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1. Introduction  
This study aims to assess how gender impacts increased vulnerability as a refugee. 

Vulnerability is the degree to which a person is susceptible to being harmed physically 

and/or psychologically (Cunnif Gilson, 2016). Vulnerability is measured in several ways. 

Some argue that vulnerability is based on one’s personal characteristics (Black, 1994) 

whilst others argue that it is based on daily routines and activities (Sparks, 1982). For 

instance, personal characteristics include age or ethnicity whilst daily routines could 

entail walking home alone at night or using public transport. Academics have argued 

that there is a possible link between vulnerability and victimisation. Victimisation 

concerns the process of becoming a victim (Walklate, 2011). The argument is that being 

vulnerable due to certain characteristics or circumstances increases a person’s chance 

at being victimised 

 

Refugees are considered vulnerable to being a victim of a crime.; this is true for both 

males and females. They are vulnerable due to several factors that concern the 

challenging conditions which refugees live in. Circumstances that increase a refugee’s 

vulnerability to victimisation include the lack of legal status, financial instability, 

physical insecurity and limited access to health care. One could argue that female and 

male refugees are impacted by vulnerability in different degrees and ways. For instance, 

Samari (2017) suggests that female refugees suffer from additional discrimination 

compared to men. Discrimination is classified as unjust and unfair treatment based on 

personal characteristics of the victim (ibid.). In this case, discrimination is based on the 

gender of the refugee. One explanation for this argument could be that women 

experience more types of crimes as a refugee than men (Moussa, 1991). One of the 

crimes which women could be exposed to more than men is sexual violence (Painter, 

1992). Data collected through victim surveys has shown that women are more likely to 

be a victim of sexual assault than men (ibid.). That being said, it is also known that 

sexual crimes against men are often underreported. The consequences of being a victim 

of sexual assault include serious psychological harm which increases a woman’s 

vulnerability (Dugan & Apel, 2003). Victimisation restricts a woman’s freedom of 

movement as she aims to avoid areas which could lead to more sexual assault (Painter, 

1992). Studies have also shown that a woman is at risk of sexual assault not only in 
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public but also at home, which adds to their vulnerability even more since a woman’s 

“safe space” is undermined (Dugan & Apel, 2003).  

 

There are several studies which have been able to shed some light on the relation 

between gender and the experiences of a refugee. For instance, Özdemir (2018) has 

argued in his study that female refugees are more likely to be targets of gender-based 

violence than male refugees. These crimes are specific to the gender of the victim. More 

specifically, gender-based violence is defined in Article 3 of the Istanbul Convention as:  

 

“a serious violation of human rights and a form of discrimination against women 

and shall mean all acts of gender-based violence that result in, or are likely to 

result in, physical, sexual, psychological or economic harm or suffering [inflicted 

on] women including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of 

liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.”1  

 

Based on the foregoing, female refugees are considered more vulnerable to 

victimisation since they run a greater risk of being victimised by gender-based violence. 

The validity of this proposition will be analysed through the use of a case study. The 

case study will be female refugees who have fled from Syria and are currently being 

hosted in the neighbouring countries Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey.2 Research will be 

collected on what types of gender-based violence female Syrian refugees face whilst 

they reside in refugee camps in the three neighbouring countries. Thus, the following 

research question will be addressed:  

 

How and to what extent does gender impact the vulnerability of female Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey? 

 

At the moment, around 93% of Syrian refugees are being hosted in neighbouring 

countries to Syria (BBC, 2019). The majority are being hosted in Lebanon, Jordan and 

                                                 
1 Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic 
violence (CETS No.210). Opening of treaty in Istanbul in 2011. Entered into force in 2014.  
2 The definition of a refugee and the context in which the definition was made will be discussed in Chapter 
3. 
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Turkey. Since the beginning of February 2019, an estimated 1.1 million people who live 

in these countries are in need of humanitarian aid but are unable to be accessed by aid 

agencies (ibid.). Refugee camps in Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey are unequipped for the 

amount of refugees they are hosting (UNHCR, 2019). In Lebanon, around 70 % of Syrian 

are living below the poverty line. In Jordan, the percentage of Syrian refugees living 

below the poverty is even higher at 93%. There are also no formal refugee camps in 

Lebanon which has resulted in Syrian refugees being scattered amongst several urban 

and rural communities. Reports have also indicated that refugee camps in Lebanon, 

Jordan and Turkey have suffered from overcrowding conditions (ibid.). The context of 

these camps will be explored in more detail in the contextual chapter.  

 

In order to assess the impact of gender on vulnerability as a refugee, the following 

structure will be followed. Firstly, in the theoretical framework, the concepts of 

vulnerability and victimisation will be discussed as well as the link between the two 

concepts. Subsequently, the link between vulnerability and victimisation will be 

assessed through the experience of refugees. The theory is that refugees could be more 

vulnerable than non-refugees due to several circumstances which they are exposed to. 

Furthermore, to relate the theory to the research question, the theoretical framework 

will discuss female vulnerability and victimisation. In addition, the contextual 

background of the case study will be provided. The contextual chapter will discuss the 

Syrian conflict, destinations chosen by Syrian refugees as well as the conditions in the 

three neighbouring countries which are used in this study. Then, in the analytical 

chapter, the theory of vulnerability and victimisation will be assessed in the context of 

female Syrian refugees. The analysis will be to shed light on whether female Syrian 

refugees are more vulnerable to victimisation due to their gender. 
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2. Methodology   
In order to answer the research question as introduced above, this study employs the 

following methodology. The study will be based on qualitative research which focusses 

on the case study of female Syrian refugees in Lebanon , Jordan and Turkey. The 

methodology will explain why and how this will be executed.  

 

2.1. Use of qualitative research  
Qualitative research is defined as a sequence of research cycles that is repeated up to 

the point where the answer to the research question becomes clear (Bijleveld, 2017). 

Each research cycle involved collecting data sources and evaluating their findings 

(ibid.). The answer to the research question becomes clear when there is convergence 

or saturation of the findings. Convergence is the process when research cycles start to 

become similar in their findings. Saturation is when there is no new information which 

can be extracted from the research cycles.  

 

Qualitative data provides an in-depth understanding of the research collected. It 

provides behaviour in context as well as allows the researcher to answer why certain 

behaviour is used and how this behaviour is performed. This is why qualitative research 

tends to be higher in validity (Bijleveld, 2017). However, qualitative research is more 

demanding on the researcher’s skills as it requires more time than other types of 

research.  

 

Qualitative research will be collected on female Syrian refugees that are located in 

Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey. Interviews were not feasible since the subjects of this case 

study are hard to reach due to the fact that they are located far away from where the 

researcher is based. In addition, the subject matter of the study is sensitive, as it 

concerns gender-based violence. Sexual violence can be qualified as a type of gender-

based violence (Özdemir, 2018). Research has shown that victims of sexual violence 

have a difficulty coming forward about their experience due to the psychological trauma 

that they have endured as a consequence of their victimisation (Dugan & Apel, 2003). 

Victims of sexual violence are also often stigmatised by their family and/or community 

which is another reason why women are reluctant to come forward (Bijleveld, 2017). 

Sexual violence against Syrian women in particular has been underreported due to the 
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fear of stigmatisation and shame (Samari, 2017). Therefore, based on these 

circumstances, using a literature-based study was the most appropriate method of 

collecting information.  

 

One way of collecting credible information on victims of gender-based violence is the 

use of victim surveys. Victim studies are most often qualitative because the context and 

the meaning are significant to understand the victim’s experience (Bijleveld, 2017). 

Academics have used victim surveys in their research in order to capture an accurate 

depiction of a victim’s experience with victimisation (ibid.).  

 

2.2. Data sources 
Data collected for the purpose of this study are all literature based. Sources used include 

academic literature, policy documents, NGO reports and legislation. The majority of the 

research collected are articles written by academics on the relevant topics of forced 

migration, feminist studies and victimology.  

 

Academic articles were collected through the use of online databases such as Taylor & 

Francis Group, Wiley Online Library and JSTOR. Google was also used as a starting point 

in finding sources that were not academic articles. Key-words such as “female Syrian 

refugees” along with “gender-based violence” were used to find academic literature that 

was specific to the case study. Academic articles derived from a variety of different 

journals such as the Journal of Refugee Studies, Journal of International Women’s 

Studies and Migration Policy Institute. These journals are specialised in forced 

migration and/or gender studies which are relevant to the case study, thus have 

published a variety of articles in the same field.  

 

In the contextual and analytical chapter, most statistics that are used are provided by 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). This international 

organisation is part of the United Nations and is considered a credible source for 

information for this study since they specifically focus on refugees and collect data first-

hand. Other statistics were extracted from the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). 

The BBC has collected their sources from different organisations including the Syrian 

Observatory of Human Rights. The BBC is not funded by the government therefore is 
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free from state influence (Media Bias Fact Check, 2019). That being said, the BBC has 

not been reported to be completely impartial. Reportedly, the BBC is said to have a 

slight left-centre bias (ibid.). On the other hand, think tanks such as the Council on 

Foreign Relations (CFR) which were also used, can be considered as less biased than 

newspapers. Contextual information on the Syrian conflict was extracted from the CFR. 

The CFR is an independent, nonpartisan member organisation which publishes 

information on foreign policy for journalists, government officials, students and in 

general, anyone who is interested in foreign policy choices.  

 

2.3. Using the case study method 
A case study can be defined as:  

 

“an intensive, systematic investigation of a single individual, group, community 

or some other unit in which the researcher examines in-depth data relating to 

several variables (Heale & Twycross, 2018; p.7).”  

 

Using a case study allows the researcher to examine a broad topic or phenomenon and 

narrow it down to a manageable research question. A researcher can adopt a single-

case study or a multiple-case study method. Single-case studies allow for an in-depth 

understanding of a single phenomenon. Multiple-case studies compare and contrast 

several similar cases in order to provide a more comprehensive answer to the research 

question than a single-case study. However, there is often a tendency to steer away 

from the research focus due to the sheer volume of data that the researcher has to 

carefully organise and sift through (ibid.). In this study, a single-case study method will 

be used.  

 

The single-case study that will be used to answer the research question is Syrian female 

refugees living in Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey. Currently, Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey 

are hosting the largest community of Syrian refugees as opposed to other countries 

where Syrian refugees have fled to (UNHCR, 2019). Therefore, it seems relevant to 

evaluate the situation most Syrian refugees find themselves in. Furthermore, gender is 

still relatively unexplored in migration studies (Freedman, Kivilcim & Baklacıoğlu,  

2017). This is due to the fact that for a long time gender was just considered another 
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variable such as age or occupation (ibid.). Therefore, little importance was put on the 

problems of refugees in the context of their gender. Thus, as a consequence, limited 

academic research has been published on the impact of gender in regards to refugees’ 

vulnerability to victimisation. However, over the last twenty years the situation has 

started to improve as more academics put importance on gender as the primary factor 

of victimisation (ibid.). Even international organisations such as the UNHCR and NGOs 

have started to adopt gender mainstreaming as a policy commitment. In other words, 

creating a policy commitment towards the elimination of gender inequalities (ibid.). Yet 

the sentiment of women’s diminished position in society still hinders the drive towards 

collecting research (ibid.). For Syrian women in particular, their diminished role in 

society is dominated by strict gender roles that are embedded in Syrian culture (Abu-

Assab, 2017). Few women hold positions of power in the Syrian government, and those 

who do were hand-picked by the state (ibid.). This can be seen as one of the reasons 

why Syrian women are more vulnerable than Syrian men and why more research on 

their vulnerability can be valuable to gender studies.  

 

One limitation of using this approach is that the data will not be representative of 

female Syrian refugees. This is because the data will not be collected on the basis of a 

sample that is representative for the mentioned population. However, the aim of the 

research is to be explorative and has no ambition of being representative. The aim is to 

explore the existing literature that is available on this case study. This type of 

explorative research, whilst not representative, can still be valuable as the findings can 

raise certain questions that deserve future research. As mentioned above, gender 

remains an unexplored concept in migration studies (Freedman et al., 2017). This study 

therefore will attempt to emphasize the need for further research on the link between 

gender and migration by illustrating the case study of Syrian female refugees. This will 

be discussed in more detail in the discussion.  

 

The timeframe of this study will be from the start of the Syrian civil war, which was in 

2011, up to the writing of this study, which is November 2019. Thus, any information 

that is relevant to the subject group of this study (female Syrian refugees) and is 

subsequently used in the study will be extracted from the time period March 2011 to 

November 2019.  
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3. Theoretical framework 
 
Some studies have argued that there is a link between vulnerability and victimisation. 

The idea is that being more vulnerable increases one’s likelihood of being victimised. 

The definitions of both of these concepts are discussed below as well as the theorised 

link between the two concepts. Afterwards, the link between vulnerability and 

victimisation will be applied to the experiences of refugees. The idea is that refugees are 

more vulnerable due to certain circumstances and thus therefore are more likely to be 

victimised. In addition, based on research collected on female vulnerability and 

victimisation, female refugees could be more vulnerable than male refugees since they 

are more likely to be victimised by gender-based violence.  

 

3.1. Defining vulnerability  
There are limited studies on what determines someone as vulnerable (Walklate, 2011). 

However, a commonly used definition of vulnerability is a person’s susceptibility to 

harm, exploitation or threat to one’s interests (Cunniff Gilson, 2016).  Harm can be 

manifested in several ways, such as physical or psychological (ibid.). Aolain (2011) 

states that vulnerability is an inherent aspect of the human condition, meaning every 

person has a likelihood of being harmed. Some can be seen as more vulnerable to harm 

than others, depending on their age, health, gender, ethnicity and so forth (Black, 1994). 

Furthermore, what determines someone’s vulnerability is not only based on their own 

personal characteristics but also how these characteristics are perceived and treated by 

the wider society (ibid.). Vulnerability can also imply a dependence on others (ibid.). In 

other words, certain personal characteristics will render them in need of protection 

(Kane, 1990; in Black, 1994). The aspect of dependence on others has been interpreted 

as a negative connotation to vulnerability. It implies vulnerability as a sign of weakness, 

incapacitation and powerlessness (Cunniff Gilson, 2016). The vulnerable subject is 

considered to be incapable of protecting their own interests and relies on others for 

help in exercising agency (ibid.). Those who are deemed to be vulnerable are also 

perceived as unable to change their current status. Due to its negative value, 

vulnerability is recognised as a trait which is to be avoided. As a consequence, 

invulnerability is constructed as a positive trait and more desirable to the human 

condition. However, some academics argue that vulnerability holds crucial ethical and 

political salience (ibid). Most significantly when it comes to our global responsiveness 
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towards those who are in need of humanitarian assistance. Thus, in this case, 

vulnerability is not a trait which should be avoided but a trait which should be used to 

understand and guide our global reactions towards situations of conflict (ibid.).  

 

3.1.1. The concept of vulnerability in feminist studies 
As mentioned before, vulnerability has a negative connotation since it has been 

associated with both weakness and the dependency on others. According to some 

academics in feminist studies, vulnerability has become a feminised concept (Cunniff 

Gilson, 2016). This means that the same characteristics of vulnerability have been 

applied to the concept of femininity (Aolain, 2011). In dominant cultures, there is an 

understanding that sexual vulnerability is considered to be predominantly feminine 

(Cunniff Gilson, 2016). This is due to the stigma that is attached to women’s bodies as 

being both weaker and more sexually stimulating than men’s bodies (ibid.).  

 

3.2. Defining victimisation 
Within the study of victimology, victimisation is the process of becoming a victim of a 

crime (Walklate, 2011). There are several interactions and processes which determine a 

person’s status as a victim, including identification, labelling and being recognised as a 

victim (ibid.). Being a victim of a crime is defined as: 

 

“persons who, individually or collectively, have suffered harm, including physical 

or mental injury, emotional suffering, economic loss or substantial impairment of 

their fundamental rights, through acts or omissions that are in violation of 

criminal laws operative within Member States, including those laws proscribing 

criminal abuse of power.”3 

 

In order to study victimisation, the use of victimisation surveys has been used by 

criminologists in order to gain more knowledge on victims of crime. By focussing on the 

victim’s perspective, these surveys have also explored the impact of crime through, as 

Walklate (2011) calls it, “the prism of vulnerability (p.179).” Essentially, victim surveys 

have provided more understanding on the levels of vulnerability and how it can expose 

                                                 
3  Article A (1) in the Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for Victims of Crime and Abuse of Power. 
Adopted by the UN General Assembly resolution 40/34 of 29 November 1985. 
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some people more than others to victimisation. The link between vulnerability and 

victimisation will be discussed in more detail below.  

 

Furthermore, victimisation surveys have become more useful in revealing information 

on the “dark figure” of crime (Painter, 1992). The “dark figure” refers to all crimes 

which are unknown or undiscovered by the police or other relevant authorities (ibid.). 

The underreporting of crimes has added to the “dark figure” of crime. However, victim 

surveys have been able to shed more light on crimes that are underreported. Victim 

surveys have especially provided more awareness on crimes experienced by women 

(ibid.). There is a general acceptance between victimologists that women experience 

violence that often occurs within their own household which increases the likelihood of 

that violence going underreported (ibid.). 

 

3.2.1 The concept of victimisation in feminist studies 
As mentioned above, victim surveys have shed more light on the “dark figure” of crime. 

With regards to violence against women, victim surveys have provided more 

information on the extent, nature and impact of underreported and unrecorded crimes 

and threats directed towards women (Painter, 1992). Several lessons were learned on 

female victimisation based on the information recorded from victim surveys. For 

instance, women experience a larger variety of crimes and threats than men (ibid.). 

Women are also likely to be involved in crimes that are specifically focussed on their 

gender (ibid.). Most significantly, women are more likely to be victims of sexual assault 

than men (ibid.). This does not suggest that men are not likely to be sexually assaulted. 

Yet, it emphasizes that women have a higher recorded chance of experiencing sexual 

assault than men.  

 

Dugan & Apel (2003) recorded in their study that men are 1.5 to 2 times more likely 

than women to be victims of robbery and homicide whereas women are more likely to 

be victims of rape. Jones et al (1986) emphasized that instances of sexual harassment 

are more commonplace in the lives of women than men (in Painter, 1992). Sexual 

harassment can occur both in the public space as well as the private space (ibid.). This 

has heightened women’s fear of crime as they feel unsafe in several environments 

(ibid.). As a consequence, it can restrict their access and their freedom of movement as 
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some women attempt to avoid areas which could lead to their victimisation (ibid.). 

Furthermore, women are more often victimised by men they know (Dugan & Apel, 

2003). This includes men in their household or intimate partners (ibid.).  

 

Being a woman does not exclusively qualify their victim status (Painter, 1992). 

Characteristics such as age, class and ethnicity add to a woman’s likelihood to become a 

victim of a crime as well as what types of crimes they become victims of (ibid.). Dugan & 

Apel (2003) showed in their study that there are different risk factors between 

ethnicities of female victims. For instance, Hispanic women were put more at risk to 

becoming a victim of crime when living in public housing than women of other 

ethnicities (ibid.). This example amongst others highlighted the importance of 

considering racial and ethnic cultural differences when theorising female victimisation. 

That being said, in their study there were also risk factors which were common amongst 

all ethnicities. These risk factors were moving frequently, living in a single-adult-headed 

household and having children under the age of 12 (ibid.).  

 

3.3. Link between vulnerability and victimisation  
Some academics theorise that vulnerability increases a person’s chance of becoming 

victimised, in this case meaning becoming a victim of a crime. As mentioned before, 

Walklate (2011) describes how victim surveys have investigated the impact of crime 

through “the prism of vulnerability,” meaning how different levels of vulnerability can 

increase the likelihood of criminal victimisation. He argues that some groups of people 

are more likely to be victimised than others due to personal characteristics (ibid.). Thus 

directing the attention to the patterning of criminal victimisation which is structured by 

age, class, gender and ethnicity (ibid.). However, there are also other interpretations on 

how vulnerability affects victimisation. For instance, Sparks (1982) argues that 

vulnerability is linked to those who can be harmed and those who put themselves at 

risk of being harmed. In other words, the likelihood of being harmed is not based on 

physical properties but on a person’s daily routines and activities. For instance, walking 

home alone at night or using public transport increases a person’s vulnerability 

compared to their personal characteristics. These can be composited into patterns of 

structural vulnerability (ibid.). Derived from this theory of structural vulnerability, 

Green (2007) created the “Axis of Vulnerability.” He argues that every person can be 
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situated somewhere on the axis based on how vulnerable they are and whether that 

exposes them to a low or high risk of harm (ibid.). For instance, if the data was based on 

age, an elderly person would be in the low risk/high harm quadrant whilst a young 

person would be in the high risk/low harm quadrant (ibid.).  

 

It is also important to take into account the social, cultural and political influences on 

the study of victimisation. What determines someone as a victim is often more 

determined by the social, cultural and political context they find themselves in. For 

example, Christie (1986) established the concept of the “ideal victim,” which explains 

the ways in which someone is granted victim status as well as those are seen as 

deserving victim status. Based on his analysis, the “ideal victim” is the young female 

who is victimised by the physically stronger male stranger (ibid.). The idea behind this 

theory is that victim status is given to the people who we deem as vulnerable and in 

need of protection and therefore deserve to be called a “victim.” Thus one can argue that 

based on a perceived link between vulnerability and femininity (Aolain, 2011), women 

are more likely to be recognised as victims than men. Christie (1986) argues that this 

ultimately leads to a “hierarchy of victimisation” where society classifies those who 

deserve victim status more than others (ibid.). Those at the bottom of the hierarchy can 

still be vulnerable but are denied victim status by society, such as drug addicts or the 

homeless. Therefore, it is important to remember that to some people being vulnerable 

does not always equate to being a victim (Das, 2007; in Walklate, 2011).  

 

3.4. Key migration terms 
The following section will provide definitions of key migration terms that are relevant 

to the contextual background of this study. Terms such as migrant, irregular migration 

and forced migration will be explained first. Subsequently, the term refugee will be 

discussed including the characteristics of what defines someone as a refugee in 

international law as well as the circumstances which make refugees more vulnerable.  

 

3.4.1. Definition of a migrant, irregular migration and forced migration 
The term “migrant” has encompassed a variety of different people who move within or 

out of their national borders, all for different reasons. An important distinction to make 

is the difference between “forced migrants” and “voluntary migrants.” The difference 

lies in their motivation for migrating. A forced migrant has no choice but to leave his or 
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her country of origin, whereas a voluntary migrant has the choice to migrate and makes 

the executive decision to do so, usually for either economic or social reasons (Ferreira, 

2019). Roman (2015) argues the two types can be classified under the terms 

‘vulnerable people’ and ‘non-vulnerable people’ (in Ferreira, 2019). Essentially, those 

who are forced to migrate are seen as more vulnerable than those who decide to 

migrate on their own initiative.  

 

Another relevant term is irregular migration. Irregular migration is defined by the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) as “movement that takes place outside 

the regulatory norms of the sending, transit and receiving countries (2011).” 

Furthermore, an “irregular migrant” is “a person who, owing to unauthorised entry, 

breach of a condition of entry, or the expiry of his or her visa, lacks legal status in a 

transit or host country (IOM, 2011).” Because irregular migration thus involves illegal 

stay or border crossing, is often associated with crimes such as human smuggling and 

trafficking. Since they lack the legal means to enter a country, irregular migrants have to 

resort to illegal methods and often make use of human smugglers. Irregular migration 

also makes the migrant more vulnerable as they are unprotected by law (Ferreira, 

2019). Many irregular migrants that arrive in their host country end up in unreliable 

and exploitive jobs and are often excluded from health and education systems.  

 

Forced migration is when people are obliged to leave their countries of origin and seek 

refuge somewhere else (Castles et al., 2003). Their reasons for flight include political or 

ethnic violence or persecution but can also be due development projects such as large 

dams as well as natural disasters (ibid.).  

 

3.4.2. The 1951 Refugee Convention  
The definition of the concept of ‘refugee’ was established in the Convention Relating to 

the Status of Refugees of 1951. As the convention states in Article 1(A)(2), a refugee is:  

 

“a person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of 

race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
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opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable or, owing to such 

fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country.”4  

 

The document determined the responsibility of states in upholding human rights when 

it relates to individuals fleeing conflict and seeking asylum. The field of refugee law, 

with the 1951 Convention as the principal legal instrument, emerged in the aftermath of 

World War Two when there were vast amounts of displaced populations, especially 

Germans in Eastern Europe. The geographical and temporal scope of refugee law 

globalised in the 1967 Protocol to the Convention (UNHCR, 2017).  

 

A refugee as defined in the 1951 Convention can be considered a subcategory of a 

forced migrant but cannot be considered the same. A migrant does not need to cross 

international borders whereas a refugee does. The definition states particular 

characteristics which a person must hold in order to qualify as a refugee. For instance, 

to have “a well-founded fear,” a person must be genuinely concerned that they will be 

persecuted, or have already been persecuted or subject to serious harm and have no 

other reason to believe that this harm will not continue if they stay (IOM, 2011). To be 

persecuted means the state has failed to protect the human rights of its citizens. 

Secondly, the persecution is the sustained or systematic mistreatment and violation of 

their human rights. Shacknove (1985) emphasizes that this means a state has failed to 

secure the basic needs of its citizens. Moreover, the state has to have broken a bond of 

trust, loyalty and assistance. Consequently, persecution and alienage are the 

manifestations of this severed bond. Further, the reason why persons are being 

persecuted has to relate to a certain characteristic which is significant to their identity, 

such as race, religion or nationality. The category of “membership of a particular social 

group” is defined as a group which has a shared identity or behaviour which is vital to 

their way of living. The argument states that this social group is something which they 

are unable to change. Arguably, the category of “particular social group” was created in 

order to protect individuals who did not fit in the categories of race, religion, nationality 

or political opinion (Valji, 2001).  

                                                 
4  Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, 189 UNTS 137, 28 July 1951 (entry into force: 22 April 
1954).  
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In addition, for a person to qualify as refugee, he must be an alien. To be an alien, they 

have to have crossed the border of their homeland, which is the country where they 

hold nationality and are persecuted. Not all people who are deprived of their basic 

needs can be classified as refugees. Refugees are distinguishable from other people 

fleeing conflict since they have no alternative option but to seek international 

restitution for their basic need, meaning they have to feel the need to leave their 

country of nationality. Finally, the person needs to be unable or unwilling to avail 

themselves help from their country of nationality. This part of the definition 

incorporates the principle of ‘non-refoulement’. This means they are not allowed to be 

sent back if their rights will be violated once they return. The principle is laid down in 

Article 33 of the 1951 Convention. States which are not signatories of the 1951 

Convention or the 1967 Protocol are technically still bound by the principle of ‘non-

refoulement’ by customary international law, which is binding upon all states (UNHCR, 

2017). Non-refoulement is also protected under Article 3 of the European Convention 

on Human Rights5 and under Article 3 of the Committee against Torture.6  

 

The claimant has the burden of proof to establish based on “reasonable likelihood” that 

they qualify as a refugee (UNHCR, 1998). This means that the claimant is responsible for 

providing the evidence which would support his application for refugee status. The 

asylum official also has to give them the benefit of the doubt when assessing their 

credibility (Poon, 2017). The benefit of the doubt, in other words, means the claimant 

does not need to prove every part of their case but that they need to demonstrate a 

genuine effort to support their story (ibid.).     

 

3.5. Vulnerability as a refugee 
For the purposes of this study, holding refugee status increases that person’s 

vulnerability. This means that a refugee holds a higher susceptibility to being harmed 

physically and/or psychologically than a person that is not a refugee. Sparks’ (1982) 

                                                 
5 Article 3 of European Convention of Human Rights states: “(1) 1. No one shall be expelled, by means 
either of an individual or of a collective measure, from the territory of the State of which he is a national.”  
6 Article 3 of the Committee against Torture states: (1) “No State Party shall expel, return ("refouler") or 
extradite a person to another State where there are substantial grounds for believing that he would be in 
danger of being subjected to torture.” 
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theory of structural vulnerability therefore applies to this case since a refugee lives in 

different circumstances than a non-refugee which increase their vulnerability. There are 

several circumstances which increase a refugee’s vulnerability to victimisation: lack of 

legal status, financial instability, physical insecurity and limited access to health care. 

These factors will be discussed in more detail below.  

 

3.5.1. Lack of legal status 
In general, when analysing the definition of a refugee, one can argue that all refugees 

can be considered politically vulnerable (Black, 1994). This is due to the fact that they 

have to avail themselves of the protection of another state which is not their country of 

origin. Therefore, their safety lies in the hands of another state. The label “refugee” 

consequently implies an institutionalised dependency (ibid.). Studies have shown that 

often refugees in host countries lack legal status (ibid.).7 This includes basic rights such 

as the right to work and permanent residence. Without a legal status, refugees are at 

risk of exploitation and harassment without legal ways to combat their mistreatment 

(UNHCR et al., 2018). They also have limited freedom to travel and increased difficulty 

to access basic services such as schooling and medical health services (ibid.). This is one 

of the reasons why lack of legal status is considered by many as the most significant 

factor that contributes to a refugee’s vulnerability (Black, 1994).  

 

3.5.2. Financial instability 
Without a legal status, refugees have a harder time finding employment. This increases 

their chances of being exploited in the workplace (Black, 1994). Other barriers to 

finding employment includes the language barrier. In Black’s 1994 study of the 

reception of refugees in Greece, he found that the minimum knowledge of Greek 

refrained Kurdish refugees from finding employment. Many Kurdish refugees were also 

skilled workers before becoming refugees and refused to work in unskilled occupations 

as they felt it was beneath their capabilities (ibid.). Thus the way in which pride is 

embedded in the culture of the refugee’s country of origin is also an important factor to 

consider. Another factor is having children. Being a parent means a refugee cannot 

simply leave their child unsupervised to go work, especially in single-parent households 

                                                 
7 It is important to note that not all Syrians are recognised as refugees, in the sense of the 1951 
Convention, in their host countries. Some are given asylum seeker status instead of refugee status. 
However, for the purposes of this study, the term “refugee” will be used consistently in order to avoid 
confusion.  
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(ibid.). Black (1994) reported that available employment was often too far away for 

Kurdish refugees in Greece to travel too as they also needed to take care of their 

children. In addition, high levels of food insecurity have been related to financial 

instability in refugee camps (UNHCR et al., 2018).  

 

3.5.3. Physical insecurity 
Physical security can be manifested in several ways, one of which can simply be having 

shelter. Having shelter is one of the basic needs of any human being. Without shelter, a 

person can be more vulnerable to harassment, detention and other types of violence 

(Samari, 2017).  

 

A refugee’s physical security can be in danger when there is a lack of security in refugee 

camps which increases a refugee’s exposure to violence (Samari, 2017). Without the 

presence of state-imposed security, refugees are vulnerable to manipulation, 

harassment and exploitation (Lischer, 2003). For instance, during the Great Lakes 

Crisis, Hutu perpetrators of the Rwandan genocide were able to militarise within the 

refugee camps partly due to the absence of security systems put in place in these camps 

(ibid.). Research has also suggested a lack of security can be linked to higher accounts of 

sexual harassment and rape (Özdemir, 2018). The geographical location of a refugee 

camp can also increase the risk of sexual violence, especially when the camp is located 

near a high crime area (ibid.).  

 

3.5.4. Limited access to health care  
A lack of legal status has been connected to limited access to health care. One of the 

biggest barriers recorded for refugees accessing basic health care was the cost (UNHCR 

et al., 2018). Another issue is limited information on what health care they are entitled 

to as well as where to find it (ibid.). For female refugees, reproductive health care 

services can also be limited in refugee camps (Pelley et al., 2018). A lack of female 

doctors, fear of being stigmatised and mistreatment are some of the factors which 

contribute to female refugees’ limited access to health care.  

 

3.6. The gender aspect: vulnerability as a female refugee  
A refugee is significantly vulnerable to being victimised due to factors such as lack of 

legal status, financial instability, lack of security in refugee camps and limited access to 

health care. Bearing in mind all the research collected on the link between vulnerability 
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and victimisation, one can argue that female refugees are more vulnerable than male 

refugees. Samari (2017) argues that women face additional discrimination on top of 

being a refugee simply due to their gender. This is due to the fact that female refugees 

suffer from more types of violence than male refugees (Moussa, 1991). For instance, 

Özdemir (2018) has argued in his study that female refugees suffer more from gender-

based violence than male refugees. In another study by Moussa (1991), he analysed the 

differences between male and female Ethiopian refugees in Djibouti. Male refugees are 

more often physically assaulted, imprisoned or threatened with repatriation (ibid.). 

Women were also subjected to these crimes yet they were additionally exposed to 

sexual violence (ibid.). As mentioned before, studies have shown that women’s fear of 

sexual exploitation limits their freedom of travel as they attempt to avoid areas where 

they will be victimised (Painter, 1992). Studies concerning female refugees have 

produced the same results (Moussa, 1991). In Moussa’s (1991) study, single female 

refugees described how they feared travelling places alone. Some women in the study 

even equated a woman traveling alone as proof that she was a prostitute (ibid.).  

 

Reportedly, female-headed households are seen as more vulnerable than male-headed 

households (UNHCR et al., 2018). One explanation could be that female-headed 

households tend to have less members of the family working than male-headed 

households (ibid.). In general, unemployment rates have been found to be higher for 

female refugees than male refugees (ibid.). Unemployment rates in female refugees 

could stem from cultural norms that suggest that women should not be working leading 

to gender discrimination in the workplace (Pelley et al., 2018). Increased financial 

instability could add to the vulnerability of female-headed households in several ways 

(ibid.). Female refugees will feel forced to rely on illegal forms of employment which can 

increase their vulnerability to sexual harassment and exploitation (Samari, 2017). 

 

Freedman et al. (2017) argued that displaced women are more prone to experience 

domestic violence from their partners during conflict situations. The violence which 

they are subject to might stem from the frustrations that their households face during 

this period of uncertainty and fear (ibid.). Factors such as financial stress, being socially 

isolated and a lack of privacy have increased the likelihood of violence being 

perpetrated by the male head of the household on the females present in the family 
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(ibid.). She further suggests how women have normalised this type of violence as a 

means of showing empathy to the difficult situation the men find themselves in, 

especially as they struggle to fulfil their traditional gender roles (ibid.). Therefore, the 

presence of gender roles which already existed before forced migration are important 

to keep into account. This could also potentially be one of the reasons why this violence 

goes under-reported, as the women empathise with their spouses’ behaviour. Another 

possible reason why sexual violence against women may be under-reported is due to 

women’s fear of being stigmatised and rejected from their family and their community 

(ibid.). The negative stigma which surrounds rape and sexual violence thus also 

influences a woman’s reluctance to come forward. Yet, even if they did wish to come 

forward, there is little medical and psychological help to their disposal (ibid.).  

 

3.7. Gender as a concept in the Refugee Convention 
Another important factor which increases female refugees’ vulnerability is how gender 

is conceived as a concept in the refugee convention. In fact, one can argue that it is the 

absence of gender in the definition of a refugee which has added to their vulnerability. 

  

Initially, the Convention aimed at asserting a gender-neutral narrative on refugee 

determination in order to be universally applicable (ibid.). However, the consequence of 

this is that persecution based on gender has been cast aside. Thus, by making the 

definition applicable to anyone by making gender an irrelevant factor, this leaves out 

gender-based persecution. After all, whilst most men and women flee conflict for the 

same reasons, more women suffer additional persecution specifically due to their 

gender (Wallace, 1996). In addition, it can be argued that even when women fear 

persecution for the same reasons as men, they still tend to experience and process it 

differently (ibid.). Another point that Wallace (1996) argues is that the jurisprudence 

surrounding persecution has been formed around the male experience. In other words, 

the theory of law does not take into account how a female’s experience with persecution 

would be different than that of a man, making it more difficult for female refugee 

applicants’ cases to fall under the scope of “persecution” (ibid.).  

 

Thus one can argue that gender as a concept has been lacking in the legal framework of 

the refugee regime (Valji, 2001). One possible reason, some scholars have argued is that 
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women’s experiences with violence and persecution have been normalised, therefore 

falling outside the scope of providing international protection (ibid.). As mentioned 

above, some argue that the use of a gender-neutral definition has led to gender as a 

reason for persecution to be cast aside. Valji (2001) argues that the absence of gender in 

the definition stems from the origins of the convention. The Refugee Convention was 

written predominantly by white, educated Western men. Therefore, the refugee 

definition was influenced by androcentric concerns and which was then universalised 

into “human” rights (ibid.). Kelly (1993) states that the absence of gender in the refugee 

definition has made it more difficult for women to meet the criteria for refugee status. 

Not only due to the non-recognition of gender-based persecution but also due to the 

political and social contexts in which women’s claims are formally judged (ibid.). In 

these political and social contexts created in human rights law and discourse, women 

are more often classified to belong in the private sphere and men in the public sphere.  

 

However, it has been argued that gender can technically still be classified under an 

existing persecution ground, namely being part of “a particular social group” (Smith, 

2016). As a woman, one shares similar values that are vital to the female identity and 

are unable to be altered.  

 

In order for a woman to claim refugee status based on gender-based persecution, she 

needs to prove certain circumstances. She needs to demonstrate that she has a genuine 

fear of being harmed and that this harm is solely caused by her gender (Wallace, 1996). 

This harm needs to be serious enough to amount to persecution (ibid.). Furthermore, 

she needs to prove that her state has failed to provide her with reasonable protection 

and that if she returned to her country of origin, her life would be in danger (ibid.). The 

genuine fear which she possesses has to be distinguished from the fear of being a victim 

of random violence which is not related to her being a woman.  

 

Gender-based persecution has to have a relation to the gender of the refugee. In the case 

of women, this includes crimes such as genital mutilation, forced marriage, honour 

crimes and forced sterilisation (Smith, 2016). These crimes are often experienced on 

top of the general fear of persecution which both men and women face as they flee their 

country of origin (ibid.). Whether domestic violence can constitute a form of 
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persecution under the Convention is debated (Wallace, 1996). By some it might be seen 

as expanding the definition of “persecution” too widely (ibid.). Women who are basing 

their claim to refugee status on domestic violence still have to prove that the state is 

unwilling or unable to provide these women with protection. 

 

Valji (2001) argues that the image of a refugee has been universally recognised as a 

woman, whilst the image of an asylum seeker is that of a man. The refugee is often 

associated with being vulnerable, helpless and dependent on aid whilst an asylum 

seeker is associated with the labour market and economic growth. In this context, the 

woman is seen as more vulnerable than the man. Valji further argues that this 

feminisation of refugees has reinforced the idea that women need to be provided for 

(ibid.). This idea is influenced by gender roles which are present in the interaction of 

family, the individual and the community in which they live (Donato et al, 2006).  

 

Ultimately, refugee women are often portrayed as “helpless victims.” Smith (2016) 

argues that in order to gain refugee protection, a woman has to behave a certain way 

which portrays her as a helpless, voiceless victim of an oppressive culture. Whilst all 

refugees feel that they have to portray themselves this way, the effect of this narrative 

on women is arguably more extensive than for men. In Smith’s opinion, this narrative 

has contributed to the marginalisation and the disempowering of women in refugee law 

and the Refugee Status Determination process. In addition, in refugee discourse and 

policy, women and children are lumped together under the same category. For instance, 

the most commonly encountered statistic in refugee research is that 80% of refugees 

are women and children (Valji, 2001). More statistics are found about women and 

children put together whilst men are analysed by themselves. Smith argues that if one 

tries to find statistics simply related to female refugees, one is faced with speculation 

and ambiguities (ibid.). This ultimately reinforces the narrow gender role of women as 

“the maternal figure” and the paternalistic portrayal of the state as the “saviour” of the 

most vulnerable, women and children (Smith, 2016).” 
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4. Contextual Background 
In the contextual background, the Syrian conflict will be discussed including the causes 

of the conflict, destinations for Syrian refugees and the conditions of Syrian refugees in 

Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey. The living conditions will be structured under four 

different factors: legal status, financial stability, physical security and access to health 

care. This context is important for the analysis as it will provide the necessary 

information for the assessment of Syrian refugees’ vulnerability.    

     

4.1. The causes of the Syrian conflict  
As part of the “Arab Spring” in March 2011, Syrian citizens came together to protest the 

dire living conditions under President Bashar al-Assad. The lack of political freedom, 

mass unemployment and high levels of corruption created much dissatisfaction 

amongst the Syrian population (UNHCR, 2019). However, what was supposed to be a 

simple and peaceful uprising led to a full-scale civil war. The Syrian Observatory for 

Human rights recorded more than 500,000 people killed or missing by December 2018, 

eight years after the start of the war (BBC, 2019). Around 6.6 million Syrians have been 

internally displaced and 5.6 million have fled the country (UNHCR, 2019). Around 93% 

of those who have fled are being hosted in neighbouring countries such as Turkey, 

Lebanon and Jordan. Aid agencies have been refused entry into certain parts of Syria 

which has worsened conditions for those in dire need (BBC, 2019). As of February 2019, 

around 1.1 million people are living in these areas which aid agencies have been unable 

to access (ibid.).  

 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Filippo Grandi, stated Syria is one of the 

biggest humanitarian and refugee crisis of our time (UNHCR, 2019). Around 69% of 

people were living in conditions of extreme poverty (ibid.). Further, numbers up to 5.6 

million were in need of urgent humanitarian assistance. Grandi urged whilst many 

donor states have been generous with their financial assistance, much more was needed 

in order to help those in need.  

 

Initially, the fighting was simply between those who were for and against Assad. 

However, as the war continued more parties came into play, each with their own 

agenda. Consequently, the civil war has even become a proxy war for international 
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powers. Al-Assad and his government have mainly been supported by Russia and Iran. 

Russia’s support stems from the Cold War era in the 1970s (Laub, 2017). However, 

Russia’s influence in Syria diminished after the fall of the Soviet Union. The relationship 

between Russia and Syria was initiated again after Vladimir Putin decided to expand the 

Russian military and was seeking another ally in the Middle East after his former one, 

Gaddafi, was overthrown (ibid.). Russia’s military intervention in Syria has led to 

numerous air strikes, which they claim is simply targeting “terrorists” (BBC, 2017). As 

for Iran, their support has been mainly through providing military troops and financial 

aid (ibid.). On the other side of the war, anti-government rebel groups have been 

supported by the US, the UK and France. Turkey is also supporting anti-Assad rebels. 

Yet, Turkey also has their own interest in containing the Kurdish militia that are present 

in the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). The Kurds, that reside mainly in Turkey, have 

never owned their own territory and are seeking self-determination. The SDF has been 

largely supported by the US and consequently now control one third of Syria (Cook, 

2018). Within the SDF, there is a subgroup called the People’s Protection Unit (YPG) 

which is a predominantly Kurdish militia. The Kurdish forces have been significant in 

pushing IS out of the north between 2015 and 2019 (Marcus, 2018). The Islamic State 

(IS) became another player in the Syrian civil war in 2015. They aim to get rid of the 

border between Iraq and Syria in order to establish their own territory there (Laub, 

2017). IS has managed to attract many foreign fighters from all over the world through 

preaching the resurrection of the Caliphate (ibid.). Whilst they might not have any more 

territorial control since the beginning of 2019, IS is still regarded as a security threat 

with several reported attacks in the region (Marcus, 2018).  

 

Ultimately, due to the complex nature of civil war with many parties involved, it is 

unlikely that the conflict will end any time soon. President Al-Assad has refused to 

negotiate with the rebels about brokering peace. The rebels have publicly announced on 

several occasions that the only negotiation they are interested in is Al-Assad stepping 

down as the president. International players such as Russia, Iran and Turkey, have 

made matters worse in the Astana Process which was established in January 2017 

(France 24, 2018). In May 2017, the three countries created four “de-escalation zones” 

in order to facilitate local ceasefires (ibid.). Yet these “de-escalation zones” were quickly 

re-conquered by government forces which, ironically, are supported by Russia. 
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Furthermore, several summits have taken place but little actual progress has been 

made. In December 2018, the three countries were supposed to form a committee in 

order to draft a new constitution, however they failed to do so as the United Nations 

discredited their list of participants, arguing they were neither credible or inclusive 

(BBC, 2019).  

 

4.2. Destinations for Syrian refugees 
As mentioned before, the Syrian civil war has produced many refugees, all of which are 

in desperate need of humanitarian assistance. As they flee Syria, there are several 

destination countries which they can migrate to. The neighbouring countries such as 

Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan have received the vast majority of Syrian refugees. 

According to the latest figures recorded by the UNHCR in September 2019, Turkey is 

hosting 3.6 million Syrian refugees. There are around 920,000 refugees in Lebanon and 

650,000 in Jordan (ibid.). Other neighbouring countries such as Egypt (130,000 

refugees) and Iraq (220,000 refugees) are also hosting Syrian refugees but are much 

less involved than the other three neighbouring countries (ibid.). 

 

Whilst the majority of refugees are hosted in neighbouring countries, many have also 

sought refuge in European countries. UNHCR has reported on the top ten European 

countries in which Syrians have applied for asylum up to February 2019 (BBC, 2019). 

Germany has received the most asylum applications which numbers reaching up to 

590,000 requests. Germany is followed by Sweden with 120,000 asylum applications. 

Sweden and Germany have adopted the most liberal “open-door policy” towards Syrian 

refugees compared to other European countries (Calamur, 2019) which is why their 

numbers of asylum requests are much higher than others. The top ten further consists 

of Hungary (78,000 applications), Greece (61,000), Austria (55,000), the Netherlands 

(39,000), Belgium (23,000), France (21,600), Denmark (21,400) and Bulgaria (21,300).  

 

4.3. Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries   
The following section describes the current living conditions of Syrian refugees in 

Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey, with the latest statistics as of September 2019. Each 

country is evaluated on how much the state is addressing the basic needs of Syrian 

refugees. The basic needs of a refugee are, as mentioned before (§3.5), legal status, 

financial stability, physical security and access to healthcare.  
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4.3.1. Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
As of August 2019, there are 920,000 Syrian refugees registered in Lebanon (UNHCR, 

August 2019). However, the Lebanese government has estimated that the total is 

around 1.5 million (ibid.).  

 

Legal status 
The Lebanese government has been reluctant to use the label of “refugee” when 

discussing the influx of Syrians in Lebanon (Janmyr, 2018). The reason being that 

Lebanon does not wish to trigger the application of the international refugee law regime 

as well as entertain the permanency of Syrian refugees in Lebanon (ibid.).  Therefore, 

obtaining legal status has proven to be difficult for Syrian refugees. Specifically, when it 

comes to legal residency permits and birth registration, Syrian refugees are presented 

with numerous challenges (UNHCR et al., 2018). Through interviews collected by the 

UNHCR, around 73% of refugees over 15 were reported to have no legal residency and 

79% of children lacked complete birth registrations (ibid.). With a lack of legal 

residency Syrian families in Lebanon are at risk of being harassed and detained. Syrian 

refugees also have limited freedom to travel within Lebanon. Another consequence of 

lacking legal residency is limited access to basic services such as medical and 

educational services. One of the biggest burdens for Syrian refugees in Lebanon to 

achieving legal status was the cost. The annual renewal fee for legal residency is 

reportedly US$ 200 (ibid.). Another issue was that parents needed to have legal 

residency in order to complete birth registration of their children (ibid.). This 

legislation was waived in September 2017, as well as the law which said that both 

spouses need to have legal residency to register their marriage (ibid.).  

 

Financial stability 
The UNHCR estimated in 2018 that around 70% of Syrian families are living below the 

national poverty line (UNHCR et al., 2018). Limited access has been provided to the 

labour market for Syrian refugees (Pelley et al., 2018). For instance, in 2014, 1,800 

Syrian refugees applied for work permits however only 750 were granted (ibid.). 

Around one third of Syrian refugees are unemployed (ibid.). High levels of food 

insecurity have been associated with financial instability for Syrian refugees in Lebanon 
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(UNHCR et al., 2018). Around 34% of Syrian households are registered by the UNHCR as 

moderately to severely food insecure (ibid.).  

 

Physical security 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon either live in rural or urban host communities or in refugee 

camps. Those who live in host communities have said they feel relatively safe and seem 

to have a positive relationship with the locals (UNHCR et al., 2018). Only 3% of Syrian 

households in host communities said to have experienced harassment, arrest and/or 

detention (ibid.). Conditions are worse however for those living in refugee camps. 3 out 

of 10 refugee households are living in shelters that do not meet humanitarian standards 

(ibid.). An estimated 5.5% live in shelters that are in dangerous conditions, meaning 

their shelter is in danger of collapsing (ibid.). Refugee shelters in Lebanon also tend to 

experience overcrowding (ibid.). Syrian refugees that live in non-permanent structures, 

such as refugee shelters, are most often living below the poverty line and heavily rely on 

food assistance from the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) (ibid.).  

 

Access to healthcare 
The large influx of Syrian refugees in Lebanon have put a strain on the public hospital 

system (Samari, 2017). Medical resources and operation of medical staff has directly 

been affected (ibid.). Syrian refugees are faced with several struggles concerning 

accessing health care services. The biggest constraint to public health care is the cost 

(UNHCR et al., 2018). This includes the cost of the service itself, the treatment, 

medication and transportation to the hospital (ibid.). However, the majority of Syrian 

households were able to access health care (87%; ibid.).  

 

4.3.2. Syrian refugees in Jordan 
As of September 2019, there are 650,000 Syrian refugees registered in Jordan (UNHCR, 

September 2019). 83.5% of Syrian refugees are living in rural and urban communities 

and 16.5% are living in formal refugee camps (ibid.). There are three main camps which 

Syrian refugees reside in: Zaatari, Azraq and Emirati Jordanian camp (ibid.). 

 

Legal status 
As of October 2016, every Syrian refugee must register with the Jordanian government 

through a process known as Urban Verification Exercise (UVE) (Norwegian Refugee 

Council, 2016). The government introduced legal documentation in the form of Ministry 
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of Interior documentation (MoI cards) to Syrian refugees who live outside of refugee 

camps and reside in host communities (ibid.). These MoI cards hold important 

identifying information and give refugees access to several types of services (ibid.). 

Syrian refugees that obtain a MoI card are entitled to move freely around Jordan (ibid.). 

The MoI card also allow Syrians who are born in Jordan to obtain Jordanian nationality 

(ibid.). In August 2016, 363,000 Syrian refugees obtained MoI cards out of the 515,000 

refugees registered with the UNHCR (ibid.). The Norwegian Refugee Council (2016) has 

estimated that around 152,000 Syrian refugees were unsuccessful at obtaining a MoI 

card. Not obtaining any legal documentation puts Syrian refugees in Jordan at risk of 

arrest, detention, forced relocation to refugee camps and potentially being refouled.8 

Other consequences included restricted access to health and education services, issues 

with eligibility in obtaining humanitarian aid and restrictions on their movement (ibid.). 

Syrians who had difficulty obtaining legal documentation stated one of the biggest 

barriers as lacking civil documentation (ibid.). For instance, not having birth 

registrations, marriage certificates or a Syrian passport were significant problems for 

Syrian refugees applying for MoI cards.  

 

Financial stability 
The UNHCR has provided monthly cash assistance to around 28,500 Syrian families 

(ibid.). That being said, more than 90% of Syrian refugees are registered to be living 

below the national poverty line (Pelley et al., 2018). In terms of employment, 153,000 

work permits have been issued for Syrian refugees since 2016 (ibid.). This is less than 

half of the Syrian population which currently lives in Jordan. In April 2016, the 

Jordanian government announced a fee waiver for Syrian applicants to get work 

permits however permits were connected to one single employer and valid for only one 

year (ibid.). Reportedly, there are high rates of child labour amongst Syrian refugees in 

Jordan due to economic instability (ibid.). There is a shortage of supply of housing in 

addition to rent prices for Syrian refugees being considerably high (ibid.). This situation 

has led to the overcrowding where Syrian refugees both lack privacy and security in 

                                                 
8 Refoulement is illegal according to the 1951 UN Convention relating to the Status of Refugees. The 
principle of “non-refoulement” is laid out in Article 33 of the 1951 Convention. However, it is significant 
to note that Jordan is not a signatory party of the 1951 Convention. Yet, refugees could be protected 
under Article 21 of the Jordanian Constitution which prohibits the extradition of “political refugees.”  
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their housing situation (ibid.). With limited availability for employment, many Syrian 

refugees often resort to illegal working opportunities where conditions are poor and 

exploitative (Samari, 2017).  

 

Physical security  
In Jordan, there is a shortage of supply of housing in addition to rent prices for Syrian 

refugees being considerably high (Pelley et al., 2018). This situation has led to the 

overcrowding where Syrian refugees both lack privacy and security in their housing 

situation (ibid.). The lack of security and lighting in refugee camps has also increased 

Syrian refugees’ exposure to violence (Samari, 2017). In Zaatari camp, harsh living 

conditions, overcrowding and insecurity influenced many Syrian refugees to leave the 

camp which arguably exposed them to more risk (Kikano & Lizarralde, 2019). Some 

Syrians even returned back to war zones in Syria (ibid.). Even though Jordanian security 

forces run the refugee camps, there are several accounts of riots, smuggling, labour 

exploitation and gang violence within the camps (ibid.).  

 

Access to health care 
Syrian refugees in Jordan experience increased difficulties in accessing health care. 

Syrian refugees have caused an added burden on the public hospital system (Samari, 

2017). There are several barriers that hinder Syrian refugees’ access to health care in 

Jordan: financial instability, limited resources in medical centres, long waiting times, 

lack of information on how and where to access health care, unavailability of female 

doctors for female Syrian refugees and limited reproductive health care (Pelley et al., 

2018). In February 2018, the Jordanian government had adopted the health regulations 

stating that Syrian refugees no longer had access to non-insured Jordanian rate and 

consequently had to pay 80% of foreigner fees (UNHCR, 2019). This regulation was 

exempted in April 2019 (ibid.). 

 

4.3.3. Syrian refugees in Turkey 
As of July 2019, there are 3.6 million Syrian refugees registered in Turkey (UNHCR, July 

2019). Turkey houses the largest population of Syrian refugees in the world (ibid.). The 

majority of Syrian refugees live in urban, peri-urban and rural areas (ibid.). 
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Legal status 
Initially, Turkey adopted an ‘open-door policy’ to any Syrian refugee that crossed the 

Turkish-Syrian border (Aras & Duman, 2018). However, the refugee camps were after a 

while incapable of hosting millions of Syrian refugees. In response, the European Union 

and Turkey signed an agreement in March 2016, known as the EU-Turkey Deal. The deal 

determined that any Syrian refugee that reached Greece or any other neighbouring 

country through irregular means would be returned to Turkey (Aras & Duman, 2018). 

In return, EU member states would resettle one Syrian refugee from Turkey within the 

European Union.9 The EU would also provide a financial contribution of 3 billion euros 

to facilitate the resettlement of Syrian refugees in Turkey and improve EU visa 

conditions on Turkish citizens (ibid).   

 

There are several criticisms surrounding the terms of the EU-Turkey deal. Many argue 

that Turkey cannot be classified as a “safe third country,” which leads to the promotion 

of the violation of the non-refoulement principle (Anderson, 2016; in Poon, 2017). Non-

refoulement, as explained before, means a person is not allowed to be sent back to a 

country where their human rights will be violated.10 By sending Syrians back to Turkey, 

the argument can be made that Turkey is unable to protect these individuals and make 

sure their rights are not violated. Turkey is also not a Member State of the EU and 

therefore is not bound by EU law (Poon, 2017). Furthermore, the promise to resettle 

one Syrian in the EU per Syrian returned back to Turkey is yet to be upheld. According 

to Amnesty International (2017), only 2,935 Syrian refugees were resettled in EU 

member states as of January 2017.  

 

The type of protection provided by Turkey depends on one’s nationality. There are two 

categories: Syrian nationals and everyone else. Syrians struggle to obtain legal status in 

Turkey since they often recognised as “guests” and not “refugees” (Samari, 2017). 

                                                 
9  Council of the EU Press release, EU-Turkey Statement (18 March 2016) states: “(2) For every Syrian 
being returned to Turkey from Greek islands, another Syrian will be resettled from Turkey to the EU 
taking into account the UN Vulnerability Criteria. A mechanism will be established, with the assistance of 
the Commission, EU agencies and other Member States, as well as the UNHCR, to ensure that this 
principle will be implemented as from the same day the returns start. Priority will be given to migrants 
who have not previously entered or tried to enter the EU irregularly.” 
10 Article 33 (1) of the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees.  
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Syrians are granted the status of temporary protection including limited rights such as 

regulated access to the labour market (Collett, 2016). Everyone else, essentially non-

Syrians, that ends up in Turkey are only granted international protection based on the 

Law of Foreigners and International Protection which was passed in 2014 (ibid.).  

 

Financial Stability 
Syrian refugees that are granted temporary protection status in Turkey are eligible to 

apply for work permits (Pelley et al., 2018). However, Syrian refugees are continuously 

faced with several barriers to obtain these permits (ibid.). One barrier which Syrians 

face to gaining employment is the lack of the Turkish language (Kizil, 2016). With the 

lack of work opportunities, more Syrian refugees feel forced to go into the informal 

economy where they are subjected to harsh working conditions and low wages (ibid.). 

Most Syrian refugees are now working illegally since they are considered a cheap labour 

force for small firms in Turkey (ibid.).  

 

Physical security 
Syrian refugees living in urban and rural host communities have reported to clash with 

the local populations (Akar & Erdoğdu, 2019). Increasing tensions between the two 

groups has often led to hostility and violent clashes (ibid.). Violence towards Syrian 

refugees is more common in areas where there is high labour market competition 

combined with an overwhelmed public healthcare system due to the refugee influx 

(ibid.). Since 2017, there has been an increase in violent incidents between locals and 

Syrian refugees (ibid.). Reportedly, there were around 24 Syrians who had died as a 

result of inter-communal violence in 2017 (ibid.). These incidents have fuelled ethnic 

tensions and urban violence (ibid.).  

 

Access to health care 
In the beginning of 2013, the Turkish government declared that Syrian refugees would 

be entitled to the same health care services as Turkish citizens (Samari, 2017). 

However, this was never uniformly applied (ibid.). Less NGOs are active at providing 

healthcare to refugees in Turkey than in Lebanon and Jordan (Pelley et al., 2018). 

Turkish authorities have also restricted the access of NGOs to refugee camps to provide 

health services (ibid.). Syrian refugees suffer from long delays in their registration 

process for temporary protection which also hinders their access to healthcare (ibid.). 
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Those who are not registered have only limited access to emergency and private 

healthcare and those who are registered should, in principal, get primary healthcare 

(ibid.). However, there have been reports of Syrians being refused care at hospitals even 

when they are registered (ibid.).  
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5. Vulnerability to Victimisation: Gender-based violence 
experienced by female Syrian refugees. 

 

Sparks’ (1982) theory of structural vulnerability was used to support the argument that 

vulnerability to victimisation depends on the circumstances a person finds themselves 

in. Based on the theoretical framework, it can be argued that a refugee is more 

vulnerable to victimisation due to several circumstances: lack of legal status, financial 

instability, physical insecurity and lack of access to healthcare. The contextual 

background showed that these circumstances can be found in the context of Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey. Walklate (2011) argues that personal 

characteristics also have an influence on person’s vulnerability to victimisation. In this 

study, the argument will be made that it is the combination of both theories which 

influence vulnerability to victimisation. A person is vulnerable due to the circumstances 

of being a refugee but also because of personal characteristics such as gender.   

 

The following section will examine a refugee’s vulnerability to victimisation through a 

gender perspective. Theories by Painter (1992), Moussa (1991) and Özdemir (2018) 

stated that women are more likely to suffer from gender-based violence which adds to 

their vulnerability. In this case, the focus of the analysis will be on gender-based 

violence experienced by female Syrian refugees. The analysis is divided in two parts: 

nature and prevalence of gender-based violence (GBV) and the gendered explanations 

for the GBV that female Syrian refugees experience. The gendered explanations will 

apply the theoretical framework in the context of female Syrian refugees. 

 

5.1. Nature and Prevalence 
Gender-based violence (GBV), as laid out in the introduction, is defined in Article 3 of 

the Istanbul Convention as:  

 

“a serious violation of human rights and a form of discrimination against women 

and shall mean all acts of gender-based violence that result in, or are likely to 

result in, physical, sexual, psychological or economic harm or suffering [inflicted 
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on] women including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of 

liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.”11  

 

There are several types of gender-based violence which female Syrian refugees 

experience in Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey. The nature and prevalence of some of these 

crimes are laid out below.  

 

5.1.1. Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) 
Intimate partner violence, defined by the World Health Organisation (WHO), is the use 

of sexual, physical and emotional violence towards women and girls by their intimate 

partner (WHO, 2012). It occurs on a global level amongst all cultural, religious and 

socio-economic groups (ibid.). Further, women are more likely to suffer from IPV than 

men, while it is more common for men to experience violence from strangers or 

acquaintances than intimate partners (ibid.). In Syria, intimate partner violence and 

domestic violence was already occurring before the start of the civil war (International 

Rescue Committee, 2014). The UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) published 

a survey in 2005 which stated that 13% of men admitted using violence against their 

wives and 67% of women admitted receiving punishment from their husbands (ibid.). 

Yet, reports have shown that IPV and domestic violence experienced by female Syrian 

refugees has increased since the start of the civil war in 2011 (Freedman et al, 2017). A 

2014 report by United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) stated that 70% of violence 

targeted at female Syrian refugees in Lebanon and Jordan was by a family member or an 

intimate partner (Pelley et al., 2018).   

 

5.1.2. Human trafficking  
The United Nations Trafficking Protocol established a definition for human trafficking in 

2000. The definition states in Article 3 (a) of the Protocol:  

 

“Trafficking in persons shall mean the recruitment, transportation, transfer, 

harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other 

forms or coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or 

                                                 
11 Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic 
violence (CETS No.210). Opening of treaty in Istanbul in 2011. Entered into force in 2014. Council of 
Europe  
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of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits 

to achieve the consent of a person having control over another person for the 

purpose of exploitation.”12 

 

In general, refugees are more susceptible to human trafficking due to their vulnerable 

status (Wilson, 2012). For Syrian refugees, the risks of human trafficking include lack of 

legal protection, lack of right to work, inadequate housing arrangements and 

insufficient food resources (The Freedom Fund, 2016). Syrian women and girls are 

vulnerable to human trafficking in all three hosting countries (Pelley et al., 2018). 

 
The risk of sexual exploitation is also high when they are placed in exploitative jobs 

where they are legally unprotected (ibid). Sexual exploitation is classified as a form of 

human trafficking under the UN Trafficking Protocol in Article 3 (a): 

 

“Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of 

others or other forms of sexual exploitation.” 

 

The lack of implementing anti-trafficking laws has had negative effects on Syrian female 

refugees. For instance, the Lebanese government implemented Law 164 Punishment for 

the Crime of Trafficking in Persons in 2011 (The Freedom Fund, 2016). However, the 

legislation does not comply with the 2000 UN Palermo Protocol (ibid). First of all, the 

Lebanese Penal Code states that women are still to be prosecuted for being involved in 

sex work (ibid). Unless this provision is abolished, then women will be afraid to come 

forward to report trafficking since they could be punished. Furthermore, the legal 

burden falls on the victim to prove to the court that they were a victim of trafficking 

instead of on the alleged perpetrator who has to prove they are not guilty (ibid). 

 

5.1.3. “Survival Sex” 
Survival sex is a form of sexual exploitation. Thus, it could classify as a form of human 

trafficking. It can also be defined as a form of prostitution, where sex is used as a means 

                                                 
12 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, 
Supplementing the United Nations Convention Against Transnational Crime (2000). 117 countries are 
signatories. 
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to gain money or resources such as food (Charles & Denman, 2013). Survival sex is also 

known as ‘transactional sex,’ since it suggests a transaction between two individuals 

(Freedman, 2017). Survival sex is commonly used in refugee camps as resources are 

scare and aid has become less accessible (Charles & Denman, 2013). Female refugees 

are more vulnerable to use sex work as a survival technique than male refugees (ibid). 

Reports in Lebanon of Syrian girls as young as 10 years old have been known to engage 

in survival sex (ibid). 

 

Syrian female-headed households are particularly vulnerable to feeling forced to engage 

in survival sex (Pelley at al., 2018). In Lebanon, female Syrian refugees have reported 

that they suffer continuous harassment by landlords, employees and neighbours who 

offer favours in exchange for sex (ibid.). One of the reasons why it is so frequent for 

these women is due to the fact that they live without an adult male (ibid.). Another 

reason is that Syrian women face more barriers in gaining legal forms employment than 

Syrian men due to increased levels of sexual harassment at work (ibid.). With limited 

means of gaining employment and legal status, some Syrian women in Lebanon have 

been involved in sex work in order to gain financial resources (Samari, 2017). 

Reportedly, Syrian women in Lebanon could earn up to 13 to 40 US dollars per client 

(The Freedom Fund, 2016). Similar reports in Jordan show that female Syrian refugees 

are constantly harassed and offered transactional sexual relations (Pelley et al., 2018). 

In Jordan, female Syrian refugees have suffered from verbal abuse, threats, rape and 

sexual abuse by police officials (ibid.).  

  

5.1.4. Child Marriages  
Child marriage is defined by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights (OHCHR)13 as:  

 

“any marriage where at least one of the parties is under 18 years of age.” 

 

                                                 
13 Definitions of early marriage and forced marriage were extracted from the OHCHR website: 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Women/WRGS/Pages/ChildMarriage.aspx 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Women/WRGS/Pages/ChildMarriage.aspx
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According to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, a child is anyone under the age 

of 18 years old unless majority is attained earlier than that age.14 The OHCHR states that 

since a child is not capable of giving consent to enter into the marriage, child marriages 

are considered a type of forced marriage.  

 

Forced marriages are:  

 

“marriages in which one and/or both parties have not personally expressed their 

full and free consent to the union.” 

 

Child marriage has been classified as both a human rights issue and a public health issue 

(ibid). Child marriages were already existent in Syria before the civil war started in 

2011 (13% of girls under 18; Pelley et al., 2018). However, reports show that the rate of 

early marriages have significantly increased since the start of the refugee crisis (ibid.). 

In a 2013 study done by UN Women, the percentages of early marriages amongst Syrian 

refugees was relatively high. Around 51.3% girls and 13% boys were married before 

they turned 18 years old. In Lebanon, there is no law which prohibits early marriages 

(Pelley et al., 2018). Religious courts are allowed to sanction marriages for girls of 15 

years and older (ibid.). In Jordan, rates of child marriages have increased annually since 

the beginning of the civil war (from 12% in 2011 to 51.2% in 2013; ibid.). Child 

marriages of Syrian refugees in Jordan have been associated with high rates of early 

pregnancy (ibid.). For instance, in a clinic in Zaatari camp, 58 pregnant Syrian girls 

under the age of 18 were registered in only one week in February 2013 (ibid.). In 

Turkey, Syrian families have made use of “matchmakers” to arrange marriages between 

their underage daughters and Turkish men (ibid.). Turkey also does not register 

marriages of Syrians without passports, girls under 16 years old or polygamous 

marriages, leaving young female Syrian refugees without legal protection such as the 

right to divorce (ibid.). An estimated 14% of Syrian girls between the ages 15 and 18 in 

Turkey were married in 2014 (ibid.).  

 

                                                 
14 Convention on the Rights of the Child. UN General Assembly Resolution 44/25 of 20 November 1989. 
Entry into force: 2 September 1990. 
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5.2. Gendered Explanations  
As mentioned in the theoretical framework, women are more vulnerable as they are 

subjected to additional discrimination on top of being a refugee simply due to their 

gender (Samari, 2017). This is due to the fact that female refugees suffer from more 

types of violence than male refugees (Moussa, 1991). The most prominent type of 

violence which women suffer from, is gender-based violence (ibid.). The nature and 

prevalence section above provided information on some types of gender-based violence 

experienced by female Syrian refugees: intimate partner violence, survival sex as a form 

of human trafficking and child marriages. The following section will attempt to explain 

how gender has impacted the nature and prevalence of these crimes and the effects on 

female Syrian refugees’ vulnerability to victimisation.  

 

5.2.1. The impact of gender roles on the use of Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) 
Freedman et al (2017) states that women are more prone to domestic violence from 

their partners in conflict situations. Whilst intimate partner violence was already 

present in Syrian society, reports have shown that IPV and domestic violence 

experienced by female Syrian refugees has increased since the start of the civil war in 

2011 (ibid.).  

 

Charles and Denman (2013) have attempted to explain the increase in the use of IPV. 

The aim of their research was to look into the impact of gender norms on the 

experiences of Syrian women with sexual violence in refugee camps in Lebanon. They 

argued that identities are shaped around gender norms which influence people’s 

behaviours and actions (ibid.). Furthermore, roles of masculinity and femininity are 

taught and embedded in everyday life through institutions such as schools. Thus, 

gender performativity, the practice of behaving according to the dominant conventions 

of gender, affects our daily lives, choices and opportunities. Syrian women were 

generally well-educated with multiple women attending university, yet even with their 

well-educated backgrounds, they still obtained less power in their professional careers 

than Syrian men (ibid.). Thus, the impact of gender norms in Syrian society has resulted 

in men dominating in all social and professional aspects. More men held positions in 

political office, earned higher salaries and evidently, became the protectors of the family 

(ibid.). However, as a consequence of the Syrian conflict, men were kicked out of their 

traditional roles as the protector and provider of the family. Unable to fulfil their role, 
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some Syrian men have turned to the extreme and adopted hyper masculine codes of 

behaviour, which has resulted in a higher manifestation of intimate partner violence 

(IPV) (ibid.).  

 

Their new status as a refugee has challenged their ability to fulfil their gendered identity 

and generated frustrations and difficulties with adjusting to their new environment. 

Instead, women have taken up more responsibility in taking care of the family (ibid.). 

Whilst women’s workload has increased by finding resources to feed their families, the 

workload of the men has decreased since they have difficulty finding jobs and do not 

take up any household activities (ibid.). The consequence of this shift in responsibility 

has made Syrian men feel disempowered and frustrated leading to an increase in 

violent behaviours towards their family, significantly the women in their household. 

Arguably, they feel that their masculinity has been stripped away from them as they can 

no longer provide for their family while the women in their family have made more 

active efforts to do so (ibid.). Constant exposure to violence during conflict situations 

also heightens their likelihood to result to use physical or sexual violence as they 

witness it every day (Usta et al, 2019). The use of violence becomes tolerated as a way 

to solve one’s problems in an attempt to regain some control over their lives (ibid.).  

 

In 2014, the UNHCR published a report called “Women Alone,” which included personal 

accounts of female Syrians in refugee camps in Jordan, Lebanon and Egypt. Through in-

depth interviews, these women were able to open up about the hardships they have 

faced and how it has affected themselves and their families. The report highlights how 

most female Syrian refugees are forced to take up the role of the primary provider in 

the family due to their husbands being killed (UNHCR, 2014). This challenging role is  

completely new to them since before the conflict started in 2011, Syrian women were 

entirely dependent and supported by the men in their families (ibid.). All women that 

were interviewed identified themselves as the primary caretaker of their family.  

 

In Syria, sexual and domestic violence is a taboo (Charles & Denman, 2013). This is one 

of the reasons why women are more reluctant to come forward about their experiences 

as well as why there is limited statistics on its prevalence (ibid.). Their victimhood is 

undermined and normalised in their minds. This process is known as ‘relativisation,’ 
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whereby violence is not evaluated in isolation but as relative to the experiences and 

behaviours of the victim (Titley, 2007; in Charles & Denman, 2013). Sexual violence 

perpetrated in the private sphere is often relativised and seen as ‘understandable’ in the 

mind of the victim. In the case of Syrian women, the sexual violence which they are 

subjected to by their intimate male partners is relativised (ibid.). Their husbands’ 

behaviour is seen as ‘understandable’ due to the fact that the Syrian conflict has 

produced considerable anxiety for the men (ibid.). El Masri, Harvey and Garwood 

(2013) conducted a study which exemplified this relativisation process performed by 

Syrian female refugees. Their study emphasized women’s toleration towards sexual 

violence related to a sense of empathy to their male partners (ibid.). The study also 

showed feelings of hopelessness by Syrian women as they believe there is nothing to be 

done about the violence (ibid.). Additionally, women feared that reporting the violence 

would result in their husbands sending them back to Syria (ibid.). This study shows that 

Syrian gender roles are still deeply embedded in the behaviours of Syrian men and 

women, even when they are no longer apart of the Syrian society. Usta et al’s study 

(2019) showed that Syrian women even blame other women for being sexually 

harassed as they go outside uncovered, wear make-up or go unaccompanied by their 

families. Thus, despite women’s new responsibility as providers for the family, the 

gender hierarchy still exists and adds to Syrian women’s vulnerability.  

 

However, some argue that it is not just a question of gender. Krystalli et al (2018) 

suggests that there are several dimensions to a Syrian female refugee’s experience with 

exploitation. The role of family status, religion, ethnicity, language and social class are 

all variables that influences their vulnerability (ibid). Furthermore, Grossman and 

Lundy (2007) suggest that minority groups that experience outside discrimination are 

at a higher risk of committing gendered violence such as IPV (in Charles & Denman, 

2013). Financial difficulties within households are also categorised at increasing 

vulnerability (Charles & Denman, 2013).  

 

5.2.2. Pressures to perform “survival sex” 
Whilst it might seem as their own decision to use sex as a survival technique, one could 

argue that this is not the case. Syrian women and girls can be pressured into engaging in 

survival sex by their society as well as their family (Freedman, 2017). The argument is 



Eva Luna Yperman 
Student number: 2645976 

 42 

that can be seen as the only way to survive in these desperate times as a refugee (ibid.). 

As a refugee, Syrians struggle with financial instability and the lack of a legal status. 

These are both important deciding factors for women’s involvement in survival sex 

(Samari, 2017). Without any legal documentation, female Syrian refugees are more 

vulnerable to be sexually exploited in informal working environments (ibid.).  

 

As mentioned in the theoretical framework, female-headed households are more 

vulnerable to victimisation than male-headed households (UNHCR et al., 2018). Female-

headed households tend to be more financially unstable due to higher levels of 

unemployment (ibid.). As stated above, Syrian women face more barriers to gaining 

legal forms of employment than Syrian men due to continuous sexual harassment at 

work (Pelley et al., 2018). This has discouraged many female Syrian refugees to seek 

other forms of employment after leaving their current jobs out of fear for more sexual 

harassment (ibid.). The lack of economic opportunities for female refugees has 

increased Syrian women’s use of “survival sex” (Charles & Denman, 2013). 

 

In addition, being the head of the household has often made them more vulnerable to 

sexual exploitation by their landlords (UNHCR, 2014). Male landlords have offered to let 

them stay for free in return for sexual favours (ibid). In addition, landlords often show 

up abruptly in their homes leading the women to feel unsafe (ibid.). Some women have 

attempted to hide the fact that they have no males in their household in order to avoid 

these types of sexual harassment since the chance of getting harassed is lower when 

they have a male-led household (ibid.).  

 

5.2.3. Child marriages as a perceived solution to “refugeedom” 
Whilst the Syrian conflict has recently exacerbated the issue, child marriages are not 

uncommon to Syrian tradition (UN Women, 2013). Since it is rooted in traditional 

culture, it is an issue which is not easily disputed amongst Syrians. A study by CARE 

done in Jordan refugee camps showed how most Syrian families did not classify child 

marriages as a negative issue (ibid.).  

 

The use of child marriages is ultimately used as a survival strategy (The Freedom Fund, 

2016). A reason why this is seen as acceptable is due to the fact that child marriages are 
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seen as an incentive to lessen their financial burdens (Charles & Denman, 2013). The 

men who they marry are thus in an agreement to support the girls’ families who are 

suffering in their refugee situation. Syrian families also perceive marrying off their 

daughter would provide protection against sexual exploitation (Samari, 2017). Yet, on 

the contrary, girls who are forced to marry at an early age are more likely to be 

subjected to IPV and other types of sexual and physical violence (Charles & Denman, 

2013). Unfortunately, underreporting of sexual violence in early marriages is very 

common. Mostly due to the fact that these girls’ marriages were supposed to ‘save the 

family honour’ (ibid.). Therefore, opening up about their experiences of sexual violence 

in their marriage would lead to their stigmatisation in their society (ibid.).  

 

Early marriages can also be classified as a type of slavery. According to the Freedom 

Fund (2016), there are three conditions which classify early marriages as slavery. The 

first is that the child has not genuinely given informed consent. Secondly, the child is 

more vulnerable to abuse and threats by their partner. Lastly, the child has no means to 

leave the marriage therefore relating to conditions of slavery (ibid.). Ultimately, early 

marriages have undermined the rights of the child in return for ‘saving the family 

honour’ and young girls are left more vulnerable as a result of losing their freedom of 

choice and their right to protection (Charles & Denman, 2013). 
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6. Conclusion 
The aim of this study was to assess the impact of gender on a refugee’s vulnerability to 

being victimised. Based on Sparks’ (1989) theory of structural vulnerability, a refugee is 

considered more vulnerable due to certain circumstances. These circumstances include 

the lack of a legal status, financial instability, physical insecurity and lack of access to 

health care. By providing context on the living conditions of Syrian refugees in Lebanon, 

Jordan and Turkey, the research shows that Syrian refugees suffer from all of these 

circumstances which adds to their vulnerability. Walklate (2011) argued that 

vulnerability to victimisation is also influenced by personal characteristics such as age, 

gender and ethnicity. This theory can be supported by research on female vulnerability 

and victimisation which states that women are more likely to suffer from sexual assault 

(Painter, 1992). Studies on female refugees has also shown that female refugees are 

more likely to suffer from gender-based violence than male refugees (Moussa, 1991; 

Özdemir, 2018). Gender-based violence is manifested in different types of crimes that 

are specifically targeted at the gender of the victim (Istanbul Convention, 2011).  

 

In this study, the focus was on three types of gender-based violence experienced by 

female Syrian refugees: intimate partner violence (IPV), “survival sex” as a form of 

human trafficking and child marriages. Gender-based violence was already an issue in 

Syria before the conflict started in 2011 (Freedman et al, 2017). However, research has 

shown that all three types of gender-based violence have increased for female Syrian 

refugees since the start of the conflict (ibid.).  

 

The gendered explanations (§5.2) have shown that the reason for this increase is 

different for every type of gender-based violence. The increase in intimate partner 

violence is based on how refugeedom has changed Syrian gender norms. Male Syrian 

refugees feel they are unable to perform their traditional role as the protector and 

provider of their families, which therefore leads to them venting out their frustrations 

with physical violence against their partners. Increased use of “survival sex” can be 

caused by the lack of economic opportunities for Syrian women in their host countries. 

The lack of economic opportunities for female Syrian refugees is often related to their 

lack of legal protection against sexual harassment at work. Syrian women feel 

discouraged to seek other forms of employment and thus resort to informal working 
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environments where they are more likely to be sexually exploited. Child marriages have 

also increased since the start of the Syrian civil war, as it perceived as a solution to 

“refugeedom.” Syrian refugee families believe that it can protect their daughters against 

sexual exploitation and lessen the financial burdens of the family. However, research 

suggests it has done the opposite of protecting them and made Syrian girls more 

vulnerable to IPV and other types of sexual and physical violence. By analysing these 

types of gender-based violence, one could argue that gender has added another layer of 

vulnerability to victimisation on top of the vulnerabilities connected to being a refugee.  

7. Discussion 
In this section, the limitations of this study will be evaluated along with 

recommendations for further research and what could be improved if this study were to 

be continued.  

 

First of all, there were certain methodological limitations during the writing of this 

study. For instance, as mentioned in the methodology, the study is not representative 

for female Syrian refugees since the data is not collected on the basis of a sample which 

is representative for the mentioned population. The research was also not based on 

interviews or any other data collected at first-hand. All information was thus coming 

from the research of other academics and NGO reports. Furthermore, this study could 

benefit from first-hand accounts of female Syrian refugees to add to the validity of this 

study. In addition, since the research question was based only on the case study of 

female Syrian refugees, more studies on female refugees of other nationalities could be 

beneficial as well to the theory of female refugee vulnerability.  

 

From analysing the available academic research, it appears that the impact of gender on 

refugee vulnerability still seemed relatively unexplored. This could be due to the lack of 

attention to gender as a concept in migration studies (Freedman et al, 2017). In section 

3.7, it was argued that the absence of gender in the definition of a refugee has added to 

the vulnerability of female refugees (Valji, 2001). This area could benefit from further 

research since there is currently limited research on how significant the impact of the 

refugee definition is on female refugees. That being said, as a policy recommendation, 

more emphasis needs to be put on the impact  gender has on a person’s experience with 
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victimisation. Starting with, adding gender as a concept in the refugee definition. As 

mentioned before, the 1951 Convention has been accused by some academics as being  

influenced by androcentric concerns (ibid.). If gender were to be added to the definition, 

the Refugee Convention could be seen as more inclusive towards refugees that suffer 

from gender discrimination. Consequently, this could potentially be beneficial in 

protecting female refugees from gender-based violence in the future. 

 

In addition, it could bring more awareness to the hardships of female refugees in 

refugee camps. For instance, the lack of access to sexual and reproductive health care is 

one area which has made, at least, female Syrian refugees more vulnerable to 

victimisation. In the three countries mentioned in this study, female Syrian refugees 

face several barriers when it comes to accessing sexual and reproductive health care 

(Pelley et al, 2018). Some barriers include lack of female doctors, cost of care, lack of 

awareness of services available and fear of mistreatment and stigmatisation (ibid.). This 

adds to their vulnerability as it leaves them unprotected from physical and 

psychological trauma. By providing these women with more facilities that offer 

education and support concerning sexual and reproductive, this could help improve the 

long term psychological effects of their sexual victimisation and give them a safe space 

to turn to as well as a place to report more incidents of gender-based violence. A limited 

availability of gender-based violence services has also hindered their ability to seek 

help and recover from the trauma they have experienced (ibid.). Thus another policy 

recommendation would be to increase the amount of services in refugee camps that 

deal specifically with victims of gender-based violence.  

 

These findings are not only relevant to female Syrian refugees in Syria’s neighbouring 

countries but also to female Syrian refugees that travelled farther countries. For 

instance, as mentioned in section 4.2, many Syrian refugees travel further to European 

countries. Female Syrian refugees are also subjected to gender-based violence on their 

way to Europe as well as in refugee camps located in Europe (Gerard, 2014). Female 

Syrian refugees suffered violence at the hands of smugglers who demand sex to ensure 

a safe passage into the Europe Union (Freedman, 2017). Ultimately, rape becomes the 

price to pay for crossing the border (Carpenter, 2006; Gerard, 2014). Similar reports of 

survival sex were recorded in refugee camps in Europe. For example, in Macedonia 
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women were promised that their cases would gain priority treatment in exchange for 

having sexual relations with the male guards (Freedman, 2017). Thus, female Syrian 

refugees can experience gender-based violence in any country they seek refuge. More 

research could be done to analyse how gender has impacted the vulnerability of female 

Syrian refugees in Europe. In addition, a future study could research whether there is a 

difference between female Syrian refugees’ vulnerability in neighbouring countries and 

European countries.   
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