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A Life Without Men: When Women Keep 
Their Villages Alive 

 

On International Women’s Day 2018, IOM tells the 
stories of women whose lives were transformed by 

migration, for better or worse. 

 

 

In Kéréwane, a rural community an hour’s drive away from the town of Kolda in 
southern Senegal, almost every household has one or more family member 
outside the country.  

According to IOM statistics, 97% of migrants assisted with voluntary return in 
Senegal between January and December 2017 were male. 52% were aged 
between 15 and 34. 
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For the women who stay, migration brings new challenges. 

In the region, IOM has worked in partnership with the NGO La Lumière to 
ensure the protection of vulnerable migrants and children in the Kolda region.  

 “Communities are visibly affected by the absence of young males and the 
phenomenon of families without men” he tells us from his experiences. 

But far from being an ordeal, migration has been an empowering experience for 
some of the women who stay. 

Makhoule Aidara and Koumba Drame, both widows and mothers to seven 
children each are examples of this reality.   

Of Makhoule’s seven children, two sons have left for Spain and Gabon. One of 
her daughters, who married a Cameroonian, recently moved to Cameroon. Two 
of Koumba’s sons are in France and Spain.  

“When they leave, it can be years before they are seen again”, Makhoule tells us, 
reminiscing the departure of her sons. “I speak with them on the phone or on 
WhatsApp sometimes but I miss them a lot!”, she says while maintaining her 
smile.  

Migrants who succeed in regularising themselves in their host country can visit 
family members regularly. For others whose situation is still precarious, it can 
take several years before they visit their families.  

This separation can be difficult for families in communities like Kéréwane, 
particularly as women now have to take up roles previously reserved for their 
sons and husbands.  

In Senegal, remittances represent 9.3% of the GDP and are one of the main 
resources for the country. 1 But the money from abroad does not come as 
frequently as we might think. 

Because they cannot always wait for remittances, the women of Kéréwane must 
take up whichever revenue-making activity they can find to meet their needs. 

Makhoule, like Koumba and several other women in Kéréwane, now own and 
work on a small vegetable garden.  

 

 

                                                           
1 https://www.theigc.org/blog/remittances-and-credit-markets-complementarities-and-evidence-from-
senegal/  

https://www.theigc.org/blog/remittances-and-credit-markets-complementarities-and-evidence-from-senegal/
https://www.theigc.org/blog/remittances-and-credit-markets-complementarities-and-evidence-from-senegal/
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As Makhoule walks us through her garden, she shows us the lettuce, cabbage, 
eggplants, tomatoes and peppers she grows mostly to feed herself and her four 
children who have remained.  

The temperatures here can reach forty degrees but with a well nearby, Makhoule 
has a steady supply of water to irrigate her crops.  

Near Makhoule’s vegetable garden, a milk collection and processing unit where 
Koumba works was set up to create revenue-generating activities for women.  

The unit was set up under the Convention SAGE, a multi-funded project 
addressing the challenges caused by desertification and environmental 
degradation to populations living in border areas. 
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However, the impact of migration on the livelihoods of rural communities is not 
one-dimensional. If on one hand communities can appear to be “emptied” by the 
migration of their male members, emigrants actively contribute to their 
development.  

For the mayor of Kéréwane, Mr Diallo, youth migration remains a good thing. 
“Migration plays an important role in our community”, he said. “The health 
centre you saw, for example, was fully built by our emigrants”, he added. 

It is this balance between gains to the community and personal loss of family and 
friends that makes the experience of migration ever more complex for the 
women left behind. 

While potentially difficult, this life ‘without men’ brought about by male 
emigration from the village of Kéréwane has also empowered women in ways 
that may not have otherwise been accessible to them. 


