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Gender and Migration
Cristina Garrigos and Inés Ordiz
(UNED, Spain)

The concept of gender is crucial and has brought forth some of the most important theories and
practices in issues dealing with migration. Gender is important for both women and men as it
affects their migration experience. Feminist criticism, particularly after the Second Wave, has
differentiated between the concepts of “biological sex”, “sexual orientation”, and “gender”. The
purpose of establishing a distinction between these terms was to defend that the effects of
biological difference had been constructed to maintain a patriarchal system in which “male”
and “masculine” held more power than “female” and “feminine”. On the one hand, whereas
“sex” is preoccupied with biological elements, gender refers to how society assigns certain roles
and characteristics to men and women. Gender, thus, is understood as a construct built by social
groups, not defined by nature (de Beauvoir). “Sexual orientation”, on the other hand, refers to
the emotional or sexual attraction that a person feels towards another person from the same or
a different gender/sex. Recent writings on sex and gender problematize the polarization of the
sex/gender distinction, arguing that all identity categories “are in fact the effects of institutions,

practices and discourses” (Butler: ix).

A gender analysis should focus on the inequalities and differences between men, women, and
non-binary individuals. Gender also intersects with variables that can generate inequality and
cause discrimination, such as social class, migratory status, nationality, or sexual orientation,

among others.

Feminist theorists have called attention to the problems relevant to women in developing
countries that differentiate their struggle from women in industrialized ones. In Islamic
countries, for instance, feminism has been growing since the 1990s. One of the main
characteristics is the need to reform Islam, especially those aspects concerning customs and
laws that imply the lack of agency of women. Problems such as genital mutilation and forced

marriages are two issues that affect women and that are considered violations of human
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rights. Feminists such as Mernissi, Nawar Al Sadawi, and Assia Djebar have spoken to assert

their role as both Muslims and feminists.

The resistance to colonizing discourses among theorists has brought a global decolonial
approach to gender. For instance, Chandra Talpade Mohanty speaks of global decolonial

feminism, which she sees in the following terms:

.. . decolonization coupled with emancipatory collective practice leads to a rethinking
of patriarchal, heterosexual, colonial, racial, and capitalist legacies in the project of
feminism and thus, towards envisioning democracy and democratic collective practice
such that issues of sexual politics in governance are fundamental to thinking through
questions of resistance, anchored in the daily lives of women, that these issues are an
integral aspect of the epistemology of anticolonial feminist struggle. (2003, xxxviii)
A decolonial definition of the gendered subject must consider the transnational, transhistorical,
and transtheoretical implications of the migration process. For instance, according to Francesca
Miller, “[the] politics of conscientization, fusion of a radical critique of economic, political and
social injustice with a gendered analysis has resulted in a syncretic understanding that has

transformed both feminism and the politics of social change in Latin America. It has also deeply

influenced the global women’s movement” (1990, 205).

Struggles related to gender and migration concern theories of identity and politics and, first and
foremost, practical living questions: access to education, sexual abuse, work discrimination,
etc. are some of the problems found by women who are forced to migrate both in their countries
of origin but also in the destination countries where they can be victims of exploitation at work

or other type of violence.

Gender and sexual orientation are often causes for discrimination and thus, it is important to
consider gender-specific migration. LGBTQI+ people are often prosecuted in their countries of
origin, and they find many difficulties along the way. Likewise, migrant women are more at
risk of suffering rape or any other type of sexual abuse than men in their journeys. For instance,
Latin American women who cross from South and Central America to North America are often
victims of abuse. Likewise, women coming from Eastern countries when traveling to Europe
are also vulnerable to violence (such as human trafficking, for instance). However, although it

is crucial to pay attention to those flagrant cases of gender violence, it is also important to
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dismantle the basic association between women and victims, as well as between women

migrants and “bad mothers” who have left their children behind to move to another country.

Gender roles are a cause of inequality in the migration process, as often we find a division
between “masculine” jobs (better paid, e.g. construction) and “women’s work™ (domestic or
caretaker). There is also gender inequality in the sense that women often have fewer
employment opportunities than men and, if they find a job, they still have unpaid caring
responsibilities at home. If a woman emigrates and leaves her children behind, it is often other
women in her family who take care of those children. Migration can be empowering for women
as they can own an income and have new opportunities for economic and social achievement,
but women must face double discrimination for being women and migrants (even stigmatized

for having abandoned their children, for instance).

Whereas in the past the stereotypical idea of “the migrant” was a masculine subject, this
conception has changed as more attention is paid now to women in the migration process
(Gullon, Hennebry et al., Petroziello). However, migration is still a subject of stereotypes, as
the general conception of the nuclear family is usually heteropatriarchal (a heterosexual couple
with children performing traditional gender roles) and excludes other family dynamics. In this
sense, two relevant terms coined recently are “the feminization of migration” and ‘“the
feminization of poverty” (Cobo and Posada). The proportion of women in migration flows has
increased, but the greatest change is that more women are migrating independently and/or as
the leader of family migration projects. Also, at a global level, there has been a tendency toward
“the growing material impoverishment of women, worsening of their living conditions, and
violation of their fundamental rights” (Cobo and Posada). Poor women do not have access to
the resources or services needed to change their condition. In Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s
words, the subaltern does not have access to the discourse and therefore cannot change a
situation of inequality. Thus, more women are migrating due to gender inequality (domestic
violence, unemployment, etc.) in their country of origin. Also, there is a demand for female
labor in the destination countries. As developed countries are changing (more women in the
labor market), a new structure is arising reorganizing the international division of labor. In other

words, there is an important need for caretakers (for children, the elderly, the sick, disabled,
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etc.) which results in gender inequalities based on social class, ethnicity, etc. as most of these

works are often performed by migrant women.
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