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1. Introduction 

In South Africa, August is observed as Women’s 
Month. The annual commemoration is inspired by 
the march in 1956 of 20 000 women, to the Union 
Buildings, the seat of government in Pretoria, to 
hand over a petition of many thousands of 
signatures protesting the imposition of the hated 
‘pass books’ on women. It is a narrative of 
resilience, courage and resistance to policies and a 
social environment that diminished people, 
dishonoured their dignity and dehumanised them 
through pernicious, discriminatory laws. They 
protested then the burden that today falls grimly 
on mobile women across the world and 
particularly in southern Africa. Now, as in 1956, 
the narrative of women in the mobile community 
is also one of courage, resilience and resistance.  
 
 
2. Background 
 
It is widely acknowledged that one of the key signs 
of the times is the movement of people from places 
where they were born either to other parts of the 
same country or, as is increasingly the case, across 
borders to other countries. The International 
Organisation for Migration says that 
approximately 272 million people live in a country 
in which they were not born, of which 130m are 
women.1 As of June 2020, UN High Commission for 
Refugees records show that around 82.4m people 
were forcibly displaced worldwide as a result of 
conflict, persecution, human rights violations and 

violence. 26.4m of that number are refugees, 48m 
internally displaced persons, and 4.1m are asylum 
seekers.2 This number excludes economic 
migrants who cross borders in search of better 
work and living conditions. Approximately 21.3m 
women and girl children were internally displaced 
due to some form of violence or conflict,3 and 50% 
of all mobile categories consist of women.4 The 
UNHCR reports that one in five women and girls 
experience sexual violence in the course of their 
migration;5 while according to a World Bank 
Study, four out of five refugees live in developing 
nations.6 Hence poverty, marginalisation and 
vulnerabilities in mobile groups are exacerbated 
by the same social realities defining the host 
countries.  
According to Stats SA, the number of foreign-born 
people living in South Africa in 2020 is around 
3.9m people. This includes both the documented 
and undocumented. The UN population division 
put the number at 4.2m in 2019.7 
 
 
3. Analytical Tools 
 
This phenomenon has led scholars to speak of the 
present era as the ‘Age of Migration’.8 They argue 
that the present trends in migration are 
characterised by five key aspects: 

 Firstly, they point to the globalisation of 
migration, in the sense that more 
countries are affected in some way, and 
often in overlapping ways, by migration. 
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Also, multiple countries impact on 
individual countries and vice versa.  
 

 Secondly, they speak of acceleration, 
referring to the increased numbers of 
migrants. With regard to these first two 
aspects, the following paragraph speaks 
directly to these realities. “The Southern 
Africa region continues to experience a 
significant rise in mixed and irregular 
migration flows. These flows originate 
mostly from the Horn of Africa, 
particularly Ethiopia and Somalia, and 
consist of refugees, asylum-seekers, 
economic migrants, and victims of 
trafficking, including women and children. 
The large majority of these migrants 
attempt to reach their destinations 
through established smuggling and 
trafficking networks. At least 20 000 
migrants travel through the Great Lakes 
and Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) regions to try to reach 
South Africa each year.”9  
 

 Thirdly, they speak of differentiation. 
Migrants moving to a single country are 
often of varying demographics. Some 
scholars include under this heading, mixed 
migrant flows and the predicaments of 
‘irregular migrants’.10  An IOM Report says 
of South Africa: “The Southern African 
region experiences all types of 
movements, including mixed and irregular 
migration, labour migration and 
displacement due to conflict and natural 
disasters.”11   
 

 Fourthly, migration theorists speak of 
politicisation. This refers to the ways in 
which policies, legislation, concerns about 
security and allied issues find an echo in 
national, regional and international 
policies and agreements. Many contend 
that, despite the increase in national and 
regional legislation, many problems in the 
migration field need structures for global 
governance. A recent IOM newsletter had 
this to say. “South Africa is the preferred 
destination for various categories of 
migrants and faces a host of migration-
related challenges, inter alia: increased 
prevalence of irregular migration, 
including women and unaccompanied 
minors; inadequate migration 
management policies and border 
management processes; rising xenophobic 

sentiments that in some cases turn into 
actual violence against migrants; high 
prevalence of communicable diseases 
such as HIV and AIDS and tuberculosis; 
and continued brain drain due to the 
emigration of skilled nationals. The need 
for enhanced and harmonized migration 
management policies is therefore a critical 
priority for the Government of South 
Africa.”12   
 

 Finally the reality of the feminisation of 
migration is a key feature.13 It is estimated 
that women now make up 44% of the total 
number of migrants.14 With regard to the 
latter it is noted that “men and women 
show differences in their migratory 
behaviours, face different opportunities, 
and have to cope with different risks and 
challenges, such as vulnerability to human 
rights abuses, exploitation, discrimination 
and specific health risks. Therefore, it is 
becoming increasingly obvious that 
migration is not a gender-neutral 
phenomenon. From the very moment they 
decide to migrate, women’s experience as 
migrants differs from that of men.”15 An 
ISS study found that “in South Africa 
migrant women faced the triple 
discrimination, namely xenophobia, 
racism and misogyny.”16 The same study 
contended that “restrictive migration 
policies disproportionately affect women 
and other vulnerable migrants.”17 

 

Thus, a number of recent studies, which engage 
the above features, have gone on to employ the 
notion of intersectionality as a basic hermeneutic 
for understanding the particular burdens of 
women in the mobile communities. They 
interrogate the position of women who are at the 
intersection of poverty, exploitation, ingrained 
cultural and religious practises that render them 
second rate humans, and who are thus vulnerable 
to patterns of discrimination and domination 
including violence, gender discrimination, and all 
the usual problems facing all mobile people. It is 
also a reality that most mobile people settle in the 
poorest communities.18 Liz Miller, in a study on 
women refugees and violence, argues that 
“refugee women are more affected by violence 
than any other population of women in the world. 
All refugee women are at risk of rape or other 
forms of sexual violence.”19 Intersectionality 
therefore holds that multiple factors intersect to 
define the realities of mobile women, and that 
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their reality is badly served if it is analysed 
through a single lens. 
 
 
4. The Feminisation of Migration 
 
A key feature of the increasing number of women 
on the move is the fact that in recent times women 
are migrating not as dependents of men but in 
their own right, based on their own agency. This 
has led to a focus on understanding the dynamics 
of women per se in the migration experience, 
whereas hitherto the almost sole emphasis in 
migration studies was on males in the migration 
process, often with a link to their economic role. 
Women have to a large degree remained invisible 
in the migration process despite their numbers. 
Accompanying this paradigm shift has been a shift 
away from seeing migrating women solely 
through the eyes of victimhood. However, this 
development in the understanding of the 
dynamics of migration has not been accompanied 
by a reassessment in the policy domain that 
reflects this shift. 
Scholars refer to this as the feminisation of 
migration. At a basic level this is understood as a 
trend towards an increasing proportion of women 
amongst international migrants.20 The same 
article goes on to explain: “The feminisation of 
labour migration has occurred over the last few 
decades for three main reasons. First, the demand 
for labour, especially in more developed countries, 
is becoming increasingly gender-selective in 
favour of jobs typically filled by women, for 
example in services, healthcare, and 
entertainment, and especially as a result of the 
global care crisis. Second, changing gender 
relations in some countries of origin mean that 
women have more independence to work and 
migrate in greater numbers than was previously 
the case. Third, there has been a growth in the 
migration of women for domestic work, as well as 
in organised migration for marriage and the 
trafficking of women into the sex industry.”21  

Thus we can clearly comprehend that the 
feminisation of migration is also linked to two 
related aspects, namely the feminisation of 
poverty and the feminisation of labour.22 
Historians point out, though, that while this 
pattern is true at present after a considerable 
period of male dominated migration, various 
earlier epochs have recorded high numbers of 
female migrants. This was particularly true during 
the period of coerced or forced migration, when 
women were forced into slavery and transported 
in large numbers for a variety of reasons.23 

The historical analysis also notes: “In the 19th and 
early 20th centuries, international migrants were 
largely settler colonizers and wage earners. In 
both groups men were often the first to migrate, 
with women following as colonies grew. While the 
earlier movement of settler colonizers was 
relatively gender balanced, between 1840 and 
1924 global labour migrations became heavily 
male and circulatory, as empires grew and 
increasing levels of international trade demanded 
temporary male workers to build infrastructure 
and work on plantations and in heavy industry.  
The gender composition of global emigration 
flows during this time shows that women made up 
between 20% and 40% of emigrants, except in 
1874 and 1875, when they represented about half 
of the outflows.”24 The point is that it is not so 
much the numbers of women migrants that is 
changing, but the way in which they now move; as 
noted above, it is in a more independent manner. 

Applying this thesis to South Africa, the same 
article assesses the reasons for lower numbers of 
female migrants in the South African scenario. The 
authors contend, “the smaller share of women in 
South Africa reflects a longstanding tradition of 
male circular labour migration in the region 
which, until recently, was largely driven by 
employment in mineral mining and extraction, for 
global export markets.”25 
 
 
5. Report: ‘Migration Dynamics of Women, 
Children and the Elderly in South Africa’  
 
In late 2020, STATSSA released an important 
Report called ‘Migration Dynamics of Women, 
Children and the Elderly in South Africa.’ (Report 
no 03-51-04).26 This represents an important step 
towards engaging some of the important issues 
raised above with a focus on South Africa. The 
preface spells it our clearly: 

  
“In today’s globalised world, migration is a 
progressively important policy issue. 
Economic hardship and geopolitical crises are 
resulting in growing and diverse migratory 
movements. Migration is increasingly being 
recognised as a significant global challenge 
and opportunity, and is an important 
phenomenon shaping the demographic 
profile of countries. The number of people 
living outside their country of birth is now 
increasing faster than world population 
growth. Migration research and literature has 
largely been focused on men, as this was the 
predominant cohort migrating. As women, 
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children and the elderly increasingly move, 
there is a need to comprehensively 
understand the dynamics of these groups. The 
purpose of the report is to improve awareness 
of the situation of women, children and the 
elderly in South Africa and to ensure gender-
sensitive and age-sensitive migration, 
economic and development policymaking. 
The report serves to contribute to the 
narrative on migrant women, children and the 
elderly in South Africa, and to advance 
evidence-based discourse, decision-making 
and policymaking.”27 

 
Part of the significance of this report lies in the fact 
that it begins to address the problem outlined in a 
recent article: “Women who cross internal 
provincial borders and migrate across 
international borders are largely driven by deeply 
entrenched inequalities and systemic 
unemployment. The reason policy is not informed 
by this critical fact relates to the failure of states to 
produce disaggregated data on migration – a 
particularly severe oversight in South Africa, 
where this data should help address poverty and 
eradicate inequality.”28 

5.1. Key Elements of the Report29 
Some interesting points emerge from this Report: 
 

 The number of women in South Africa 
between the ages of 15 and 64 stood at 
18m in 2017. It was estimated that 4.5% of 
this cohort were migrant women. This is 
up from 3.1% in 2012, indicating a trend in 
line with similar trends across the world. 
 

 The ratio of men to women shows that 
there are more men than women in the 
migrant sector, but that the gap is closing 
substantially. 
 

 More women in the migrant sector self-
identify as married, though this does not 
necessarily mean that they have migrated 
as a family or married couple. 
 

 The highest number of migrant women 
reside in Gauteng, followed by North West, 
Mpumalanga and Limpopo. 
 

 Amongst the many reasons for migration 
were work, marriage, family, study and 
adventure. What is important is that the 
number of women migrants moving for 
work because they already have a job at 
the destination, declined between 2012 

and 2017. At the same time there was an 
increase in the number of women 
migrating for work, but without the 
security of a guaranteed job. About one in 
three migrants and one in five internal 
migrants moved to look for paid work. In 
total, 34% of women migrating did so in 
search of paid work. This is then the 
largest group, but the period under review 
also saw an increase of women migrating 
for marriage.  
 

 With regard to formal education, the 
Report found that a high percentage of 
both migrant and non-migrant women 
have not completed matric. Interestingly, 
the report found high numbers of migrant 
women with no formal education as well 
as the highest number of those in this age 
cohort who have tertiary qualifications. 
This means that there is no homogenous 
profile amongst women migrants. The 
Report underlines that the diverse nature 
of women migrants is something for policy 
makers to take note of. 
 

 Migrant women in 2017 experienced a 
higher rate of employment compared to 
non-migrant women. It is worth noting 
that one out of two migrant women are 
involved in the informal sector. This sector 
is unprotected, with no adequate social 
safety nets or unemployment benefits, and 
often with low pay and unregulated hours, 
rendering participants very vulnerable. 
One in three migrant women worked 
excessive hours, even though generally in 
the wider population the numbers 
subjected to excessive hours have 
declined. 
 

 The Report notes that contracts of 
employment are measures of job security. 
More than 80% of non-migrant women 
have such contracts, while only about 60% 
of migrant women had them, indicating 
that migrant women are much more 
vulnerable in the work situation. Job 
vulnerabilities come with all the anxieties, 
inability to plan, insecurities and issues of 
dignity. The Report also indicated that that 
50% of migrant women work in situations 
of low or no job security. 
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 One in five migrant women have a portion 
of their medical aid paid by their 
employer. For non-migrants it is one in 
three workers. 

5.2. Lessons from the Report 
The Report makes no attempt to offer policy 
responses; this was not its mandate. Its key task 
was rather to provide the raw data for policy 
makers, and those who influence the process, to 
take matters further. However, a reading of the 
data in the light of the analytical framework 
discussed above, prompts the following policy-
orientated conclusions: 
 

 Advocacy around ‘gender specific 
demands’ could be strengthened without 
detracting from the general demands 
emerging from the migrant community. It 
specifically would not detract from vexed 
issues around citizenship rights and 
restricted migration policies and 
practices. 
 

 The Report indicates that the majority of 
contemporary migration flows occur 
under the influence of economic needs, 
poverty and vulnerable livelihoods; hence 
we require comprehensive labour 
management and protection. Despite 
many progressive policies in the labour 
field in South Africa, many gaps exist in the 
legislation which leave migrants generally, 
and women in particular, vulnerable to 
exploitation and insecurities. These gaps 
come into sharp relief as analyses such as 
those in this Report are brought to the 
fore. 
 

 The Report pays close attention to the 
issue of domestic workers as a particularly 
vulnerable group within an already 
vulnerable category. There is a growing 
(but contested) narrative emerging 
around “migrant domestic workers as the 
contemporary expression of slavery or 
domestic slavery.”30 From the data in the 
Report it is clear that, at the very least, this 
is an area with one of the biggest gaps in 
protective policies and legal ambivalences. 
It is worth noting that, as an advocacy 
strategy, women migrants in this sector 
gained some legal protection in the EU 
through a combination of individual and 
collective empowerment and strategic 
policy intervention in appropriate spheres 
of government. (As a footnote, this 

strategy is very similar to the theological 
strategy or paradigm shift that envisages 
change occurring through a combination 
of strategic intervention, individual and 
collective activism, and political, social and 
moral education. 

Without doubt this Report is a valuable asset for 
those in the policy domain, as well as for activists 
and practitioners who seek justice and protection 
for a very vulnerable population. 
 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
Gender aspects of migration have not hitherto 
received the serious attention they deserve. There 
is a concentration of migrant women in the 
vulnerable sectors, and women are often found in 
gender segregated and unregulated sectors of the 
economy. Alongside all the disadvantages that 
mobile people are subject to generally, women are 
vulnerable particularly to gender discrimination, 
violence, human trafficking and sexual abuse. 
These need to be continually interrogated in the 
policy domain.  
Although there has been a shift from family 
migration to independent migration, this should 
not be read too uncritically as offering greater 
freedom and unmitigated choice. The 
independence is often still under duress resulting 
from poverty and lack of safety. A more inclusive 
approach to legislation, and a particular emphasis 
on those generally excluded in the construction of 
policies, needs to occur. The ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic has underlined that policies aimed at 
the common good cannot exclude significant 
populations; it simply does not make sense. As 
with public health in the pandemic, the exclusion 
of any undermines the progress of all. This is true 
for matters of social cohesion across the board. 
The theological principle of the option for the poor 
or vulnerable holds that those negatively and 
disproportionately affected by harmful realities 
should benefit most from remedial action. This is 
worth considering in this area of advocacy.  

Pope Francis has listed several initiatives that 
could protect migrating people, including the 
adoption of clear juridical instruments, both 
international and national, the implementation of 
just and far-reaching political choices, and 
programs to fight human trafficking.31 He sums up 
the challenge well when he says that there is a 
moral imperative “to protect migrant workers, 
and among these particularly men and women in 
irregular situations. Defending their inalienable 
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rights, ensuring their fundamental freedoms and 
respecting their dignity are duties from which no 
one can be exempted.”  

 

Peter-John Pearson 

Director 
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