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Migration: Refugee Camps: Bangladesh 

 

Introduction 

In 2015, 64 million people worldwide were forcibly displaced (UNHCR 2017a). Acute 

emergencies like the war in Syria stands for a significant share of these figures, and largely 

explain the substantial increase in the numbers of forcibly displaced persons in recent years. 

However, the existence of numerous protracted refugee situations (Adelman 2008), where 

displaced people remain in rudimentary camps and settlements for many years with no solution 

in sight are another important reason why the number of displaced persons worldwide remain 

at such alarming levels year after year. One of the most protracted refugee situations in the 

world is found in Bangladesh. For decades, Bangladesh has hosted high numbers of refugees 

belonging to the Rohingya minority from Myanmar. The Rohingya is a Muslim minority facing 

grave persecution and denial of citizenship in Myanmar. This situation has forced and continues 

to force many to flee across the border into Eastern Bangladesh. Despite the protracted nature 

of the Rohingya refugee situation, it has until recently received relatively little scholarly 

attention (Ullah 2011). 

This entry focuses on women’s situation in refugee camps for Rohingya refugees located 

in Eastern Bangladesh. More specifically, it focuses on the interface between refugee women 

and the policies and practices of humanitarian aid agencies working in the camps, providing 

resources and services essential to the survival of the refugees. However, humanitarian aid 

agencies do not simply aim to keep refugees alive. In the past decades, a growing number of 

international policies and guiding principles have established that the protection of women’s 

rights and the promotion of gender equality should be an integral aspect of humanitarian aid 

operations (Buscher 2010; Edwards 2010; UNHCR 2008). While feminist scholars agree that 

this constitutes a major improvement compared to gender blindness, they have also criticized 

the ways in which women-focused humanitarian policies represent and approach women. The 

overwhelming focus on women as vulnerable victims in need of special protection has been 

problematized as contributing to reinforce women’s marginalization (Manderson et al. 1998; 

Kneebone 2005; Szczepanikova 2010). Efforts to increase refugee women’s participation have 

often been driven by a desire to increase aid effectiveness rather than to realize women’s rights, 

and have not necessarily contributed to change in existing gender relations (El-Bushra 2000, 

Olivius 2014a; Hyndman and de Alwis 2008). Further, representations of refugee women as 

victims of “backward” non-western cultures have reproduced cultural and racial hierarchies 

(Macklin 1995; Razack 1995; Olivius 2017).   

Contributing to the last line of criticism, this entry interrogates how the religion and 

culture of Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh are perceived by humanitarian aid agencies and 

how these perceptions come to shape their efforts to prevent and respond to violence against 

women in the camps. The entry draws on previous research on Rohingya refugees as well as 25 

interviews with humanitarian workers employed by United Nations (UN) agencies and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) engaged in the delivery of humanitarian aid and services 

to the refugee camps. The interviews were conducted by the author in 2010 and 2011. The 

analysis reveals how the refugees’ Muslim religion is constructed as a major component of a 

“backward” culture that is described as producing and condoning violence against women.  In 

other words, violence against women is represented and approached as a symptom of cultural 



backwardness that needs to be addressed through the modernization of refugee subjectivities, 

attitudes and beliefs. As this entry demonstrates, such approaches have generated conflicts and 

resistance from refugees, and sometimes obstructed rather than advanced struggles for refugee 

women’s rights. 

Next, I provide a brief overview of the situation of Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar, and 

the refugee situation in Bangladesh. The analysis then follows, examining how humanitarian 

workers represent Rohingya religion and culture, and how these representations come to shape 

humanitarian aid programs designed to address violence against refugee women. The 

conclusions discuss the political and ethical implications of this way of representing and 

approaching violence against women in the Bangladeshi refugee camps. 

 

Persecution of Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar 

The border between Arakan State in Western Myanmar, home of the Rohingya Muslim 

minority, and Eastern Bangladesh has historically been fluid. Labor migration across the border 

was encouraged during British colonization when both Myanmar and Bangladesh were 

administered as parts of British India. When the Japanese occupied Myanmar during World 

War II, the Rohingyas stayed loyal to the British in exchange for the promise of an autonomous 

Muslim state in northern Arakan. At the end of the war the British promise was not kept, and 

Rohingyan aspirations for independence were not well recieved by the leaders of newly 

independent Myanmar (Lewa 2004, Pittaway 2008).  

After the onset of military rule in 1962, repression and discrimination of the Rohingyas 

increased. All military governments have since consistently denied the Rohingyas Burmese 

citizenship. They have been barred from military and civil service, and subject to persecution, 

violence, and confiscation of property. In 1977, the military conducted a registration exercise 

in preparation for a national census, aiming to screen out individuals considered “foreign”. This 

was accompanied by extreme violence; killings, rape, and destruction of mosques. As a result, 

more than 200,000 Rohingyas fled to Bangladesh. Bangladesh was unwilling to accept the 

refugees, and was forced to request assistance from the UN to handle the influx. The refugees 

were eventually forced to return to Myanmar through a repatriation exercise characterized by 

violence and coercion by Bangladeshi authorities, leaving approximately 10,000 Rohingya 

dead (Barnett and Finnemore 2004, Pittaway 2008).  

A decade later, during the unrest following the government’s refusal to recognize the 

1990 election results, the military turned to the Rohingyas as a scapegoat and the level of 

repression increased again. This caused a new mass exodus: by March 1992 nearly 270,000 

refugees had fled to Bangladesh, making this one of the largest refugee flights in history. At 

first, the Bangladeshi government was welcoming, and UNCHR and other humanitarian 

agencies were allowed to open 21 camps to accommodate the refugees. However, as it became 

apparent that the refugee crisis would be  long-term, Bangladesh stated that the refugees must 

be repatriated, arguing that the economic pressure of hosting them was too much for a country 

that was already one of the poorest in the world (Pittaway 2008). Thus, the majority of refugees 

were again repatriated. Despite the involvement of the UNHCR the repatriation exercise was 

far from voluntary and has received massive criticism (Lewa 2004; Barnett and Finnemore 

2004). As noted by Pittaway, the horror of this repatriation exercise has still not been fully 

acknowledged by the international community (Pittaway 2008). 



In Arakan State, persecution of Rohingyas has continued throughout the period of military 

rule. Rendered stateless by the 1982 Citizenship Act, Rohingyas must apply for permission 

from the local authorities, usually Burmese military police notorious for human rights 

violations, to get married or even  travel outside of their village. This has severe implications 

for their access to healthcare and education, as well as their opportunities to work (Lewa 2009).  

Because of the hardships facing Rohingya in Myanmar, they have continued to flee across the 

border to Bangladesh, and many have also fled across the Bay of Bengal to Thailand and 

Malaysia. In the latter scenario, they have frequently been subjected to abuse and exploitation 

at the hands of human traffickers, and many are believed to have drowned. Thailand has been 

criticized for its policy of sending boats with Rohingya refugees back out to the high seas, 

refusing them access to their shores (Human Rights Watch 2009). 

Although Myanmar has embarked on a path of at least partial democratization beginning 

with reforms in 2011, discrimination of and violence against Rohingya Muslims has not ceased. 

On the contrary, state-sanctioned legal discrimination such as denial of citizenship and 

population control measures targeting Muslims has been left in place. In addition, communal 

violence against Muslims, spurred by an increasingly belligerent Buddhist nationalism, have 

worsened severely. In 2012, anti-Muslim riots in Arakan State forced 150,000 to flee their 

homes amid horrific human rights abuses. Most of those who fled became internally displaced, 

confined to squalid camps in Arakan State. Rohingya women have been subjected to rape, 

sexual exploitation and trafficking (Abdelkader 2014). 

In 2015, Aung San Suu Kyi and her National League for Democracy came to power 

through a landslide election victory. Unfortunately, this milestone in terms of democratization 

has not meant any relief for the Rohingya. The new government appears to share the view of 

that the Rohingya are not Burmese but Bengali, and there is no sign that it will take a stand for 

the human rights of the Rohingya despite increasing media attention and international criticism 

of its handling of the Rohingya issue (Ibrahim 2016, 99). On the contrary, the situation 

deteriorated even more after Rohingya militants attacked a border guard post on October 9, 

2016. As a response, the Burmese military initiated a “security operation” allegedly aimed at 

catching Rohingya militants, but resulting in widespread violence against Rohingya men, 

women, and children as well as massive destruction of property (Human Rights Watch 2017). 

A 2017 report by the United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, based 

on interviews with Rohingya who had fled from Arakan State after the beginning of the 

crackdown in October 2016, details dreadful accounts of summary killings, arson, sexual 

violence, and torture (OHCRC 2017).  

Having escalated in recent years, scholars and human rights advocates have argued that 

the situation facing the Rohingya in Myanmar now qualifies as genocide (Ibrahim 2016, Fortify 

Rights 2015). However, the government continues to deny the gravity of the situation. For 

example, charges of systematic rapes of Rohingya women were disregarded as simply rumors 

in a statement from State Counselor Aung San Suu Kyi’s Information Committee (Human 

rights Watch 2017). Moreover, a commission of inquiry set up by the government concluded 

that there is “no evidence” of genocide against the Rohingya (BBC News 2017). Thus, the 

situation for the Rohingya in Myanmar is unlikely to be resolved anytime soon, and the outflow 

of desperate Rohingya refugees into Bangladesh is likely to continue. 

 



Rohingya Refugees in Bangladesh 

Thus, for decades Rohingya refugees have been caught in a cycle of forced migration and 

repatriation (Ullah 2011). In the aftermath of the criticized repatriation in 1994/1995, 

approximately 20,000 refugees managed to stay in Bangladesh. They now make up a majority 

of the 33,000 refugees living in the two remaining official refugee camps, Kutupalong and 

Nayapara. However, due to continued violence and persecution in Arakan State, Rohingya 

people have continued to flee to Bangladesh. Most of the later arrivals have been denied refugee 

status and access to the two official camps. As a result, an estimated 200,000-500,000 

unregistered Rohingya live in villages in Eastern Bangladesh and in camp-like settlements near 

the official refugee camps (Lewa 2003, UNHCR 2017b).  The Bangladeshi government does 

not authorize provision of humanitarian aid to unregistered refugees outside the official camps 

(Refugees International 2011). Furthermore, several thousands of the refugees in the official 

camps are unregistered and do not receive food rations. Thus, only a minority of Rohingya 

refugees are actually recognized as such and eligible for humanitarian assistance.  

The two official refugee camps are managed by the Bangladeshi government. The 

government is responsible for refugee shelters, camp offices and law and order in the camps, 

and carries out the daily administration of the camps and coordinates delivery of services. In 

addition, the government provides the bulk of health care services to the camps. In addition to 

the government, the UNHCR is the main humanitarian actor in the camps, and coordinates and 

funds a large share of the humanitarian aid programs implemented by partner agencies in the 

camps. Humanitarian aid is also provided by other UN organizations such as the World Food 

Program (WFP), and a number of international and national NGOs (UNHCR 2017b, Olivius 

2014a, UNHCR and WFP 2010). Education and health services are still limited, and 

experiences of persecution in Burma, repeated forced repatriation movements, and lack of 

security and opportunities in Bangladesh have created a camp environment pervaded by fear 

and insecurity (Pittaway 2008, UNHCR 2013). In 2013, the government of Bangladesh allowed 

Grade Six education to be provided in the camps for the first time. Previously, only primary 

education had been allowed (UNHCR 2013). 

 

[PLACE FIGURE 1 HERE] 

Figure 1: The Bangladesh-Myanmar border areas.  

Map design: Magnus Strömgren 

 

The government retains strict control over all activities in the camps, and only authorizes 

selected NGOs to work in the official camps. Further, authorization is required for every 

specific program activity and the authorization process can be considerably lengthy, making 

timely delivery of humanitarian aid seriously difficult (Refugees International 2011). Refugees 

have been prohibited from organizing in any way, and previous attempts among the refugees to 

organize themselves have been actively repressed by the government (Interviews with UN 

workers, Cox’s Bazar 6-7 March 2011). However, in 2010 UNHCR and WFP established Camp 

Management Committees, Block Management Committees, and Food Management 

Committees with the intention of providing representative refugee leadership and forums for 

refugee participation in camp governance. While these committees provide institutionalized 

forums for consultation with refugees, they are not decision-making forums with any real 



authority over the allocation of resources or the content of humanitarian programs (Olivius 

2014b).   

Although large-scale repatriation has not resumed after 1995, there has been continued 

pressure from Bangladeshi authorities to coerce refugees to go back. Refugees face abuses such 

as false accusations and imprisonment, beatings, and confiscation of belongings and ration 

books. The government has persistently stated that the refugees will not be allowed to stay and 

must go back, using coercion and violence to return refugees to conditions of insecurity, abuse, 

and persecution in Burma. While the Burmese government argues that the Rohingya are 

Bangladeshi and not Burmese, the government of Bangladesh refuses to grant them citizenship 

or to allow local integration in Bangladesh. In effect, the Rohingya are stateless, not considered 

as nationals by any state (Pittaway 2008). A small-scale repatriation program was initiated in 

2007, giving rise to renewed hopes for a viable solution for at least some Rohingya refugees. 

However, the resettlement program was halted by the government in 2010 (Refugees 

International 2011, UNHCR 2013). 

The situation of Rohingya women in the camps is difficult. Humanitarian workers and 

agencies generally describe the discrimination and abuse of women as serious and pervasive 

problems. Rates of violence against women are high; girls drop out of school at puberty to avoid 

harassment and violence, both in school and on their way to school; and women’s participation 

in decision-making and their access to income and services is far from equal to that of male 

refugees. Of these issues, violence against women, generally termed sexual and gender based 

violence (SGBV), has received the most attention and has become a priority in the work of 

several humanitarian agencies (UNHCR 2007, UNHCR 2017b). However, academic research 

has not directed significant attention to the situation of Rohingya women refugees in 

Bangladesh. In a rare exception, Khandekar and Haider describe Rohingya women and girls as 

severely oppressed hostages in the hands of their own communities and male leaders (2000). 

As noted, outbreaks of anti-Muslim violence in Western Burma since 2012 have created 

a new wave of mass displacement of Rohingyas. Most have become internally displaced, but 

many have attempted to leave the country as boat refugees or by crossing the Bangladeshi 

border on foot. However, thousands who have tried to cross the border to Bangladesh have been 

pushed back by the Bangladeshi government due to national security concerns, host fatigue and 

fear of a new mass influx of refugees (UNHCR 2013, Amnesty International 2016).  

 

Violence against Women, Islam, and Humanitarian Aid in the Camps  

While the prevalence of violence against women is notoriously difficult to assess, it is 

undoubtedly a serious and pervasive problem in the Bangladeshi refugee camps. While this is 

important to recognize, it is also important to consider how violence against women is 

represented; the understanding of the problem will shape the strategies that are devised to 

address it and the impact they will have (Bacchi 2009). As argued by previous studies, attempts 

to promote gender equality in refugee camps are frequently represented as efforts to develop 

and modernize the refugee population (Olivius 2016, 2017). Gender equality programs, 

Grabska argues, are part of an “accelerated modernity project” that aims to teach refugees how 

to be “modern” (Grabska 2011, 88). This is arguably also the case in the Bangladeshi refugee 

camps. In interviews with humanitarian workers, the causes of gender inequality and problems 

such as violence against women and unequal outcomes in terms of access to services and 



resources are overwhelmingly interpreted as being rooted in the culture and religion of the 

refugees. The Rohingya community is described as a traditional, conservative and religious 

society, where the norms, beliefs, and practices of the refugees are the main obstacles to 

increased gender equality. Explaining the lack of gender equality, an NGO representative 

remarked: 

 

The refugee’s religious and social background from their ancestral homes across 

the border is a very backward-looking, orthodox Muslim society. The society, 

social norms, culture and tradition is the root, and they bring this along. It is a 

very male-dominated society. And an uneducated society in general … The 

scenario of gender inequality is very clear if you only walk through the camps. 

Women are less active, women are restricted to the house, the domestic sphere 

… It is a less progressive society. (Male NGO worker, Cox’s Bazar, 12 March 

2011) 

 

Gender inequality and violence against women is constructed as inherent in Rohingya culture. 

As evident in this quotation, a representation of Rohingya society as “backward-” is 

discursively linked to it being Muslim. By contrast, gender equality is constructed as a 

characteristic of “modern” societies, and the low status of Rohingya women is seen as an 

indicator of the generally “traditional” and “backward” nature of Rohingya society. 

Postcolonial feminist scholarship provides ample evidence the construction of women’s roles 

and status as an indicator of cultural advancement is not new, but can be traced through colonial 

discourses (Narayan 1997, Mohanty 1988). A result of this construction is that women from 

“traditional” or “underdeveloped” societies are seen as victims of their culture and thus in need 

of expertise, protection, and salvation from the “modern” world (Parpart 1993, 451). In the 

global governance of refugees, notions of gender inequality and violence have frequently been 

mobilized to construct societies and regions from where refugees originate as dysfunctional, 

unable to govern themselves, and in need of intervention. In contrast, states that receive or 

provide aid to refugees can play the part of the morally superior, modern, and gender-equal 

savior (Macklin 1995, Reeves 2012). Paraphrasing Spivak, humanitarian policy and practice 

frequently represent efforts to address violence against women in refugee communities as a 

case of “white men” and women, “saving brown women from brown men” (1994, 93). 

Representations of women as vulnerable and in need of protection from their own cultural 

context are pervasive in the humanitarian aid operation in Bangladesh. Discussing the risks that 

refugee women face in the camps, a UN employee concluded, with some despair, that “it’s a 

dangerous world here for women” (Female UN worker, Cox’s Bazar, 7 March 2011). 

Moreover, descriptions of Rohingya women as subjugated, uneducated, and easily manipulated 

frequently feature in narratives linking violence against women with the underdevelopment and 

backwardness of Rohingya society: 

 

Women are controlled by men: traditional leaders, religious leaders. They need 

permission from husbands, fathers, brothers, to do everything. And they accept it: they 

are uneducated, illiterate; they believe what they are told. Beliefs in ancestors and 

spirits are used to motivate rules and constraints on women. They believe it; it is in 



their religious views. And many think it is normal that husbands beat their wives, and 

they accept it. (Male NGO worker, Cox’s Bazar, 3 March 2011) 

 

Again, references to the religious practices and beliefs of Muslim Rohingya refugees are 

prominently used to explain discrimination and violence agains women in this community. 

When violence against women among the Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh is overwhelmingly 

understood and represented as a cultural and religious problem, humanitarian aid interventions 

seeking to address it are consequently constructed as part of a process of modernization and 

development of refugee culture and subjectivities. Humanitarian aid is represented as the carrier 

of modern, progressive norms of gender equality and human rights that should be used to 

counter inequality and abuse inherent in Rohingya culture. 

In order to do so, various forms of awareness-raising and education on gender issues 

and human rights are the main strategies to address violence against women; constructed as a 

problem rooted in cultural norms and attitudes, humanitarians seek to combat violence against 

women through interventions targeting the beliefs and subjectivities of refugees. Workshop 

sessions on issues such as domestic violence and early marriage target different groups of 

refugees such as women, men, youth, and religious leaders. Social workers offer individual and 

family counselling in cases of domestic violence, and billboards throughout the camps display 

messages promoting women’s rights and condemning violence against women. Campaigns and 

events such as the celebration of International Women’s Day also contribute to the 

dissemination of messages encouraging changed beliefs and practices in the refugee population 

with regards to issues of family, marriage, education and decision making. 

A representative of an NGO conducting training programs and counselling on SGBV in 

the camps argues that to overcome violence against women, “there has to be strong behavioural 

change advocacy” (Male NGO worker, Cox’s Bazar, 14 March 2011). In the narrative of this 

humanitarian worker, it is clear that to “raise awareness” means to change the attitudes, beliefs, 

and behavior of refugees. A government official responding to the question of how SGBV can 

be stopped answers in similar terms: “They have to be properly educated! Without education, 

it cannot be done” (Male government official, Cox’s Bazar, 10 March 2011). In a long-term 

process of cultural change, refugees must be re-educated to become gender-equal: 

 

One of the main reasons for gender inequality is the cultural conservatism, so I think 

that it does take time to sort of change those ideas, starting especially with the younger 

boys in school, and even the younger girls to empower them. So, I think it starts with 

education … the humanitarian organizations, we usually hold various campaigns, 

education, seminars … so those kinds of educational campaigns I think help. (Male 

UN worker, Cox’s Bazar, 7 March 2011)] 

 

The opportunity to be educated about gender equality by humanitarian organizations in the 

camps is constructed as a window of opportunity for the modernization and development of 

Rohingya society. Explaining why refugees should appreciate and embrace humanitarian 

gender-equality interventions, a government official exclaimed: “Why not accept 

development?” (Male government official, Cox’s Bazar, 10 March 2011). Further, a 

Bangladeshi NGO worker suggested that the reason gender inequality and violence are 



perpetuated in the camps is that the Rohingya do not take part in the development of their host 

country, as they are, in his view, “not interested in learning anything” (Male NGO worker, 

Cox’s Bazar, 10 March 2011). However, as the refugees’ exclusion from the host society is 

clearly a result of government policies, the suggestion that the Rohingya are choosing to isolate 

themselves from new social and cultural influences is highly questionable. 

While education on women’s rights may also have empowering and transformative 

effects, the suggestion that the solution to violence against women means to “accept 

development” and abandon “backward” Rohingya culture and religion is not well received by 

all segments of the refugee community. Humanitarian programs that seek to address violence 

against women through awareness-raising practices have generated resistance within the 

refugee community, sometimes taking violent forms. One notable example in recent years was 

the aggressive reaction of some refugee leaders towards a drama group put together to raise 

awareness about sexual and gender-based violence through their performances. The drama 

group was initiated by an international humanitarian organization, and the cast members were 

refugees – two of them women. The messages of the drama group and the choice of drama as a 

medium of communication was not well received by parts of the refugee community, or by its 

leaders: 

 

Because there’s a lot of conservative members that were against their messages 

of SGBV prevention, and also against dramas … and certainly against females 

doing that kind of thing, there was actually a big backlash against them, and there 

was a bit of a confrontation; there were death threats, things like that … and 

pretty open stuff. Even by one, in an open forum of refugee leaders, one refugee 

leader who was, yeah, quite a troublemaker, I guess you could say, openly said 

that if they perform again then … he made some violent threats against them. 

And this was openly in front of all the refugee leaders … so there was a big 

backlash against that group. (Female UN worker, telephone interview, 31 May 

2011) 

 

Fortunately, nothing did happen to the members of the drama group. The country representative 

of the responsible organization put pressure on the Bangladeshi official in charge of the daily 

running of the camp, stating that he would be held responsible if anything happened to the 

members of the controversial drama group. In addition, refugee leaders were told that they too 

would be held responsible if anything happened. The drama group did continue, but in a less 

public manner. 

Another expression of rejection of humanitarian organizations’ programs has been the 

tearing down of posters condemning violence against women at a community centre in one of 

the camps. On this occasion, there was also a sign outside the centre depicting a rapist in chains, 

being arrested by police. This attempt at communicating that rape is a criminal act was 

apparently perceived as provocative. A UN employee reported that “some of the refugee men 

had been throwing rocks at it [the sign] … they really don’t like the idea of, not all of them, but 

some of them, really don’t like this idea of being thrown into jail for violence against women” 

(Male UN worker, Cox’s Bazar, 7 March 2011). 



Further, some refugees oppose the activities of humanitarian organizations due to fear 

that they are “turning our women into Westerners” (Female UN worker, Cox’s Bazar, 6 March 

2011) – which is perhaps not surprising when humanitarian workers clearly express that, to 

them, combating violence against women means educating refugees to abandon the ‘traditional’ 

beliefs and practices of Rohingya culture. In the context of the Bangladeshi camps, this is 

deeply unhelpful to any effort to improve the situation of Rohingya women. Rohingya refugees 

have experienced discrimination and persecution based on their claims to ethnic, religious, and 

cultural specificity in Burma and in exile. Many refugees are therefore sensitive to “attacks” on 

their culture, and consider it important to preserve what they perceive as traditional features of 

group identity. When humanitarian organizations represent violence against women as a 

weapon in a cultural conflict, it effectively eliminates space for feminist politics within the 

refugee community, making any proposition for change in women’s roles and opportunities 

deeply sensitive. As postcolonial feminist scholars have demonstrated, in such a situation there 

is a risk that refugees who advocate for women’s rights or challenge existing gender norms are 

seen as cultural traitors (Yuval-Davis 1997, Narayan 1997, 2000). This situation can be quite 

dangerous for refugee women, as one former UN employee recognized as she reflected on her 

work in the Bangladeshi camps: 

 

[B]y trying to protect and promote women’s rights, you might inadvertently place them 

at more risk or make them more vulnerable. I think that was the biggest challenge; 

there was this constant balancing act between, you know, trying to advance their rights 

and create more opportunities for them, but at the same time ensuring that there 

wouldn’t be a negative backlash against them. So there was actually one incident 

where a woman had attended our women’s support group meetings, and she ended up 

going back home and her husband beat her for leaving the home. (Female UN worker, 

telephone interview, 30 August 2011) 

 

In effect, the strong emphasis on Rohingya culture as the cause of violence against women and 

changes in refugee attitudes, norms, behaviors, and identities as the way to overcome violence, 

has mobilized issues of gender and violence as weapons in a cultural conflict. The significance 

of unequal gender relations defining cultural boundaries has increased as gender equality 

becomes a symbol of “developed”, or Western, culture used .  

Furthermore, the humanitarian preoccupation with developing and educating the 

Rohingya community draws attention away from what humanitarian organizations could 

actually do to address violence through their own programming. For example, even though the 

UNHCR has committed to individually registering all refugee women in 2001, this is still not 

done in Bangladesh (Olivius 2017). In the refugee camps in Bangladesh, each family receives 

a ration book that makes them eligible for food aid (Female UN worker, Cox’s Bazar, 7 March 

2011). This practice has severe implications for a woman who wishes to leave an abusive 

husband, as doing so would leave her with no identity documents and with no access to food 

resources that are essential for her survival. Further, in none of the camps are there any safe 

houses or other places where women who have been subjected to violence can seek physical 

safety. Instead, women must rely on family and friends in acute and potentially life-threatening 

situations (Male NGO worker, Cox’s Bazaar 10 March 2011). Thus, beyond a narrow focus on 



awareness-raising and cultural change, there is plenty of room for humanitarian organizations 

to respond more effectively to violence against refugee women in the Bangladeshi camps. 

 

Conclusion  

Violence against women is unquestionably a serious problem in many refugee situations, and 

the Bangladeshi refugee camps are no exceptions in this regard. The attention and funding 

devoted to this issue by humanitarian organizations and donors in recent decades is therefore 

well needed, and constitutes an important step towards ensuring women’s rights more 

effectively in contexts of emergency and displacement. However, it matters how the issue of 

violence against women is understood, represented and acted upon by humanitarian 

organizations. In humanitarian policy and practice in Bangladesh, violence against women is 

frequently represented as an expression of the cultural “backwardness” that allegedly 

characterizes Rohingya refugees. Notably, Muslim religious practices and beliefs is particularly 

emphasized and problematized in this context. This representation of violence against women 

is especially problematic given the fact that Rohingyas have fled from religious persecution in 

Myanmar, where their claim to being a specific ethnic and cultural group is denied. This 

representation also generates a number of problematic effects when it informs and shapes 

humanitarian responses in the camps. 

Firstly, this representation obscures the fact that refugee situations in the Global South 

are by no means the only context where violence against women constitutes a pervasive and 

serious form of abuse and oppression. Discursively linking violence against women to 

“underdevelopment” or “cultural backwardness” renders the fact that violence also occurs in 

“developed” societies invisible, and prevents an analysis that connects violence against women, 

its causes and its possible solutions across different positions in global structures of power and 

inequality. Instead, violence against women is used to reproduce cultural hierarchies and 

legitimate top–down interventions to “develop” non-Western societies along the lines of liberal 

global governance. Further, representing gender equality as a step towards Western modernity 

is seriously counterproductive for efforts to combat violence against refugee women. As the 

case of Bangladesh shows, mobilizing gender equality as a symbol of Western culture turns it 

into a weapon of cultural conflict, leading to resistance that makes it even more difficult to 

challenge or even discuss gender relations and gender violence in a fruitful way. Naturally, if 

the concept of gender equality is deployed as a tool of cultural domination it is unlikely to be 

embraced by the community that is being intervened upon. 

Moreover, the preoccupation with changing refugee culture draws attention away from 

other strategies to combat violence against women that could provide effective avenues to 

address refugee women’s needs, in Bangladesh as in other refugee situations. While violence 

against women is not a problem specific to refugee situations, factors such as weak legal 

protection and access and lack of physical security may increase levels of violence in such 

circumstances, and could therefore usefully receive more attention in humanitarian responses. 
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