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Introduction

If anybody would have told me ten years ago I would be graduating from college in 2002, I would have doubted their sanity, but here I am writing my senior thesis, and in a couple of months I will receive my diploma, and to quote Jerry Garcia, “What a long..., strange trip... it’s been.” There have been many meaningful things and people have shaped my life in the past ten years, my friends, family, professors, co-workers, my regular customers, fellow students and my best friend and the most constant thing in my life, my dog Stanley ,but there is one organization, and the women I have met there that have had the most profound effect on me. That would be the Refugee Women’s Alliance (ReWA) in Rainier Valley. Volunteering at ReWA has been an epiphany for me. The year I have spent there has put things in perspective for me, not only have I learned about women from other cultures, I have learned even more about myself.

When I first started volunteering, I assumed that the women in my class were literate in their own language, and one of my most embarrassing moments was when I asked one of them to write “banana” in their native language, she told me she didn’t know how. I did some research and found out the literacy rate for Somalia (where most of the women are from) is 14% (www.cia.gov.). I later decided to write my senior thesis on Somali women and why the literacy rate was so low. This topic encompasses every aspect of Somali life.

Interest in Somalia didn’t really peak until the 1990’s, so there are very little collected data about Somalia. This made research challenging and yielded very little specifically about Somali women . I had to use experiences of refugees in general with the experiences of Somali refugees because I only found four articles dealing exclusively with Somali refugees, and only one dealing with women.

I must admit my motives were not altruistic when I first started. I was taking AES 322 (Race, Class and Gender) and there was a service learning option offered. If there was anything I could do to avoid writing papers about theory, I was all for it. I looked through the options and ReWA was the only place that fit my work and school schedule. I called Pat Flores, (the volunteer coordinator) met with her on Wednesday and started on Thursday as an ESL(English Second Language) assistant. I decided to continue at ReWA and do my student fieldwork, and then decided to do my thesis based on my experiences at ReWA.

There are three parts that constitute my thesis; 1) The history of the Refugee Women’s Alliance (ReWA), 2) the history of Somali women and 3) a journal of my experiences at ReWA.The most difficult part of this project was finding history of Somali women, past and present. Because of language barriers and their general distrust of anyone with pen and paper, I had to rely on other immigrant experiences and a small amount of information from the instructor. This has been a very challenging project and a great learning experience.

The History of ReWA

Refugee Women’s Alliance, formerly Southeast Asian Women’s Alliance, was founded in 1985 by a group of successfully resettled refugee women who sought to provide newly arrived women with services not offered by other refugee programs. ReWA has grown from a small, informal alliance of concerned refugee women to a comprehensive family support center employing twenty-five professional staff and benefiting from the services of over 100 community volunteers. Each year more than 800 refugee and immigrant women and their families receive services at ReWA.

ReWA is a multi-ethnic center located in the south end of Seattle with easy access and a comfortable environment for refugee and immigrant women. Women from very traditional backgrounds are challenged in a safe and nurturing environment to develop skills that will help them adapt more successfully to their new lives. Beyond direct services, the staff and volunteer board members are involved in networking locally and nationally to advocate for refugee and immigrant women’s rights and services. ReWA is the only local organization exclusively dedicated to serving refugee and immigrant women. Its unique combination of services has received national recognition by the Federal Government.

The staff at ReWA consists mainly of refugee and immigrant women who serve as role models and who provide culturally appropriate services in twenty languages and dialects. In keeping with ReWA’s mission to foster self-sufficiency, the organization employs graduates who have benefited from the training programs.

ReWA’s many services are available to any refugee or immigrant women in need. ReWA serves primarily women from Southeast Asia, Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union and East Africa. ReWA is a response-oriented organization which offers education and training as well as bilingual and bicultural services.

One of the most important services offered by ReWA is advocacy and support for domestic violence. ReWA began offering victim advocacy and support in 1985. ReWA’s bilingual/bicultural Community Advocates work with women to apply for protection orders, access safe shelter, understand and navigate the legal system, and advocate for basic needs and services. They also help women take their first hesitant steps in developing a safety plan that addresses their unique situation. For many, the emphasis on self-esteem and informed choices is an entirely new tool for immigrant and refugee women to use in rebuilding strong personal resources that have been shattered by family violence. Their goal is to “increase the safety of women in every community.” Through culturally and linguistically competent victim services and referrals, comprehensive community education and weekly support groups, ReWA works to reduce barriers facing refugee and immigrant victims of domestic violence, including children who have witnessed family violence or are victims of abuse, and increase the well-being and safety of a vulnerable and isolated population.

As the refugee and immigrant population grows, so must ReWA. They are conducting a $2.26 million capital campaign to build a permanent home for the agency and its programs. The capital campaign will enable ReWA to both increase its capacity to serve refugee and immigrant families and improve the quality of existing services. The project site at 4000 Martin Luther King Jr. Way, less than one mile from the current facility, is located along major bus routes and the proposed Rapid Transit Authority light rail line. As a result, in addition to providing 8,600 square feet of permanent office and family support space, the construction of the new facility will increase participants’ access to ReWA’s valuable services throughout the county.

Since ReWA was founded in 1985, the agency has experienced steady growth in services, clients and staff. Consequently, the main facility at 3004 South Alaska (in the Rainier Vista public housing community) cannot accommodate the wide array of services and programs offered by ReWA. The building is extremely cramped and in poor condition. Space for child care and outdoor play is limited, there is no dedicated room for vital computer or job training services and the facility is inadequate for private counseling and community meetings. In recent years ReWA has been forced to relocate the domestic violence, youth and evening ESL programs into off-site, rented spaces. Adding an element of urgency to the campaign, ReWA’s current landlord, Seattle Housing Authority, will be redeveloping Rainier Vista over the next three years. The redevelopment will result in a complete demolition of existing buildings, including the ReWA facility. The project was slated to begin in July 2001 and the completion of the facility by March 2002. The campaign has raised 81%, or $1.83 million of the $2.26 million goal, however, the building has not yet begun. I heard that there is some concern in the community about traffic, “those kinds of people”, and some property disputes. I hope they get these problems resolved, because a new facility is desperately needed (www.rewa.org.).

Somali Women

To understand Somali women, it is important to know something about Somalia, so I will give you a thumbnail sketch of Somalia.

There about eight million people living in Somalia and due to poverty and civil strife, average life expectancy is only 47.1 years. Women on average live to 48.6 years , men to only 45.4 years. Nearly half the population are under the age of 14, while slightly over half are between 15 and 64 years of age. The rest , about 2% are over the age of 65 (Nnoromele,93).

Somalia has produced one of the greatest outflows of refugees between 1988 and 1992. Since the 1980’s when opposition groups began to rebel against the Mohamed Siad Barre regime, more than one million Somalis were forced to flee their homeland. The conflict between rebels and the government forces, had by 1988, led to the destruction of the main northern cities particularly Hargeisa, the second largest city in Somalia. Consequently, an estimated 50,000 lives were lost and nearly 600,000 refugees were forced to cross the Ethiopian border where they took refuge and remained there for several years.

After the collapse of Siad Barre’s regime in early 1991, the clan based opposition groups in the south turned against each other and started wreaking havoc in Mogadishu (the capital city) and most of the southern regions. This resulted in unimaginable death and human waste. Between 1991-1992, the renewed civil war and the internal power struggle among the opposition groups coupled with severe famine, disease and starvation resulted in the death of almost 300,000 innocent civilians. The U.S. government deployed 37,000 troops in December 1992 under the UN auspices to ensure a safe environment for the distribution of relief supplies and pave the way for national reconciliation. Unfortunately, organized gangs of bandits stole the food and medical supplies as fast as they were unloaded from ships and truck convoys. International relief efforts were not helping the people most in need. In December 1992, a Red Cross worker was fatally shot as he tried to hand out food in the Red Cross warehouse. The same day, sixty tons of food in the Red Cross warehouse were stolen.

Some Somalis were admitted to the United States as refugees, sponsored mainly by relatives, churches and other non-profit organizations. According to the U.S Office of Refugee Resettlement, between 1990 and 2000, thousands of Somali refugees were resettled in the United States.

During this period (between 1991-1992) nearly 1 million refugees fled from the war and took refuge in the neighboring countries, mainly Kenya, Ethiopia, Djibouti and the Republic of Yemen. In Kenya alone, approximately 500,000 refugees swarmed in refugee camps and another 2.5 million were internally displaced within Somalia. Tens of thousands resettled in other countries, mostly in the United States, Canada, Western Europe and even as far as Australia and New Zealand.

Somalia is one of the poorest countries in the world, the per capita income is between $300- $500 dollars (depending on which source you use) annually. Over 82 percent of the population is employed in agriculture, forestry, and fishing. This largely desert country, has an annual rainfall of six inches and for the 60 -70 percent of the Somali people that are nomads and live as their ancestors have for years, being a nomad for the Somali is not just an occupation, it is a way of life (Fox, 115). They are constantly searching for water and land to feed their livestock. The nomads raise sheep, goats, and camels, but the camel is the nomad’s most prized possession and his wealth and status are determined by this. The camel’s high regard in Somali society comes from the fact it serves so many purposes. It provides transportation and a camel produces a great deal of milk, at times making it the only reliable source of nutrition for the Somali nomad and his family. The modern name of the country comes from the Somali word for the act of milking soo mal (Fox, 10). But most importantly, the camel is capable of surviving and flourishing in the harsh climate of Somalia. Because of its value, the camel still serves as the basic form of payment for dowry.

Somali nomads follow a strict division of labor based on gender. The women are generally responsible for loading and unloading the camels and erecting the tents or domed huts. The women also make utensils, weave ropes, fetch firewood, care for the family’s herd and process the livestock products (Hassig, 60).

Marriage and Family

Traditionally, a Somali man decided whom he would marry and arranged all the details with the father of the bride. This system of arranged marriages often led to older men paying a lot of money to fathers of young girls in exchange for a marriage agreement. Today the younger generation of Somalis tend to select a spouse based on typical marriages values such as love, honor, and respect. Whether the marriage is arranged or not, the groom’s family presents a gift of camel, or cattle, or money to the brides family. This gift is given serious consideration because it represents the level of esteem toward the bride and her family. After the wedding, it is the bride’s family who may have to present the young couple with a home. A marriage is seen not just as a relationship between two people, but also as a link between two separate families.

It is uncommon for a daughter or son to refuse to marry the person his or her parents have chosen. If one should refuse the arranged marriage, one may elope with the person of his or her choice, but such a move means a cutting all ties with their family. A child may also wait until the parents find a marriage partner they do approve of

Most Somalis marry outside of their primary lineage, and the women will leave her family or clan to live with her husband. Women, as a mark of loyalty to their own family, retain their family name on marriage rather than assume their husband’s name.

During the marriage ceremony, which has to take place before a sheikh, the couple sign legal documents that stipulate how much money the man has to give his wife if they divorce. The settlement consists of money, animals, land, or jewelry, and immediately becomes the wife’s personal property. Until the couple divorces, the husband keeps the property in trust. If the wife and not the husband want a divorce, the women usually has to give up her right to this property. The groom seals the marriage by giving a small gift, the dower, to the bride. The marriage feast or celebration that follows is elaborate. The feast, which is given by the bride’s family, lasts for seven days. During the feast, the bride’s family entertains the families and friends of the bride and groom with food, singing, and dancing. The wedding guests give small gifts to the bride and groom and wish them happiness and many children.

Under Islamic law, polygamy is accepted and condoned-but only for men. A man may have as many as four wives at one time, if he can support them equally. A high proportion of the male population will have married six or more times. Since the primary aim of marriage is to produce children, especially male heirs, who will add strength and honor to their fathers lineage and enhance his reputation and status. There are elders with 100 or more living descendants. In a harsh environment with a high infant mortality rate, Somali’s recognize the need to overproduce to allow for the effects of natural hazards. These attitudes, widely prevalent in the population, are not conducive to birth control.

In the polygynous family, each wife and her children form a separate unit with their own dwelling and small stock of sheep and goats. The husband usually spends some time in rotation between the homes of his different wives. The first wife is the senior and she heads the family of wives and, traditionally, keeps the keys of the family moneybox. Although Islam demands wives to be treated equally, men tend to favor the youngest and most physically attractive, hence there is a lot of jealousy and friction between co-wives and their children. Because of this the children of each wife often become very protective of their mother, knowing that she has to compete with the other wives for their father’s love and attention.

Divorce is common in Somalia, the current rate is about 37 percent. Because Somalia is a male-oriented society, husbands can obtain a divorce easily. Under Islamic law, all a man has to do is to repeat to his wife three times, “I divorce you.” Once the couple is divorced, there is still a three month waiting period, to make sure the women is not pregnant, a child always belongs to the father, even if the parents are divorced (Lewis, 14).

Women, on the other hand, cannot directly obtain a divorce. A woman who finds unbearable problems in her marriage can only have it annulled after many appeals to an Islamic court, and then only with the support of her birth family. If for some reason a woman’s birth family refuses to go along with a divorce, the woman’s only escape is to run away and hope she isn’t found. If she is found, she will more than likely be brought back to her husband (Nnoromele, 43).

Although women in Somalia are receiving a formal education and serving in various capacities in the public lives of their community, their place in society continues to one of submission. I.M. Lewis explains in his book Saints and Somalis:
Whether as daughters or as wives, women are subject to strong and direct control by their menfolk. A man may, within limits that are only vaguely defined, beat an erring wife and can expect the support of her kin in any corrective action he takes as long a they are interested in the maintenance of the marriage. Indeed, the perfect image of the husband, as of the father, is the stern pater familias with the full authority to compel obedience and submission. On his wedding night, according to tradition, the husband is expected to chastise his wife with a small ceremonial whip, the public display of which is a sign of his newly married position. These powers invested in men are firmly upheld by the Muslim legal courts, although a woman can, at least in theory, appeal against physical mistreatment. Husbands, moreover, can divorce their wives very easily, and in fact do, while woman cannot directly gain a divorce and can only have their marriages annulled, on such grounds as the physical incapacity of their husband. They can of course resort to other remedies- such as simply absconding. But as long as the wife’s kin are committed to the continuance of her marriage every effort will be made by them to find the run-away wife, and if caught, she will be beaten and returned to her husband.

Children are a very visible part of Somali society. Somali parents love and cherish their children, but bring them up with strict discipline and punish them for misbehaving or dishonoring the family name. One Somali, Ali Abdi, says that no matter how old one gets, one never forgets that one has a duty to show respect to one’s parents and elders (Nnoromele, 43).

Because divorce is so common in Somalia, children often live with only one of their parents, usually the mother. Sometimes boys will live with the father and new wife rather than his mother, perhaps owing to reasons of clan loyalty. In this case, the boy is welcomed by the father and his new family into the household.

Somali children grow up with many other children-siblings, cousins and step-siblings. The adults in their life include not just the parents, but an extended family that includes step-parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and sometimes great-grandparents.

Children are a means of bonding between different families and clans. Until a married woman bears a child, her loyalty remains more with her own family and clan. After the child is born, the wife gives her loyalty to her husband, and even her relatives may develop a strong sense of connection to her husband and family

Somali widows must adhere to a strict Muslim ritual after her husbands death. She must remain in mourning for four months and ten days. During this time, Islam dictates that she must wear only white clothes and remain at home. She cannot touch grease or a man hands, and she can only shower and wash her hair once or twice a week. The widow must save all of the hairs from her comb and keep her nail clippings.

At the end of the mourning period, several sheikhs and two or three religious women arrive at the widow’s home. The women take the widow into the bathroom where they wash her hair and body and dress her in new clothes of the widow’s favorite color.

Once the widow is clean and in her new clothes, everyone including the sheikhs, go outside and bury her hair and nail clippings. The sheikhs then pray for the widow and her dead husband. After they have read out parts of the Koran, the ceremony ends, and everyone celebrates the end of the morning ( Hassig, 77).

It’s impossible to talk about Somali women without broaching the subject of female genital mutilation (FGM). This is such a hot issue right now, that I could do an entire paper on FGM, but I am going to devote several pages to this issue.

FGM, also known as known as female circumcision, or female genital cutting, has been practiced for several thousand years in almost thirty African and Middle Eastern nations. It varies in degree, ranging from cuts around the clitoris (rare), to (more commonly) the entire removal of the clitoris , the removal of the clitoris and labia minora, or the removal of the clitoris and entire labias, with the resulting wound stitched shut. In this last form, infibulation, the opening left is generally no larger than a match head, leaving an insufficient opening for the passage of urine and menses. Severe physical and psychological health consequences can result from both the initial ordeal, and its aftermath. In many instances, FGM is performed in unsterile surroundings with the girl forcibly restrained and cut with rudimentary instruments (razor blade, knife, glass, etc.), although it is sometimes performed in a medicalized setting, particularly in large cities. The age at which a girl is subjected to this ranges from seven days to young adulthood. Most commonly, it is performed between two and fifteen years of age.

The resulting scarring and damage caused by this practice creates difficulty in both the women’s daily life, as well as during childbirth, causing potential harm to both mother and child. Other side effects include painful menses, blocked urination, chronic and /or acute infections, painful or impossible intercourse, infertility, fibroids, fistula, and ruptures into the urethra or rectum during sexual intercourse. It also often results in added challenges for health provides performing routine pelvic examinations, due to discomfort for the patient. In some cases, a normal examination may be very difficult due to acute sensitivity or too restricted a vaginal opening. Women being strong, many adapt and live basically happy lives, in spite of the assault to the body. This is, however, not a reason to condone the practice, which is performed on young girls, prior to the age of consent, and most often by force

While evidence of FGM can be found on Egyptian mummies dating back several thousand years, the specific origin of FGM is obscured by time, but, most often the historic reasons cited are marital fidelity, controlling the women’s sex drive, preventing lesbianism, ensuring paternity, “calming her personality, and hygiene. It is commonly considered an important rite of passage and a celebration is associated with the event.

For parents, reasons for adhering to the practice range from fear for the daughter’s marriageability and honor, to conformity and insistence by older relatives and the community. It must be understood that most parents feel strongly that having their daughter circumcised was healthy and in her best interests. It must be further understood that, for many women who have undergone FGM, it was an important rite of passage in their lives, and one which--endured with dignity, as their mothers and great-grandmothers before them--conferred enhanced social, adult status. In cultures where the opportunities for women to be so honored, celebrated and recognized are few, “circumcision” becomes disproportionately significant, in spite of the pain it brings.

FGM is illegal in most Western, and, now, in many African nations, although laws often go uninforced and FGM is still practiced, either “underground” in private homes or clinics, or by sending unsuspecting girls back to the parent’s home country, often under the auspices of a family vacation. FGM is being practiced in the U.S. (more research needed) At this time, physicians, other health care providers, social workers, teachers and counselors, police and prosecutors, are largely unprepared to assist effectively women and girls affected by FGM or seeking to avoid FGM. Many young women are experiencing serious health problems due to their infibulations or excisions. Often their parents are reluctant (or totally refuse) to seek medical care for them. Health providers must be prepared to help these young women, while protecting their anonymity and being aware of the strict family dynamics still important to them. Many have few resources of their own.

Another ironic problem for FGM affected women and girls is the new awareness of FGM. This “awareness” can put them under embarrassing scrutiny and cause difficulties with their classmates, who often harass, rather than support. This is also a very private and personal issue, and one few affected women wish to discuss, a fact often obscured in much of western thinking.

Others have forgotten that this is an African women’s issue and have cut the women themselves out of the decision making and advocacy process. The fact that affected woman may also be refugees who have suffered war, civil unrest, deprivation, loss and displacement, is also too often forgotten. Often immigrants are appalled at what they witness of western culture, both in the media and in their daily lives. Often it makes them more determined than ever to keep their old traditions and insure the chastity of their daughters (www.fgm.org.).

Modern Muslim leaders shun the practice of FGM and have ordered its followers to discontinue this barbaric act. Nonetheless, over ninety-eight percent of Somali women have been made to undergo FGM. Even Somali men who abhor this practice make their daughters go through the ordeal because they are afraid if they do not, no worthy man will want to marry their daughters.

Although circumcisers are considered lower class citizens, women are reluctant to give up this occupation for economic reasons, but due to an aggressive campaign by the UNHCR, things are changing. In Refugees magazine, published by the United Nations, is an article about a Somali woman living in a refugee camp in Ethiopia,

Medina Hassan, 55 years old, her face creased with age and the trauma of eight years of living in a refugee camp, has been mutilating girls all her life.

“We used to be the mothers of the nation,” the lifelong circumcisor said.

In early 1996, Medina Hassan says, she threw her time-worn blades away. They were knives that had cut more than 3,000 girls (perhaps as many as 15,000; she has lost all count). Sometimes as many as 10 mothers would come each week seeking her services for their daughters, who normally ranged in age from six to eleven.

Medina performed the deep infibulation procedure, traditional in Somalia, for more than thirty years, before settling at Ethiopia’s Hartishiek refugee camp after fleeing her native Gebile. The practice involves cutting off the clitoris, cutting the vulva and then sewing the two sides together to leave a small channel through which urine and the monthly menstruation can pass. Sometimes mistakes are made and the wound seals entirely, necessitating a repeat of the operation. Frequently, infection sets in, and sometimes the girl dies.

In 1993, UNHCR, together with the National Committee on Traditional Practices in Ethiopia (NCTPE), instituted a training and information campaign in Hartishiek that focused on female genital mutilation. The campaign targeted circumcisors, traditional birth attendants, religious leaders and community elders. The program explained to women participants that the urinary, kidney and menstruation discomfort and complications most of them experience throughout their lives are a direct result of the rite of passage they suffered as children, a rite that ended with clumsy stitches smeared with egg to cover their bleeding wounds.

Thanks in part to that training program, and an emotional video that has been widely shown to both men and women, Hartishiek and other refugee camps have seen the custom of infibulation change. Since Medina Hassan first took part in the workshops, perhaps hundreds of girls have been spared deep infibulation. Amina Sharif, NCTPE’s project coordinator, says the three main female circumcisors in Hartisheik camp-Medina Hassan among them-have ceased the brutal old practice. But they do continue to practice a modified version of female genital mutilation.

“Before, I used to get a lot of money, 100 birr ($15) for a infibulation,” Medina Hassan said. “Nowadays, I am getting 40 to 50 birr for a little cut.”

These days, Medina Hassan pricks a girl’s clitoris enough to draw blood. Mothers must provide new razor blades for each child (thus preventing some unnecessary infections). This modified form of genital mutilation is known as suna among the Somalis, and NCTPE (as well as UNHCR) hopes it too will stop. “We want to destroy completely the culture of mutilating women,” said NCTPE’s Amina Sharif.

Hassan says she decided to stop inflicting deep infibulation on young children when she reflected on the suffering she herself had undergone. She says that she is still asked to perform infibulation by mothers in the camp. She refuses, “There are still traditionalists in the camp. When they want me to make the deep cut and I refuse, they get angry,” she said.

But ending mutilation altogether will take some time, Medina Hassan says.

“It is our tradition,” Hassan said, noting that she had recently performed simplified procedure on her granddaughter. “I have never seen a women saying, ‘I don’t want my child touched.’”

The NCTPE’s Amina Sharif believes that education is the way to halt mutilation, but she says that workshops and posters are not enough. The circumcisors must have something else to do, and Medina Hassan, although advanced in years, agrees.

“I’ll tell you frankly, the circumcisor earns money. We can only change if we have another job,” she sais. “That and education-then you can eradicate circumcision.”

Women who practice genital mutilation earn vast sums by Somali standards, whether at home or in refugee camps. Although Somali culture is clearly flexible enough to adapt to less brutal practices and may one day be ready to stop mutilating young girls altogether, it may be hard to generate the same income for circumcisors.

Meanwhile, deep infibulation is still practiced among Hartishiek’s refugees, Medina Hassan says. Traditionalists will always find circumcisors willing to perform the old procedure. Despite the best efforts of field staff and NGOs , young refugee children in UNHCR’s care will continue to be mutilated, and sometimes even killed (Refugees, III- 1996).

Somalia remains a male-dominated society, but women have gained more freedom since 1969. Muslim law allows women to own, inherit and pass on property, Somali women have also become more educated over the past twenty-five years, and some are now aspiring to career positions that used to be held only by men.

On the whole, Somali society still expects women to be submissive toward men and to be well-behaved under all circumstances. Young women may advance only by exercising self-restraint, obeying and deferring to men, and displaying an attitude of self-denial.

Sheikh Mohammed Adbelhaleem Hamed wrote a book How to make your husband happy”, he believes that spreading the teachings of Islam is the best way to strengthen Muslim families. Every single item he mentions is supported by evidence from the Qur’an or Sunnah. Here are some excerpts from his book, translated from Arabic (www.jannah.org.).

1)
Beautiful Reception

After returning from work, school, travel, or whatever has separated you, begin with a good greeting.

*
Meet him with a cheerful face.

*
Beautify and perfume yourself.

*
Start with good news and delay any bad news until he has rested.

*
Receive him with loving and yearning sentences.

*
Make hard efforts for excellence of the food and having it ready on time.

2)
Beautify and Soften the Voice

*
For your husband only, it shouldn’t be used in front of non-mahram men (men who can marry you if you were unmarried).

3)
Smelling Good and Physical Beautification

*
Taking good care of your body and fitness.

*
Put on nice and attractive clothes and perfumes.

*
Bath regularly and , after the monthly period, remove any blood traces or bad smells.

*
Avoid prohibited types of ornamentation, e.g. tattoo.

*
Avoid that your husband observes you in dirty clothes or rough shape.

*
Use the types of perfumes, colors, and clothes that the husband likes.

*
Change hair style, perfumes, etc. from time to time.

*
However with these things you should avoid excessiveness and, of course, only act as such in front of mahrem men and women.

4)
Intercourse

*
Hasten for intercourse when your husband feels compulsion for it.

*
Keep your body clean and smelling good as possible including cleaning yourself of released fluids during intercourse.

*
Exchange loving phrases with your husband.

*
Leave your husband to fully satisfy his desire.

*
Choose suitable times and good occasions for exciting your husband, and encouraging him to do intercourse, e.g. after returning from a travel, weekends, etc.

5)
Appreciation

*
By the saying of the prophet, the majority of the women in hell were women because they were ungrateful and deny the good done to them.

*
The result of being grateful is that your husband will love you more and will do his best to please you in more ways.

*
The result of being ungrateful is that your husband will be disappointed and will start asking himself: Why should I do good to her, if she never appreciates?

In fairness (I’m not sure that is the best word), there is a portion on “How to Make your Wife Happy”, but I think enough has been said.

Education

Finding facts about education was the most challenging part of this paper, but this is what I found.

Until 1970, Somali had no written language. The people possessed a splendid oral literary tradition exemplified by their poetry and stories. Some of these older epics had been transcribed first into Arabic and later into Latin, but the Somalis possessed no recorded language of their own, not even an alphabet.

When the time came to develop a written language, some favored the Latin alphabet, but there was opposition from religious leaders who argued that a “Christian” script was unsuitable for a Muslim country. English and Italian were languages used by some of the more educated people who had been officials during colonial rule by these two countries. Somalia viewed the official use of foreign languages as a threat to national unity. It was also true that only a very small percentage of the people knew either of these languages. The result would be further divide the society on the basis of education Somalia’s literacy rate was estimated at only 5 percent in 1972, so not that many people actually spoke English, and like any foreign language, if you only use it in an academic setting, you soon forget. In my classroom, the Somali women speak some Italian, but no English. From what I’ve read, northern Somalis speak more English and people from the south speak Italian. Many Somali refugees have low proficiency in English, this reflects the fact that English is neither the official language nor a widely used one in Somalia. Even those who are highly educated and proficient in English need to take language classes to acquire proficiency equal to the average American. Somali men have a higher proficiency in English than women. The disparity stems from socio-cultural practices in Somalia that favor education for men more so than women. Most educational opportunities were available in the larger cities, so this excluded a huge portion of the population, especially women in rural areas, who tend to marry at a very early age. The last available statistics for literacy list the literacy rate for women at 14%.

All schools are under government control and there are no private schools. Although education is provided free of charge, very few children go to school, especially in rural areas. Primary education lasts for eight years and is officially compulsory for children aged six to fourteen years (Fox, 116). Before the civil war that basically destroyed the school system, about fifty percent of Somali children were enrolled in elementary schools; but a mere seven percent were enrolled in high school. The Somali National University in Mogadishu used to offer courses in law, economics, social studies, Islamic studies and statistics; it was closed in 1991 and the building severely damaged. At that time only 4000 students were enrolled.

According to Salome Nnoromele, the Somalis’ general lack of access to education contributes to the nations’ weak economy. It means that the country, at least for the foreseeable

future, will continue to lack a skilled, educated workforce to rebuild the economy (Nnoromele,73) .

Refugees in the United States

The United States recognizes refugees from over 34 countries. The government sets quotas each year, determining how many individuals from each country are allowed entry into the U.S. The majority of refugees in the U.S. and in Washington State are from Southeast Asia(Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos), but there are also considerable numbers from the Soviet Union, Africa, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Afghanistan, Iran, and Cuba.

In Washington State, there are thousands of Somali refugees. According to the U.S. Office of Refugee Resettlement, between 1990 and 1996, over 16,000 Somali refugees were resettled in the United States (ORR, 1996). The largest numbers were resettled in California, Washington D.C. metropolitan area and Georgia. Even though specific states were targeted for resettlement, internal migration of this group has changed the refugee demographics of some states. Minnesota alone now hosts the greatest number of Somali refugees of any single state, approximately 20,000 (www. startribune. com). For decades, Africa has provided the lowest number of immigrants to this country. For this reason Africans are not clearly understood and unfortunately has led to poor understanding of the African immigrant social dynamics.

Somalis share many of the same problems as other immigrants, such as learning a new language, finding work, adjusting to a new culture, and adapting to the American system. But they have also had to face many other cultural barriers that have not been confronted by other refugees, particularly non-Muslims. For instance, an employer may require a Somali women to wear standard American attire. Many Somali women dress in their own distinctive style, wearing long or brightly colored traditional dresses and cover their hair and since they believe this is an Islamic duty, many older women are reluctant to give up their traditional way of dressing.

Many Somalis pray five times a day. This could take place at work or school, although this religious practice may seem inconvenient and unnecessary to some people, it is very simple and easily accommodatable. This lack of knowledge sometimes induces religious discrimination, that has a negative effect in the lives of innocent immigrants who do not understand their constitutional rights.

Many recent refugee arrivals are women and children. Some of these women became widows during the civil war and are now raising their children alone. This situation is far from the secure network of the extended family that they once enjoyed. For these Somali women, single handedly carrying on the responsibility of being both a mother and father to their children is challenging coupled with the fact that many of these people had no prior academic or employment skills to ease their situation.

Prior to their departure from refugee camps, Somali refugees were given general information about what they would encounter and the services they would receive during the first few months in the United States. However, upon arrival, these immigrants face new challenges. This multifaceted cultural shock has had a ripple effect. Language barrier, a new world and a totally new way of looking at things has made adjustment quite a task.

Tasks that are taken for granted in our lives, such as banking activities, attending a PTA meeting or a personal doctor visit are not that easy for many Somalis.

The biggest liability has been created by a language barrier, and in most cases a high literacy rate. Parents are forced to take their minor children to act as their interpreters during doctor visits and between their parents and school authorities. Somali families have a high expectation from American schools especially with things related to culture and religion. They expect that the schools will consult them about their children’s activities and education. This role reversal has diminished or deteriorated the parents ability to guide and be the authority figure in the house (www.eslcafe.com).

One of major concerns of Somalis in the United States has been how to continue their separate identity and pass it on to their children their sense of connection to their homeland while also being full members of American society. Because of strong assimilative mechanisms in the United States, the second generation find it hard to follow their parents’ cultural traditions. Their parents come from more communal and family-oriented societies. The parents’ generation finds it hard to orient its children for coping with the demands of the competitive and individualistic U.S. society, which is also fractured along class, racial and ethnic lines. They are often unable to control their children. When they try to use physical punishment, their actions draw public attention and they are then visited by police and government officials because of complaints of child abuse. The parents have been unable to pass or its language, and to a large extent, its religious orientations, to the second generation. This failure to educate children about their faith and their language has been a great source of anguish to them (Haines, 167).

Final Thoughts

For the past nine months, on Thursday from nine o’clock to noon, I have had the privilege of spending my time with women of many different cultures. Although they call me teacher, ( a title, I’m not sure I deserve) I may have learned more from them than they have from me. I believe that as long as I live in Seattle, ReWA will be an integral part of my life, as will the women I have met. Writing this paper has given me a greater understanding of what it must be like to be uprooted from your home and family, volunteering at ReWA has enabled me to help ease that pain.

I’ve decided to add some personal reflections from the students at ReWA, after all they are the ones who provide me with the impetus to do this paper.

ReWA Journal

10-04-01

After looking at the syllabus for AES 322 and seeing that it offered a service learning option, I decided that I would rather spend 3 hours a week volunteering than writing a paper about theory. After looking over the options, such as hours that worked with my schedule and orientation dates that I would be able to attend. I decided on the Refugee Women’s Alliance in Rainier Valley. I made an appointment with the volunteer coordinator, Pat Flores. I cautiously made my way to the southeast side of Seattle, venturing where I had never ventured before.

I filled out my paperwork and talked with Pat. She wanted me start the following day, so I did.

The following morning., I had no idea what to do , so I went to the office and introduced myself to M.(the ESL instructor) and we went over to the classroom. The building is scheduled to be razed, so it is in deplorable shape. It was freezing cold with most of the heating registers nonfunctioning. One the overhead fixtures had no lightbulb in it. On the wall was a sign alerting everyone to the presence of asbestos in the room. Before I even started I asked about the lighting, but was told that very little maintenance was being done on the buildings.

Most of the students are from eastern Africa and a few from Viet Nam. It was a cacophony of sights, sounds and smells. I observed for an hour and then started my tutoring. Most of the women had never been to school and could not read or write. They were at the lowest level of ESL, and were learning ABC’s and 123’s. M. is from Ethiopia and speaks an African dialect, so she was able to translate for the students. The Vietnamese students have no translator, so hopefully, through lots of gesturing, the point got across. It was a very emotional day for me, and it should be an interesting quarter.

10-11-01

It is so weird to be the only white person in the classroom. I definitely feel like an outsider. I’ve never felt like I have so much and others have so little. My struggles and problems seem so minor compared to the women I see here. We (in the U.S.) take so much for granted, education, understanding double meanings of things...quarter= 25 cents, telling time, using the phone system, not being discriminated against because of who you are and where you come from.

10-17-01

We’re continuing with telling time today. Some of the students can’t count to ten, so it makes it even more challenging. We’re also trying to explain the concept of before and after, using human subjects works best. I donated a light bulb for one of the fixtures and tried to move some fluorescent lights around, didn’t work. Maybe the lighting wasn’t that great in their native countries, but I think the SHA could fix the fixture. There is no soap in the restroom, so I’ll bring that next week.

11-01-01

Head, shoulders, knees, and toes...body parts and ailments were the focus today. The classroom provides a safe place for the students to discuss things they might be uncomfortable talking about elsewhere. M. is a wonderful facilitator and is so concerned about the students, she helps them with appointments, transportation and housing issues. Being an ESL teacher entails a lot more than appears on the surface.

11-08-01

Clothing was the emphasis today, shirts, blouses, briefs, shorts, pants, slacks, jeans, shoes, sneakers, sandals, skirts, dresses, socks, hose, jackets, coats, overalls and on and on. We had an impromptu fashion show, lots of laughs. We then talked about places you can buy clothes...Walmart, K-Mart, Ross, Target, Sears and J.C. Penney. G. said the Goodwill, and when I told the class my pants had cost three dollars at the thrift shop, they all got a kick out of that. We also talked about sizes, but didn’t go beyond small, medium, large , extra large...enough for one day.

11-15-01

Today, it was a food day. M. brought in some newspaper ads and the students identified them as fruit, vegetable, meat, poultry, dairy or seafood. We also had a category for “junk food.” M. tried to relay the fact that junk food is bad for you, but since I see everyone munching on chips and drinking soda, I don’t know if they care. The advertisements described every cut of meat, so that was difficult to get across. Next Thursday, we are going to have a cooking day. I’m going to bring some canned peaches, as some of them aren’t sure as to what they are.

11-22-01

After our break today, we made a delicious salad, with lettuce, tomato, onions, feta cheese and croutons. There was so much cooperation, everyone chopping and cutting, setting out plates and utensils. Food really is so universal. The Muslim students were asking about what was contained in the croutons and salad dressing, alcohol and pork products are strictly forbidden.M. had the students wash all the produce, I wondered if a country where the rainfall is less than six inches, means anything gets washed off. I wish we could do this every week, but M. is so generous with her time and money, I doubt if ReWA’s petty cash fund allows for this.

12-06-01

This was the last day of the quarter and testing was going on, really nothing for me to do, so I drove to the Super Mall in Auburn. It was sort of anti-climatic, I wanted to say goodbye to everyone, but I’m too sure they understand the concept of winter break, I’ve committed to next quarter, three times a week, to do my student fieldwork. I will continue with this class, help with a vocational ESL class and help with a computer class. I will be a busy girl and doing lots of driving.

02-21-02

The public school’s are on break this week, so a field trip is scheduled to the Pacific Science Center. For some reason, only students with children are allowed to go. I suggested that everyone borrow a child,and apparently some of them already thought of that. M. stayed with the class and I chaperoned. I have never seen a group of children, that were so well behaved and quiet, no complaining or whining. Like any kids, they feigned boredom and disinterest.

The field trip was pretty uneventful, the kids had a great time, and the moms sort of trailed along and chatted with each other. A. needed a stroller so I helped her, gave the attendant my drivers license and got the stroller, anything I can do, because most of the time it’s not much.

On the bus ride back, I sat with two young girls, they were cracking me up. They talked about everything from the Key Arena, the Seattle Supersonics, Ramadan, the television program 7th Heaven, how people pronounce Muslim and several other topics. I wondered if it was because I was a captive audience or if their parents don’t have the time to listen to their chatter. I thinks it’s very admirable of ReWA to have a whole week of activities planned, it gives mothers and children a chance to participate in outside activities together.

03-11-02

This week is furniture week, the students paired up and cut out pictures from an IKEA catalogue. They then furnished rooms with appropriate furnishings. There is always resistance to artsy projects, but I know from personal experience that it is fun to do. There were lots of ?’s about differences between sofa, couch, davenport and dresser, chest of drawers and bureau, and end tables, coffee tables and bedside tables. It’s no wonder their confused, and it’s frustrating for me not to have answers.

03-18-02

We reviewed the rooms designed the previous week and then went on a field trip to a furniture store. I’m sure the Vietnamese storeowner was surprised to see us tramping through his store, the women checked the construction of the furniture and commented on the price. M. and I drove them in our cars, I was a bit apprehensive about that, but what the heck. A gray, gloomy day and staring at tacky furniture didn’t help.

03-25-02

ReWA had a celebration for International Women’s Day, I decided to attend before work, now I wish I would have taken the day off. Everyone was so happy to see me. All the women were dressed in their traditional garb and had furnished food from their countries.Everyone wanted me to eat what they had prepared, I tried to please everyone. It was such a great time. I danced, I ate, I cried and felt bad that I had to leave early.

05-02-02

We went on a field trip to the Seattle Art Museum today. There is an African art exhibition going on. M. told everyone in advance, but they still didn’t understand where we were going. M. gathered the students together and off we went to the bus stop. I guess we missed the bus we were originally waiting for, and waited for half an hour in the cold drizzle, nobody complained, but everyone huddled on a protected wall on one of the outside buildings, a few students gave up and left. We finally caught the bus at 9:40 and made the journey downtown. I hoped we would have enough time at the museum as we had to leave at 11:15 to be back by noon. We made our way to the exhibits and one of the docents introduced himself and told us he was from Nigeria, and asked were everyone was from. The museum prides itself that this exhibit has no tags, but it is described by audio and the viewer wears a headset. I asked the person at the desk what languages were available, and guess what?, the only choice was English. I was immediately irritated that the only option was for M. and I to wear the headset and translate. I felt it was very exclusionary and was extremely disappointed that this field trip turned out to be less than originally expected. Most of the art was from the Congo and western Africa, because of the limited information and access to other parts of Africa, I’m sure how much of the exhibit was applicable. On the other hand, it’s good to get out of the classroom and learn about the transit system, see the city and shake up our world a bit.

05-09-02

I went to the office to help M. before class, but she wasn’t there, so I went to the classroom. There was a substitute, as M. had a family emergency. All the students wondered were she was, myself included.

It was an interesting morning, P. was very nervous and anxious and had the day planned with lessons about numbers over twenty and family members. Today, they were three children in the classroom and I think that added to the chaos, P. got a bit rattled because the students are at all different levels, and some of the students today weren’t in class on Tuesday and vice versa. We made it through the day with relative ease, but she commented after the students left, “please don’t call me again.” I was glad I was there as a facilitator, as they seem to be happy to see a familiar face and I know who needs a little extra attention. I’m glad P. was there though, I don’t think I’m ready to lead the class alone.

05-16-02

I went to the classroom and M. had left a note for me on the blackboard, a couple of the students were very curious about its content, so we translated it together. It really moved me. They are so motivated to learn, of course words like scotch tape and thumb tacks make it more difficult, thank heavens for visual aids. There is a ReWA picnic tomorrow so M. was copying some park pictures so the students would know what they are in store for. We continued with “feelings” and I had the students hang posters they had made previously. They had pictures of people and labeled their feelings, e.g. happy, sad, worried, angry, mad, tired etc. I had them read the captions, but have a problem keeping their attention for long.

We then went over a picture of two streets in a community, focusing on buildings, addresses and street signs. We also asked each other directions. M. took the class outside and they practiced identifying addresses and street signs.

M. explained the details of the picnic tomorrow, but ended up having a Somali interpreter come over and explain further. They had concerns about who could come, transportation issues and time. She clarified a lot of things, so I hope they will attend. Unfortunately, the weather is supposed to change. I have to work tomorrow so I can’t go.

I wore a skirt today, I really try to dress conservatively, as I don’t want to offend anyone, especially since I’ve been researching the dress of Muslim women, I’ve found out they always keep their legs covered. R. noticed my tattoo and wondered if it washed off, when I said no, she threw up her arms and asked why I had done that. Well....I just found out today (while doing some research) that it is against the laws of Islam to tattoo your body. Interesting, because many of them henna their hands..so I don’t know...I didn’t tell her I had two more tattooes. I think one is enough for her to know about.

05-24-02

We had a very small class today, apparently a spelling test was scheduled but M. postponed it until Tuesday, as Monday is a holiday. We reviewed some emergency situations on the overhead, focusing on fire. There was a senior talent show at the community center at 10:30. It was mainly for Vietnamese seniors, so we went over there. Lunch was served but most of the women refused to eat the food. F. was fasting and R. and S. refused to eat any meat that wasn’t halal. The talent show featured a Vietnamese dance, B. and B. were so happy to hear their native music. They are so excluded in class, that I was happy for them too. I almost cried when I saw them singing along. I can never know what it must feel like to leave the country you’ve lived in that is so different than the U.S. Lots of pictures were being taken and R. was adamant about not being photographed, she veiled her entire face, except for her eyes.

Three women from Oromo also danced, F., who never minces words, told M., who translated for me, that the skinny one was good, but the two fat ones didn’t dance very well. I had to laugh. School is over on June 11, only two more weeks for me. School starts again in July. I can’t decide if I should volunteer this summer. I could use a break, but it is only one day a week. I found it interesting that everyone goes in the summer. It must be very comforting to be in a classroom with familiar faces and it provides a needed break from the everyday routine.

05-31-02

I can tell the end of the quarter is drawing near, my emotions are running amok, plus I have a terrible cold. I hope I don’t infect everyone. I probably should have stayed home, but I don’t trust ReWA to pass on messages and, since, these three hours are the highlight of my week, I decided to perservere. We did some review today. It was a review of many things we learned this year. Food, furniture, rooms in a house, addresses, days and dates. I wonder if there is too much emphasis on learning too much information.Some of the students seemed to have a hard time discerning between bedroom and bathroom and didn’t know basic foods. Outside the classroom, they probably don’t practice English at all. A. brought two of her children to class today. R. was just a baby last fall, and today he was walking, getting into everything and has a good start on a mouth full of teeth. S. is five, and what a chatterbox, she lets her brother know who the boss is. She drew me a picture,I was very touched. She is a beauty, sometimes I just stare at the women in the classroom and wonder if they know how striking they are. They have wonderful features and the most enviable teeth ever. Most of them have probably never seen a dentist in their life.

Stories by the Students at the Refugee Women’s Alliance

June 15, 1994

Women in My Country

Refugee Women’s Alliance

Winter 1998

A. T.

I am from Eritrea. My story is American language.Before I came to America I don’t speak English. I don’t read and write. After I go to ESL class I will better. I am a little bit understand. I am read and write with my children.

A. H.

My name is Anab. I am from Somalia. My story is America money. Before I came to America, no speak English. No understand people what you say. I don’t know Ameriaca money. Before can’t see America money. I go to the store buying food can’t go myself. I have before probem. Now is okay. I am happy about buying food myself and learn American money.

I am studied at ReWA 1 year. My story before I came to America, no have children. Now I have two children. Before I have husband. Now I don’t. Before I don’t drive car. I take bus everywhere. Now I drive a car.

A.

My name is A. I am from Ethiopia. In my country, some women go to school and stay home. My family likes boys and girls for babies. Men eat first. Women walk behind men. Everyday we cook, clean, the house, wash clothes, eat food. We go shopping. Only women go shopping. Men give money to women only for food. We are very very busy everyday.

H.

My name is H. I am from Ethiopia. In my country, women get married when they are 13 or 14 years old. I did not go to school in my country. I did not drive in my country. I was married when I was twenty years old. Woman walk behind men. My father starts eating first. I like being a woman.The hardest thing about being a woman is taking care of the children. Some women drive. Women go to work in my country.

F.

My name is F. I am from Laos. In my country, Mien women amd men go to work farming, cook food for family. In my country, women cook and men don’t have to cook anything. Women take care of children and feed pigs and chickens. In my country, I was very busy. I married in Thailand and the year was 1983. In my country, women marry at 16 or 17 years old. We walk behind men. We obey mother in law. My father and mother eat food first in my country. Men take bath first.

Eritrea and America

Eritrea my parents home. I have two bedroom, kitchen. I have animals home.

Eat, make fire breakfast. Everyday fresh eat.

In America everything easy.
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