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3. Cultural Differences as Stress Factor (Heading 4 in the table below)

Refugees come from a culture that is different from our own, have

Cultural differences may play a role in many different ways. This was
very evident in therapy working with a client from India. He was not a ref-
ugee, but working with him I came to realise clearly, how cultural differ-
ences can play an important role, not only in the therapeutic hip,
but also in my work with refugees. He came to Germany to his
studies and did well, but after two years he became very depressed, only
thinking about his problems with his friends and a girl he had fallen in love
with. He was too shy to confess his love to her and was angry with his
friends but did not find a way to tell them. He simply withdrew from con-
tact and did not feel peace with himself nor with them.

His friends were also Indian, young people studying abroad.

ge f
ex 1
about that and help the client to expand hi e of appropriate social
interactions. But I have absolutely no idea s of social interactions
are appropriate among people in India. I also know nothing about how
young Indian men who leave their country to study, com among
themselves. Which parts of German culture do they adopt, not?

I felt disoriented and T was uncertain whether I could help the client be-
cause his problem was so closely connected with a culture with which I am
not familiar. As the client decided that he wanted to co therapy
in spite of the gaps in my knowledge, 1 asked him to tel he Indi-
an way of expressing feelings, which is more indirect.

He shared with me that he was afraid that nobody would like him any-
more if he expressed his disagreement with something and so he held it
back.

When I noticed something in his descriptions, I shared nt of view
with him and asked him how this interaction would be inte in India.
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He is the expert on his culture. He knows about the rules of caste inter-
actions and about expressing feeling. I tried to help him recover his
knowledge about his culture and to find out what had led him to lose his
capacity to act. Gradually he realized how much his depressive withdrawal
had been linked to an inner conflict that he had about his own cultural
rules. For example, he rejected the caste system and the influence that fami-
lies exercise on their children’s marriage choices, but he also realized that
the fact that he had fallen in love with that particular girl was also influ-
enced by her belonging to the same caste and region, because it meant that
there would be no problem with their families. When he became aware of
this, he felt ashamed because he realized that it was in contradiction to his
personal values. Becoming conscious of this helped him to find a new way
of acting that was more in line with both his values and also more in con-
tact with the other person.

4. Confrontation with the Aversive and in Many Cases Inhuman
Political Refugee-System/Treatment Implemented by Germany and
Europe

Refugees have been forced into a situation where they are almost wholly
dependent in an existential way on governments, aid organisations, immi-
gration authorities/police and other people in societies and systems that are
by definition totally unfamiliar to them. Unfortunately, this dependency
exposes them to varying degrees of painful and degrading behaviours on
the part of their “hosts”, ranging from being inconsiderate, harassment and
demeaning actions — to outright abuse and even renewed violence in a place
where they had hoped to find safety and have their dignity restored.

As refugee clients gain trust in us, therapists, they not infrequently share
such experiences with us. We may respond to these reports with various
emotions, including anger, shock, shame (as representatives of our society)
and ambivalence. Other reactions besides anger, shock and shame are: need
to apologise (i.c. guilt), to split loyalty, allow the ambivalence, physical
and mental tension and uncertainty about how to proceed.

Some weeks ago, a client told me (Katharina) about the rules and the
behaviour of the security personnel in the hostel where he has to live: visi-
tors must leave by 9.30 p.m. at the latest. The security guard knocks on his
door at 9.30 on the dot and waits while his visitors put on their shoes and
leave.
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My client is about 30 years old — not 12 — and has been in Germany for
three years. He asked me: «Why do they treat us like that? I’ve done noth-
ing wrong, I’'m not a child or a criminaly.

For refugees with a residence permit that is valid for less than one year,
it is almost impossible to find a flat to rent. Prospective landlords simply
send them away. My client was forced to stay in the hostel and submit to
the degrading and isolating rules and behaviour of the security staff.

While such degrading behaviours are not in themselves threatening in
an cxistential way, my client experiences them as part and parcel of the
other restrictive measures and legal hurdles to which he is subject and
which for him are a clear sign that he is not welcome and that he does not
have the same rights to personal freedom as German and other European
subjects.

I feel ashamed that my country — a wealthy, democratic country that is
proud of its Constitution and its commitment to the European Convention
of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms — acts like that.

What can I say to my client? How should I behave? What should I show
him of my feelings? And how can I intervene therapeutically to help him
overcome the cxperiences of violence and powerlessness he faced before he
fled to Germany, when he is still constantly being made to feel powerless?

I felt very angry and helpless, but I knew that I had to find a way out of
this trap if I did not want to become cynical. I reminded myself that my cli-
ent was not only a victim of circumstances and that he has many great abili-
ties that he can use to cope even with difficult conditions. 1 also reminded
myself that I was not responsible for the degrading rules of the hostel and
that I could share this with my colleagues and we could see whether there
was anything we could do about it: is there perhaps an ombudsman for such
cases? Can we raise public awareness?

It was harder to face up to how privileged I am —politically and econom-
ically — despite the fact that I have done nothing to deserve it, apart from
being born in this country. My privileged status separates me from my cli-
ent. I have the right of freedom of movement, he does not have. I have
permission to work; my diploma is accepted — most of his qualifications are
not. What did he think about this unfair state of affairs? Was he jealous or
angry, did he split off those feelings? How does our privileged status influ-
ence our therapeutic contact?

I felt grateful that I have groups of both fellow therapists and political
activists with whom I can share all these questions and feelings. Together
we can try to find a way either to dcal with them or to fight against them.
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5. Case Examples — Deirdre (Working at a Centre)

At the other end of the spectrum we, therapists are currently witness to
the escalation of forced deportations to home countries that are clearly not
safe. Incomprehensibly harsh legal decisions understandably throw our cli-
ents into deep despair and doubt as to any justice in life at all. And it is not
only the feared consequences of the deportations that are the trouble, but
the way in which they are not infrequently carried out.

Working as a therapist in a centre for traumatised refugees, over the
years I have heard many stories and been witness to numerous dangerous
situations, and have noted a steady increase in pressure on refugees. The
Dublin regulation of the EU, for example, has had devastating consequenc-
es for some families. It does not respect people's need to live with or close
to members of their own nuclear or extended family, even when they are
sick. Where, through force of circumstances or lack of funds, some family
members have had to flee before others and via a different route, a family
can be split up across different EU countries. The German authorities have
not always respected the need for parents to stay together with their chil-
dren or for sick members to live in one area. Recently even pregnancy has
not deterred them from deporting a father and some small children, leaving
the pregnant mother here to follow them after delivery.

This kind of apparently arbitrary decision and practice leaves refugees
in fear of deportation literally at any moment. Since the police have taken
to arresting people for deportation at the immigration authority as they try
to extend their residence permits, and to arriving before dawn to catch peo-
ple at home, many refugees no longer feel able to go out or to sleep, partic-
ularly when they have direct experience of other refugees being taken
away.

Periodically over the years, instances have occurred where the police
have felt it necessary to use a high degree of force when arresting people
for deportation. This is a highly distressing experience for refugees who
have been maltreated or tortured by police in their home countries. In re-
cent cases police have come in large numbers to arrest one family member,
subjecting the remaining members to violent interventions (being thrown to
the ground, having a knee forced into their back) and/or clapping handcuffs
on them. In some cases this has even been done to people who are sick or
pregnant and thus cannot be considered to represent a threat.

As [ listen to such reports my main feelings are of frustration at not hav-
ing the means to help in my therapeutic role and anger at such treatment of
people. Although clients do feel some relief at being able to share their dis-
tress with a trusted person, their suffering and fear is realistic, not some-
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thing that can be removed through therapy. In such situations I am grateful
that I work in such a centre where clients can obtain social support from a
social worker and the centre has relations with a large network of lawyers
and supporting organizations. In the situations described above we can con-
tact lawyers and doctors who can intervene and write reports. As a therapist
I can also write a brief certificate to the effect that my client has been diag-
nosed with post-traumatic stress disorder and/or some other mental disorder
and must therefore be protected from stressful treatment. Clients fecl safer
knowing that they have this to show to the police if necessary. We can also
notify the Refugee Council, which collects reports of irregular and unnec-
essarily distressing or discriminating procedures.

This can help to counteract our own feeling of powerlessness so that our
ability to maintain the therapeutic stance is not compromised.
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