The Latin American Exile Experience from a Gender Perspective:
A Psychodynamic Assessment

Introduction

Organized violence against individu-
als leads to a breaking point in their
lives. Among other traumas, it results
from exposure todeath fears, aninabil-
ity to use culturally acquired coping
and grief reactions, a loss of meaning
(loss of individuality in the face of an-
nihilation), numbed and constricted
personalities, fixation on an unfin-
ished past, and severed bonds with
common heritage (Dasberg 1986).

Inthelasttwodecades, Latin Ameri-
cans have experienced organized vio-
lence brought about by dictatorship
and civil war. As a result, a large seg-
ment of the Latin American population
has been forced into exile. Life outside
the homeland is typically preceded by
life-threatening experiences involving
the individual, the immediate family,
the group of reference, and society at
large. The individual goes into exile
with a core sense of culture and lin-
guistic identity, as well as a back-
ground of personal experiences. These
will be retained through a series of ex-
treme traumatic experiences and
through asylum-seeking and resettle-
ment, with all the massive and non-
anticipated violent losses this entails.
Theabruptuprooting is often followed
by an alienating encounter with an
unknown culture and new language
(Freire 1989; 1993).

In exile, the individual faces tasks
which offer possibilities of continuity
versus discontinuity, similarities ver-
sus differences, acceptance versus re-
jection, resistance versus adaptability,
and integration versus lack of integra-
tion. Given the abrupt, violent, and
forced nature of refugee experiences
and the short period of time in which
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these experiences are encountered, the
individual needs tomake drastic intra-
psychicaccommodations. Asamecha-
nism for coping and survival, the
individual initially attempts to trans-
fer, duplicate, or rescue any aspect of
the old life and the old self that may
permit a continuity of self-identity,
thereby reinforcing his/her cultural
and linguistic core self (Freire 1990a,
1990b, 1991). In order to move toward
a new self, incorporating elements of
the new language and culture, the in-
dividual needs to find new and mean-
ingful life commitments in an
environment thatis perceived as being
receptive and appreciative of what s/
he has to offer, while also providing
new opportunities for the newcomer.
Anindividual will constantly compare
the old self (who s/he was, what s/he
had, what s/he knew) with the new
self (who s/he is, what s/he has, what
s/he knows). For a healthy integration
with the least possible conflict, the in-
dividualneedstobeleft withapositive
balance when making this comparison
(Freire 1993a; 1993b).

The sum of the refugee experiences
acts to disassemble the individual’s
intra-psychic structure, leading to a
state of psycho-emotional disorgani-
zation that tests the sense of identity to
its utmost. Ideally, individuals will,
with time, find some partial resolution
for their experiences at personal and
collective levels. Those who manage
particularly well achieve the restruc-
turing of a core sense of identity, with
some degree of healthy resolution,
through a balanced, bicultural, and
bilingual “new self” constructed from
the remains of a traumatized
monocultural/monolingual  self
(Freire 1989; 1991; 1993; 1993a; 1993b).

From a psychodynamic perspective
and based on longitudinal develop-
mental observation of the Latin Ameri-
can refugee community in Toronto, as

well as clinical and research work per-
formed in this community during the
last two decades, I have identified gen-
der-differentiated patterns of re-
sponses and outcomes of Latin
Americans living in exile.

Though this work is based specifi-
cally on experience with the Latin
American refugee population in To-
ronto, consultation with colleagues
working with Latin Americans exiled
in other cities in Canada and in other
parts of the world suggests that these
findings and observations are not
unique to Toronto, nor to Canada
(Carli 1991). Psychiatric services that I
offered to refugees of other ethnic
groups in Toronto also seem to indi-
cate a similarity of findings and
insights when comparing the experi-
ences of women and men. However,
this is a qualitative study that needs to
be validated in a hypothesis-testing
investigation.

The thesis of this study is that, from
a psychodynamic perspective, given
comparable time in a new country and
similar post-resettlement experiences,
gender seems to protect women better
than men. Latin American refugee
women, in general, tend to respond
better than their male counterparts to
the prolonged identity crisis and other
crises inherent in the process of exile,
from the following perspectives: a)
continuity of meaningful vital tasks; b)
securing new meaningful vital tasks;
c) coping mechanisms and adjustment
strategies; and d) restructuring of a
new bicultural/bilingual self, thereby
facilitating adaptation to and integra-
tion in the new country.

Latin American Refugee Women
and Exile

Latin American women have filled the
traditional role assigned to women in
many societies—they have been
largely confined to the microsystems
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of the family and immersed in the end-
less tasks of childrearing, housekeep-
ing, and caring for their husbands.
Women working outside the home are
in low-status, low-paying jobs.
Women with higher levels of educa-
tion are almost always in positions
subordinate to men. Work only adds
an additional, secondary role to their
core identity as mothers and wives.
The indigenous societies of Latin
America were traditionally patriar-
chal. Introduction of Roman Catholi-
cism by the Europeans only served to
reinforce and legitimize women'’s
positions of subservience, humility,
sacrifice, and asexuality by giving this
position religious meaning (Valen-
zuela 1987). Though differences in so-
cial class, level of education, and other
subcultural aspects are reflected in the
lives of Latin Americans, most women,
even today, share a core sense of self
based on motherhood and their roles
as wives. Latin American women,
even the most progressive and liber-
ated among them, have as a vital
agenda to secure the well-being of their
children and husbands, and to pre-
serve the family unit.

In experiencing the repressive re-
gimes that trigger every step of the
refugee process and those of exile,
Latin American women respond with
a set of coping, survival, and adaptive
mechanisms. These have been im-
printed upon them by the processes of
cultural socialization and religious in-
doctrination, and have geared them
toward providing for and protecting
their loved ones, and ensuring that
they remain together. When they are
not themselves tortured, missing, or
killed, women generally risk theirown
lives to search for their loved ones, to
get them out of concentration camps
and to seek asylum for them, or to fo-
cus international attention on their
plight. Women usually survive on
their own emotionally and financially
(as their support system frequently
collapses) throughout the ordeal pre-
ceding resettlement. In cases where
men go into exile first, it is not unusual
for women to provide their male part-
ners with some financial assistance

during the transition period in the new
country. Once the men have fled,
women work tirelessly to reunite their
families, while simultaneously at-
tempting to maintain some sense of
family stability in highly anomalous
circumstances.

In identifying their sources of
strength, women invariably focus on
their moral obligation towards their
family. Sixty percent of those women
in my care have left their countries to
keep their families intact and to pre-
vent their children from losing their
fathers (Freire 1992).

Testimony: “I was able to do what-
ever needed to be done because my
husband’s and children’s lives were
atstake. I have always felt that if they
hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have
had any reason to continue on living
and fighting”.

Once reunited with their husbands
in the country of asylum, women ap-
pear to readily find meaningful tasks
again, exercising coping and adaptive
mechanisms that are more effective
than the ones exercised by their male
partners. Women are usually the ones
who secure the basic survival of the
family. While the domestic tasks are
traditionally assigned to them, itisalso
fairly common for women to initially
accept any menial work to provide the
family with immediate income, a role
which may be new to them. The re-
sponsibilities, both old and new, with
which women are faced are thus quite
significant. This iscompounded by the
fact that, most frequently, women do
not qualify for government-sponsored
English as aSecond Language (ESL) or
other job-oriented training. Since they
are not considered by Canadian poli-
cies as “head of family,” and as they
frequently have lower levels of educa-
tion than their partners, women sup-
port their partners as the men learn the
new language, try to recover their
working qualifications, and continue
their political work to improve condi-
tions in the native country. Moreover,
women allow their partners the per-
sonal space they need to start recover-
ing the old self and restructuring or
“reinventing” the new self while

women themselves, in general, do
without that kind of support.

Under normal circumstances, and
within the socioeconomic status to
which they belong in their home coun-
try, Latin American women are accus-
tomed to having fewer opportunities
than men, to assuming that they must
be able to cope with whatever situa-
tion arises, todrawing something posi-
tive out of the most taxing experiences,
and to being thankful for whatever
assistance, if any, they receive from
others. This is the basis for the coping
mechanisms of women, their tremen-
dous resources for survival, and their
heightened resilience in facing crises
as compared with their male counter-
parts. Women’s reproductive func-
tions, with all the organic losses
(menstruation, pregnancies, breast-
feeding) they entail, may also give
women additional biological resil-
ience. The psycho-emotional survival
and adapting mechanisms to situa-
tions of oppression and abuse, inher-
ent in women’s positions in society,
give them additional psycho-emo-
tional resources and strengths (Freire
1992). Some of the documented char-
acteristics include their capacity to
continue their daily activities under
the most adverse life circumstances
and when affected by serious emo-
tional and physical symptoms (Brown
and Harris 1978, 283).

Testimony: “I was so sad and afraid
when we just came. I felt I couldn’t
stop crying but Isoon realized no one
was going to do my job. I realized
that if [ couldn’t pull myself together
for my own sake, I had to do it for my
children and my husband. The chil-
dren had to go to school and some-
body had to do the cleaning and
cooking. My husband spent most of
his time going to English classes and
he joined other comrades working
for Chile. A lady asked me to take
care of her two little children and 1
didn’t understand that she was go-
ing to pay me until she gave me some
money. At the beginning I didn't
understand the mother or the chil-
dren, but slowly we were able to
communicate a little. I don’t really
remember when | started to be less
sad and scared.”
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The important pointis that in facing
exile and initial resettlement, women
do not need to find new meaningful
tasks or ones that offer continuity to
their sense of existence. They have a
task that was not lost throughout the
ordeal preceding resettling: the care of
their husbands and children. Even in
cases where women are separated tem-
porarily from their husbands or chil-
dren, there is always someone for
whom women are providing, which
leaves them protected and untouched
in their maternalrole. There are indica-
tions that when refugee women, for
whatever reason, are unable to fulfil
their maternal role, they become de-
pressed and “go crazy” (Reynell 1989,
157-58). Women usually feel that
adapting to the demands of the new
society does not involve much risk in
terms of personal threats (in areas of
self-development) or pressures to per-
form. They usually feel they have little
to prove to themselves or others. Their
primary domain was and continues to
be, at least initially, the domestic one,
and with a strengthening of their basic
coping and survival mechanisms, they
manage to accomplish all the basic
tasks that secure the continuity and
survival of the family. Women also
seem to reach the stage of psychologi-
cal arrival (Tyhurst 1951)—the recog-
nition and acceptance that exile is
going to be a prolonged situation—
sooner than men. This may again be
the result of women'’s experiences of
having to face the realities of everyday
life, which translates at a functional
levelinto starting tobuild anew “nest”
for the family under whatever circum-
stances are present.

The women, in general, are the ones
who keep an open communication
with their children, and who keep the
native language alive at home, since
they usually spend more time with
their children and talk more with
them. It is also typical for women to
become mediators between children
and fathers in their negotiation of the
two cultures. And women adopt the
role of cultural mediators as a way of
preserving the family and protecting
their children against what they per-

ceive as the alienation of the new cul-
ture. Women do all of this intuitively
as a reaction to perceived threats to
ethnic and cultural identity. These de-
fences also contribute to inter- and
intra-generational family integrity and
continuity.

Thus, women shift from the more
restricted experiences of home and
family to abroader range of new expe-
riences including the wage economy,
the learning of a second language, the
search for a new support system, and
the attempt to find some balance be-
tween the old and the new life for the
sake of their families. Success in ac-
complishing all the initial tasks that
secure a basic functioning of the fam-
ily, though variable, soothes women'’s
massive losses, changes, and disrup-
tions and gives them some sense of
competence and control over the new
environment. Their performance in the
new situation reinforces their self-es-
teem while bolstering their core iden-
tity as mothers and wives. A study of
36 Latin American women subjected to
torture in their homelands indicated
that all the women were working,
studying, and/or performing house-
work one year after their initial evalu-
ation (Fornazzari and Freire 1990).
Unfortunately, it is not possible to
compare these figures against those of
their male counterparts as no similar
study with men has been carried out.
However, in my experience, nine out
of the twelve refugee Latin American
patients, who have been unable to re-
cover anything but an extremely mar-
ginal functioning in long-term
follow-up, are males.

As time in the adoptive country
passes, many refugee women find
more opportunities than the ones they
would have had prior to exile. Paid
work, educational opportunities, birth
control, health services, day care, and
other social services may offer support
to women’s visions of more complete
and fulfilling lives. With time and new
experiences, women become increas-
ingly aware of their potential for self-
development and feel less threatened
in exploring new opportunities, be-
cause they have little to lose and much

to gain. As part of an overall process of
self-development, women begin de-
manding greater participation from
their male partners in housework and
childrearing. They also demand
greater personal space and freedom;
realize that they are not the sexual
property of their partners, and that
they have the right to refuse their part-
ners’ sexual demands while learning
to explore and enjoy their own sexual-
ity. Once they learn that it is possible
for them to achieve some financial free-
dom, upgrade academically, and gain
recognized work skills, they become
more aware of situations of oppres-
sion, abuse, and devaluation in the
marriage and in society at large.
Women realize that they can and
should stop physical abuse of them-
selves and their children, situations to
which they seem to be more suscepti-
ble during the initial resettlement pe-
riod (Freire 1992; 1993a; 1993b).

In time, many women in abusive
relationships experience a “turning
point” or acquire a key insight—that
the abusive situation will persist and
that the only viable alternative is to
leave the relationship (Pilowski 1993,
143). Women may end abusive rela-
tionships, though in contrast to previ-
ous decisions, their motives are based
on personal well-being as well as that
of their children. The realization that
they have a choice about remaining in
a dysfunctional marital situation or
terminating it, without the stigma at-
tached to separation and divorce in the
country of origin, is described as very
liberating.

Testimony: “My husband is attend-
ing college to become a draughts-
man. He was studying to be an
architect in our country. He pays the
rent with the cheque we receive from
the government and the rest of the
money he spends on himself. He says
that he needs the money to buy his
lunch atschool. He is ashamed of the
lunches [ prepare for him. He is also
drinking alot of beer.  manage to get
second hand clothing for everybody
and get the food at Kensington Mar-
ket. There is a woman there who has
astoreand I go there with my daugh-
ter (while the other children are at
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school) to clean her house, do the
laundry and cooking. I also help her
around the store if necessary. She
pays me a little money but gives me
plenty of food. My husband doesn’t
help me with the grocery bags be-
cause heisashamed of carrying bags.
The few times I asked him, he took a
taxi and I had to pay for it. He also
used to push me around a lot until
one day I called the police. He tells
me that if | am going to behave like a
Canadian woman he will leave me as
soon as he finishes school. He might,
but I have thought that he may be
doing me and the children a favour
by leaving. I left him once and I only
came back because he begged me so
much and feltsorry for him. If I ever
leave him again, I am not coming
back.”
Theawareness of the optiontoleavean
unsatisfactory relationship is reflected
in another study that I am currently
reviewing. The data collected seem to
indicate that, most frequently, separa-
tions of exiled couples have been initi-
ated by women. The range of new
alternatives is reflected in the marital
status 88 Latin American refugees who
were my patients within a calendar
year. Of the 29 males, 21 were married
(7 were remarried), 4 separated, 3 sin-
gle, and one widowed. Of the 59 fe-
males, 31 were married (10 were
remarried), 10 separated, 13 single, 3
widowed, and 2had missing husbands
(Freire 1992). In the traditional socie-
ties of Latin America, this wide variety
would be unusual.

Latin American Men in Exile

Latin American men have generally
led more (emotionally) sheltered,
more rewarding, more gratifying, and
more self-centred lives than women in
similar socioeconomic situations and
life circumstances. This is a result of
life in a society in which male status
confers superior privileges and rights.
Men'’s core identity is work-related,
supported by a number of traditional
socioculturally established roles as
“authority figure,” “provider,” and
“protector” within the family and
community. Besides being considered
the “head of the family,” men are more
often the ones who arrive in the new

country with a professional, technical,
or semi-technical degree, which is an
additional asset in making them better
candidates for ESL. or any other work-
related training. In exile, men experi-
ence all situations as more punitive,
more depriving, more humiliating,
and more degrading. For men with
good verbal skills, high levels of edu-
cation, and positions of political lead-
ership and public life in the native
country, life in the new country is dev-
astating. Unable to provide financially
for their families and feeling very inad-
equate in their parental and spousal
roles, their sense of vulnerability is
probably greater than thatexperienced
by their wives. The new situation en-
tails drastic losses in all the aspects that
previously defined the identities of
these men. Latin American men find
themselves unable to workin their area
of expertise, unable to communicate
effectively in the new language at the
level of public life to which they were
accustomed, and without a political
agenda that can be directly exercised,
except through solidarity work.
Through these experiences, the Latin
American men'’s acute state of psycho-
emotional disorganization, brought
about by the trauma and massive
losses preceding resettlement, is fur-
ther compounded by additional losses
including drastic lowering of status
experienced in the country of asylum.

These men encounter an enduring
situation in which they cannot exercise
a great deal of their previous self-de-
velopment. Even under conditions in
which they can apply certain skills or
abilities, these do not reflect real gains
or acquisition of new skills, but rather
the recovery of something lost (e.g. a
driver’s license or a bank account).
Most do not recover their previous
employment credentials, though in
time they may find work related to
their field of expertise; physicians and
engineers become technicians, archi-
tects become draughtsmen, and teach-
ers become translators. Latin
American refugee men with lower lev-
els of education become factory work-
ers, truck drivers, cleaners, or remain
unemployed. Their core sense of mas-

culinity and power is at risk, and they
have tremendous difficulties in find-
ing experiences that may counteract
their losses and grief. Unlike women,
they have been unable to retain a basic
task or meaning in their lives through-
out the ordeal; every aspect of their
functioning and their identity hasbeen
disrupted. Equipped with a repertoire
of coping mechanisms geared to func-
tion well under normal, predictable,
and crisis-free circumstances, the men
cope less well than the women in deal-
ing with adverse conditions. In situa-
tions of crisis, the men generally tend
to avoid, deny, or minimize reality.
They may have difficulty verbalizing
their emotions, particularly the nega-
tive ones, such as fear, anxiety, and an-
ger. They become painfully aware of
the severe losses in occupational sta-
tus, effective parental role, their role as
financial providers, and their use of the
language of the receiving society.
Their political projects, agendas, and
sources of power are non-existent or
meaningless in the new country.

When Latin American men realize
that it will take longer than expected to
recover their occupational status, in-
variably, they often redirect their en-
ergy into political and solidarity
activities as a way of maintaining
meaning in their lives, and in the hope
of “going home” within a short time.
Unfortunately, over a period involve-
ment in political and solidarity activi-
ties within the community tends to
decrease or disappear altogether
(Freire 1989;1993a). In a sample of 107
Latin American refugees, in which
males were over-represented, 42 per-
cent had suffered prolonged unem-
ployment (longer than six months), 65
percent had suffered severe loss of oc-
cupational status, the number of fac-
tory workers had doubled at the
expense of professionals, and active
political participation had decreased
from 70 to 35 percent (Freire and
Berdichevsky 1984).

As time passes, men’s initial expec-
tations, hopes, and fantasies for re-
building a life and a new self have to
undergo substantial accommodations.
Once again, the accommodations are
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rarely successful. In trying to assert a
hurting, devalued self and a fragile
sense of masculinity, men often resort
to violence against themselves (suicide
attempts); violence against others
(wivesand children) (Freire 1989;1992;
1993; 1993a); increased alcoholic in-
take; and sexual promiscuity. They
also seem to devalue the receiving so-
ciety for longer periods than do the
women. In contrast to women, they
resist seeking professional services,
they do not attempt to create or use
existing support systems, and even
reliance on friends tends to be minimal
or non-existent.

Testimony: “I was the vice-president
of a big company. I am sure that
when I goback to my country I could
recover my job. I don’t need to learn
English, I only would like to speak it
tobe abletolet these people [Canadi-
ans] know of the political situations
in our countries. These people don’t
know anything about politics. They
don’t have anything to teach us. I
could offer a lot but I can’t because I
don’t have the Canadian experience.
I don’t want to have Canadian expe-
rience. Wehavebeen waiting already
12 years, then it wouldn’t take 1 or 2
more years now for a change in gov-
ernment. | really don’t mind work-
ing as a school caretaker for the time
being. My wife thinks I haven’t tried
hard enough to do something else,
but I really don’t mind. I really don’t
care any more.”

More often than not, the dynamics
that evolve in the marital dyad are
conflictive and difficult to negotiate or
non-negotiable. Men generally feel ex-
tremely threatened by women who,
over time, become more independent
and acquire interests and goals beyond
providing for their partners and chil-
dren. The development of new aspects
of women'’s identity is even more dis-
turbing to men in the context of their
own increased vulnerability and
“loss” of some of their rights, privi-
leges, and territory which, pre-exile,
were taken for granted. Strife ensues
because most men are unable to accept
a more complete woman beside them.

Women set increasing limits on
meeting their husband’s demands,

while simultaneously making de-
mands of their own. The changes
within the marital dynamics are very
difficult for men to comprehend be-
cause of their own sociocultural intra-
psychic/emotional constructs. The
possibility that women may leave
them may be the ultimate and harshest
threat to a man’s fragile sense of new
self and, in the experience of this au-
thor, has precipitated a number of sui-
cidal crises and homicidal threats and
actions from Latin American men
(Freire 1992).

Testimony: “I don’t understand why
my wife gets so upset because I don’t
help around the house. It is true that
we both work but men’s work is al-
ways harder and heavier than wom-
en’s work. Housework is women'’s
work anyway. She doesn't like that I
go out on weekends to play soccer
and hang out with the guys. She
wants me to takeher and thechildren
to the games. She never complained
about any of these things before we
came to Canada. Now she doesn’t
evenwanttosleep with meif we have
a disagreement. I really don’t get it
and I get very angry. Since she has
been working she has been getting
all kinds of weird ideas about her
rights to go out or having an affair if
I do so. She forgets that what makes
the difference is that  am a man and
she is a woman.” @
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Continued from page 19/ Women'’s Groups

In the Fall of 1993, Women in Black re-
corded the reactions of passersby to their
weekly anti-war protests on Belgrade
street (Zajovic, 1994). As they have noted
(ibid.,15-16), men are generally more ag-
gressive than women, especially in their
gestures. They often approach women
protesters in groups. Some of the
recorded reactions were: “Go to Alija
Izetbegovic [President of Bosnia- Herze-
govina]. No one in Serbia wants war. You
are converters to Islam;” “Are you the
enemy representatives?;” “Go to Zagreb,
to Tudjman” [President of Croatial;” “Go
to the American or the German Embassy!
Go to Vatican!

They are responsible for this. Ask Clinton
and the Pope what they have done!;”
“You are wearing excellent clothes. Who
pays you?;” “Do you remember the
Ustasa concentration camp Jasenovac?”
[concentration camp in Croatia where
hundreds of thousands of Jews and Serbs
were exterminated during the Second
World War].

15. Unpublished work, distributed through
the women’s groups network in the
former Yugoslavia.
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