FEMALE MIGRANTS AT AND WITHIN THE ‘EUROPEAN FORTRESS’ (WOMEN FROM THE FORMER SOVIET UNION IN SLOVENIA)

Sanja Cukut Krilić

Introduction

The process of defining the term migrant can be characterised as containing elements of inclusion as well as exclusion. If migrants are defined by policy makers and in public discourses in opposition to nationals, they are categorised as those that are ‘non-belonging’.
 Such a classification is one of the mechanisms through which migrants are restricted in their right to employment, social security, and political activity (Kofman et al. 2000, 8). Promoting the integration of migrants is thus becoming an increasingly prominent social inclusion issue in a growing number of EU countries. Especially in the last two decades, migration scholars have begun to place more emphasis on processes of migrant inclusion and exclusion in new societies. Issues of citizenship, social inclusion and exclusion, and the political and everyday strategies of migrants (including social and cultural strategies), are receiving increased prominence in migration theory (Al-Ali, web source), whereas the economic aspects of migration had been the principal topic of focus in earlier migration studies. Although discourses on an ‘open Europe’ and the ‘free movement of people’ are gaining ground both in the public and on the EU’s political agenda, most migration scholars hold that one of the main characteristics of migration policy at the European level is its increasing restrictiveness to individuals from ‘third countries’, i.e. non-EU countries. Despite the fact that migrants play a crucial role in European labour markets and that population scientists have pointed to the growing need for migrants in European societies due to aging and low-fertility populations, European governments have continuously attempted to limit migration into their national territories. Rozenhek (2000, 52) argues that host country migration regimes generate structures of constraints and opportunities within which political actors define their goals and strategies of action. On the basis of such institutional configurations, policies of regulation and control of migrants’ entry to the national territory, as well as policies related to the economic, social, and political status of migrants, are designed and implemented (ibid., 52).

Furthermore, in the last few decades, we have witnessed an increased number of women migrants. Currently, at the international level, women represent almost a half of all international migrants. It is in this respect that some authors speak of the feminisation of migration (Castles and Miller 2003; Freedman 2003). The reasons behind this trend are complex and varied, as Freedman (2003, 8) points out. Particular effects of globalisation, especially the feminisation of poverty manifested in the growing number of women in transnational domestic work and in the sex work industry, figure significantly in conditioning female migratory trajectories. Additionally, the effects of restrictive migration policies are reinforced by an underlying public/private divide that confines women to the private realm and makes them dependent on the status of a male relative, not only in economic terms, but also in terms of their legal status in the new country (Freedman 2003). According to Kofman et al. (2000, 1), ‘the significance of women in migration to Europe lies not only in these increased numbers, but also through their contributions to economic and social life in receiving countries’. However, individual migration experiences of women have been largely overlooked in ‘mainstream’ migration studies particularly until the 1980s.
 
It is not an exaggeration to state that migration research in Slovenia also has not focused more specifically on female migrants.
 Two international projects conducted in the period from 2006 to 2007 are an exception in this regard. These projects were entitled FEMAGE (Needs for female immigrants and their integration in ageing societies) in which the Sociomedical institute of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts was the Slovenian partner,
 and FeMiPol (Integration of Female immigrants in labour market and society - policy assessment and policy recommendations), where the Peace Institute was the project partner in Slovenia. Gender dimensions of migration policy in Slovenia were studied within the FeMiPol project (Pajnik et al. 2006a). Researchers have demonstrated that migration policy in relation to gender is formulated in a generalized manner without taking into account the specificity and vulnerability of women. In this manner, in Slovenia, there exists a gap in studying the specific position of female migrants in public policy as well as in research. Both the interviews with key actors in migration policy within the framework of the FeMiPol project (Pajnik et al. 2006b) and the focus group with stakeholders in migration policy conducted within the FEMAGE project (Černič Istenič et al. 2007) reveal a strikingly similar picture. The recognition of the unique position of female migrants has not yet been placed on the agenda of migration policy stakeholders. Female migrants are conceptualised mainly as ‘following’ men, who are perceived as the primary migrants. 

Female migrants as social actors

While acknowledging the fact that male and female migrants are subjected to the same formal (legal) provisions in migration policy regarding entry into Slovenia and the acquisition of residence permits and social, political, cultural, and economic rights, the objective of the paper is to shed light on the experiences of female migrants. The principle aim is to correct the previous neglect of the experiences of women in migration research in Slovenia.  It can be presumed that female migrants are an extremely diverse and complex group. The processes that (re)produce multiple forms of marginalisation and exclusion of female migrants in connection to their ‘third-country nationals’ status (see also Anthias and Lazaridis 2000, 1), will be analysed. In accordance with recent studies in migration research, female migrants’ innovative strategies of challenging such rigidly and restrictively defined migration regimes will be emphasised. I therefore examine parts of life histories of female migrants, which demonstrate mutual linkages between their individual experience and the social (structural) context in which they act (see also Cole and Knowles in Ward 2007).

I have chosen to analyse the experiences of women from republics of the former Soviet Union living in Slovenia.
 In 2006, I talked to a total of nineteen women using a biographic approach. I also participated in some of their social activities (e.g. meetings and gatherings) and recorded my observations in an ethnographic diary. The aim of the interviews was not to gain accurate statistical representation of female migrants, but to acquire a more thorough understanding of their migration and inclusion into the ‘new society’ through a detailed analysis of case studies (see also Riaño and Baghdadi 2007, 169). Nevertheless, the sample was chosen to represent a variety of life situations including age, education, socio-economic background, reason for entry, time of residence and residence status in Slovenia, and marital status. The contacts with potential collocutors were established through personal contacts, the ‘snowball technique’, and through contact with associations that bring together Russian-speaking people. The vast majority of women migrated to Slovenia from Russia and Ukraine; two came from Belarus and one from Latvia. The main rationale behind the decision to study women from this geographical area is at least two-fold. Although statistical data demonstrate that migration to Slovenia is primarily a male phenomenon, most migrants from Russia and Ukraine (the most important countries of origin of the former Soviet Union states to Slovenia) are females.
 Furthermore, the prevailing discourse of women from former Soviet Union republics is essentialised and stereotypical and does not take into account the diversity of their experiences. Their circumstances are narrowed in public discourses to exotic dancers, prostitutes, or mail order brides. The main representation of women from ‘Eastern Europe’, as Passerini et al. argue (2004, 19) is that they are victims or sexually threatening individuals endangering the social community. 

Work and marriage as main ‘entrance gates’

Some women I talked to migrated to Slovenia after marrying a Slovenian national they had met in their home country. In view of the restrictive tendencies in migration regimes, marriage was not so much a matter of tradition to these women, but rather a precondition on the basis of which they could gain a more permanent legal right to stay in Slovenia. The event of getting married was sometimes marked by problems that resulted from complicated bureaucratic procedures. Nadia (37 years old) from Russia recalls how she had to get married at the Russian embassy in Ljubljana: We had some problems, because my husband wanted a Slovenian wedding, but things went wrong in acquiring my identity documents, so we solved this by getting married at the Russian embassy in Ljubljana. My husband was primarily disappointed with his country, since he did not imagine such complications would arise. (…) At the registry office, they could not understand why in my passport my name was (her name) and in translation, my name was written with one letter less. But the translator also noted it had to be written in this way, since we have passports that are issued in French, due to the international agreement. 
Another group consisted of women who had come to Slovenia through contacts with other migrants. These contacts included social networks of Russians or Ukrainians, for example, already living in Slovenia, who had invited them to come to Slovenia to work, for instance, to baby-sit for their children. These women recalled how they wanted to explore and see the world. They did not express their motives in economic terms, but more in terms of ‘self-realisation’, autonomy, and freedom. The major turning point for them was usually meeting their future husbands and consequently staying in Slovenia on a more permanent basis. Also, coming to Slovenia to work (sometimes only with a tourist visa) was a way for these women to enter Slovenia in the first place, although work was in their self-representation not a primary reason for migration. Angelika from Russia (32 years old) maintains it was impossible for her to come to Slovenia as a tourist due to the numerous conditions for obtaining a Slovenian visa. Although she reports on being out of Russia on professional grounds on several occasions, she realises leaving Russia to travel around Europe would be extremely difficult for her: I don’t know if I had any expectations, I just wanted to see the world around me. It was hard for me to leave Russia, since I had no financial possibility to come alone. And this family brought me to Slovenia, on their own expense. I didn’t have any opportunities due to the fact that it is extremely difficult to get a visa. I could buy myself a tourist holiday and live in a hotel, but since I had no financial possibilities, I realised it was extremely hard for me to leave my country. Natasha’s story is somewhat similar as she mentions she merely wanted to travel and gain new experiences. She first arrived in Slovenia to work: They had invited me to come here to teach, so I accepted the offer and came. My friend was already here so they asked him to find another woman, so I accepted the offer (Natasha, Ukraine, 41 years old). Those collocutors who came to Slovenia to perform skilled work (e.g. at an international university or at a branch of an international corporation) also described such ‘self-realisation’ motives in their decision to migrate. Since their employers were very instrumental in helping them, these women seem to have experienced fewer difficulties in arranging residence and working permits.
In their accounts, many women challenged the prevailing stereotype of the ‘Soviet’ woman migrating to a ‘Western’ or ‘more developed’ country primarily for rational economic motives in order to secure ‘a better life’ for themselves. Most of the women explained that the reasons for their migration were by no means economic, as they lived what they termed a ‘good life’ (in terms of a job, housing, and overall economic security) in their home countries. Most of them listed husbands (and later children) as the most important reason why they had decided to migrate and ultimately to stay in Slovenia. They did not speak of the decision to migrate as a carefully thought-out rational plan, but more as a process of constant ‘negotiation’ and communication between partners. For instance, Oksana from Russia (44 years old) recalls: I had a very good job, an apartment, my family was never poor, and I had a good life in Russia, so I went only because of my husband. Some did, however, mention economic and social turmoil brought by the break-up of the Soviet Union, but did not relate this historical development more specifically to their migration. Only Sofia from Ukraine (46 years old) openly stated that she had come to Slovenia only to work and make more money than at home.
It must be stressed that women who marry a man with Slovene citizenship and move to Slovenia are considered inferior in relation to them due to their position as a migrant and their non-resolved legal status in their new country. To a large extent, this status depended on the women staying married with their Slovene husband. None of our interviewees had actually undergone a divorce during the period when their permanent legal status in Slovenia had not yet been determined. However, many of them mentioned divorce as a pressing issue when referring to other women who found themselves in similar positions of power inequalities between partners.

Paper narratives 

My collocutors reported on many problems and complications when applying for visas and residence permits. They mentioned how they were sent back and forth for documents, described the difficulties in obtaining original papers from their home countries, and complained about the lack of information and the unfriendly and unhelpful attitude of employees at the office for foreigners.

Travelling to other countries was also mentioned as problematic. Lilia (48 years old), an artist from Russia, recalls how she experienced severe problems in acquiring a visa for Germany, where she had established professional connections, during the time Slovenia was not yet a part of the Schengen area. Similarly, Masha (26 years old) from Ukraine expressed frustration that obtaining a visa for Ukrainian citizens is so difficult. Her international mobility is hampered; she reports, for example, how her visa application to travel to Croatia on tourist grounds was rejected. 

Some women also reflected on cumbersome and lengthy procedures at the borders and recalled how they were subjected to surveillance while already residing in Slovenia. Nadia (37 years old) from Russia explained how policemen came to check whether she was actually living with her husband at her permanent address. She related this experience to living in a small, rural community. However, Natasha (41 years old) from Ukraine, who is living in the Slovene capital, Ljubljana, shared a similar story.

My collocutors also expressed great concern over the issue of dual citizenship, which most of them are not allowed to possess, except in exceptional cases, when having special merits for Slovenia. A further problem arose if a woman already acquired Slovene citizenship and had had to give up her Russian/Ukrainian citizenship. This was especially problematic if she chose to return to her home country, which could which could result in an inferior status in terms of social, economic, and political rights in the home country. Giving up their original citizenship has led to many negative practical consequences for these women: by doing so, they now are required to obtain visas in order to visit their families or travel to their countries of origin on business. Difficulties in matters of real estate (e.g. maintaining property) also arise.
With respect to exercising retirement rights in Slovenia, the women referred to their working years in Russia and Ukraine as a pressing issue, since bilateral agreements between Slovenia and Russia/Ukraine have not yet been ratified. Procedures for the recognition of vocational qualifications and diplomas were long and cumbersome. An extreme case is that of a professor of Russian, who had to write her diploma anew in Slovenia. The collocutors also articulated the ‘vicious circle’ of not being able to get a job without citizenship and the necessity of having sufficient economic means to support themselves in order to obtain citizenship. These issues are directly linked to one particular issue mentioned in virtually every interview, namely, the obstacles in integrating into the labour market in Slovenia. 

‘In your profession you cannot get a job’ - labour market position of female migrants

The deskilling and/or long periods of unemployment, or taking on part-time and contract jobs, after coming to Slovenia are typical of the situation of my collocutors. The story of Nadia from Russia (37 years old) is an indicative example: In the beginning I was a housewife, for quite a while, since in my profession, I am an economist with a university degree, I could not find a job. I searched persistently, wrote applications, with no success. So I dedicated myself to my family, childcare, learning Slovenian, adjusting to local circumstances. After working in a shop as a sales assistant, Nadia found employment at a bakery. The experience of deskilling seems to be a perpetual one for some migrant women. For example, Angelika (32 years old) from Russia feels she will never be able to get a job in her profession (translation) in Slovenia. After our conversation, Marina from Belarus bitterly told me that she would never achieve as much in Slovenia as she would in Belarus. Sofia from Ukraine (46 years old) sums up the reasons why she was unable to get a job in Slovenia as follows: They promised they would call, but they didn’t, as I was a foreigner and did not know the Slovenian language very well. Despite finishing university in Slovenia, Katerina from Russia (28 years old) describes how many employers were not willing to give her a chance due to her supposed ‘foreignness’. 

Many women were not in a position to afford a Slovenian language course. This further contributed to their exclusion from the labour market, as knowledge of the language is generally a prerequisite for applying for jobs requiring higher education and professional skills. Economic and other contacts with Russian speaking countries or, for example, jobs in translation and Russian language teaching represented a solid starting point for integration in the labour market in Slovenia. Many of these women were thus using their knowledge of Russian as an asset. Most of them found jobs through social networks, i.e. through friends and colleagues.

Some collocutors were self-employed. For Natasha from Ukraine (41 years old), self-employment was a strategy she resorted to after being unsuccessful in finding a suitable job. For Lilia, an artist from Russia (48 years old), securing her work status as a freelance artist was a prerequisite on the basis of which she could stay in Slovenia with her family. Although she did not experience a reduction in professional status or deskilling in Slovenia, she perceives herself as essentially unemployed. She ascribes this to increasing socio-economic insecurity and to the fact that her working years in Russia are not yet recognised, which poses significant challenges for her retirement years.

My collocutors also had to undertake occasional jobs that were not legally regulated. For instance, Olga (25 years old) from Ukraine came to Slovenia to join her husband a few years ago and today illegally works in the kitchen of a restaurant. Limited job opportunities, due to the non-citizenship (foreigner) status of third-country nationals, coupled with ethnic discrimination in the labour market, produce instances of exclusion and delayed entry into the labour market.

Conclusions

Anthias (2000, 21) maintains that transnational movements of groups include contradictory processes that contain mutually competitive discourses: the idea of human rights and equal treatment of all individuals is coupled with racisms and nationalisms experienced by individual migrants. Such a contradiction can be identified in EU discourses that promote a rhetoric of freedom and openness on the one hand, and on the other create new stratifications in terms of who is entitled to mobility and free movement across international (EU) borders (Passerini et al. 2004, 8). 

It seems that a conservative, restrictive approach to migration management has contributed to an increasing insecurity and vulnerability of third-country nationals residing in the EU. The verbal accounts of female migrants from the former Soviet Union point to some weaknesses of such a migration regime. Firstly, marriage is one of the few available options through which migrants can gain the right to reside in Slovenia on a long-term basis. Such a model favours a ‘classical’ model of family life (marriage as an institution) over other forms of extra-marital community and thus fails to take into account the diversification of contemporary family life. Furthermore, the rights of a spouse are linked to her/his partner, which can be potentially threatening in cases of divorce before a woman has obtained permanent residence and/or citizenship. The rights of ‘marriage migrants’ in Slovenia are thus conceptualised mainly in relation to a partner, which can create opportunities for subordination of particular women (see also Kofman et al. 2000, 86-87; Guličová-Grethe and Schlenzka 2006, 11).

The procedures to obtain residence permits are complicated and lengthy, the recognition of pensions between the countries has not yet been arranged, and women’s skills and qualifications are often not formally recognised. The inability to gain dual citizenship can further hamper the transnational movements of migrants across national borders due to complicated visa procedures if a woman is forced to give up the citizenship of her country of origin. Within such citizenship models, it is assumed that citizenship is based on a singular and exclusive membership in a given nation state (uncritically defined as clearly demarcated communities of shared identity and culture), thus excluding possibilities of belonging to multiple national territories.

Restricted job opportunities for ‘third country nationals’ mean that working in the informal sector becomes an important source of income, which creates further possibilities for exploitation. This is corroborated by the fact that female migrants coming to Slovenia to work in the domestic sector (e.g. by babysitting) did not generally wish to report about their experiences. The collocutors frequently mentioned deskilling, downward social mobility, long and irregular working hours, and on and off part-time and contract jobs. Most of the women do not presently have stable positions in the labour market and are not positioned in its upper segments. Despite instances of ethnic discrimination and their ‘third country nationals/non-citizen’ status placing restrictions on their possibilities to perform paid work, many have been able to use their ethnic background (especially Russian language skills) to gain access to the labour market (e.g. in translation, administration, and in tourist agencies that cater to Russian tourists). Nevertheless, such jobs have usually been part-time and of a precarious nature. The women’s possibilities to learn the Slovenian language have been largely conditioned by their (or their husbands’) socio-economic position and ability to finance formal language courses. At the time of the interviews, no provisions for state co-financing of such courses for ‘marriage’ and ‘labour’ migrants existed in Slovenian law. Naturally, the inability to attend a language course at an early stage of residence in Slovenia further hampered these women’s possibilities of social inclusion in their new society. Despite these restrictions, many women successfully mobilised various personal resources (such as social networks of friends and acquaintances) to acquire a more stable position in the labour market and to obtain information about their rights in Slovenia. Self-employment was also reported as a strategy to overcome blocked upward mobility in the labour market. Rather than viewing migrant women as victims or passive agents, their active decision-making and strategies to overcome restrictive and discriminatory practices were revealed in the interviews. 

Certain ‘turning points’ that altered the women’s original plans regarding migration and possibilities of staying in Slovenia can be identified in the female migrants’ life-stories. Events that pertain to meeting their future husbands and/or partners in Slovenia are especially relevant in this regard. From the stories, it cannot be discerned whether marriage was a strategy these women utilised to secure their stay in Slovenia, since none of the narratives point to such a strategy. However, many women challenge in their stories the prototypical narrative of Eastern women engaging in ‘marriages of convenience’ to foreign nationals. Love, romance, and the wish for children figure as important elements in the women’s stories. Nevertheless, getting married was a prerequisite for the interviewees to continue to reside in Slovenia in the first place.
Going to Slovenia for purposes of work is another option for migrants from ‘third countries’ hoping to gain legal residency in Slovenia. However, the meanings attributed to such a migration were usually not framed in economic terms by the collocutors. Rather, the women spoke of the possibility for ‘self-realisation’, ‘individual fulfilment’, and the opportunity to ‘gain new experiences and insights’. For them, acquiring a tourist visa to go to Slovenia seemed a financial burden they could not afford, since conditions to acquire such a visa seemed harsh. Therefore, going to Slovenia to work may not be a decision based solely on economic grounds, but can conceal other individual motives and also may reveal strategic decisions in a woman’s life. These strategies could present a response to the inability to engage in other forms of international mobility.

Consequently, it seems that an empirical distinction between different types of migration is impossible to sustain. Constable (2003, 164) rightly states that female migrants are often labelled too narrowly as either ‘labour’ or ‘marriage’ migrants. Clearly, such narrow statistical typologies do not encapsulate the diversified nature of contemporary migration processes. A wide range of motives, often quite distinct from the statistically ascribed category, can lie behind the process of migration. Typologies, as Brettell argues (2000, 102), present us with a static and homogenised picture of a process that is dynamic throughout the course of an individual’s life. Additionally, this process differs widely among individuals and changes throughout time with changes in the social context. Crosby (2006, 3) holds that ‘because of the way we label, define, and categorise people who move, we obscure and make invisible their actual lived experience.’ The varieties of contexts in which women migrate and the overlapping of such categories are thus generally not considered. It thus becomes clear why migration policies can also be referred to as ‘containment policies’ that define and hold people within particular definitional boundaries and objectify them (Crosby 2006, 3, 5). This bears important consequences for the implementation of migration policies that generally do not take into account the diversity and complexities of migrants’ lived experiences, but are devised according to statistically defined typologies of migration (e.g. ‘labour migrant’, ‘marriage’ and ‘family migrant’, and ‘asylum seeker’/‘refugee’). Furthermore, procedures of control and the surveillance of individual migrants (e.g. police checks to determine whether a woman is actually living with her husband at a joint address) that mirror the restrictive nature of contemporary migration policies might need to be re-examined from a human rights perspective (e.g. the right to a decent family life), instead of criminalizing and stigmatising migrant marriages as ‘marriages of convenience’ and/or ‘fake marriages’. Such practices are increasingly legitimised by supposed ‘security’ and ‘public order’ concerns. And, in conclusion, it seems that addressing ethnic discrimination and acknowledging the connection of migration processes with nationalism (for an analysis of the Slovenian case see for example Pajnik 2007; Bajt 2009), by analysing ‘social representations of national identities’ (Černič Istenič and Knežević Hočevar 2008, 190), can further explain anti-immigrant attitudes and instances of discrimination on ethnic grounds and should be an area of special concern to migration scholars in future research as well. 
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� Although humankind has been migrating throughout history, such movements were, as Teitelbaum (2005, 200) reminds us, controlled to a much lesser extent before the creation of sovereign nation states. More systematic engagement with migration issues both in Europe and in the United States can thus be traced, according to Kreager (1997), into the first half of the nineteenth century, the period of creation of sovereign nation states. At that time, a much greater need to gather statistical information about the national population as a ‘whole’ appeared. Mobility of the population became increasingly linked to political control over people’s mobility beyond the borders of sovereign nation states (Bryceson 2002, 31). Population experts and politicians increasingly defined those who were permitted to participate within and belong to the national space in the ‘imagined community’ of the newly formed nation states (Crosby 2006, 10).


� Such classical studies of migration have adopted the premise that individuals migrating to ‘Western’ Europe in the years after the Second World War were mainly single men migrating for economic reasons. Consequently, women as potential migrants were viewed almost exclusively as individuals migrating on grounds of family reunification, arriving after male migrants. Males were considered a prototype of a migrant, responsible not only for decisions regarding migration, but also acting as the main breadwinner in the family (Anthias 2000; Lazaridis 2000; Sharpe 2001). Women, if analysed at all, were perceived mostly in the family framework in relation to their children, which perpetuated the stereotype of women migrants as primarily wives and mothers (Lazaridis 2000, 53).


� I refer here to female immigrants to Slovenia. Female emigrants from Slovenia were studied more extensively.


� In this paper, I partly utilise data gathered in the framework of the project FEMAGE - Needs for female immigrants and their integration in ageing societies of the European Commission 6th Framework Programme (contract number - SSP4-CT-2005-022355, duration 2006-2007, web page: www.bib-demographie.de/femage/).


� Besides interviews conducted within the project FEMAGE - Needs for female immigrants and their integration in ageing societies, in which I collaborated, this contribution is also based on my doctoral dissertation ‘Gender and migration: experiences of female migrants in Slovenia’, which I defended in 2008 at the Faculty of Social Sciences at the University of Ljubljana, Slovenia. The project and my dissertation also encompassed interviews with Bosniak female migrants. 


� It must be noted, however, that in Slovenia, the vast majority of people that are classified as ‘foreigners’ and/or those that are ‘foreign-born’ come from the republics of the former Yugoslavia, mainly Bosnia and Herzegovina. 


� Although this is not a gender-specific provision, such restrictions would apply to male migrants as well.
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