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CHaAPTER T
A REPLY FROM PSYCHOTHERAPY:
OUR EXPERIENCES WITH INDIVIDUAL PSYCHOTHERAPY FOR
TRAUMATIZED REFUGEES

Craunia BALDED AND VERENA SCHLICHTMEIER

This conlribution iz based on our work with Ankyra, a Center for Intercultural
Psychatherapy and part of the "Diskonie Fiichilimgsdienst” in Innsbruck. We began
providing psychotherapy for asvlum seckers and people wilh approved refugee status in
the summer of 2004, Many people from Chechnya had already Hled to Austria sl that
time. All over Austria the Chechnyan repion accounted for the higpest number of
wormen, men and children secking help from the organizations providing psychotherapy
for refugees. The degree of Iraumatization amangst relingees from Chechnva scems
partcularly hivh due o the atrocities of the war, the related social collupse and the
attempts at extinguishing Chechiyvan culture altopether (in his contribulion (o this book.
Anthony I Marsella speaks of "culturaleide”). We shared our firse experiences
providing psychotherapy Tor refugees with many Checlinyans — together, we discovered
new ground.  The high need for psychalherapy led to our program beine used
extensively. Fven if most of our clients were unfamiliar with paychotherapy, and even ift
their fives as well as their understanding of the world and of themselves differed from
eurs, wi were able to create a space in which trust, understanding, and sharing became
possible,

Within Ankyra we offer refugees individual payehotherapy, psvehological, psvehiatric,
and medical advice as well as spocific aroup therapy amd empowerment groups. The
study presented in this book might give the impression that self-help groups could
substitute for psychotherapy with traumatized refusces, However, for us the UKL (s
not that of an cither-or {either group therapy or individual therapy, cither peychotherapy
or sell-help) but of an as-well-as, The same solutions do not apply to all people and
their respective problems. As u [acilitator for the "Culture-Sensitive and Resource
Oriented Peer Groups (CROPY stated, "Some people have o carty a big burden, they
need g doctor, Others have to carry a small burden, they need a friend".

Some of aur clients of individual Therapy wok part in CROP roups. We stopped witly
the individual meetings during this tume and resumed them after the group mectings had
terminated. W have clients who are only inleresied in individual therapy. tihers who
prefer group therapy, and some who comhbine both, These decisions are not randoni:
they Tollow the needs, resources, and extent ol the problems of the individuals in
Cpuestion.

“ Correspondence should be addressed 1 Clandia Baldea, MAL cr Verena Schlichmmeisn, MA, Ankyra
tnkonie Flichtlingsdivist), Wilhelm-Greil-Stabe 1, 6020 lunshruck or by elecironic mail w

ankyractioeidiakonie an
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l. WheEN GROUP THERAPY 15 NOT (YET) INDICATEDR - OR: ON THE PROBLEM OF
Finmmne QOINESELF

M lot 15 possible within groups: The exchange of shared suffering, the experience aof
solidarity, the gpathering ol strength, resource-oriented processes, Hspecally lor
Irameatived refupecs whose wost in others has been damaged, who have experienced the
destruction of social refations on many levels within a system of war, and who have
lved in social settings marked b fear and rifts, healing powers are sel free when
meeting others and experiencing a functioning commumity, no mater how small.
However, the degree weowhich their trust in others 5 damaged might prove so high and
their ear s bige thal a positve group expoerienes 15 nol (vet) possible and can hence net
be recommended,

The tealment of baumatized people must — regardless of the methods employved
consider the abilities of the elients b endure iotense emaolions, Traumatized individuals
are often confused by their symptoms and are afraid o become “orawy™ sinee they are
olten unable to describe their strong emotions, their anger, their pain, and isolation.

A Nest imporlant step oo each lreatment s Lo enable stabilization through information
and the verbalization of somatic stales, Lo, o relale the physical . somatic expression of
a feeling back to its emotional source. Uor some individuals this first step on the way
back to a sense of identity is only possible within the fimmly guarded space of mdividual
therapry. To share their Fears and their feelings of shame and powerlessness with others
miight remain g step too hig to take for a long fime to come, Traumatized individuals do
not feel “normal”, They notice that their problems alienate them from their fonilics and
their social environment in general and they feel unable to structure the internal
dynamics caused by past and present eveats. Receiving information on trauma and its
possible conscquences i@ henee an indispensable first step in the healing process, For
s mdividuals i1 15 very difficull o accept 10 be "sick™, and 1o enler a grooap sclling
unprepared might, under these citcumstances, strengthen adverse reactions.

Enlering o group s haedly (easihle when the syiptoms caused by traematization do oot
allivw the ranmatized o comseionsly cxpericnes and verbalive their conotions, To them,
their emotions remain bodilv experiences and somatic effects or they express
themselves through acts which appear o have ne connection to the emonons’ cause, In
this case, those affected by trowma have lost the ability to articulate themselves towards
others and henee find themselves unable 1o share their capericoces and work towards
silutioms communally, Individuals in such o siloation can be casily swverwhelmed by a
group setting and might feel over-stimulated. which could in wirn provoke aggressive
behavior towards themselves or others, When a person’s social perception both of her
ar himsell and others — 18 massively damaged and distocted, then introducing these
individuals i group settings demands particularly careful proparadion,

Mz, B.is o widow and mather of theee adnlr children who have all found
refige in Austiia, Mrs, B, and ber children witnessed the biatal torture and
killing of their bushand and tather i their own hoeme, Mres 08 sinee surfering
T gmomesis, Jewor alacks and general Datigoc, She s oezulacly o bospilal
care. Mrs. R.'s amnesia affects yvears of her life, This leads her to a fecling of
Eolaion, v sense ol distanee 1o the world areund ber, This conluses snd woears
her down pavchologically. Even though Mrs. B longs for social contact and 15
caper o join a gronp, she fires quickly i conversation {oo the degrce where this



manifiests sl physicallvi n imdividual therapy it s possible Lo adapt both
pace and content to M, R's individual needs. 1ireaks, walks, rests, and
silences ablew Mra, B to inderstand and accept ber exhuvstion and to interpret
it positively as a part of ber sickness. 'The connection to the therapist remains,
and e einotional hond reeds not be severed.,

since the dyadie selling of individual therapy guarantees posilive intimacy as well as
emational acceptance and support, it can generate the first steps towards a feeling of
self-control. The connection with the therapist often offers the first opportunity 1o
become more conscious of the relations between thoughts and cmotions hased on a
traumalic cxpericnee: It also often provides the first "saft space™ A space in which the
search for words to speak the unspeakable becomes meaningful. Being able to identity
and name one's emotions provides the lrauma affected person with a subjective sense ol
control and the mental Nexibility to support her or his capacity w dilfereniiale cmotions
and compare the situations these are related to,

Omee these conditions tor a feeling of identity and an experience of integrity — ic., a
stabilization and identification of cmotions through the verbalization of somatic
expressions — are fulfilled, group therapy, or the introduction inlo a proup setting, can
be waluable exrensions of individual therapy. The social and  communicative
competence of 4 person can now be sirengthened through the group experience and
ways towards a new sell-undersimding and a new sense of seli~determinalion can
hencetorth be developed from a social and communal perspective.

o ONTHE RELIEF OF Bramse ATosE = O "BMew Do Opy"

Even though empowerment groups support resource-orienlod processes. they remam an
everwhelming environment for many when it comes 1o confronting the horror of their
experiences {of disempowermenl). Group semings can accumulate horror and The
accounts of one person might agpravate the pan of another, This mivht lead o the
above-mentioned over-stimulation and a renewed sense of 4 loss of control. Often the
intimate space provided by mdividoal therapy is necessary to work through traumatic
experiences. In this space, the clicnl can cxperience the attention and support she or he
neecds.

Mr. M., from Chechynu, atrends individual therapy sessions ul Ankyra since
halt'a wear, 1e lives with his wife and child in a refigee cemer in the Tyrol. He
bas wery litlle trust in his surroundings and suffas lrom sleep disorders,
nightemares, mirusive memories, scute back pain, and anxiery, 1le fecls that he
will nul be uble tw cope wirh the demands of his oew Jife io Auvsiria without the
support of his exlended lumily. His voung e is marked by war; already as o
boy he and his friends armed themselves 1o bt Bussian tanks — lTater he
experienced imprisenment und brutal vielence, Though voung, Mr, M. fecls
ol at the same time: He has already seen and experienced fon nmeh, He finds
it hard te Lelivwe in g future for himselts He can oeither jmagine o sueeeed in
Austria nor 1o return to Checlinys, He experiences his lite as destroyed by war
il 10w semse, as already lved, He feels a greal need Lo lull, he wants o he
unclerstood and perceived as u person. Even though Mr. M has very lintle tust
i others, feels exeluded from Austran society as Chechnyan, and CEPErICNGeE
the daily social exclusion as o refugee as exrremely distressing, be linds an
ubilily to trust within the space of individual therapy. He refors 1o this as a
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crucial "eounter-experivnes” where he focls listened to and aceepted, suppoited
arl serenpthensd, 1 owill take time for bim o overcome pereciving the warld
betwezen valremes ol "good” and "evil” and to re-develop o more dilferenlioled
understanding of his surroundings, Afler one meeting in which he distingished
and deseribed dmporlanl points of hig lite as "good" and "bad", he expressed
preat felied "I helps that 1 was able w wll vou all this: | When T ans with
other Chechmyuns, every story T hear 18 worse than ihe one belre — il
devastares me". Mro M. needs @ spuce where he can receive the suppart he
needls, where he can remember his painful past with 2 sense of control, where
his own personal history is the Jovus and receives imponance and meaning,
Mectings with other Chechnyans do not alloswe for tlis,

A CROP-Tacilitator voiced, "With women, talking is helpful. with men it is not. Men
must not ery”. ln a male environment thal is marked by notions of wraditional masculine
identity which attributes talking aboul iranma and experiences of pain to women, il
would be extremely dilTieull Tor Mr. ML o arieve the violence and destruction he has
cxpericnced.

3 ONTHE NECESSITY OF CONFIDENTIALNTY — O "1 CANNOT SHARE THIS IK THE
Groue"

We experienced repeatedly that elicnts did nol accepr the offer of group therapy because
the group doss not provide a space considered confidential enough to articulale their
suftering and the violenes which has caused 11, Women say that they are not akle to trust
other Chuechnyans and speak of the culre of gossip that does not allow them to apen
up within the group. Retugees bring the rifls thal mark a sociery m war, their ditterent
political postions as well as their respeetive social status o Austiia with them. Just
because the vyverall social context is different, these patterns of their socicly of origin du
nat disappear — in fack, in the cramped lving conditions of refuges cenlers they might
hecome more pronounced and lead to conflict. Especially women often begin to
iquestion the virtue of clinging to Chechynan walues and draw mspiration from the
relative emancipation achicved by women in Ausiria, Some women 1l the strength 1o
leave an abusive relationship of many years behind: Some diverce their hushands,
These decisions are further encouraged by the fact that, aceording o Austrian law, their
children can remain in their custody, In Cheelivna they would have had 10 stay in the
hushand's tamily,

Many ol the wimen whe come to Ankyra have expericnced rape and sexual abuse. In
Chechnya nat only the rapist but also the victim of rape becomes socially stigmatized.
When Chechnyan women talk 1o us ubout their experiences of sexual violence, they
always need frequent reassurance that what they tell us will remain confidential. They
Fear social caclusion, even murder.

One crample is Mrs. & who Aed with ber husband and theee ehildren o
Austria, She comes le s because she suffers lrom post raumatic sliess
disvrler. She told ns about having been raped in Chechnva, The experience
haunts her, xet almost more 5o the soceal reaction she was sulbjected o, The
latter 15 reaponsible for feelings of shooe and guill (already 4 commeon elfect of
experiencing sexual violence] which contequently de not allow o properly
process the experience itselll There s ne ene in ber immadiare surroundings
wha Mrs, A veuld confide in, simee she is afraid thal her busband might



condemn, ostracize, or even kil her i he knew about the e,

Mrs. L. was sexually abused by her uncle us w wirl, She grew up o a
progressive Chechovan ome and experienced protection through her parents.
Outside of the parenmal environment, howsver, she experienced a deeply
wonnding stigmatization wilhin the lecal commurity, She is scared thal this
might happen again, Before she told us about the abuse, she repeatedly aslked
us o reconfiem thul we will nol tell anyhody what she was about o lell us. She
is seeptical regarding group therapy, but does not reject it ontright, In her case,
group therapy vannel substitute for individual therapy sinee shie needs a AITOME
sense of sl o share her berdening scercl and talk abour the violence she
exprerienod,

Difterent women told us similar stories — stories of violenl hushands, of rape during the
war — unid we see similar symptoms as the results of their experiences. Still, each one of
these women feels alone with her pain. In this sense it does seem important 1o create
possibilities of solidarity among women and o enable mutual supparl — however, for
most of the wormnen whe talk to us about their expericnces il is nol {vet) possible to
actually share these within a group. Taboos and a culture of banishing the victim weigh
lamir heavily on thern.

4. O8 THE CORSTRUCTION UF "REFUGEES"™ AS A SOCIAL GROUF -~ A POLITICAL
ARGUMENT

The experiences from var therapy meetings support the approach ol individual therapy.
Yot it could he argued for individual therapy from a political perspective too; Within
Austriun society, refugees are rather seen and trealed as 2 eroup than as individuals, OF
course not because they are all alike — in facr, they are as different as Mrs. Waller 15
from Mr, Maier, and some relugees might have more in common with Austrians than
with other relugees. Refugees have all ditferent backgrounds. they come from different
plucca have different personal histories, different levels of education. different political
views, different ways of explaining the world, The perception of refugees as a group
rests on their lepal status and their specific living conditions as refugees. Agrainst this
backdrop it scems crucial 1o see and approach each refugee as an individual with her or
his individual story and to allow for an exchange beyond hoth a romanticizing
lascination with the “exotic” and a cateporical rejection of the “other”, Tendencics in
Austrian society to speak of “the Chechynans™ or “the North Africans™ — or. penerally,

of “the retugees” — do nol do individual refugees justice and Turther complicare open
soctal contact and exchange. This creates significant obstacles Tor integration since the
notion of infegration demands openness and acceplance of social change from the lang-
limne residant community as much ax Mrom recently arrived refugees and mivranls. The
contact with understanding psychotherapists — who usually come from the majority

" eulture — can be a hig siep in this direction,

5. PROSPECTS

Plemlh-:-mpw as we provide it focuses on » specific field and demands specilic
L‘(pLTll'\L The ability to communicate inler-culturally and to work with interpreters as
el as knowledge aboul Irauma. legal issues. conditions, and intrapsvchological



processes related to experiencing exile. The living conditions of refugees in Austria do
nit hielp their healing process. Research on traama ells s thal o crucial eondilion Tor
pricessing ranmatic experiences suceessTully lics in the possibility of overcoming a
feeling of hopelessness through meanigful activity, 'This can contribute significantly 1o
finding new purpose in life, Amongst the most important conditions for successful
healing from trawmatic expericnees count security, antonomy, and wision. These
comditions ean hardly be provided  Tor while individuals have pending asylum
applicarions. The applicants’ lives mainly revolve around waiting for the decision of the
authorities, beme questioned by government officials, beme controlled, sharme ught
living guarters, experiencing lunited apeney and suffering enforced idleness. Such a
siluation 1% very straining. o fact, reflupees aceord peychological problems as much — ar
even maore — 1o their current living situation than o experiences in their countries of
origin. ‘Their current sitwation 13 marked by permanent stress and amwuety and the fecling
that their hope for an improvement of their lives remains unfulfilled.

In thiz contex, mlr—hclp gromps can, without doubr, hring a bl ol relisl Self-help
eroups allow to share individual suffering. can expand agency through empowerment,
can partially breal the spell of hopelessness und help resam o senze of sell-
determination. [t is i this spicit that the worle of the self-help proups presented in this
hook will be comtinued within Ankyra, Soon a proup on "Living Conditions in Ausiris
and Conditions for Integration” will be cuided by a facilitator frained within the stdy
presented m this book, The needs and demands established and [ormulated within this
croup will be discussed with the authorities responsible for the situation of refugees in
the prowines of the Tyrol,
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