




 

and resettlement appear to be increasingly 
shaped by popular myths and 
misconceptions about refugees rather than 
reliable social science data, the need for 
sound refugee research is greater than 
ever. Adopting the principles identified 
by Vargas should ensure that the research 
does not undermine the interests and 
needs of refugees themselves. 

In a world in which there are an esti-
mated 17 million refugees and 27 million 
internally displaced people, a world in 
which one person out of every 120 is 
uprooted, the face of contemporary 
refugee issues is both complex and 
multifaceted. Questions of social science, 
law and morality converge in efforts to 
enhance international refugee protection. 
We hope that the articles contained in this 
issue of Refuge will 
contribute to the ongoing discourse on these 
themes. . 
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Hungarian Immigration to Canada 
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 Toronto: York Lanes Press, 1993; ISBN 1-55014-232-1; 

117 pages, $6.99 

This book is a collection of personal and archival-based memories on 
the selection, transport and settlement of about 40,000 Hungarian 
refugees in Canada in one year. It is a source of primary record as well 
as scholarly reflection on one of the most significant refugee move-
ments to Canada after World War II the 1956 Hungarian refugee 
movement. 

Based on papers that were presented at a 1990 conference, the 
authors touch on the unique political, administrative and settlement 
features of this movement. The resulting work, edited by Professor 
Keyserlingk, is a unique mix of personal reminiscences and academic 
scholarship.
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Freedom of movement: If the members of a state are forced to flee, the legitimacy of that government is questionable. On the other 
hand, if members cannot or must leave, again the government is not democratically legitimate. Immigration control: While limiting 
access and determining who mayor may not become members of a sovereign state remains a legitimate prerogative of the state, the 
criteria, rules and processes for doing so must be compatible with its character as a democratic state. 
Legitimate and Illegitimate Discrimination: New Issues in Migration, edited by Professor Howard Adelman, deals with the 
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the parents' native language. Since chil-
dren tend to learn the language of the host 
country faster than their parents, the 
parents often rely upon them as in-
terpreters. Refugee services workers in-
dicate that "children, particularly 
teenagers, use the language dependence as 
a power lever against parents." Thus, the 
ethical problem arises as to whether 
parents who are granting or denying 
consent fully understand the research and 
its intended uses. 

Second, although there is an ebb and 
flow of child refugees, depending upon 
the political conflict in a country and the 
number of orphan children it generates, 
parental consent is even more compli-
cated. When there are homeless refugee 
orphans, suffering from post-traumatic 
stress disorder, who have neither legal 
status or guardians, a problematic situ-
ation in safeguarding the minors' confi-
dentiality in a context in which they lack 
legal status (Olivas 1991), is more com-
plicated. The following cases may illu-
minate the point. 

A Guatemalan 13 year old female had 
traversed throughherwarstrickencountry, 
Mexico, and the United States when, 
 upon arrival in San Diego, California, 

some men picked her up and trans-
ported her blindfolded to a club 
somewhere in Los Angeles where 
she was forced to engage in prostitu-
tion. Although the men looked 
Hispanic, they spoke an entirely dif-
ferent language.17 

The assumption made by the social 
worker was that" the girl had been kid-
napped and sexually abused by men from a 
Middle Eastern country ." For this young 
girl the sexual abuse committed in such 
circumstances and in a context where the 
language was foreign to her intensified the 
trauma triggering a deep depression. The 
array of issues presented to the researcher 
considering such a case is substantial, 
intense, and complex. Even so, failure to 
address such cases in order to avoid the 
dilemmas both undermine the 
methodological and conceptual integrity of 
the work and leaves critically important 
date unreported and unanalyzed. 

The severity of the trauma experienced 
by refugee minors as an aspect of 

being orphaned can make it impossible to 
interview them. The social worker 
indicated that "the girl was in a severe 
depression and in a fragile emotional. 
state," although in a temporary haven at a 
Los Angeles shelter for refugee children. 
Given the Catholic upbringing and stem 
Latin tradition regarding virginity, this 
case illustrates the complexity of trust, 
confidentiality as well as the need for 
cultural understanding. Although this 
girl's legal protection as a refugee minor 
was not defined, given that there was no 
legislation protecting minors who are 
refugees, the social worker was operating 
from an ethical standard, one that a 
researcher needs to respect. In such cases, 
the researcher must determine how to 
treat the second person report of the case 
in terms of its validity and with respect to 
possible disclosure of identity. 

Other Aspects of the Cultural 
Sensitivity Requirement 
While the importance of cultural sensi-

tivity was noted earlier, there are some 
additional dimensions to consider. For one 
thing, special attention must be paid to 
avoid interpretative or analytic 
generalizations based on what may appear, 
on the surface, as an ethnoculturally 
homogeneous group because the refugees 
may come from the same country or 
neighbouring regions in the world. It is 
helpful to have knowledge not only of a 
language and of the various cultures 
represented among the interviewees but 
also of the sociopolitical situation from 
which they come. In the absence of that 
knowledge, the researcher requires not 
only linguistic translation but also cultural 
interpretation. Sensitivity on the part of the 
researcher to cultural modulations, and to 
different verbal and nonverbal com-
municationmay allow the interviewees to 
work through difficult topics or questions. 
In this manner, the researcher may avert a 
situation where interviewees close up or 
provide evasive responses. As Oenzin and 
Lincoln (1994, 
12) pose, "Any gaze is always filtered 
through the lenses oflanguage, gender, 
social class, race, and ethnicity." 

Moreover, the researcher who over-
looks cultural differences may not ask 
questions that elicit information on the 
subjective experience of subgroups based 
on class, race, gender, or educational 
experience. In one group interviewed, for 
example, former military men asserted 
themselves as spokespersons for the 
group. Of course, this created a tense 
climate in which the researcher had to 
avert possible "political" conflict during 
the interview process. Another 
consequence may be that those who have 
been oppressed will once again assume a 
subservient or passive role. Thus, 
assuming that all refugees are having 
similar experiences, or thatthey are a 
cohesive group, presents possible 
misunderstandings 
with consequences even for future re-
searchers (Yu and Liu 1986). Clearly, it is 
important to prepare one's cultural know 
ledge base in preparation for such 
interviews. 

Often the intra-group differences are as 
diverse as the inter-group contrasts. For 
example, indigenous groups from 
Guatemala may speak one of the 22 
Mayan languages and may have no 
knowledge of Spanish. Yet Mayan 
groups may be unable to communicate 
with each other in a common language. In 
other situations, for" campesinos" the 
political conflicts leading to the war in El 
Salvador may be totally foreign to them 
even though they had endured persecution 
and were ousted from their land. 
Notwithstanding their political naivete, 
they may be reticentto speak in the 
presence of others from their homeland 
because of possible retribution, even if 
they do not understand exactly why. 

When asking possibly threatening 
questions that may later lead to confron-
tation or retaliation from others, it is 
particularly critical for the researcher to 
be alert to cues from refugees. In such 
circumstances the researcher's knowledge 
of cross-cultural nonverbal com-
munication is particularly useful. Furtive 
looks may suggest that a question is 
stepping on fragile ground. During an 
interview of Central American refugees, a 
silence prevailed along with 
compromising looks. Later, one of the 
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refugees explained to the researcher, IIWe 
could not talk because Juan (a fictitious 
name) was in the military in EI Salvador 
and we are still afraid he may retaliate here 
in the United States. illS Still, respondents 
who have been oppressed, can be given a 
voice through the proper interpretation of 
nonverbal communication and learning lias 
a scholar how to speak about aspects of [a] 
community which lacks a spoken 
language II (Wichroski 1996, in Hertz 
1996, 8). In this case, the researcher would 
be wise to consider the politics of the 
historical period in EI Salvador while also 
being in tune to the IIplurality of cultures" 
(Quantz 1992,483) among a group of 
refugees. Kincheloe and McLaren (1994, 
152) support Louis Dumont's view that II 
cultural texts need to be viewed 
simultaneously from the inside and from 
the outside. II Such a context demands from 
a researcher linguisticcompetence, 
knowledge of crosscultural 
communication, and respect for the 
historicity of the respondents. 

The researcher who keeps in mind the 
culturally assigned gender roles in 
particular cultures, even if in disaccord 
with the host culture or his or her own, 
may find that such awareness may enhance 
participation. For example, asking males 
about their homelessness may lead to 
embarrassment and pose a threat to their 
male self-image IIbecause they are unable 
to provide for themselves or their 
families.lll9 This was the case with the 
Central American males who revealed their 
lack of shelter in the interview context: 
IIWe live under the freeway overpass or 
abandoned downtown buildings.1I20 
Females, on the other hand, may be 
reluctant to speak at all or may consistently 
defer to males, but when a space is opened 
for them, are willing to share their struggle 
to have 
IIteachers listen to our concerns for our 
children. II Cumming and Gill (1991, 10) 
present a similar situation in Canada for 
immigrant mothers from India regarding 
IIpressures to communicate with their 
children's teachers.1I Service providers 
interviewed for this research indicated, for 
instance, that some refugee women 
IIwould rather die"2l than reveal discord 
in their family that led to 

abuse. Informed empathy can help the 
researcher pose specific questions while 
conveying an understanding of such 
experience. Similarly, in order to 
understand responses by refugees, the 
researcher must evidence sensitivity to 
these dimensions or risk shallow re-
sponses. 

According to critical ethnography 
theory, one of its purpose is emancipation 
of the marginalized group through 
multivocality in which self-articulation 
can emerge (Quantz 1992). With this 
particular group, it was important to 
recognize the plurality of cultures as well 
as the struggle to make sense out of the 
homelessness experienced by males and 
the frustration of the mothers with the 
school. The issue of trustworthiness, 
regarding II the credibility of portrayals of 
constructed realities II (Kincheloe and 
McLaren 1994) and the similarity of 
contexts compared, is essential when 
dealing with highly vulnerable indi-
viduals. 

Triggering Repressed Memories: 
Respecting Emotional 

 Vulnerability 
Vulnerable and oppressed respondents 
pose special challenges to the researcher. 
IIHow does the knowing subject come to 
know the Other? How can researchers 
respect the perspective of the Other and 
invite the Other to speak?1I (Kincheloe 
and McLaren 1994, 152). Once refugee 
respondents or refugee service providers 
actually open up and begin to speak 
candidly, they may undergo a process of 
release. Although the best interview plans 
may go awry, it is essential to permit the 
commentary to unfold even though some 
of the information that emerges may be 
upsetting to the researcher, as when 
graphic stories of abuse emerge 
concerning family violence, in detailed 
descriptions of war atrocities, or in stories 
of abuse during flight to asylum. The 
interview plan must accommodate the 
nature of the pressures at work in the lives 
of respondents. 

At the same time, such circumstances 
require the researcher to maintain an 
ethically supportable balance between 
empathy and analytic distance. He or 

she maybe easily overwhelmed with the 
cathartic reaction triggered by the interview 
process with people who are so anxious to 
tell their stories. The agony of a silenced 
rape by a military officer may be 
anguishing a quiet young woman while a 
young man seeks to share his story of 
torture by the Salvadoran military: "I was 
tortured with electric shock on a metal 
mattress.lI22 Empathy and silence by the 
researcher as a form of respect for that 
emotional experience may allow for 
validation and support from other refugees 
in the group as well as break the silence 
and alienation that may lead to self-
understanding (Kincheloe and McLaren 
1994). 

The heart-wrenching stories, however, 
can easily co-opt the researcher. Social 
activism takes on a new meaning as the 
possibility of becoming an agent of change 
tempts the researcher to divert from 
pursuing research. At times like this, 
operating from a well-established ethical 
framework becomes really important. A 
helpful reminder for the researcher is the 
relevance of developing a theoretical point 
of view on refugee issues as opposed to 
becoming diffused and absorbed by the 
insurmountable needs of this group of 
people. Nonetheless, it is the ethical 
framework that allows the researcher to be 
more effective 
in documentation and interpretation of the 
stories, although it does not preclude being 
involved in refugee issues. However, it is 
essential to know which role one is taking 
at any given time and to not engage in 
activities that would damage one's 
credibility or analytic perspective as a 
researcher (Denzin and Lincoln 
1994; Hertz 1996). In other words, defin-
ing one's role as a researcher or as a 
refugee advocate, a priori, is necessary in 
order to operate from the appropriate 
ethicalframework, or as Hertz (1996,S) 
articulates, lIit is essential to understand 
the researcher's location of self. II 
Notwithstanding, when operating from a 
critical research framework, it is assumed 
that both roles are intertwined, the research 
is II activist research" (Quantz 1992, 498) 
and therefore inherently transformative. 
However, a criticism is that it has been 
less emancipatory for the respondents, 
instead 
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