country of first asylum was
Canada. Deka, Hamilee, and Kuleeni went
to Kenya before settling in Canada, while
Muna went east to Somalia. Faynet went to
multiple countries in Africa, the Middle East,
and Europe, before resettling in Canada as
her final destination. These locations did not
always provide thewomenwith a safe haven.

Living as a Foreigner

Refugees often find themselves jumping
from the frying pan into the fire—escaping
from one unstable and insecure environ-
ment, only to land in another. Sometimes
their escape is followed by time spent in the
limbo of refugee camps; Benjamin (1998)
and Beswick (2001) found these journeys
to be particularly horrendous for refugee
women, with beatings, sexual assault, and
other violence occurring frequently and
always a threat. Many refugees prefer to
live in urban areas to avoid camps. Although
urban spaces may provide refugees with
greater autonomy and economic opportu-
nities, refugees who live in these settings
also face a host of vulnerabilities including
marginalization and exclusion, limited access
to aid and other resources, and a lack of legal
rights and protection (Grabska, 2006; Jacob-
sen, 2006; Landau, 2006). All participants felt
fortunate to have avoided the camps, but still
experienced hardship while living in urban
contexts.

For example, Deka recalled what life was
like for her and her family when they took
refuge in neighbouring Kenya:

We left [for] Nairobi to save our lives…. But even

in Kenya, the situation was very bad. For female

refugees particularly, the police would stop us and

demand money from us. Because we don’t have

a [refugee] status and we stayed there as refugees

[seeking asylum] illegally, we had no choice but to

pay them off or they would rape, beat, and kill us.

During this limbo period in another country,
women often opted to live in urban areas,
connect with pre-existing social networks,
and search for menial work to support them-
selves. As Kuleeni recollected,

I was able to find some work cleaning and make

very little money; still, I had nowhere to sleep or stay

permanently. I didn’t have shoes. Pillow. Blanket.

I remembered the time when someone gave me a

blanket, I felt rich. Someone else bought me shoes.

Someone else donated a mattress to me. Oh boy!

I was very happy.

Although Kuleeni had a hard time while in
exile, she was at least able to join a pre-
existing Oromo community and attain some
support from its members.

Hamilee, who moved to Kenya with
extended family members as a young girl,
reported that her experience of waiting in
a host country was positive. She valued
the freedom to practise her Oromo culture
and recalled how much she appreciated this
aspect of her life while living as a foreigner in
Kenya. Her experience of living as a refugee
may have been more positive than that of
other participants because she was a child
without the responsibilities of the adultswho
cared for her.

Rite of Passage and Web of Secrets: Ad
Hoc Families

After fleeing their homes, all but one par-
ticipant reported becoming entangled in a
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web of secrets. Participants assumed new
identities by joining what we refer to as “ad
hoc families” to expedite and secure refugee
resettlement in Canada. To create ad hoc
families, womenneedednewdocuments and
new stories or facts that were consistent with
those new identities. Women described how
they kept secrets as a mechanism of survival;
though some documents or stories might be
contrived, the realities behind the need to
flee their homes were authentic.

An important gender dimensiongoverned
how women became enmeshed in the web
of secrets. Heads of households—fathers,
brothers, uncles, and husbands—told the
womenwhat to say and how to use their new
identities. As the women lacked autonomy
in their families and communities and were
afraid that their claims would be rejected,
they did what they were told. Several
reports have concluded that restrictive poli-
cies force migrants to use illegal and dan-
gerous means of entry, underscoring how
women and children are at particular risk of
exploitation (Morrison et al., 2001; Human-
RightsWatch et al., 2001). For example,
Faynet and her four children made it to
their destination in Europe, which was their
final stop before permanently resettling in
Canada, by using fake passports. Before her
stay in Europe, Faynet was in the Middle East
with her husband and children. There the
police were ready to deport them to Ethiopia
for being undocumented, regardless of the
fact this would put their lives in danger.
Faynet’s husband felt therewasno choicebut
to obtain fake passports if their family were
to survive.

During that time, he tried to find a passport for

myself and my children so we can leave from there

as soon as possible, because we knew that we would

not get a citizen[ship status] right away… like a fake

passport and ahhhh we found a passport. It wasn’t

like fake fake, it was a Somalia lady who had a pass-

port and she gave us the passport. We put my photo

and my children’s photos [in it].

She did as her husband instructed and fled
with her four children while her husband
stayed behind to work. Upon landing in
Europe, Faynet discarded the fake passports
and applied for asylum. The upshot, how-
ever, was that she was a single mother to
four children living in a foreign country, with
absolutely no support system. Faynet’s hus-
band joined the family a year later.

Hamilee and Rinas had different sto-
ries. They were accepted into Canada’s
refugee resettlement program as daughters
of an ad hoc family. When the interviewer
asked Hamilee, “Do you have any family in
Canada?” she first asked whether it was safe
to reveal a secret. Then she told the inter-
viewer, “They are notmy real family. They are
just my fake dad andmy fakemom, and I just
came as if they are my parents.” These reve-
lations were not entirely surprising. The first
author had been privy to such stories before
but did not know what led to such situations
or their implications for refugees. Hamilee
described her role—rehearsing and memo-
rizing her ad hoc family’s stories and learning
to keep their secrets—andwhat was at stake:

I had to go for many interviews, and to come to

Canada it took such a long time … they want to

know everything: what kinds of problems we expe-

rienced back home, why we felt that we needed to

leave the country, and why we couldn’t go back, etc.

They interviewedme every day…of course it is scary.

Sometimes you forget. Each visit that I had with

them I would rehearse the story, because we knew

that we were lying so it would have been easy to

forget. If we were telling the truth, it would have

been easy to recall the story, but 90% of it was a lie.

I especially told many lies, that I was an only child,

that I had no other family other than them, that they

weremy parents. However, it is true that there are so

many problems in Ethiopia.
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Hamilee’s experience reveals just how diffi-
cult and onerous it was for the women to
keep secrets. The lives of her fakemother and
father also were dependent on her keeping
her story straight, because any slip-up would
affect their resettlement determination.

The situation for Rinas was similar. She
explained that she was assigned the role of
daughter in her ad hoc family after plans
for another individual to do so did not work
out: “My fake father had a space on his
paper and that’s how I got to go with him to
Canada. The group I came with … one was
his fakewife, and twopeople as hiswife’s sib-
lings.” When Rinas learned that Canada had
accepted her, her uncle shouted, “Be happy
that you won the lottery, Rinas.” The inter-
viewer asked Rinas, “When you found out,
did your uncle ask you if you wanted to go?”
And she said, “He did not ask me. Like I said,
it was a tough household, so I was too afraid
to say anything otherwise…. I was think-
ing that I would be going to Kenya. I didn’t
even know.” She had not even known that
Canada was considering her, and “within a
few weeks they told me that I would be leav-
ing for Canada. I was not even ready.”

Some refugees had to weave a web of
secrets in order to achieve refugee sta-
tus by, for example, “replacing” real fam-
ily members lost to the war against Oromos.
One must appreciate the generosity and risk
assumed by those refugee families who will-
ingly offered others the opportunity to join
them. Nevertheless, joining an ad hoc fam-
ily had consequences for participants. For
women, joining an ad hoc family prevented
them from being able to sponsor their real
families, whom they left behind, and they
cited this as a major barrier to their resettle-
ment. In Hamilee’s words, “I can’t even say
I’d like to sponsor my mother since I already
have a mother here…. I can’t even sponsor

my cousins because my ‘dad’ told a lot of dif-
ferent stories about his family perishing. So
I just sit down and cry.” Ultimately, when
some women in our study landed in Canada,
they had to bear the daunting reality that
they would never live with their real families
again, perhaps never even see them again.

Participants described how challenging it
was to live as a refugee. Though they avoided
refugee camps and the violence that can
accompany them, often what happened dur-
ing their period of being a refugee marked
them for life. Despite the fact that women
had suffered gravely for being Oromo in
Ethiopia and could not return without threat
to their lives, finding the option to resettle
in Canada was not easy. Indeed, many were
forced to sacrifice their connections to hus-
bands, parents, siblings, and cousins to be
able to migrate.

From Refugee to Citizen

Refugee women had to begin to shape their
lives around resettlement long before they
arrived in Canada. As a growing body of
literature demonstrates (Labman, 2019; Lab-
man et al., 2020), the process of applying for
andgaining access to Canada’s refugee reset-
tlement program is long and arduous. Case
in point, the Canadian government rejected
Faynet and her family’s application for reset-
tlement to Canada because “[of] too many
children and [they] don’t accept big family”
(Faynet). She became unexpectedly preg-
nant shortly after being rejected by the Cana-
dian government. This led her to have an
abortion because she was so concerned that
an increase to her family size would for-
ever prevent her family from being spon-
sored. While they were eventually reset-
tled to Canada through private sponsorship,
Faynet deeply regrets the abortion, which
was done out of necessity rather than desire.
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Preparing for Resettlement to Canada

The process of unbecoming a refugee begins
with the orientation stage, which hap-
pens overseas. According to Immigration,
Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC),
refugee newcomers are offered orienta-
tion services abroad to help them bet-
ter understand life in Canada and make
informed resettlement decisions (IRCC,
2019). Interestingly, only the government-
assisted refugees (Muna, Hamilee, Rinas, and
Kuleeni) attendedanorientation; Faynet and
Deka did not have this opportunity as pri-
vately sponsored refugees.

The orientations that Muna, Hamilee,
Rinas, and Kuleeni attended lasted two to
three days, and the women described simi-
lar experiences. When the interviewer asked
them what they learned, Hamilee recalled
being told that “Canada is really cold…. They
told us to use the heater” and “that we had
to respect our neighbours or that they [the
neighbours]would call the police.” Rinas said

I [was told that I] needed to look for work because

work will not come looking for me; and to look for

work at various places and in the newspapers… that

Canada is not a big deal so don’t take it as if it is a

big deal. That Canadamay be forme or it may not…

and they told us that there are problems in Canada.

The government that funds these services
appeared to believe that several days is suf-
ficient to give refugees the support they
need to adapt to Canadian life—more specif-
ically, basic information about geography,
weather, and people, employment, educa-
tion, and the law. These basics are cer-
tainly important, but they do not underscore
the broader social issues that mark Canadian
societies (e.g., illiteracy, poverty, racial dis-
crimination, unemployment, and other social
ills). Given the conditions and realities that
the women escaped, and all the optimistic
information they were given about Canada,

onewould expect themto find their new lives
easier and better. As we discuss below, this
was not the case for the women in our study.

Prospects in Canada

When the interviewer asked the participants,
“What could have better assisted you in
the resettlement and integration process?,”
their thoughts and reflections were surpris-
ing. Faynet and Deka, who were privately
sponsored, had a view of the resettlement
process that was very different from Kuleeni,
Muna, Hamilee, and Rinas, all of whom
were government-sponsored refugees and
had fewer challenges. These differences
in difficulty may also reflect the fact that
the former two had been settled in Canada
longer than the latter four. Faynet, who
was first among the participants to come to
Canada, said,

Even if the church brings you or the government

brings you, there should always be a place for new-

comers that they can prepare them … to let them

know you are going to face these kinds of problems

… this is our culture … don’t be afraid … don’t be

surprised you are going to face this kind of stuff and

this kind of stuff … this is the Canadian way. Every-

thing. They should prepare you a little bit instead of

on your own, suffering. At least [so] you don’t face

big things on your own, especially when you are a

single mom.

She expressed feeling underprepared for
navigating the challenges and uncertainties
of life as a newcomer. These anxieties were
particularly heightened when her husband
left, and she became responsible for raising
six children on her own.

Faynet shared her perspective that “in
Canada, when refugees come for the first
time, most separate or divorce or those kinds
of stuff” and that “mostly the women [are
made to] suffer with the children and cul-
ture and everything.” Likewise, Deka recalled
being abandoned by her husband, who was
displeased about his loss of status in Canada.
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She explained how he would say to her, “Did
you bring me here to be a slave?” (Deka).
One day he “said that he wasn’t feeling good
… and that he would go and come back.
He never came back though” (Deka). She
recounted, “With seven kids, life was very
tough. Being a mother and a father after my
husband left. Life was so very tough.” Both
Faynet and Deka spoke in detail about the
challenges they experiencedwith raising chil-
dren in a foreign country with limited social
and economic support. Faynet, who survived
a civil war, trekked across multiple countries
in search of refuge, and lost her first child all
while she was a teenager, expressed through
tears how none of her previous hardships
compared to the suffering she experienced
with resettling to Canada.

The world has changed drastically since
Faynet and Deka were sponsored to Canada.
Faynet was in the first wave of Africans seek-
ing resettlement after Canada formally rec-
ognized refugees as a designated class of
immigrants in Canadian law (Canadian Coun-
cil for Refugees, n.d.). By amending previ-
ous immigration policies, which were clas-
sist, exploitative, and racist, the Immigration
Act of 1976 permitted a significant number
of non-European refugees to seek refuge in
Canada (Dirks, 2020; Green & Green, 2004).
Immigration from Africa grew exponentially
during the 1980s and 1990s (Troper, 2021).
Like Faynet, those who were among the first
wave did not have pre-existing communities
to join and had to form new communities
amongst themselves. Even if Canadian com-
munities had space for themandwerewilling
to welcome them, these early reception com-
munities didnot have the resources or knowl-
edge to successfully integrate a new popula-
tion.

As Canadian society became more inclu-
sive and pluralistic, subsequent waves of
African refugees admitted into Canada’s

refugee resettlement programmay have had
an easier time. The Canada in which Kuleeni,
Muna, Hamilee, and Rinas arrived (in 2006,
2010, 2010, and 2013, respectively) was dif-
ferent from the one Faynet and Deka came
to (in 1989 and 2002, respectively). Changes
in Canadian society, including the growth of
diasporic communities of former refugees,
could help to explain why participants who
arrived later did not experience as much dif-
ficulty undergoing resettlement and integra-
tion. Differences in how they expressed
their integration experiences may also be
attributed to the ways in which they were
sponsored (Hynie et al., 2019).

Regardless of when they arrived, par-
ticipants shared similar, limited economic
prospects in Canada. For the most part, they
lacked sufficient education and the employ-
ment skills necessary to compete in the Cana-
dian marketplace. Beiser (2003) found that
pre-migration educational levels were asso-
ciated with resettlement success. Five of the
six women had received some formal edu-
cation in their homeland (though less than
what was typical for men), yet generally their
formal educational achievement was mini-
mal. At the time of the interviews, four of
the women worked full-time in the clean-
ing industry and frequently juggled part-
time jobs as well. Rinas was struggling to
find employment, andDeka hadworked only
briefly since resettling in Canada because
she had ongoing health problems. Not only
were Faynet, Deka, and Muna responsible
for financially supporting their children, they
also felt obligated to support family mem-
bers in their homeland—sometimes caring
for an entire village. We deduce that gender-
based dynamics, which limited their opportu-
nities for formal education, coupledwithper-
sonal and familial obligations, compromised
their employability prospects for better pay-
ing and more rewarding jobs.
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An intersectional lens allows us to ana-
lyze and understand how life-long gender
dynamics play out so that refugee women
remain at the margins of their new society.
Anti-Oromo oppression (Gudina , 2007; Has-
sen, 2002; Jalata, 2005) and patriarchal cul-
ture colluded to isolate the Oromo women
in our sample from educational opportuni-
ties in Ethiopia. Their lack of formal educa-
tion and experience, coupledwith their iden-
tities as mothers and former refugees, made
it difficult for them to find rewarding and
useful employment. As Kumsa (2005; 2006)
has found, Oromos who come to Canada
as refugees construct new identities and
develop fluid ways to belong, but traumas
from their earlier oppressions can continue
to define their lives (Jaranson et al., 2004;
Robertson et al., 2006). For us, this raises the
question about refugee men making head-
lines when they lose their upward mobil-
ity, while there are fewer stories on refugee
womenwhohave limited access to education
or careers. In the same vein, refugee women
are portrayed as being emancipated. We in
Canada and academia should not be so con-
tent with the idea that refugee women are
liberated, despite having limited opportuni-
ties for formal education or upwardmobility.

Countering Remarginalization: A
Discussion

Counter to studies that imply women
become enfranchised after resettle-
ment (Hyman et al., 2008; McSpadden &
Moussa, 1993), the findings in this study sug-
gest that the intersections between national
origin, gender, and social class create con-
ditions that set up refugee women to have
limited opportunities for upward mobility.
In this regard, the system has failed them by
virtue of remarginalization. Although the
women in this study were safer in Canada
and did not live in fear of a bomb flying

through their window, they remained rele-
gated to society’s margins. Those who were
employed held multiple menial jobs for sur-
vival, and the demands of their gendered
lives thwarted opportunities to upgrade edu-
cation and advance career skills. Their pri-
mary hope was for their children to enjoy
more of the rewards that Canadian society
has to offer.

Accordingly, future studies should inves-
tigate the prospects for upward mobility
among children of former refugee women.
What implications do the realities of for-
mer refugee women have on second- and
third-generation immigrants? Are the expe-
riences transposed onto the children of for-
mer refugees, who then internalize them
and transpose them again onto their chil-
dren? This may explain some of the difficul-
ties plaguing young African immigrants liv-
ing in Canada. Finally, there has to be a bet-
ter way for former refugees to attain upward
mobility.

Notwithstanding all the hardship that the
women in this study had endured, they
expressed genuine gratitude toward Canada.
Faynet, Kuleeni, andMuna specifically appre-
ciated opportunities for language training,
economic stability, ability to send remit-
tances, access to health care, and women’s
empowerment. Likely the women did not
criticize the system because they compared
their lives in Canada to their earlier times of
hardship. Conversely, as an Oromo-Canadian
raised in the Oromo diaspora in Canada, the
first author is aware of the possibilities and
benefits of dreaming for a better Canada
and engendering change for a new wave
of refugee women. In other words, we
do not require our participants to change
their perspectives, but we challenge society
to transform in away that perceiveswomen’s
gendered needs differently. Here we see
how intersectional approaches can help our
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understanding of refugee women’s experi-
ences.
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