Diaspora and Citizenship: Kurdish women in London
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ABSTRACT: The paper is about the notions of Diaspora and
citizenship in the case of Kurdish women from Turkey living in
Britain. It begins by briefly looking at the concept of Diaspora
and citizenship. It then looks at the issues of Kurdish refugees in
general and Kurdish women in particular. This part of the paper
is based on exploratory research that I have been involved in
since 1999 that involves an investigation of social and physical
spaces occupied by Kurdish people in the Diaspora. Also
included are some recent interviews of Kurdish women living in
London.

The paper argues that ethnic collectivities are not homogenous
groupings; rather individuals are positioned differentially within
their collectivity with regard to their gender, class, culture,
sexuality and other social categories. As a result, certain
individuals possess more power than others within the same
collectivity. Existing studies homogenizing Kurdish people are
gender blind and render women invisible. Gender difference as a
category is absent from the work of scholars on the issue (see:
Van Bruinessen, 1978; Olson, 1996, Gunter, 1997; Kirisci and
Winrow, 1997; McDowall, 1997; Barkey and Fuller, 1998).

The Notion of Diaspora

Kurdish women living in London inhabit diasporic spaces. A dramatic
increase in migrations during the last two decades has led to the creation of new
diasporas and large numbers of people have been deterritorialized and scattered
as migrants, immigrants, refugees, guestworkers, exiles and asylum-seekers (Hall,
1990; Hall, Held and McGrew, 1992; Cohen, 1997; Smith, 2001).

As people become displaced and dislocated they are distanced from their
imagined ‘homeland’ spatially and temporally. All of this involves construction
of new identities (including transnational ones) as well as disruption and
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GP, so I could not go to the doctor. Once I went without anybody
who could interpret, and the receptionist shouted at me and I
could not see the doctor. I wish I could learn English myself, but
how could I with all my problems filling my head (Kansu, 1997:
31).

Indeed, for Kurdish women living in the diaspora cultural barriers exist in
accessing services, which results in discrimination. For example, their
unfamiliarity with the English language (despite the fact that they may be bi-
lingual or multi-lingual) as well as the health service system, leads to unfair
practices and discrimination. Sometimes Kurdish women have to get their family
members to interpret for them, which often creates other problems. Thus,
Berivan, a 37-year-old Kurdish woman explains her situation as follows:

I use my children to go to the doctors. It is very embarrassing.
How can you talk about having pain during sexual intercourse in
front of your children? Of course I can’t. That is why I could not
tell my GP anything for two years. I can tell this to you, or an
advocate, because it is their job, I would not feel shy. To my
children, never! (Kansu, 1997: 32).

Indeed, husbands, wives, children and relatives, in cases of extended
families, have different experiences as a result of their different social
positionings, powers and interests within the family.

Although women appreciate advocacy provision, the quality of services is
also an issue. Despite their unsatisfactory experiences women cannot complain
either because they are not aware of the complaint mechanism or they are afraid
of losing the limited services. Gulcin, is a 38-year-old Kurdish woman. She
highlights the differential power relationship that exists between women and the
advocates.

Whenever I go to the doctor, the advocate tells her own opinion.
She tells me not to tell that to the doctor as the doctor cannot do
anything about it. It may be so, but I want her to tell the doctor
what I say, not to tell me her own opinion. I cannot be insistent,
what happens if I annoy her, then she won’t do what I need. I
don’t know, I heard some advocates not making appointments
and things like this, I would not risk it (Kansu, 1997: 33).
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