
Fatuma
stands in an almost empty apartment in a
social housing complex in Copenhagen.1
She is excited. In about a month, she will
go to Somaliland as she has wanted to do
for a long time. Fatuma has never lived in
Somaliland but has relatives there and looks
forward to going very much. She has many
plans. Fatuma wants to go into politics to
fight the oppression of women. And, she
adds, she plans to paint her new house in
bright colours of her own choice, like she
did with her apartment in Copenhagen. Fa-
tuma is an outspoken woman, expecting to
be taken seriously, no matter who she
speaks to. In Somaliland, people say that
though Fatuma’s heart is made of habhab –
watermelon – meaning that she is soft and
easy to touch, her manners have however
become Danish, as she is very straightfor-
ward for a woman. 
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A heart made 
of habhab but with

Danish Manners
– Negotiating Gender and Political 
Positioning in Transnational Fields

BY NAUJA KLEIST

How do migrants negotiate gender
and political positions in a transna-
tional social field? What happens
when migrants move between diffe-
rent locations? This paper examines
these questions through a case study
of a Somali woman and her life in
Denmark and Somaliland.



INTRODUCTION

In this paper, I analyse gender relations in
transnational social fields through a case
study of Fatuma, a Somali-Danish woman.
Similar to many other contemporary mi-
grants, Fatuma relates to more places than
her country of residence. She is part of a
larger transnational network within which
family relations and political positioning
are played out. I examine how Fatuma ne-
gotiates gender ideals and pursues political
ambitions in different, sometimes interre-
lated, social spaces in Denmark and Soma-
liland. Such negotiations are a multi-
facetted and complex phenomenon, inter-
secting with other social categories such as
social class, religion and ideas of nationali-
ty. Furthermore, they are also embedded in
different contexts – both local and trans-
national.

The paper proceeds as follows: I start by
presenting some theoretical and method-
ological reflections before briefly outlining
the background of contemporary Somali
migration. I then turn to Fatuma, follow-
ing her from Copenhagen to Somaliland.
Finally, I conclude with some reflections
about gender and other social positions in
transnational social fields. 

TRANSNATIONAL SOCIAL FIELDS

Analysing how gender relations are negoti-
ated and performed in a transnational social
field poses a range of challenges. The main
theoretical claim in transnational studies is,
as migration researchers Peggy Levitt and
Nina Glick Schiller write, that it is neces-
sary to rethink “the boundaries of social
life” and the concept of society as stretch-
ing beyond the borders of nation-states
(2004, 1003-1004). Several writers on
transnationalism have suggested concepts
such as transnational social fields or spaces
(e.g. Goldring 1998; Mahler & Pessar
2001) to capture the multi-locality and si-
multaneity of migrants’ practices across
borders. Inspired by Bourdieu, Levitt and

Schiller have proposed the term transna-
tional social field, defined as:

a set of multiple interlocking networks of so-
cial relationships through which ideas, prac-
tices, and resources are unequally exchanged,
organized, and transformed […] National so-
cial fields are those that stay within national
boundaries while transnational social fields
connect actors through direct and indirect re-
lations across borders (2004, 1009). 

It is a central point that social fields are of a
relational nature and positions are perceived
differently by the actors within the field.
This is important, especially in relation to
studying gender. Because, as Levitt and
Schiller also emphasise, migrants engaged
in transnational relations are simultaneously
relating to (at least) two sets of political,
economic and socio-cultural contexts – and
thereby possibly shifting positions. In their
words: 

individuals [may] occupy different gender,
racial, and class positions within different
states at the same time. Recognising that mi-
grant behaviour is the product of these simul-
taneous multiple statuses of race, class, and
gender makes certain social processes more
understandable (2004, 1015, my insertion). 

Differential but simultaneous positions in
transnational social fields thus complicate
positioning and negotiations of gender. An
important aspect of this question relates to
cultural intelligibility and recognition in
different contexts (Ahmed 2003; Butler
1999, 2004), i.e. how certain positions are
perceived as viable and desirable or undesir-
able or impossible within local and transna-
tional spaces – and how such positions are
(attempted to be) negotiated. In the case
of Fatuma, how different ideals of feminini-
ty are ‘done’, recognised and evaluated in
Copenhagen and Somaliland if you are a
black, Muslim woman of Somali origin are
examined, and especially how gender inter-
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sects with other categories, such as religion,
racialisation, and social class. 

The study of Fatuma is part of a larger
ethnographic fieldwork project carried out
among Somali associational activists in
2003 and early 2004 (Kleist 2007). The
fieldwork was mainly carried out in Copen-
hagen and supplemented with trips to So-
maliland and London, which are central
hubs in many of the transnational networks
that Somalis in Denmark are part of. I in-
terviewed Fatuma in Denmark and Soma-
liland as well as some of her relatives in all
three locations. I have, thus, followed both
her and her family network (Marcus 1995)
in different locations and in different con-
texts. These contexts are important to
know, because transnational relations are
not free-floating but bounded in different
structural contexts (cf. Smith & Guarnizo
1998). Therefore, in the next session, I
turn to a short introduction of the Somali
diaspora and the reception and settlement
of Somalis in Denmark. 

THE SOMALI DIASPORA

Since the eruption of the civil war in 1988
and the disintegration of the Somali state in
1991, Somalis have been displaced almost
all over the world and many Somali families
are scattered in different countries and on
different continents.2 This situation has
lead researchers, policy makers and Somalis
themselves to speak of a Somali diaspora,
referring to the global dispersion of Soma-
lis, who – to changing degrees – maintain a
sense of belonging, contact and involve-
ment in their erstwhile homeland. Also in
1991, the north-western province of Soma-
lia seceded and declared itself independent
as the Republic of Somaliland.3 Although
Somaliland has since gone through a num-
ber of peace processes and democratic elec-
tion processes, and the area has been rela-
tively peaceful since 1996, no countries
have recognised it. Somalia, on the other
hand, has continued to be haunted by po-

litical instability, humanitarian catastrophes
and insurgencies. The political situation
and future of Somalia and Somaliland re-
main a very politically contested question
among Somalis, who are divided in relation
to this issue. Likewise, the clan system – the
patrilineal lineage families that all Somalis
are born into – has become reified during
the dictatorship and the civil war, meaning
that the areas dominated by a clan family
often have become their ‘home region’, re-
gardless of whether they have actually lived
there (see Barnes 2006; Lewis 1994; Lul-
ing 2006). Somalis who belong to the do-
minant clan families in Somaliland are thus
very often defined by others and themselves
as Somalilanders, though they might never
have lived in the area. 

Many Somalis in the so-called diaspora
do indeed remain oriented towards Somalia
and Somaliland by following the news,
maintaining contact with relatives, remit-
ting money, supporting reconstruction pro-
jects or investing in land or business (e.g.
Hansen 2007; UNDP 2001). These contri-
butions are indispensable for the local pop-
ulation and there are often huge expecta-
tions placed on Somalis abroad to support
their relatives in the Horn of Africa. Such
expectations also apply to Somalis living in
Denmark. The about 17, 000 Somalis in
Denmark (including naturalised citizens
and descendants) (Immigration Service
2006) are one of the major groups of third-
country citizens and by far the biggest Afri-
can group. Somalis began coming to the
country in larger numbers in the middle of
the 1990s, following the civil war in Soma-
lia. Their reception has been rather ambiva-
lent with massive negative political and me-
dia exposure, especially in the late 1990s
and early 2000s (see Fadel, Herik & Vester-
gaard 1999; Jørgensen & Bülow 1999;
Kleist 2007). Furthermore, the fact that
the Somali group holds the lowest level of
employment among all ethnic minority
groups in Denmark aggravates their diffi-
cult position in Danish society and is a sub-
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ject of outspoken frustration among many
Somalis. Still, many Somalis in Denmark
are part of transnational networks, regularly
remitting money and, in some cases, sup-
porting reconstruction projects. There is al-
so a high number of Somali ethno-national
associations, of which some are oriented to-
wards social and cultural issues in Den-
mark, some support reconstruction in So-
malia or Somaliland – and some are in-
volved in both kinds of activities. Fatuma is
an example of a person engaged simultane-
ously in both types of involvement.

FATUMA’S STORY

Fatuma came to Denmark in the 1980s be-
fore large numbers of Somali asylum seek-
ers started to arrive in the country. Fatuma
explained that she grew up in a big town in
the south of Somalia and that she left the
country because of ‘political problems’.
Having family in the UK, Fatuma was
headed toward London, but the flight had
a transit stop in Copenhagen and she was
therefore told to seek asylum in Denmark.
Fatuma told me, “There were not so many
refugees when I came to Denmark and only
very few women”. She continued by ad-
ding that it was not difficult to come to
Denmark at that time, people were very
friendly and treated her well. Her arrival
and reception were thus, as she observed,
very different from what the Somalis who
arrived in the 1990s experienced. Fatuma
settled in, pursued a further education and
became employed within her field. After a
few years, she also met and married her So-
mali husband, Said, with whom she has
three children. The family now lives in a so-
cial housing complex in a Copenhagen sub-
urb. 

Like many other Somali families, Fatu-
ma’s relatives are scattered all over the
world and live in the UK, the US, the Gulf
States and the Horn of Africa. Fatuma reg-
ularly keeps in touch with her closest family
through visits, e-mails, and phone calls. Be-

cause her relatives are relatively well off, Fa-
tuma does not remit money to them, but
she and her husband send money to Said’s
family in Somaliland. Said is also well edu-
cated, but – like many other educated So-
malis in Denmark – he has not been able to
find employment that matches his educa-
tional background, which frustrates both of
them considerably. Every now and then,
however, Said has various assignments in
East Africa and works abroad for prolonged
periods of time. During these periods, Fa-
tuma is left alone with the responsibility of
caring for their children and is thus a de
facto single mother. Hence, in spite of the
fact that she is in a relatively privileged po-
sition in comparison to many other Somali
families who experience unemployment,
limited education, and dependency on so-
cial welfare, she does not live a privileged
life compared to the general Danish popu-
lation. 

POLITICAL POSITIONING

When Fatuma came to Denmark, the civil
war had not broken out full scale and So-
maliland had not yet come into (con-
tentious) existence. In recent years, howev-
er, Fatuma has become increasingly politi-
cally interested in Somaliland and has start-
ed to voice her position as a political pro-
ponent of its international recognition.
There might be a number of reasons for
this political interest, especially, the dynam-
ics of clan affiliation. While Fatuma empha-
sises that she does not care much about
clan herself, her lineage – which is one of
the big clan families in Somaliland – still
positions and defines her as a Somaliland
woman in the eyes of other people. Ac-
cording to Fatuma, this is exactly what hap-
pened a few years ago when she was the
subject of gossip from women from other
parts of Somalia who claimed that she was
an infidel. Fatuma explained: 

It’s funny, in the beginning we were from all
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over Somalia, but then they [women from
other parts of Somalia] started to gossip that
we were infidels and all kinds of stuff and I
realised that they said … that I was from So-
maliland … and then they started to say, ‘she
does not go to the mosque’. But I told them,
‘I am very devout, I don’t have to go to the
mosque’.

Fatuma – a devout Muslim and an assertive,
outspoken woman – could not let such ac-
cusations go unanswered. She started to
emphasise her affiliation with Somaliland,
accentuating the distance between Somali-
land and other Somali women, pointing to
the differences in the political situation and
interests. Thus, while Fatuma rejected the
accusations of infidel behaviour, she ‘ac-
cepted’ the political position ascribed to
her by the other women, using it to consol-
idate social and political boundaries – play-
ing their game, so to speak. Fatuma’s
emerging political commitment to Soma-
liland was thus transnational in its very na-
ture, exemplifying how the Somali civil war
and political tensions in the region spill
over in diaspora, linking clan affiliation and
political orientation to the ‘proper’ way of
practicing Islam in Denmark, though no
blood was shed in the Danish context.4

Fatuma, for one, became involved in an
association for Somaliland women. At the
time of my fieldwork, the association had
the stated aim of simultaneously furthering
integration into Danish society and sup-
porting development in Somaliland while
preparing its members for repatriation in
the very long term. This double commit-
ment enabled key activists to position
themselves as potential actors in Somaliland
as well as in Danish society. Due to the
overall gender order (cf. Connell 2005) in
both Danish and Somali contexts, organis-
ing as a women’s association made such po-
sitions possible, as my broader analysis of
Somali associations in Copenhagen has
shown (Kleist 2007). Indeed, the Somali-
Danish associational scene, to a large de-

gree, is gender divided. Many associational
activities tend to be for men or women on-
ly and many executive committees are ex-
clusively made up of men. This might re-
flect a gendered time and space economy
(cf. Massey 1994), where women are relat-
ed to the private sphere and men are ‘the
politicians’ in the public sphere (Farah
2000; Kallehave 2001). Though by no
means universal or uncontested – especially
given that many Somali women are and
have been working outside the home and
that one of the most powerful politicians in
Somaliland is a woman – these complemen-
tary and dichotomous gender ideals remain
powerful. 

One aspect of associational gender divi-
sion can be seen as reflecting gender ideals.
First, forming a women’s association may
create a space for action and recognition
both in relation to Somali communities as
well as to Danish society. Organising as
women makes it possible to be recognised
as cultural intelligible actors – as decent
Muslim women, not collaborating too
closely with men – and to be creating posi-
tions for speaking out and working in part-
nership with other associations and actors.
Thus, a women’s association might be seen
as a strategic alternative to collaboration
with men who may dominate associations,
not leaving much space and initiative for
women. For a woman like Fatuma, who
quickly becomes impatient with dominant
men, and who simultaneously guards her
reputation as a devote Muslim, involve-
ment in a women’s association has certain
advantages because it respects both cultural
and religious ideals of gender division and
moves beyond the idea of politics as an ex-
clusively male sphere. 

Second, ideas about oppressed refugee
and Muslim women are widely circulated
and gender equality is articulated as crucial
for integration into Danish society. In this
context, Somali women’s associations can
easily be recognised as having integrative
potential worthy of economic and moral



support. As result, I will argue that in the
context of Danish society, Somali women’s
associations might fit well with (some)
Danish notions of Somali women – the idea
of oppressed women versus Danish ideals
of gender equality – and that supporting
Somali women’s associations might be seen
as a step towards possible emancipation and
democracy à la Danoise. Fatuma and other
activists might thereby be recognised as
‘good refugee women’ in Denmark in the
process of integrating themselves vis-à-vis
their associational engagement. 

Third, forming a Somaliland association
can be seen as the establishment of a politi-
cal actor – as a collective unit enabling its
organisers with a capacity to speak for their
‘community’. Fatuma might thereby be po-
tentially influencing discussions and deci-
sions regarding Somaliland or the Somali
diaspora in a Danish, Somaliland or even
international context. Indeed, Fatuma and
the other organisers collaborated with
NGOs in Denmark and the Horn of Africa,
attended international conferences as repre-
sentatives of their association and organised
seminars with a (partly) political agenda in
Denmark. Fatuma thereby contributed to
the political debate concerning Somalis in
Denmark and to political mobilisation for
Somaliland. Indeed, she was often explicitly
arguing for the autonomy and advance-
ment of Somaliland, positioning her and
the association in an overall transnational
political field. In this perspective, then,
forming or joining an association can be
seen as creating a platform for action to re-
alise activities and negotiate positions in
different social spaces; positions that might
require cultural intelligibility in order to be
possible in the first place. I will argue that a
successful transnational associational strate-
gy requires that all three aspects are consid-
ered. However, as shown below, this is not
always so easy, as Fatuma realised while in
Somaliland.

NEGOTIATING GENDER AT ‘HOME’
Though Fatuma did not grow up in Soma-
liland, she was, as already mentioned, affili-
ated with the region through kinship and
clan affiliation. She also owned land in So-
maliland, in case, as she put it, she wanted
to live there one day. That day had now ar-
rived. Though Fatuma was very excited,
she was also nervous. She had lived in Den-
mark for many years and got used to it –
and she had actually never lived in Soma-
liland. Being an ambitious woman, Fatuma
wanted to go into politics to promote the
status of women and fight against girl cir-
cumcision as well as carry out several plans
she had for her association. Yet, she was al-
so worried about how she, a woman with
her own opinions, would be received.
When I asked if she was nervous about go-
ing, she reflected: 

Yes, a bit, because, you know, as a woman,
you have more freedom here than in Soma-
liland, and I voice my opinion and get in-
volved in all sorts of things. Women don’t do
that in Somaliland, but then they have to ac-
cept me as I am, otherwise I’ll go back. I am
not going to accept that they interfere in my
private life. I have told my husband that I am
going to be independent. I would like to help
out, but they shouldn’t poke their nose in my
private affairs.

For Fatuma, life in Denmark was ambiva-
lent. It meant, on the one hand, indepen-
dence and the ability to maintain a certain
degree of privacy, while on the other, it
meant exposure to contested and some-
times rather hostile political and media dis-
cussions concerning Muslims in general
and Somalis in particular (Kleist 2007, see
also Andreassen 2005; Hervik 2002). Ac-
cording to Fatuma, she and other Muslims
even had to watch their words and deeds
very carefully in order to not be denounced
as Islamists. For Fatuma, hostility and scep-
ticism towards Islam were thus one of the
main barriers of life in Denmark, though
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she appreciated the freedom and privacy
found in Danish society. 

When I visited Fatuma in Somaliland six
months later, she asked me to bring fresh
rye bread from Denmark, which she missed
like so many other Danes living abroad.
She told me that she was happy with the re-
laxed atmosphere in Somaliland and that
she had servants and did not have to do
everything herself – a stark contrast to her
stressful life in Copenhagen. Her new
house was definitely bigger and more com-
fortable than her apartment in Copen-
hagen. In Somaliland, Fatuma did not
work and was no longer struggling to make
ends meet as a de facto single mother. Her
skin colour and head scarf did not cause
people to look at her suspiciously in the
street or make her subject to hostile politi-
cal or media debates. These points empha-
sise the relativity of positions and social
class in transnational social space, because
in Somaliland, Fatuma – and other return-
ees from the West – can live well, at least as
long their savings last or until they get a
job with an international NGO or UN
agency, as is the strategy for many returnees
in Somaliland. 

However, it would be wrong to paint
too rosy a picture. Life in Somaliland was
not that easy after all. Though Fatuma de-
fined herself as a Somalilander, was explicit
in her political support regarding the re-
cognition of Somaliland and active in a So-
maliland association, she did not always feel
at home. Fatuma did not know her way
around town, did not know the right peo-
ple, and did not know how to get things
done. She was upset about the poverty and
about constantly being asked for money by
relatives and even by relatives of relatives,
who seemed to believe that she had unlim-
ited economic funds. Fatuma had a hard
time saying no to people. She had, I was
later told, a heart made of habhab, a heart
as soft as watermelon, but her manners had
become Danish, direct and straightforward
and she asked too many questions. Fatu-

ma’s worries about life in Somaliland were
thus realistic – relatives and neighbours
were constantly watching her and there was
no way of closing her door and telling
them to go away. She not only missed rye
bread, but also Danish privacy. Getting into
politics also turned out to be difficult, be-
cause, as Fatuma explained:

It takes a long time for me, because I cannot
accept that I have to find somebody, who
knows somebody, who knows somebody. I
cannot understand why I cannot go directly
or just phone and make an appointment. This
is really hard for me – but that’s the way
things work here. […] As a woman, you are
nothing, you are like in the third or fourth
row, you really have to assert yourself and say
‘here I am’. Even if there are female minis-
ters, I don’t understand how they can cope
with it […] It is really hard to accept and I
become so furious that every time I achieve
something, they say, ‘yes, yes, but whose wife
are you?’ Then I say, ‘why does it matter,
when I was the one who managed to do it?’ 

In the end, unable to get through to local
politicians, Fatuma had to give up her po-
litical ambitions. Likewise, when she tried
establishing a new project for her associa-
tion, she was turned down because – ac-
cording to her – nobody cares about a
women’s association. Fatuma thus some-
times felt out of place in both Denmark
and Somaliland due to intersecting ideas
about gender, Islam, ‘Danishness’ and ‘So-
malilandness’. In a Danish context, her skin
colour and religious style of dressing would
sometimes make her unrecognisable as a
‘real Dane’ (cf. Fink-Nielsen & Kleist
2000) or, in the words of Sara Ahmed
(2000), make her recognisable as a stranger,
but virtually all women in Somaliland cover
their hair and bodies when in public. In So-
maliland, however, Fatuma looked like oth-
er women, but her outspokenness and di-
rectness made her stand out as different in
some situations, which means she not seen
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as a ‘real’ Somaliland woman either. Thus,
she sometimes appeared to be ‘too Muslim
and too Somali’ in Denmark but ‘too Dan-
ish’ in Somaliland. 

DISCUSSION

Fatuma’s story can be used as a lens for
analysing gender and other social positions
in a transnational social field. Combining
transnational studies with Butler and
Ahmed’s insights on cultural intelligibility
and recognition shows how gender is rela-
tionally and contextually defined in differ-
ent social fields and intersects with ideals
about Islam, political orientation, and so-
cial class – as well as the antitheses of these
ideals. Indeed, some versions of Danish and
Somali gender ideals are articulated in op-
position to each other, though certain ideas
about Somali women might actually rein-
force each other, as in the case of women’s
associations. In Fatuma’s case, her political
commitment and straightforward manner
made her appear as an ‘integrated subject’
(Hvenegård-Lassen 2005) in Denmark but
unintelligible as a ‘real’ Somali woman in
Somaliland and her religious practices in
Denmark were subject to gossip from other
Somalis as well as general scepticism from
Danish society. I will argue that such ten-
sions are further accentuated in the context
of the ambivalent reception of Somalis (and
Muslims in general) in Denmark and in the
context of the Somali civil war, spilling over
in to the diaspora, politicising gender and
Islam. Gender, religion, and political posi-
tioning are, in other words, both local and
transnational phenomena. Closely interwo-
ven, these categories constitute an embod-
ied and social battlefield of ‘proper’ behav-
iour and social inclusion and exclusion – es-
pecially, perhaps, in conflict and post-con-
flict situations. 

In Somaliland, Fatuma’s difficulties can
be seen as a reflection of the patriarchal
gender order where politics is a male
sphere, making Fatuma culturally unintelli-

gible as a potential political actor. Certainly,
there are successful business women and fe-
male politicians in Somaliland, but in con-
trast to Fatuma, they seem to know the
right people and how to follow the rules of
the game. Another supplementary explana-
tion is thus that political involvement and
actual projects in Somaliland require local
connections (see also Hansen 2007; Kleist
in press) and social capital in the Bourdieu
sense of group membership (1986). How-
ever, social capital is a local asset, which
does not transfer very easily (cf. Faist
2000). Thus, though Fatuma was part of a
transnational social field through her differ-
ent kinds of commitments, she did not nec-
essarily possess the crucial knowledge about
how to make things happen the local way –
and thereby perhaps overcoming gender
barriers. Or, in other words, while some
migrants might be at home in two or more
places, others might find themselves in un-
easy positions in both their country of resi-
dence and origin, feeling they do not really
belong either place. 

Finally, analysing Fatuma’s situation em-
phasises the complexity and relativity con-
cerning marginality and privilege in trans-
national social fields spanning poor and
rich countries. Fatuma lived a privileged life
in Somaliland with servants and a comfort-
able house, a life she would never have
been able to realise in Danish society. Is she
part of an upper-class Somaliland elite or is
she a marginalised black Muslim refugee in
Denmark? Fatuma was not readily accepted
as a ‘real’ Dane in Denmark or a ‘proper’
woman in Somaliland. Has she become
emancipated according to Danish norms of
gender equality or is she oppressed in So-
maliland? I hope that I have showed that
these options are simplified and need to be
looked at from a more nuanced perspective
and examined in both transnational and lo-
cal contexts. Rather than providing either-
or perspectives, we need more complex and
multifaceted ways of analysing and asking
questions. A transnational perspective chal-
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lenges simplified notions of home, gender,
marginality and privilege, demonstrating
their contextuality, ambivalence and em-
beddedness in local and global power struc-
tures. 

NOTES
1. Fatuma’s name and the details of her personal
story have been changed for reasons of anonymity.
I would like to thank Fatuma for sharing her story
with me. I would also like to thank my two anony-
mous reviewers for insightful comments. 
2. Somalis have a long tradition of mobility that
goes beyond the civil war. For a more extended
version of Somali migration history, see Kleist
2004.
3. The north-western region coincides with the
territory of the former British colony of British So-
maliland that merged with the UN protectorate of
Somalia in 1960, forming the Republic of Somalia. 
4. As the ongoing fighting between the supporters
of the Islamic Courts and the Somali government
forces backed by Ethiopian troops has made tragi-
cally clear, the combination of ambitions to rule,
clan politics, and Islam sometimes have lethal con-
sequences in Somalia.
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