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ABSTRACT:

Women from non-English speaking backgrounds are one of the most disadvantaged and
discriminated groups in the Australian community, especially in family violence situations
(Australian Law Reform Commission, 1994). Recent research has found between 80%-
85% of women from the former USSR living in WA have experienced some form of
violence post migration (Quinn, 2002). Women are knowingly entering marriage but
naive as to the conditions under which they will have to live. This paper is based on the
findings of my research “The Social Construction of Gender Inequality in Cross Cultural
Marriages” conducted in 2006-2009 as part of my Master Degree in Human Services
Counseling. It will give a brief insight and provide some understanding of the structural
conditions, patterns and mechanisms associated with gender inequality and violent
practices against migrant women in cross cultural marriages post migration.

Since the beginning the 20th century Australia has undergone enormous changes in
gender politics. As a result women have been liberated and emancipated in both public
and private domains, challenged traditional gender roles, moved into the labor force and
gained economic and social independence. They have become more politically visible
both as a group and individuals. However researchers claim there are still gender-
segregated roles and power relations in Australian society that leads to gender inequality
and different forms of violence against women (Daly, 2003, Elman, 1999). While women
have been successful in the area of education, property rights, employment opportunities
and suffrage, they still struggle for their bodily and emotional integrity. Sexual crimes are
the most common forms of violence against women. As compared to other forms of
violent crimes, sexual violence and family violence have a distinct gender tint. Healey
contends that the modern world lives in the violent culture which tends to diminish the
seriousness, and at times even to condone, violence toward women (Healey, 1993:23).
Every day millions of women are raped, exploited and abused because they are women.
The declaration on Elimination of All Forms of Violence against Women defines
‘violence against women’ as ‘any act of violence, committed on the basis of the sex,
which cause or may cause the physical, psychological and/or sexual damage or suffering
of women, as well as the threats of commitment of such acts, of forcing or voluntary
deprivation of liberty, both in social and private life’ (UNO, 1993).

In Australia women are nearly four times more likely to experience violence by a man
than by a woman and 1.1million women experienced violence by a partner during or after
their relationship (ABC, 2002). Moreover, Aboriginal women, women with disabilities,
women in remote or rural areas and women from non-English backgrounds are the most
disadvantaged and discriminated groups of the Australian community, especially in
family violence situation (Australian Law Reform Commission, 1994). Filipino women
living in Australia are almost six times more likely to be victims of homicide in
comparison with other women (Cunneen and Stubbs, 2002 as cited in the Australian
Institute of Criminology). Between 80%-85% of Russian speaking female settlers who



came to Australia for romance found themselves in violent relationships and/or in a
position of exploitative domestic and/or sexual servitude (Quinn, 2002:15).

One of the forms of violence against women is trafficking in women for sexual
exploitation. Trafficking in women for marriage or as fiancées has been recognized in
many countries including Australia as one of the forms of trafficking in women for sexual
exploitation. In a post-colonial era ‘mail-order’ marriage is viewed as a facilitating
instrument to transport women legally from poorer countries to wealthy countries in order
to exploit and control them. For several decades Pilipino, Thai, Vietnamese, Chinese
women and women from South America and later Russian, Ukrainian, Belarusian,
Kazakhstani, Moldavian women and women from other Newly Independent States have
been moved legally to Australia as wives and fiancées for control, manipulation and
exploitative domestic and sexual servitude. Between January 1997 and January 2007 403
female settlers from Russia and the Newly Independent States have entered WA under
the migration Stream: Family-Spouse/Fiancé (DIAC data, 2008). As research indicates
between 80%-85% of them found themselves in abusive relationships (Quinn, 2002)
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Researchers claim that a significant proportion of this category of immigration has been
facilitated because firstly there are push factors in source countries (Williams, 1999;
Quinn, 2009). The supply side of the market is generated partly by poverty but also by
social and economic dislocation. Where economic and social conditions amongst women
deteriorated, the incentives for migration are proportionately increased (Williams,
1999:153).

Secondly, there is a demand for the existence of a sex industry in destination countries.
As with any industry, the sex trade would collapse without customers and its existence is
driven by the demands of its discerning clients to fulfill their exotic fantasies or unmet
needs. According to M. Specter Russian and Ukrainian women are viewed as the most
valuable commodities in the sex trade due to their ‘exotic nature’ and relatively novelty
in the sex market (M. Specter, ‘Traffickers’ New Cargo: Naive Slavic Women’, New
York Times, 11 January 1998).

Thirdly, there are resulting profitability and benefits which create incentives for
trafficking agents, pimps and recruiters (Quinn, 2009). Trade in women as a ‘human
flesh’ commodity has become one of the fastest growing industries in the world. It offers



investors less risk and significant rate of return on investment. According to the United
Nations report profits from trafficking in women reach US$7 billion to 12 billion a year
(Gorchakova, 2001). The network of trafficking in women for sexual exploitation
enslaves an estimated 2 million victims every year (Gorchakova, 2001 as cited in Quinn,
2009). Reputable dating (matchmaking) agencies and particularly the internet have
expanded body markets around the world giving them further commercial dimension.
They have become the floodgates that control the supply of women for marriage market
and sex industry (Wichterich, 1998:64).

And finally and the most importantly, ’the gender issues involved in commodification
and the trafficking of women are appeared as a major threat to the women who are
directly involved or are at risk to be involved, and to the power imbalance between sexes
within societies’ (Beare as cited in Williams, 1999). According to Williams “cultural and
psychological factors that encourage the treatment of women as little more than objects
for sexual gratification provide the underpinning for the demand side of the global sex
industry in many societies. Unless deeply ingrained attitudes and beliefs change, -
violence and all forms of discrimination against women, - hard to be tackled” (Williams,
1999).
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While immigration might facilitate some opportunities for women it might facilitate
vulnerability on their arrival. Usually women would be knowingly entering marriage but
are naive as to the conditions under which they would have to live. The disadvantages for
women entering Australia in circumstances of cross-cultural marriages relate to how they
fare once here. Bilton argues that the settlement of migrants in Australia is a gendered
process and this relates to powerful organizational discourses and practices present in a



host society; and in the ways in which they construct women’s identities and reproduce
public gender biased socio-cultural attitudes and beliefs (Bilton, 1996).
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Margaret Beare identifies ‘seven distinct categories of migrants based on their entry
status and their status over the long term: Legal-Legal (the ‘norm’), Illegal-Legal (the
‘norm’), Legal-lllegal (converted/amnesty/cases, refuge claims), Legal-lllegal (over
stayers), Illegal-lllegal (independent), Illegal-lllegal (indentured), Legal-Legal
(indentured); and Internal migration (Bear as cited in Williams, 1999:24).

Marriage-related immigration can be identified as the LegalLegal (indenturedyategory:
‘Legal entry into a country does not ensure easy entry. Being legal does not immunize
one from being under the control of those people who help financially sponsor the arrival.
It appears that the visa is a primary instrument used widely to move women to a country
legally for control and exploitation’ (Williams, 1999). The US Immigration report states
that many men who sponsor women for marriage ‘have control in mind more than a
loving and equal relationship’ (Curtis, 2001 as cited in Quinn, 2002).

Beare states there is a human rights issue even if the women are legal but indentured
(Beare as cited in Williams, 1999:29). Recent research indicates while ‘mail-order brides’
are legal and many of them are still indentured to recoup the costs. In fact the majority of
women migrants find themselves in violent and exploitative relationships post arrival
notwithstanding the existence of government policies on multiculturalism, fairness and
gender equity. In the private domain behind closed doors these relationships become a
manifestation of patriarchy, sexism and ethnocentrism. Natasha Anurov from Saints
Martha and Mary Orthodox Welfare Organization WA claims that the male sponsors
expect the women to be subservient; to be slaves and to take everything that is dished out
to them — it is a case of ‘here’s the sink and here’s the bed’ (N.Anurov as cited in Quinn,
2002).

“One of the study responderdssclosedher ex husband was looking for a passive,
submissiveold fashionand devotedwife. Heexplainedhe hadalwaysfound appealing
when women display traditional orientation towards famike.lHe has liked well
educated, attractive, sexy, youraganand well dressed women who colbok after
him, after his children, after his house and his dogthat he would not have to worry



about cooking and cleaninivhen she came to Australia shaswold he managed to get
everything in one packag®uinn, 2002:30).

Abuse, slavery-like practices and exploitation are seen as the attractive options to pay
back ‘the debts owed’. In some cases ‘economic manipulation and sexual exploitation
make it necessary that these women become’ domestic servants or ’prostitutes in order to
survive’ (Williams, 1999) or to pay off the sponsor’s accrued expenses i.e. agency fees,
airfares, the visa, bills, gifts, allowances and personal expenses. Furthermore sponsors
can claim dependent spouse offsets through the annual tax return which many women as
new comers to Australia are usually unaware of (Quinn, 2009).
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Some researchers claim the state plays an important role in encouraging or mitigating the
violence and sexualized force male citizens direct against females (Elman, 1999, Quinn,
2009). Recent data supports the view that sexual exploitation and violent practices
against migrant women in cross-cultural marriages are difficult to verify as they have a
significant hidden dimension due to the fact that nuptial sexual relationships are
traditionally viewed as a private matter rather than a public concern (Quinn, 2009). In
Australia historically marital rape has been carried out with very little risk for penalties,
legal sanctions and/or public condemn. The sexual exchange is recognized as marital
responsibilities where a husband is providing financial support for the family and a
woman is upholding the traditional family values and attitudes whilst providing domestic
services and sexual pleasure. According to researchers traditional law is gender-biased
and provides explicit immunity to husbands by defining rape as ‘forced sexual
intercourse with a female not the wife of the perpetrator’ (Estrich, 1987 as cited in Quinn,
2009). This ‘marital rape exemptions’ has its roots in English common law and the
dictum of Sir Matthew Hale, who wrote “by their mutual matrimonial consent and
contract the wife hath given up herself in this kind unto her husband which she cannot
retract” (Estrich, 1987:72 in Quinn, 2009). Hale’s ‘irrevocable consent’ doctrine was
eventually incorporated into Australian law (Estrich, 1987 as cited in Quinn, 2009).

“One of t he st udshe disceverpdhat Hee husband wds a tregudar
visitor to pornograpkt and introduction websites. These visits were followed by violent
behavior and forced sexual acts. She claimed he (husband) requested sexual acts and
behaviors that she did not want to egeg in i.e. oral and anal sex and watching porno
videos. She stated when she refused she was roughly pushed onto the floor and forced to
comply. She alleged this happened on five different occasions Qu i M), 2009



The research substantiates within the ethnocentrism and post colonialism of Australia,
migrant women struggle with judgmental attitudes, discriminatory stereotypes and sexual
objectification reinforced by the gender biased media (Quinn, 2002:22). Women are
presented as those who are desperate to come to Australia so much so they are prepared
to advertise themselves on the Internet and through international dating agencies (Sunday
Magazine, 2001:11). They are ready to provide domestic services and please their
Australian male sponsors, especially sexually. In a number of articles and TV broadcasts
(i.e. “From Russian with Lust” (Voss, 2002), “Russian Roulette” (60 Minutes, Channel 9,
2003)) women are presented as those who know how to use their beauty and sexuality to
lure an affluent husband (Voss, 2002) and how to exchange sexual fidelity for economic
and social support or a residency status.

It appears the gender biased media fails to recognize that on the global market, women
pursue not only their economic interests but also their longing for happiness and love.
The fact that they do this in an exploitative global system which constantly subjects them
to sexist and ethnocentric humiliation is in no way their fault or in their interest but
simply one of the laws of the market (Wichterich, 1999:66). Constantly exhorted by the
media to be sexy, attractive and available; women eventually discover that if something
goes wrong — family violence, rape, sexual assault, sexual exploitation, their very
sexiness is evidence of their guilt, their lack of ‘innocence’ and ‘modesty’. According to
Williams this demonstrates “a reluctance that is even greater in those societies where
women are treated as perpetrators than as the victims of crimes” (Williams, 1999:156).

The recent study reveals when women find themselves in violent and exploitative
relationships and recognize manipulation and exploitation they display resistance and try
to uphold their dignity and self respect by exiting oppressive relationships (Quinn,
2009:36). According to Evans these circumstances are unusual and humiliating for men
as they in most cases do not want to take responsibility for their own behavior and blame
women for all misdeeds (Evans, 1996). They want revenge by embarking publicly on
campaigns of character and nationality assassination designed to damage women’s
reputation both as an individual and as a group.
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The gender biased media in most cases supports these assassination campaigns and ‘plays
into the hands of perpetrators’ (Kassim, 2003 in Quinn, 2009) by denying women a voice
and mitigating their experiences. Also the media contributes to the vulnerability of
women by labeling and referring to them as ‘mail-order brides’, ‘Russian brides’, “Thai
brides”, “Pilipino brides” etc. According to Memmi ‘this labeling process not only
involve stereotyping but also depersonalization — women are treated as an
undifferentiated and inferior mass (Memmi, 1967 in Moan, 1999:76).
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Often migrant women in cross-cultural marriages have little choice. First victimized by
the pimps and/or their sponsors who benefit directly from violence and exploitation, state
‘may then subject the women to enforcement actions including temporary permits,
possible visa suspension and deportation’ (Williams, 1999). Researchers signify that
women ‘abused by the system which has determined that the woman’s right to stay in this
country is on the grounds of an on-going relationship with an Australian resident or
citizen” (Williams, 1999; Quinn 2009). Women’s initial vulnerability is aggravated by the
immigration law which forces many of them to ‘choose’ between remaining in a ‘marital’
situation fraught by family violence or face deportation. The threat of deportation is a
vulnerability that unique to the experience of women migrants post arrival which can be
used as a tool of coercion and may restrict ‘a woman from leaving a relationship or seek
the protection of the law’ (Williams, 1999).

Some might argue that the system provides the remedy for women migrants who find
themselves in violent relationships. The Family Violence Provisions of Migration
Regulations 1994 provide alternative to visa holders to remain in Australia rather than
stay in an abusive relationships for the sake of the visa (Family Violence Seminar, Perth



2008). It does not automatically lead to a visa grant but satisfies the relationship criterion
in the relevant visa subclass. FVP applies to Partner Visa applicants (Spouse and
Interdependency visas (two stages) and Prospective marriage visas (i.e. fiancé (e)) and to
other visa applicants (Certain skilled (Business) visas).

Nonetheless the current findings suggest that these regulations are not as effective as they
should be. Research has found the majority of women migrants are unaware of FV
Provisions of the Migration Regulations (Quinn, 2009). Many of them stay in abusive
relationships and live in constant fear and uncertainty. Women feel terrified to report FV
to responsible bodies (Quinn, 2002). For some of them it might take years to be able to
recognize abuse and FV, utilize support resources and summon enough courage to leave
an abusive relationship.

“One of the respondents <c¢l aimed she arrive
resident. Despite hguermanenttaus she remained in an abusive relationship for four

year strongly believing that if she leaves her husband she would be ultimately removed
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The Women Speak Chave also found that the vast majority of women escaping family
violence are not aware of the existence of the Family Violence Provisions in the
Immigration Law and they certainly did not set out from their country of origin with the
intent to abuse it (The Women Speak Q@003 in Quinn, 2009). According to Kassim
“the percentage of women accessing the Family Violence Provisions is tiny. If anything
we should be concerned by how many women do not in fact access the provision and
remain with a violent partner” (Kassim, 2003 in Quinn 2009).

The study supports that the current selection process which enables Australian male
residents to sponsor overseas brides is biased against women. This is because only the
female applicant has to undergo health and character check (but not an Australian male
sponsor). Documented cases support the phenomenon of serial sponsorship when a male
perpetrator after divorce as a result of family violence is free to return to a source country
to sponsor another woman for marriage. According to the former Family Violence Case
Officer, the Immigration Department does not keep records on these serial sponsors
(Family Violence Seminar, Perth 2008).
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Some might argue that there are certain limitations of sponsoring a partner to Australia
and under the migration law the Australian sponsor may not be able to sponsor a partner
if he/she has previously sponsored two other partners for migration in Australia
(including sponsorships the sponsor may have withdrawn where the partner obtained
permanent residence on FV grounds). Also a sponsor may not be able to sponsor a
partner if he/she has sponsored another partner within the last five (5) years (Australian
Immigration Visas, data based research, 2009). However it appears that these limitations
do not stop male sponsors to use the student and tourist visas to bring women legally to
Australia for exploitation and control (Quinn, 2009).

Melba Marginson, the chairperson of the Victorian Immigrant and Refugee Women’s
Coalition argues “...any relationship brokered through an agency is obviously suspect. If
you have fifteen names and addresses to visit, what kind of man you are? Why do you
have to go around the world shopping for a wife?”...This is just downright trafficking of
women in it subtlest form — it is packaged up as love. Love has nothing to do with it”
(Sunday Magazine, 2001:14).

The current research demonstrates all these conditions put women under sever social,
cultural and economic pressure. It argues that impacts on women’s health and wellbeing
and social inclusion are dramatic. Mental and physical health, emotional stress,
behavioral and emotional responses to cognitive stress, substance abuse, poverty, social
isolation, loneliness, intergenerational conflict, discrimination and marginalization are
some of the consequences of family violence and societal mistreatment in cross cultural
marriages as well as homesickness and culture shock as consequences of settlement in a
new country (Quinn, 2009:67). The research indicates that pre-migration psycho-
education and information on issues migrant women might experience in a host country
as well as information about available support services would have helped them to make
informed decisions and life choices including legal, social, economic and health
outcomes prior and during their residency in Australia (Quinn, 2009:67). The study also
suggests that the current selection process which enables Australian male residents to
sponsor overseas partners should be unbiased against women and a sponsor should
undergo same health and character check as an applicant. Sponsors also should be
screened for FV and violent behaviour history. This might help to prevent and/or reduce
gender inequality and violent practices in cross cultural marriages and alleviate women’s
vulnerability in a host country (Quinn, 2009).
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