Latin American Refugees

Adjustment and Adaptation

ecent growing literature on forced migra-
tion, refugees, exiles, and the dynamics involved in these proc-
esses reflects the fact that social, economic, and political turmoil
prevailing in the world, especially in underdeveloped countries,
will continue to displace and force people away from their
homelands. As a Latin American exile and therapist providing
services for Latin American refugees and exiled families, I will
try toreflect on the experiences of such refugees from awoman’s
perspective. Little hasbeen saidregarding these areas of women’s
experiences and perceptions, especially those aspects that, inmy
opinion, are missing in the literature available. I believe also that
the Latin American experience, from a woman’s perspective,

shares common elements with the experiences of other refugee
groups.

The situation in Latin American in the past sixteen years has
been characterized by brutal dictatorships and civil war. The
population has been subjected to a wide spectrum of experiences
of generalized repression, as well as to more specific individual
forms of persecution. There has been an acute fragmentation of
families; a collapse of the supportive network of the extended
family, friends, co-workers, and neighbours; and the fragmenta-
tion of the political group of reference. The removal of the
supports, which otherwise characterize normal social life, have
forced people to rely upon their own resources in order to survive.
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The crises experienced at an individual
level expands to the family, the commu-
nity, and the country as a whole.

We have to remember that the ultimate
manifestation of the patriarchal system is
the military structure, the armed forces.
The manifestation of political violence
has been different for women than for
men. Men have been more frequently the
victims of direct repression, whereas
women have been the ones left to retain a
sense of continuity and normalcy within
the context of this very anomalous situ-
ation. More frequently, women are the
ones trying to locate their detained or
missing spouses and children, visiting
them in jail and concentration camps,
trying to provide for the children when the
father has been taken away, or trying to
give explanations when there are no ex-
planations to be given.

However, when women have been the
objects of direct repression, they have
been victimsina very special way. Merely
being a woman increases vulnerability in
situations of repression. Although women
suffer repression in similar ways to men,
political violence against women has been
frequently equated with sexual violence
which, more often than not, goes beyond
rape. Women have been leftin the nude to
be sexually abused by their incarcerators;
raped by trained dogs; rats have been in-
troduced into their vaginas; they have not
been offered sanitary protection during
their menstrual periods; and so on.
Women’s sexuality has alsobecn assaulted
through their role as mothers. Mothering
is acutely disrupted or distorted when
children are used as tools of repression
against their mothers: babies are taken
away from the women, womcen have de-
livered babies fathered by prison staff,
and some of these women are trying to
raise these children with all of the con-
flicts entailed.

Although I would like to believe that
sexual violence exercised against women
is just an extreme form of primitive male
domination, I think thatitis not so simple.
Although women in general are most vul-
nerable in times of repression, politically
and socially committed and thinking
women are even more at risk. These
women have dared to break away from the
very traditional and passive roles assigned
to them. Not only are they joining the men
in the struggle for freedom, but they are
furthering the cause of women’s emanci-
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pationaswell. The statement well-known
insome Latin American circles that“to be
a woman is bad enough, to be a political
woman is intolerable,” makes this point
clearly. Women have not always needed
to be active themselves to elicit violence
as punishment; association with politi-
cally active men has alone been suffi-
cient. Sexual torture has a tremendous in-
timidating effect and a number of mean-
ings. It is the ultimate reaffirmation of
power of the armed forces. It is the ulti-
mate reaffirmation of the masculine char-
acter of the domination: not only is it an
act of violence but it is an act of authority

WE HAVE TO REMEMBER THAT
THE ULTIMATE MANIFESTATION
OF THE PATRIARCHAL SYSTEM
IS THE MILITARY STRUCTURE,

THE ARMED FORCES.
]

against women,

In Latin America (and thus largely
Catholic countries) there is a female coun-
terpart to the male concept of machismo:
the Marianan woman who represents the
Virgin Mary on earth. The target of the
violence referred to above is directed
towards the body of the Marianan woman,
abody that has developed within a frame-
work of modesty and virginity. Then, the
only symbolic superiority of women, their
purity and divine virginity, is taken away
and they are impure and debased as a
result.! This dynamic explains why women
who have gone through these experiences,
besides developing all kinds of reactive
symptomathology and sexual dysfunc-
tion, have internalized atremendous sense
of guilt, shame, feelings of dirtiness, and
a pervasive sense of not deserving to be
loved again. On the other hand, sexual
violence against women is also an ex-
tremely effective punishment for men.
Symbolically it deprives them of their
sexual property, of the pure dignified
woman who, in the case of Latin Ameri-
can women more often than not, have not
had sexual experience with anyone but
their husbands. Menalso internalize guilt,
even more if they have been the primary
active ones in political or social activities

and the women of their families have been
punished by association.

Dealing with the psychological and
emotional consequences of sexual vio-
lence, both in women and men, is one of
the most demanding areas of therapeutic
work. With the passage of time, the
rebuilding of family life — with or with-
out therapeutic intervention — some
emotional and psychological reorganiza-
tion takes places. Women do appear in
general to function reasonably well at a
superficial level: they go to work, do
housework, take care of their families,
etc., but they remain emotionally and
sexually handicapped from moderate to
severe degrees for life. Moreover, it is
psychologically painful for such women
to seek and receive therapeutic assistance
because it entails once more exposing
what has happened and reliving the past.

I would like to share some of my in-
sights into how Latin Americans have
dealt with forced migration and exile,
again trying to focus on the women’s
perspective. Migration under ideal condi-
tions is a very disturbing and disruptive
experience, because not only does it reac-
tivate difficulties that the person experi-
enced prior to the migration, but it creates
new ones as well. When we are talking
about forced migration, additional and
very significant dimensions are added.
We are now talking of people who did not
plan nor choose to leave. There was no
time for preparation of psychological ad-
Jjustment; the person was not part of any
decision making; all the separations and
losses are very acute, brutal, and often
permanent. People go to whatever coun-
try is prepared to receive them. Women
and children are often left behind for later
reunions. Most of these people suffer
acute loss of social, educational, and
working status in the new country. They
find themselves in a state of acute psycho-
logical and emotional disorganization.
The lack of language is experienced as
particularly punitive. People find them-
selves trying toreinvent anew meaning to
their lives. People have to deal with the
realization and accept that they are in the
new country to stay.

Background elements of the newcomer,
experienced prior to migration, the degree
of transcultural dislocation and the atti-
tude of the receiving country are some of
the facets that will determine to some
degree the initial adaptation and adjust-
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ment during the resettlement period.
Solidarity activities; identification with
the social, political and cultural groups of
reference; possibilities of communicating
within the new language; and finding a
place for oneself in the new society are all
healing, soothing, and nurturing elements
that will facilitate resolution of the acute
state of disorganization. Resolution is
never total and appears to be achieved
through an equilibrium of the process of
acculturation (accommodation and inte-
gration of some elements of the new cul-
ture) and the reinforcement and rescue of
the elements of the old culture that will al-
low the continuity of the self. Actually,
keeping a strong sense of identity with the
Latin American culture provides not only
a sense of self-esteem, but also has a
tremendous protective value in terms of
mental health and facilitates the develop-
ment of a new sense of identity in which
dual systems of values and codes of be-
haviour will interact.

In the new society, women have found
themselves, again, as the ones who are not
only trying to cope with their own emo-
tional survival, but trying to maintain the
continuity of the family situation. During
the initial, very stressful resettlement
period, there is an increased potential for
violence in the home: women have found
themselves targets of this violence.
‘Women have become breadwinners — in
many instances, for the first time in their
lives. Later on, as children become inte-
grating elements of the new culture faster
and morereadily than their parents, women
become the mediators between values of
the old culture (represented by themselves,
fathers and other elders), and the new cul-
ture (represented by peers and other exter-
nal influences).

Drawing upon my clinical experience
in working with the Latin American pop-
ulation, and my observations of this
community at large, it is my impression
that women, in general, have been able to
adapt, adjust, and accommodate in the
new country with greater ease and less
distress. In my opinion, there are a num-
ber of possible explanations for this. I
think that, although women’s family,
social, and occupational tasks might be
similar to those in the country of origin,
this society can offer greater potential for
women’sdevelopment. Forexample,asa
consequence of working outside the home,
women have come to realize the value of
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their productivity, and have taken amore
direct role in allocating and managing
money, learning to drive, being more
active in their own and their children’s
education, etc. Here women are more
likely to realize that they have rights to
opinions in family and non-family mat-
ters: they have started to demand to be
heard by their partners and others. In
general, they have become more asser-
tive. Women realize that they do not have
to accept physical abuse, that there is a
community support system (including
such things as hostels, family allowance,
welfare, mother’s allowance, etc.), that
could be available in the replacement of
reliance upon the extended family. Latin
American women, perhaps more than
others, are slowly starting to discover that
they could and should have a life and
identity of their own within the context of
family life, and that there is no need to
exist solely through their children and
their partners.

Family roles in North America are dif-
ferent from those in Latin America and
here there is more room for women’s self-
development. Latin American men have
started helping with household choresand
with the raising of children, but the work-
load is still far from being equitably dis-
tributed. Itis my impression that women
learn the new language more quickly than
men— perhaps because their roles entail
more social, and thus linguistic, interac-
tion with their daily lives.

The changing roles for women have en-
tailed changes for men as well. Men have
had to adjust to working and more inde-
pendent wives, they are starting to share
power which once had been theirs alone.
Although life in a new country has forced
change for both men and women, the rate
of such change has not, in my opinion,
been equal. I believe that women have
adapted more readily and changed more
quickly. In understanding why this might
be so, it is important to examine the cul-
ture from which they came. In that cul-
ture, women’s lower status and very
difficult conditions of life required them
to develop a greater variety of coping
skills in order to survive and to meet their
responsibilities (such as feeding and car-
ing for the immediate and extended fami-
lies). In those societies, because of the
lack of social programs, it fell to the
women to function effectively in the face
of all adversities and crises. Women also

have had fewer expectations and less
opportunities for themselves, and so were
less likely to be disappointed in new,
changed situations.

All these factors have had a remendous
survival value during the acute state of
disorganization and shock before, and at
the time of arrival in the new country.
Whereas work in a factory might well
have a devastating effect on a man who
had previously been a professional, it
might be perceived as a remendous gain
to a woman who had never worked out-
side the home or been paid for her work.
Loss of status, which is more likely to
happen to men, would constitute a psy-
chological blow and so serve as an im-
pediment to adaptation and language learn-
ing in the new culture. The change in
women’s status is usually upward, and
may well increase motivation to make
further gains.

The changes of status and roles that are
entailed by migration to a new country
and adaptation to a new culture induce, as
a natural consequence, changes in the
relationships within families and within
couples. Forexample, a ‘normal’ genera-
tional gap has become wider with the
addition of bicultural elements. This
increasing gapleads toa greater incidence
of family dysfunction. The change of re-
lationships within a couple are not
always workable; marital breakup is more
frequent. Additional difficultiesare being
faced by single Latin American women,
who find themselves trying to formulate
their own concept of the ‘couple’ with
men who are internalizing the new, less
traditional, more free, non-committal
approach to inter-personal relationships.
Ihavealsoencountered young homosexual
Latin American men and women who are
feeling freer to establish their sexuality in
a society that, even though not fully ac-
cepting, is at least more tolerant of sexual
alternatives.

I'have been able to cover only a few of
my impressions of the experience of
Latin Americans who immigrate non-
voluntarily and under extremely difficult
circumstances. Some of these observa-
tions are also applicable to voluntary
migrants of the same culture. Of course,
it will be necessary to further document
these impressions with systematic study.

ML.E. Valenzuela, “TODAS IBAMOS A

SERREINAS,” Edicions Chile Y America—
CESOC: ACHIP, September 1987.
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Women’s Education des femmes

Canadian Congress for Learning Opportunities for Women

CALL FOR PAPERS

The Economics of Equality

CCLOW will publish in the fall of 1989 a special issue on
equity and equality as they relate to women’s employment
and education. Issues to be looked at include pay and em-
ployment equity and the current legislation; equitable treat-
ment for doubly disadvantaged women; women in non-
traditional work; and equality in education. Deadline for
submission of ideas and proposals is 5 May 1989. Final
article dealine is 9 June.

Send your submission to:

L’égalité économique des femmes

Le CCPEF fera paraitre 2 I’automne 1989 un numéro
spécial sur ’équité et 1’égalité des femmes en matiére
d’emploi et d’éducation. Parmi les problémes qui seront
soulevés, citons 1’équité en matiere d’emploi et de salaires
et les lois actuellement en vigueur a ce sujet; le traitement
équitable des femmes doublement désavantagées; etl’égal-
ité€ dans le domaine de I’éducation. Il faut nous faire parvenir
vos idées et vos suggestions d’ici le 5 mai. La date échéance
pour les articles est le 9 juin.

Soumettez vos travaux a :

Christina Starr, Editor/Rédactrice, Women’s Education des femmes
47 Main Street, Toronto, Ontario M4E 2V6
(416) 960-4644

Women.

“There is

Issues. Choices. Decisions.

no issue

Lexington Books helps you stay informed.

thatis not a
women’s

RAPE

Now Available!

To place an order, please fill out the form
below and return, with your payment, to:

issue.”

—Charlotte Bunch
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An International Woman's
Quarterly, presents the world
from a woman'’s perspective:
news, analysis, and interviews
translated from the interna-
tional feminist press.

Subscribe Now!
Four issues per year only $15
$16in Canada
Payments must be in U.S. Tunds

Connexions/PTS
4228 Telegraph Ave.
Oakland, CA 94609

The Evidential Examination and
Management of the Adult Female
Victim

Lexington Books
A Division of D.C. Heath Canada Ltd.
1600-100 Adelaide St.W.

William M. Green, M.D. Toronto ON MSH 159 Att'n: KarenWreford

From legal and medical evaluation to
sensitive and effective management

of the victim, Dr. Green provides an
invaluable reference tool for all those | (] CHEMICALLY DEPENDENT WOMEN

Please send me ___copies of
| © RAPE 194123 $48.95

who deal with sexual assault victims. | 17235-9 $41.95
19412-3 $48.95

| Name
CHEMICALLY DEPENDENT | Address
WOMEN |
Assessment and Treatment
Josette Mondanaro, M.D.

This straightforward volume looks at | Prov P. Code

ways professionals can design and ]
implement effective programs for the I (J Please Bill my VISA
treatment of women with drug VISA #
dependencies. Expiry Date

17235-9  $41.95 I Signature
[ Cheque Enclosed

I
I
I
I
I
I
| City |
|
|
I
|
I

58

CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIES/LES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME



