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Abstract 
 

This study examines the perceptions and attitudes towards Afghan refugee women in Balochistan, 
Pakistan, specifically focusing on Saranan and Surkhab refugee villages in District Pishin. The research 
aims to explore the factors contributing to the negative perception of the host community towards these 
women and the challenges they face regarding gender discrimination, power dynamics, social stigma, 
isolation, lack of resilience, and empowerment. Additionally, the study investigates the extent of 
community support, social networking, and integration experienced by these Afghan refugee women. 
The research includes 18 participants who are Afghan widows heading their households. Through 
qualitative data collection methods such as interviews and observations, the study reveals the prevailing 
negative perceptions of the host community towards these women. The participants reported 
experiencing gender discrimination, victimization of power dynamics, social stigmatization, isolation, 
and discrimination based on their refugee status. They also lack resilience and empowerment due to 
limited access to resources and opportunities. Furthermore, the findings indicate that community 
support and social integration need to be improved for Afghan refugee women. They need help in 
establishing social networks and forming connections within the host community, leading to 
marginalization and a lack of access to support systems. The study highlights the urgent need to address 
these issues and improve the perceptions and attitudes towards Afghan refugee women. 
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Introduction  
 
This study aims to investigate the experiences of Afghan refugee women who have all lost their husbands 
in conflicts and wars. These women come from Kandahar, Helmand, Logar, and Kunduz provinces and 

mailto:makkikakar@gmail.com
mailto:babar_2078@yahoo.com
mailto:Salamagha87@gmail.com


                                                                                                                                                                     
Asian Social Studies and                                                                                                   Volume 3 Issue 2 
Applied Research (ASSAR)                                                                                                           May, 2022                                                                                                       
Published by ASAR Council                                                                                          ISSN (E): 2709-9229 

 
 

ISSN (P): 2709-9962                               Kakar, Ullah & Salam (2022) 

 
362 

recently resided in District Pishin of Balochistan. The focus of the study is on the perception and attitudes 
of the host community in Balochistan towards these women. The research seeks to understand the 
challenges and difficulties that these women face in their lives as refugees. It explores the extent to which 
these women are accepted and integrated into the host community and the attitudes of the host 
community toward them. The study also explores how the host community has responded to the needs of 
these women and how they are further supported. This study argues that the perception and attitude of 
the local community towards Afghan refugee women are largely negative, primarily due to their status as 
a refugee and their gender as female. 
 
Refugee women around the world face unique challenges in refugee camps. They often lack access to 
necessities such as food, water, shelter, and medical care. Refugee women are at heightened risk of 
violence, exploitation, and abuse due to gender-based discrimination and a lack of legal protection. It 
leaves them vulnerable to exploitation and abuse and often unable to access the resources they need to 
survive. In many refugee camps, refugee women lack the resources necessary to access education, 
employment, and medical care, leaving them vulnerable (Sommer et al., 2018). 
 
Furthermore, refugee women often face language barriers and cultural differences, making 
communicating and accessing services difficult. It has created a feeling of isolation and despair. The 
effects of gender-based discrimination and lack of protection in refugee camps are severe. Refugee 
women are more likely to suffer from malnutrition, physical and psychological abuse, and exploitation. 
They are also more likely to experience gender-based violence, which includes physical, sexual, and 
psychological abuse. It has long-term psychological effects, making it difficult for refugee women to access 
the resources they need to rebuild their lives (Owens et al., 2016). 
 
Despite the challenges faced in refugee camps, some organizations are working to provide resources 
specifically for refugee women. These include organizations like the International Rescue Committee, 
which provides access to education, legal aid, and medical services (Aburas et al., 2018). Similarly, the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) provides protection and assistance to refugee 
women, including shelter, food, legal aid, and medical services. The challenges faced by refugee women in 
refugee camps worldwide are severe. However, with the help of organizations such as the UNHCR and the 
International Rescue Committee, these women access the resources they need to rebuild their lives. With 
the right support, refugee women become empowered and gain the knowledge and skills they need to 
create a better future for themselves and their families (Esses et al., 2017). 
 
The global refugee crisis is an ongoing issue affecting millions worldwide (Willekens et al., 2016). Refugees 
often face danger and hardship as they attempt to flee their home countries, and they often struggle to 
access basic services once they reach their destination (Borthakur, 2017). It is evident that Pakistan is the 
first largest and primary destination for Afghan refugees, and it has hosted millions of refugees displaced 
due to wars and conflicts since the inception of war and political unrest in Afghanistan in 1979 (Jibeen, 
2019). Most Afghan refugees were camped in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, followed by Balochistan. In this 
respect, the Government of Pakistan and international partner organizations have implemented many 
strategies to prevent, protect, and rehabilitate the lives of Afghans. Currently, 1.5 million registered and 
almost one million undocumented Afghan refugees live in Pakistan (Khakpour et al., 2019; UNHCR, 2019). 
 
Afghan refugee women living in Pakistani refugee camps in Balochistan have faced negative perceptions 
and attitudes from host country citizens and fellow refugees for years. This prejudice is often rooted in the 
belief that Afghan women are not as capable or worthy as men, leading to them being excluded from 
certain activities and opportunities. The lack of education among Afghan refugee women in Balochistan 
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has been particularly detrimental to their social acceptance. Education is seen as a sign of respect and 
value within communities, and research has shown that the lack of education among Afghan refugee 
women leads to discrimination and negative attitudes from host country citizens and fellow refugees. 
 
Another factor contributing to the negative perceptions and attitudes of Afghan refugee women in 
Balochistan is the lack of economic opportunities. Many Afghan refugee women cannot access 
employment or other income-generating activities, further contributing to their marginalization and 
exclusion from mainstream society. The local community has also contributed to the negative perceptions 
of Afghan refugee women in Balochistan by not providing adequate resources and assistance. Many 
Afghan refugee women living in Balochistan have limited access to basic health services, which leads to 
further negative consequences for their well-being. 
 

Review of the Literature 
 
Refugees have been forced to leave their home countries due to persecution, war, or violence. These 
individuals cannot return to their home country due to fear of further persecution, and they are thus in 
need of protection and assistance (Esses et al., 2017). Refugees have the right to seek asylum in a foreign 
country, provided that they meet certain criteria (Cherem, 2016). The criteria for refugee status are based 
on the 1951 Refugee Convention, which sets out the rights of individuals forced to flee their home 
countries (Benhabib, 2020). The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) provides aid 
and protection to refugees worldwide. The UNHCR works with governments, international organizations, 
and non-governmental organizations to provide refugees with food, shelter, medical care, and other 
assistance. The UNHCR also works to resettle refugees in safe and secure countries willing to accept them 
as citizens (Stevens, 2016). 
 
Refugee women worldwide face immense challenges, both within and outside the refugee camps in which 
they live. According to the UNHCR, in 2019, there were 79.5 million forcibly displaced people globally, 
with a total of 41 million refugees. Of these refugees, an estimated 50% are female. The reality for many 
refugee women is one of immense danger and vulnerability. The UN Refugee Agency has found that a 
staggering 80% of all refugees are women and children, with an even higher number of unaccompanied 
minors female (Albu, 2019). Women and young girls are particularly vulnerable to sexual and gender-
based violence, human trafficking, and exploitation due to their lack of legal protection (Kakar et al., 
2020). Furthermore, women refugees are often denied access to basic services and rights, such as 
education, healthcare, and work opportunities. It is especially true for those living in camps, where 
women and girls are prevented from accessing services and resources such as water, sanitation, and other 
basic amenities (Gallego et al., 2017). 
 
Widowed refugee women face unique challenges and vulnerabilities that others do not have to face. 
Without the support of a husband or partner, these women are left to face the challenges of displacement 
and resettlement alone. This lack of support leaves them isolated and vulnerable (Lenette, 2015). In 
addition to all refugees' challenges, widowed refugee women deal with the additional burden of caring for 
children independently. It leads to an increased risk of poverty, as the woman does not have the financial 
means to provide for her family (Asaf, 2017). Widowed refugee women are also more vulnerable to 
exploitation, forced to take any job to survive. The lack of a partner also leaves them feeling emotionally 
vulnerable. The loss of a husband or partner is difficult to cope with, especially in a foreign land where the 
woman does not have the same support network she had at home. It leads to feelings of loneliness and 
depression (Platzer, 2018). 
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The negative perception and attitudes of host communities towards refugees, and particularly refugee 
women, in developing countries, is attributed to several factors. In many cases, it is rooted in fear of the 
unknown and unfamiliar, as host communities are not accustomed to the presence of refugees and feel 
threatened by their presence (Fajth et al., 2019). Additionally, there is often a need for more awareness of 
the needs of refugees and the situation they are fleeing from, leading to misunderstandings and 
stereotypes. In some cases, refugees are seen as a burden to the host community, often perceived as 
taking resources away from the host community and competing for scarce resources. It leads to 
resentment and hostility toward refugees (Gordon, 2016). 
 
Furthermore, refugees are often seen as a source of crime and insecurity. It leads to further distrust and 
fear towards refugees. In addition, there is often a lack of recognition of the unique challenges refugee 
women face, particularly in developing countries (Odutayo, 2016). Frequently, refugee women experience 
added layers of vulnerability due to their gender. They are more likely to experience gender-based 
violence, exploitation, and discrimination. As a result, host communities perceive refugee women as a 
greater burden and respond with greater hostility (Floyd & Sakellariou, 2017). 
 
Host communities in Pakistani refugee camps in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan hold negative views 
towards refugee women due to cultural and religious beliefs that diminish their status and oppose gender 
equality. These communities perceive refugee women as a burden because of the financial strain they 
impose on limited resources (Wadood et al., 2020). Additionally, refugee men are often seen as more 
useful due to their perceived ability to contribute through labour and other activities (Borthakur, 2017). 
Moreover, a lack of understanding and empathy toward refugee women's specific needs and challenges 
leads to alienation and frustration (Zaman, 2019). 
 

Research Methodology 
 
This qualitative study explored perceptions and attitudes toward Afghan refugee women in Balochistan, 
Pakistan. It focused on Saranan and Surkhab refugee villages in District Pishin. The research methodology 
employed a qualitative interpretive approach to trace participants' experiences. The study population 
consisted of widowed refugee women residing in the refugee as mentioned earlier villages. A purposive 
sampling technique was utilized to select 18 participants who met the inclusion criteria. In-depth 
interviews were conducted with the participants, guided by a semi-structured interview guide. The 
interviews aimed to gather rich and detailed data about the participants' experiences as widowed refugee 
women. A thematic analysis approach was employed. It involved identifying recurring themes and 
patterns within interview transcripts, which were then coded and categorized. The thematic analysis 
comprehensively understood widowed refugee women's experiences in the study area. Using this 
method, the researchers captured a wide range of emotions, opinions, and experiences that the women 
shared. This analysis method also enabled the researchers to identify patterns and trends that could be 
used to develop more effective interventions and policies to support these women. 
 

Results and Discussions 
 
Gender and Power Dynamics 
 
Gender and power dynamics significantly impact Afghan refugee women, leaving them vulnerable to 
discrimination and unequal treatment within the host community, including Pakistan. Their inferior status 
as women often reinforces traditional gender norms and expectations that limit their agency and 
decision-making power. It has resulted in marginalization, restricted access to resources, and diminished 
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opportunities for social and economic advancement. Overcoming these power dynamics requires 
challenging gender stereotypes, promoting gender equality, and empowering refugee women to 
participate actively in decision-making. 
 
The participants revealed that traditional gender roles deeply influence refugee women in refugee villages 
in Pakistan. These roles often perpetuated gender inequalities and limited the opportunities available to 
women in these communities. Refugee women commonly found themselves confined to domestic tasks, 
such as household chores and childcare, while men were expected to be the primary breadwinners and 
decision-makers. Participants further said that due to the patriarchal nature of traditional gender roles, 
they often faced barriers in accessing education, employment, and healthcare. They also experienced 
restrictions on mobility and autonomy, leading to a lack of agency and control over their lives. Moreover, 
gender-based violence and discrimination were prevalent issues faced by refugee women, further 
exacerbating their vulnerability and marginalization. 
 
The participants added that refugee women in refugee villages in Pakistan often found themselves 
navigating complex power dynamics within conservative host communities. The conservative social norms 
and values prevalent in the host community impacted the experiences and agency of refugee women. Due 
to cultural and language barriers, refugee women faced challenges accessing resources, services, and 
opportunities within the host community. They encountered discrimination, prejudice, and 
marginalization, which limited their ability to integrate and participate fully in society. The conservative 
gender roles and expectations in the host community further exacerbated these challenges, restricting 
refugee women's autonomy and decision-making power. Power imbalances and inequalities between the 
host community and refugee women contributed to a sense of vulnerability and exclusion. Refugee 
women experienced limited social interactions, restricted mobility, and reduced opportunities for 
education and employment. They were also at a higher risk of gender-based violence and exploitation. 
 
Social Stigma and Discrimination 
 
Social stigma and discrimination pose significant challenges for Afghan refugee women, as they are 
vulnerable to being stigmatized, isolated, and discriminated against due to their inferior status within the 
host community, including Pakistan. Negative perceptions and stereotypes surrounding refugee women 
result in exclusion, marginalization, and limited access to resources and opportunities. It has further 
perpetuated the cycles of poverty and dependency. 
 
The participants in this study shared that refugee women faced social stigma and discrimination. It was 
due to negative perceptions held by the host community and fellow male refugee community members. 
These prejudices profoundly impacted their well-being, sense of belonging, and ability to access resources 
and opportunities. One significant challenge refugee women encountered was the negative perception of 
the host community towards them. Stereotypes and preconceived notions about refugees led to social 
stigmatization, marginalization, and exclusion. Refugee women were viewed as a burden, as outsiders 
who disrupted the societal fabric of the host community. They were also a threat to local resources and 
employment opportunities. Such negative perceptions led to discriminatory practices, limited social 
interactions, and restricted access to essential services and support networks. 
 
Participants highlighted that in the refugee community, refugee women faced discrimination and 
marginalization from their male counterparts. Cultural norms and traditional gender roles perpetuated 
patriarchal power dynamics, compromising women's voices, agency, and decision-making authority. 
Refugee women were subjected to gender-based violence, early and forced marriages, and other harmful 
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practices that restricted their autonomy and personal development. The intersectionality of being both a 
refugee and a woman compounded refugee women's challenges. They experienced multiple forms of 
discrimination based on gender, ethnicity, and refugee status, further isolating them from social support 
systems and opportunities for empowerment. 
 
The participants further explained that refugee women face social stigma and discrimination with far-
reaching consequences for their mental health, self-esteem, and overall quality of life. They experienced 
feelings of shame, isolation, and identity loss due to negative perceptions from the host community and 
their community members. It led to a sense of hopelessness and despair, affecting their ability to rebuild 
their lives and contribute to their families and communities. 
 
Social stigma and discrimination pose significant challenges for Afghan refugee women in Pakistan. They 
face negative perceptions and stereotypes from both the host and refugee communities. It led to 
exclusion, marginalization, and limited access to resources and opportunities. Refugee women were 
viewed as a burden, disrupting the societal fabric and threatening local resources. Within the refugee 
community, cultural norms and gender roles perpetuated power imbalances and restricted women's 
agency. They experienced gender-based violence, forced marriages, and discrimination based on multiple 
identities. This social stigma and discrimination had detrimental effects on their mental health, self-
esteem, and overall well-being, hindering their ability to rebuild their lives. 
 
Lack of Resilience and Empowerment 
 
The lack of resilience and empowerment is a significant issue faced by Afghan refugee women, as they are 
vulnerable to the challenges stemming from their inferior status within the host community, including 
Pakistan. Limited access to education, employment opportunities, and resources hinder their ability to 
build resilience and overcome adversities. Moreover, the existing power dynamics and gender inequalities 
further undermine their sense of empowerment and agency. 
 
The participants elaborated that the lack of resilience and empowerment among Afghan refugee women 
was a significant issue influenced by the negative perceptions and attitudes of the host community and 
their fellow refugee male counterparts. These factors contributed to the challenges faced by refugee 
women in terms of their well-being, access to resources, and overall empowerment. The negative 
perception and attitude of the host community towards Afghan refugee women played a crucial role in 
hindering their resilience and empowerment. Stereotypes and preconceived notions about refugees led to 
social stigmatization, marginalization, and exclusion. The host community viewed refugee women as a 
burden, disrupting the societal fabric and threatening local resources and employment opportunities. As a 
result, refugee women faced discriminatory practices, limited social interactions, and restricted access to 
essential services and support networks. Such negative perceptions created barriers that hindered their 
ability to build a sense of belonging and establish a supportive environment. 
 
Moreover, The participants enlarged that Afghan refugee women encountered additional challenges in 
resilience and empowerment within the refugee community due to their male counterparts' negative 
perceptions and attitudes. Cultural norms and traditional gender roles perpetuated patriarchal power 
dynamics, undermining women's voices, agency, and decision-making authority. Refugee women were 
subjected to gender-based violence, early and forced marriages, human trafficking and other harmful 
practices that limit their autonomy and personal development. It further diminished their resilience and 
ability to assert themselves within their community. 
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Participants added that the intersectionality of being both a refugee and a woman compounded the 
challenges faced by Afghan refugee women. They experienced multiple forms of discrimination based on 
their gender, ethnicity, and refugee status, further isolating them from social support systems and 
opportunities for empowerment. This lack of resilience and empowerment had far-reaching consequences 
for their mental health, self-esteem, and overall quality of life. They experienced feelings of shame, 
isolation, and identity loss due to the negative perceptions and attitudes of the host community and their 
community members. The negative perceptions and attitudes towards Afghan refugee women impacted 
their ability to rebuild their lives and contribute to their families and communities. The lack of resilience 
and empowerment hampered their capacity to overcome adversity and take control of their own lives. It 
perpetuated cycles of dependency, poverty, and limited growth opportunities. 
 
The participants demonstrated a need for more resilience, agency and empowerment in the face of these 
power dynamics. They should have formed solidarity networks within their communities, supporting and 
empowering each other. Through collective action and advocacy, refugee women were discouraged from 
challenging and changing the power dynamics constraining their lives. It is further exhibited that lack of 
resilience and resourcefulness in such adversity. They were prohibited from forming support networks, 
creating spaces for solidarity, sharing experiences, and advocating for their rights. Refugee women could 
not engage in grassroots initiatives, community-building activities, and empowerment programs that 
might enable them to challenge social norms, access education and livelihood opportunities, and enhance 
their socio-economic well-being. 
 
Lack of Community Support and Integration 
 
The lack of community support and integration exacerbates the challenges faced by Afghan refugee 
women, as the host community refrains from strengthening relationships and social support mechanisms. 
The marginalization of these women persists, with limited opportunities for them to fully participate and 
engage within the community. The absence of positive attitudes, reduced stigma, and inclusive 
integration measures further isolate them, hindering their access to resources and support networks. 
 
Participants highlighted that the lack of community support and integration for Afghan refugee women 
was a pressing issue closely tied to the negative perception and attitude of the host community. This lack 
of support and acceptance further exacerbated the challenges faced by Afghan refugee women in terms 
of their well-being, social integration, and access to resources. The negative perception and attitude of 
the host community towards Afghan refugee women hindered their ability to find support and integrate 
into the community. Stereotypes and preconceived notions about refugees led to social stigmatization, 
marginalization, and exclusion. Afghan refugee women were viewed as outsiders or burdens on the host 
community, creating social integration and inclusion barriers. They experienced discrimination, including 
employment, housing, and access to essential services. This lack of support and acceptance made 
establishing a sense of belonging and developing social networks vital for their well-being and integration 
difficult. 
 
Participants further elaborated that the host community's negative perception and attitude contributed 
to the isolation experienced by Afghan refugee women. They experienced hostility, prejudice, and 
discriminatory behaviour, further exacerbating their alienation and exclusion. This isolation impacted their 
mental health and limited their access to critical resources and opportunities for empowerment. Afghan 
refugee women felt invisible and voiceless, unable to assert their rights and access the support they 
needed. The lack of community support and integration also affected Afghan refugee women's ability to 
navigate their new environment and access resources for their well-being and empowerment. Language 
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barriers, cultural differences, and a lack of familiarity with local systems and services made it challenging 
for them to seek assistance and utilize available resources effectively. They struggled to access healthcare, 
education, and employment opportunities, perpetuating cycles of vulnerability and dependency. 
 

Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, Afghan refugee women face significant challenges due to gender and power dynamics, 
social stigma and discrimination, and a lack of community support and integration. Traditional gender 
roles and expectations limit their agency and decision-making power, resulting in marginalization and 
restricted access to resources. Negative perceptions from the host community and their refugee 
community contribute to social stigmatization, isolation, and limited opportunities. Additionally, the lack 
of resilience and empowerment hinders their ability to overcome adversities and take control of their 
lives. The absence of community support further exacerbates their challenges, leading to social exclusion 
and limited resource access. It is crucial to challenge gender stereotypes, promote gender equality, and 
empower Afghan refugee women to participate actively in decision-making processes is crucial. Education 
and awareness campaigns are needed to challenge negative perceptions, while community engagement 
initiatives can foster understanding and collaboration. Policies and programs prioritizing social integration, 
access to resources, and support networks are essential, enabling them to rebuild their lives and 
contribute to their families and communities. 
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