Emancipation and participation of marriage immigrants

A proposal to share knowledge and experiences between European cities

Marriage immigrants: not a minor side-effect

The last ten to fifteen years 25% of all newcomers (immigrants and refugees) in the Netherlands were marriage immigrants. Every year about 10.000 women and 5000 men, coming from 160 countries, emigrated to the Netherlands to marry a Dutch resident. Half of the female marriage immigrants marries a so-called indigenous Dutch man. They come from ‘bride-donor countries’ as Poland, Russia, Thailand, Philippines and Brasil. The other half marries a man with an immigrant background, especially Turks and Moroccans. As the first group is ignored and considered individual partner choices, the second group is problematised as financial nuisance, compulsary marriages and a threat of the integration process of the second and third generation immigrants. 

Our research

Mieke de Wit and I did a research among female marriage immigrants which started from another perspective. We wanted to know how these women manage to build up a life in their new country, apart from being wife and mother. What are their ambitions, what capacities do they bring with them and what use are these for their own development and for the Netherlands. And if not, what impedes their development, participation and emancipation? We interviewed 200 women from 25 countries and found a great diversity in age, level of education, labour experiences and life stage. We also found similarities. All women were very badly informed about the practical (im)possibilities to study and to work when they arrived. Besides they all fall in a severe immigration dip. Acculturation stress is always part of the first period in a new country, but the position of marriage immigrants makes it more difficult to escape from this depressive period.

Various laborious life-trajectories

We found four different escape-tactics and life-trajectaries, each with their own consequences for the integration and emancipation process.

1. Some (mainly low educated) women take a job as soon as possible, to have money of their own to be able to support their children or other family members they left. They are doomed to badly paid, hard and casual work. When they are not able to do this work anymore, they try to make a new start by following language courses.

2. Some (mainly better educated) women fastly come to the conclusion that their knowledge, certificates and labour experience will never be appreciated in the Netherlands; and that they have ‘to start all over again’. As their professional pride forbids them to start all over again in their own profession, they switch over to a new one, mostly on a lower level.

3. A large group of low and high educated women survive by becoming the perfect housewife and mother. Many of them intended to settle (learning the language, doing professional training, getting a job) before becoming pregnant. However, they landed in a social environment that offers them very little support in that direction. And once they are mother, the same goes for Dutch policy. As partner of a breadwinner she is not considered a serious candidate for jobtraining and her language lessons are mixed with instructions about domestic and upbringing issues. Later part of this group will nevertheless take a second chance to get into the world of professional training and work.

4. The other part of this group of women gets stuck in a rather depressive and narrow housewife existence. They seem to have lost all their ambitions. Their greatest desire is to go back to their country of origin when they are ‘old’, which means around 50 years.

Conclusion

It is very difficult for marriage immigrants to become more than housewife and mother in the Netherlands. Besides the husband, the family in law, the woman herself, Dutch family traditions and integration policy play a part in this process. Policy in practical sense and policy as a way of looking at these women. The Netherlands cries for so called knowledge immigrants. Part of the marriage immigrants are factual or potential knowledge immigrants, but nobody sees it because they are categorised as inevitable, unwished and useless immigrants. They are considered as problems, not as solutions.

Necessary expertise

Most probably this destruction of human capital and joy of life is not typically Dutch. However, national women-and-labour-traditions and local integration and emancipation policies supposedly make a difference. Therefore it would be very useful 

· to know more about the integration and emancipation process of marriage immigrants in various European countries, including the social, economical and political background of possible differences;

· to exchange information and experiences about succesful (and unsuccesful) approaches and practices.

The proposal

To realise this accumulation of knowledge we propose:

· to organise a workshop or symposium about the integration and emancipation of marriage immigrants, for instance in the framework of the Eurocities-conference about economic immigration autumn 2008;

· to invite for this symposium researchers, policy makers and professionals in this field;

· to prepare this symposium by gathering factual and analytical data about this subject in various cities and countries;

· to produce a review of research, policies and practices that can serve as informed starting paper for the discussions during the symposium; and for the development of an interactive data bases.
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