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One of the most traumatic events for a child can be a separation, whether physical or psychic, from the caregiver. 


When we consider the social, emotional and political struggles that can correspond to being an undocumented immigrant, it's hard to imagine the complexities that take up residence in the child's mind as they face merely the threat of intrusions by outside systems, even more so an actual raid or detention of their parents. 


Many of the Latin American immigrants in Charlottesville have come to the United States under difficult conditions. Their journeys may have included losses and separations from family members, running from immigration enforcement, and even life-threatening danger. Many times, children have come from their homes in Latin America already having experienced trauma from the transition or other historical events. With this in mind, we can recognize that a raid, a threat of a raid or detention of a parent is something experienced against a backdrop of other trauma and loss, and is far from isolated. In his paper entitled "Civilization and its Discontents" Sigmund Freud said that "nothing once formed in the mind could ever perish and everything survives in some way or other and is capable under certain conditions of being brought to light again." Conditions of loss or threat of loss can be harmful to immigrant children and sometimes bring to light unbearable emotions.


There are many potentially disruptive and traumatic elements that can influence a child's emotional life in the event of a separation from a caregiver. I'll mention three: 


1. I believe one is the resulting fantasies in the child's mind that develop out of a need to explain why the separation occurred. Many times it is unbearable or impossible for the child to believe that a parent or authority figure had anything to do with the event. The resulting conclusions in the child can be that he or she was too dependent or needy, or was a bad child, or didn't love or protect the parent enough. They may also believe that this event could happen again and become anxious or frightened about the present and future availability of the parent. 


2. Another disruptive element is that children have not yet developed an internal representation of a caregiver that can help to withstand long-term separation. In good-enough environments, the child gradually develops a capacity to be without a caregiver for a short period. They rely on their inner sense of the caregiver, on transitional objects or other people that can fill in the gaps. The pediatrician turned child-psychiatrist, Donald Winnicot said that [paraphrase] "The relationship of the child to his internal versions of the parent, along with confidence in regard to the internal relationships with these versions of the parent, provides in itself a sufficiency of living, so that temporarily he or she is able to rest contented even in the absence of the actual parent." There is a point, however at which separation becomes unbearable, and this can lead to despair and rage. The younger the child, the more intense this separation reaction can be. 


3. The third traumatic element I'll mention is that of being thrown into independence at a period in which a child may feel most dependent. In the video, we saw an example of children forced into a precocious development with the loss of their parents. Children rely principally on their caregiver to help regulate emotions; emotions such as grief, anger, sadness and fear. Not only did the children in the video need to grow beyond their years over night, but they were having to deal with the loss of their parents simultaneously and independently. 


Behaviors 


When in distress, children lack the capacity to independently know and make sense of what the matter is, and to ask for help with it. For this reason what they cannot say, they do or act out. Children that have experienced a loss or trauma through immigration problems or are preoccupied with the threat of such problems could experience many complex emotions without being able to understand them. The result is acting out that is hard to manage for the caregiver or concerned adult. In a sense, the behaviors help alleviate what is hard to manage in the child's own mind by projecting it into the caregiver. Also, and we saw this in the video, the child may just need someone to blame (a parent, teacher, a political figure) to be able to metabolize the difficult emotions they face from the loss.


Children who have experienced immigration problems may deal with issues of loss and trauma and feel grief, sadness, anxiety, fear, and distrust. They may possibly act out with aggression, they may withdrawal from others, they may become disruptive, complain about boredom, exhibit a sense of paranoia and hypervigilance. The possibilities of behaviors are many, but the point is that all behavior means something for the child and they need help to try to understand it.


Unfortunately for the children, when they act out in ways that are hard to manage, the response from the environment (whether it's the family, school or community) can be to modify or prohibit the behavior without helping to make sense of it. This can cut children off further from the source of their behaviors, namely the trauma of the loss.


Conclusion


Finally, as professionals working with immigrant Latino children, we can be aware of these behaviors as signs for concern and the need for help and thoughtful intervention. We can help to raise the awareness of our colleagues and others involved in working with immigrant children that have suffered such disruptions in their families. With this awareness we can serve as understanding and concerned adults so that even in the face of such distress, the children can remain children.
