
Whatever their experiences have been 
in the country of origin, whatever their 
physical or mental state, once in Canada 
refugee women are expected m care for 
their children, the 'home,' and also to 
contribute to the household income. They 
have been compelled to fulfil1 the role of 
guarantor of social continuity; it is pre- 
supposed that they will be the bearers and 
teachers of cultural values. In a new 
country, children are confronted with an 
entirely new environment, a vastly differ- 
ent system of education, and entirely new 
set of social expectations. Children who 
have suffered political persecution, who 
have had no say over the decision to leave 
their home country, are never acknowl- 
edged as victims. In this climate women 
are expected to make their children con- 
form to values that have no obvious rele- 
vance. Refugee children become resent- 
ful of their parents. Invariably, this leads 
to confrontation within the family. Nei- 
ther women nor children have a social 
frame of reference. Language and values 
are foreign. 

Spanish-speaking refugee women come 
from different social classes. However, 
later waves of refugees from Latin Amer- 
ica have come from mainly working-class 
and rural backgrounds. For these women 
remunerated work has always been nec- 
essary in order to survive; but, like refu- 
gee men, they lack marketable employ- 
ment skills. 

It must be emphasized that theroles and 
responsibilities of refugee women have 
been defined not only by the society from 

which they came, but also by the condi- 
tions existing in the host country. Many 
refugee women have arrived as 'spon- 
sored' immigrants - they are brought to 
Canada by their husbands or common- 
law spouses. As such, they are denied 
English as a Second Language training. 
Another concrete example of the way in 
which the government fosters depend- 
ency is by refusing to deal with anyone 
but the 'head of the family,' whom they 
usually determine to be the man. By 
actions such as these, the government 
determines second-class status for refu- 
gee women. Women are forced into rela- 
tions of dependency, relations that are 
further maintained by the structure of 
Canadian society. 

When women are unable to overcome 
the extreme trauma caused by the expe- 
rience of torture, they are said to lack 
motivation to 'adapt' to the new envi- 
ronment. Often mental health profes- 
sionals will define the problems of im- 
migrant women, and refugee women in 
particular, as problems of 'adjustment' 
created solely by the difference between 
their cultural background and the culture 
of their new setting. They presume that 
women from the third world are 'submis- 
sive,' 'subservient,' and cannot cope as 
well as Canadian women in Canadian 
society. This perception disregards the 
real experiences of refugee women. It 
ignores the fact that they lack English 
training, daycare, employment services, 
and support groups that address the men- 
tal health problems mentioned above. 

Very different symptomatologies -de- 
pression, psychosomatic problems, eat- 
ing disorders, etc. - are often treated 
simplistically: with tranquilizers. 

Although the process of immigration is 
one that affects all people at different 
levels, refugee women especially suffer 
incredible hardship - hardship that is 
specifically related to the fact that they are 
women. 

Women have resisted oppression fmm 
time immemorial. Refugee women are no 
exception: they have fought oppression 
and have managed to survive. But there 
are many wounds that have not healed. 
Indeed, our experience as community 
workers tells us that there are those who 
have given up, who can no longer hold 
onto hope, and who have no place to turn 
to. What is needed immediately are serv- 
ices and resources to facilitate healing and 
growth. Services in the fields of mental 
and physical health, language skills, and 
training programmes are essential. 

Ultimately, if refugee women are to re- 
gain control over their lives, political 
changes are needed. The process of heal- 
ing, growing anddeveloping as full human 
beings requires the collective efforts of 
the Spanish-speaking community and of 
government institutions. It requires un- 
derstanding and knowledge of the reali- 
ties that affectrefugee women. It requires 
concrete services and financial support. 
Refugee women have had the strength to 
survive. The least we can do is to collec- 
tively find solutions that can offer them 
hope. 
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