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Welcome to the 16th issue of Refugee 
Transitions. Continuing with R.T.’s tradi-
tion, this issue again touches on a vari-
ety of topics that have a direct bearing 
on torture and trauma survivors, ranging 
from subjects that have become topical 
over the last few months, to others that 
seem to have been forgotten by the me-
dia at large.

Interestingly, one of the topical issues 
covered this time is torture itself. Not 
its occurrence or its prevalence in non 
democratic regimes, but the proposition, 
made by two law lecturers from Deakin 
University in a scholarly article, that tor-
ture should be legalized as a tool of inter-
rogation in western democracies. The ar-
ticle itself can and has been criticized on 
legal, moral and philosophical grounds. 
It fails to grasp the true nature of torture, 
and its ineludible link with horror, it dis-
misses the long-term psychological ef-
fects of torture and, most importantly, it 
completely ignores the impact of torture 
on the individuals, systems and society 
that condone and promote its use. 

But regardless of the articles’ flaws, the 
most worrying aspect of this paper is the 
fact that such measures are being con-
templated by otherwise sensible people 
like Professor Mirko Bagarich and Julia 
Clarke in Australia, and civil rights activ-
ist Alan Dersowitz and others in the US as 
an acceptable way to deal with the threat 
of terrorism. As Moral Philosopher Rai-
mond Gaita commented in a current af-
fairs program on this issue, the fact that 
the pros and cons of legalizing torture 
are deemed amenable to public discus-
sion is worrying indeed. 

Certainly, the deplorable terrorist attacks 
on civilians in both London and Cairo 
have exacerbated the perception that ex-
tremes measures are needed to prevent 

further attacks. Torture, however, should 
remain out of bounds. Not only is torture 
a poor tool of intelligence gathering, but 
far more importantly, it constitutes the 
very antithesis of the democratic ethos, 
and any serious consideration of its le-
galization undermines the foundations 
of civil society.

In terms of issues that seldom experience 
the focus of the media, this 16th Refu-
gee Transitions highlights the complex 
yet little reported situation in Bhutan, 
a tiny kingdom situated between China 
and India, and where one sixth of the 
population has been forced into exile in 
Nepal.

This issue of Transitions also covers the 
seventh conference of the International 
Society for Health and Human Rights 
(ISHHR) that took place in India earlier 
this year. The society has a varied mem-
bership of organizations working to heal 
the effects of human rights violations on 
the health of individuals and communi-
ties, and its conferences bring together 
workers in this field from all over the 
world. In addition to an overview of the 
conference, this issue brings us an in-
terview with Professor Michael Wessells, 
one of the keynote speakers at the ISH-
HR conference. 

Other articles cover the ups and downs 
of adolescence as a refugee in Australia, 
providing some insights about the en-
riching aspects of exile, a critical review 
of the history of temporary protection in 
Australia, and an insight into everyday 
life in Afghanistan from the perspective 
of a humanitarian volunteer worker.

I hope you enjoy reading this issue of 
Refugee Transitions!
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awn oozes over the horizon, the sun’s rays 
lost in a grey miasma of smoke and dust. I 
have just stepped out of the plane. It is a 

cold morning in Vadodara, Gujarat. Our city bound 
bus fills with people from many parts of the world, 
who like me, have come to India for the Interna-
tional conference on Health and Human Rights. 

This is my first time here. I have been warned 
that nothing prepares you for India. Indeed, as 
we drive towards the city I catch a glimpse of the 
squalor and chaos. A shantytown of plywood, plastic 
and rusted iron spreads into the haze. Destitute 
people are sitting around fires warming themselves. 
I feel tired and disoriented. I have heard that India 
is as challenging as it is rewarding for a traveler; that 
it is a country where you cannot just sit back and 
observe because India demands reaction. Soon I 
will need to get out of the air-conditioned bus and 
deal with it. Leaving my bag in the hotel I decide to 
go for a morning wander. 

The hotel is in the centre of town, near the 
university and the mosque. The streets are teeming 
with people. Taxis, rickshaws, bicycles, cows and cars 
all vie for road space. The smell of dust and smoke 
is overpowering and traffic horns almost honk me 
out of my senses. The city appears to be rich with 
history. Many buildings are blackened by dirt and 
damp, and the effects of the earthquake that shook 
the city in 2001 are still visible. 

The conference, which opened on 2 February, 
has been organised by the International Society for 
Health and Human Rights. It has brought together 
human rights advocates, researchers and academ-
ics from many countries around the world. During 
the next three days they will share experiences and 
knowledge, and compare notes and research find-
ings about the impact of organized violence on 
health and human rights.  

DA week in Western 
India debating 

about health and 
human rights was 

a truly inspiring 
experience. 

OLGA YOLDI writes. 

Quest
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The Chairperson, Nora Sveaas opens the 
conference with an act of commemoration for 
the victims of the tsunami. “This disaster reminds 
us just too brutally about the vulnerability of 
human life,” she says. Nora highlights the need 
to exchange expertise across agencies.

With 40 million people affected by war, 
torture and suffering from permanent scars, it 
is difficult to tell whether there have been any 
significant advances in the area of human rights. 
At the dawn of the 21st century, endless conflicts 
continue to destroy communities, causing loss 
of life, mass displacement and the shattering of 
trust. Rebuilding communities in the aftermath 
of a conflict is always a challenge and part of the 
conference is dedicated to exploring appropriate 
ways to assist survivors to rebuild their lives, often 
in the midst of chaos and anarchy.

“Since most conflicts are fought within the 
borders of a nation they leave in the aftermath 
deeply divided societies,” says psychologist, Dr 
Michael Wessells. “As a result, cultural patterns 
are destroyed and with them those aspects that 
give support and meaning to people’s lives.”

According to Dr Wessells, in many African 
and Asian societies the most painful wounds are 
spiritual and collective wounds, which Western 
analysts frequently overlook. The best way to 
help communities recover is by using indigenous 
ways of promoting healing outside narratives that 
come from Western models. “The Western idea 
based on the autonomous individual, the notion 
of the self being different is a Western concept. 
In many societies the self exists if it connects with 
others,” he adds. 

When the conflict ends sometimes people 
who have killed are unable to return to their 
communities and suffer from social exclusion and 
marginalisation. According to Dr Wessells, there 
is a need to foster reconciliation through the use 
of traditional justice systems. “Healing rituals are 
key psychosocial supports that aid community 
reintegration and resilience… In Sierra Leone, 
it was the purification rituals carried out by the 
elders on child soldiers that enabled these to 
return to their communities,” he explains. He 
recommends a holistic approach, a combina-
tion of healing, reconciliation and physical and 
economic development.

While the challenges of transition from war 
to peace are fraught with difficulties, becoming 
a refugee in a radically different culture can be 
a daunting experience. With 25 million refugees 
in the world today, many face an uncertain future 
in the countries of asylum. They struggle to build 
a new life and adapt to a new culture, while trau-

matic memories of the past often continue to 
haunt them. “Refugees have always existed and, as 
such, present enduring and recurrent problems 
to the host country,” says Professor of Psychiatry 
Derek Silove. “Firstly, refugees have been used by 
host countries as advisors, double agents, negoti-
ators, slaves, indentured servants and prostitutes. 
Second, refugees are often Janus-faced towards 
their host country. Seen as victims and heroes as 
well as intruders and leeches, this view of refugees 
reflects attitudes of ambivalence among those 
responsible for them in the host country.” 

Derrick Silove, from the University of NSW, 
focuses on the ecosocial and evolutionary frame-
work for understanding posttraumatic stress. 
He says that emerging studies suggest that the 
capacity to recover for refugees is strong, that 
there is a strong tendency for early posttraumatic 
stress reactions to resolve, but only if the social 
conditions are favourable, that is, when genuine 
peace and stability are achieved, when family 
disruptions are addressed, conditions of justice 
are established and when people have roles and 
futures. In the absence of these conditions, many 
more will continue to suffer ongoing posttrau-
matic stress disorder, grief and other conditions. 

Silove indicates that a small and significant 
percentage (1-2 percent) of refugees exposed 
to multiple traumatic events tend to develop 
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and when 
viewed in terms of the total population of people 
displaced worldwide by war and persecution 
(some 40 million), this amounts to a substantial 
group requiring help to overcome the impact of 
trauma on their lives.

“Trauma is not an event but an experience 
that lives in the body,” says psychologist Amber 
Elizabeth Gray, who assists survivors of torture and 
trauma in the US and Haiti. “After a body regis-
ters a traumatic experience it activates its own 
processes of returning back to a state of balance 
and equilibrium. If this is not possible, the trauma 
continues to reside in the body and informs and 
shapes the individuals’ perceptions and experi-
ences.” Gray explains the ways in which she assists 
survivors in reconnecting with their own bodies 
and minds through the perspectives of somatic 
(body centred) psychology dance and movement 
therapy. Gray speaks about the inherent wisdom 
of the body, “the body is a powerful resource in 
moving through trauma,” she says. She explains 
how this somatic approach to psychotherapy can 
reinstate pleasure, freedom, spontaneity and play 
to a frozen nervous system.  

 A number of speakers stressed that without 
social and political stability, recovery will not be 
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possible. Concerns were raised about the current 
policies of deterrence implemented by some 
governments that are increasingly threatening 
the safety and security of asylum seekers who are 
as a result forced to live in a permanent state of 
insecurity. 

A major development in the conference was 
the shifting of focus from communities affected 
by conflicts to countries facing poverty. “Large 
scale poverty in the developing countries is a 
major threat to human rights,” says Vikram Patel, 
a mental health professional from the London 
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. “There 
is a common perception that mental health prob-
lems are a problem of the rich. The poor had no 
time to become depressed, but hunger, indebted-
ness, unsafe living conditions, lack of health care 
and social insecurity are responsible for a growing 
incidence of mental disorders.”  According to 
Vikram, suicide rates are rising in vulnerable 
groups around the world. “Suicide is the biggest 
cause of death among young Chinese women. 
Many suicides of farmers in Central India were 
affected by despair because of drought and lack 
of access to credit.” Vikram spoke of the need to 
include mental illness in health programs target-
ing people living in poverty.  “We need reforms in 
mental health hospitals and traditional healing 
centres, and national campaigns to raise mental 
health literacy … Advocacy on the lines of HIV/
AIDS would be ideal to remove the stigma, while 
training to develop community healers is also 
necessary,” he adds. 

Many speakers agreed that the human rights 
of the mentally ill across the world have been 
abused. “There has been much improvement in 
the quality of care, but psychiatric hospitals still 
resemble prisons where patients live for long 
periods of their lives without adequate treat-
ment.  Stigma lives at the heart of the failure of 
the medical profession or the community to take 

notice,” Vikram says. 
Dr Abd-Ul-Amir, a psychiatrist from Iraq, 

tells the audience about the abuses commit-
ted against mental health patients during the 
Saddam Hussein regime. “During the 1980s and 
1990s only a few psychiatrists in Iraq slipped away 
from military service. Those who worked for the 
Iraqi military psychiatric services, including me, 
can speak now about the stain of abuse during 
that period.” 

I have an opportunity to speak to Dr Ul-
Amir after his presentation. He is a professor of 
Psychiatry at Babylon University where he teaches 
human rights and mental health. This is his first 
time at an international conference because 
during Saddam’s regime health professionals 
were not allowed to attend international forums, 
or liaise with other professionals outside Iraq.

 Dr Ul-Amir speaks slowly, making frequent 
pauses. He describes horrific stories of abuse and 
deprivation. “In Iraq, people with disabilities were 
exposed to electric shocks to prove their disabil-
ity. Epileptic patients were deliberately deprived 
of their drugs, and many psychiatric patients 
were given electro-convulsive therapy. Soldiers 
who showed symptoms of stress were punished 
because they were sick. Patients affected by 
substance abuse or personality disorders were 
also given electro-convulsive therapy on purpose 
to damage them.” 

He recalls a time during the US invasion 
when all guards and carers fled the only psychiat-
ric hospital in Baghdad. Strangers came into the 
hospital and raped some patients. Abandoned to 
their own fate, the ill stayed; they couldn’t take 
medication, eat or drink for six days and as a 
result about 400 died. “The Minister for Health 
warned us all not to mention anything to the 
media,” he says. 

According to Dr Ul-Amir, mental health has 
deteriorated since the US invaded Iraq because 
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the living conditions have worsened. “Years of 
repression have left a mark on the collective 
unconscious, but at the moment there is a deep 
fear of violence, particularly of suicide bombs, 
and the Iraqi people feel the coalition forces are 
not protecting them.”

A number of speakers from different coun-
tries raise concerns about the progressive deterio-
ration in the quality of public health for the poor 
in developing countries. Several speakers say there 
is a desperate need for psychiatrists and nurses 
in developing countries, but many health profes-
sionals, lured by better salaries, prefer to work in 
Europe and the US where there is great demand 
for them. “Exporting doctors and nurses overseas 
has had a detrimental effect on an already fragile 
public health system,” says a representative from 
the Philippines Human Rights Education Centre. 
This is exacerbated by a decreasing commitment 
from governments to maintaining health services 
for the poor. 

While I attend the different workshops and 
listen to speakers describe the impact of organ-
ized violence on health, I cannot help but wonder 
if anything has really changed since the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights was proclaimed in 
1948. Today torture is being practiced in over 
150 countries worldwide, and mass violence and 
warfare continue to be among the most common 
causes of death and disability. On the other hand, 
protecting civilians is becoming increasingly 
difficult because in the chaos of war the distinc-
tion between perpetrators and victims becomes 
blurred. 

“Why is there so much inhumanity?” someone 
asks. “Why are human rights still systematically 
violated?” Professor of philosophy Ponty Venter 
attributes it to a failure in the development 
process. “In developing countries the transition 
from traditional to modern societies is rarely 
peaceful ” he says. “The shift from tradition to 
modernity creates a collapse of confidence, a loss 
of dignity and cultural alienation. Suddenly the 
culture that develops as a result of this transfor-
mation is alien to people. They don’t understand 
when government representatives talk about 
interest rates or inflation,” he says. 

“When people know about human rights, 
human rights are ensured,” one of the key speak-
ers says. “There is a need to raise awareness of 
the meaning and value of human rights. There 
is a need to educate the police and the judiciary. 
Governments should promote human rights,” 
she says.   

But Jace Pillay, a professor of Education 
from South Africa, says it is the responsibility of 

individuals, groups and communities to contrib-
ute to social transformation. “In South Africa the 
government has done what it could in terms of 
passing the right legislation, but at the end of the 
day it is up to people to make the real changes,” 
he says. “Even though the government has passed 
legislation against discrimination, human rights 
continue to be violated.”  

A good example of the South African govern-
ment’s efforts to promote human rights has been 
the creation of the Manifesto on Education for 
South African Schools. “We want to make it part 
of the school curriculum so that every teacher 
becomes trained and skilled in teaching values in 
human rights to his students … If we can instill 
these values on the young there is hope for the 
future in South Africa,” Pillay says.

The theme of reconciliation features promi-
nently all throughout the conference. I have an 
opportunity to speak to both Pillay and Venter 
about the South African experience. While 
both of them acknowledge Mandela’s role in 
the reconciliation process, they feel ambivalent 
about the process and the outcomes. “How do 
you change the values entrenched in the apart-
heid system?” asks Pillay. “Blacks have internal-
ized inferiority, while whites have internalized 
superiority. Suddenly for them to understand 
we are equals is not an easy thing. People don’t 
change immediately,” he says.  “If the government 
had gone about prosecuting the leaders of the 
past in a vindictive and revengeful way, reconcili-
ation would have failed” says Venter.  “You cannot 
put a general of an army in front of a court if 
he is worshipped by certain people, then you are 
actually inviting more violence and alienation,” 
he says. “I felt disappointed that a man like PW 
Botha was not brought before a court of justice, 
but if we had succeeded in prosecuting that man, 
we would had just made a hero out of him and 
he would have got a following which he didn’t 
deserve.”

After long days of intense discussions and 
debates, in the evening we have an opportunity 
to relax while we taste the different varieties of 
Indian food, listen to speakers and watch folk-
loric dances from Gujarat. The folklore and folk 
culture of  Gujarat can be traced to the mythol-
ogy of Krishna, an incarnation of the god Vishnu. 
Dances in honour of Krishna have survived in the 
form of the popular folk dance the ‘garba’ and 
we watched the different varieties of this acro-
batic dance. In spite of the bitter cold, there is 
something magic about those nights: the atmos-
phere, the conversations, the lights, the food, the 
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music and the colours make it a unique experi-
ence. One night a magician from Rajasthan joins 
us. This is a magician unlike anyone I have seen 
before. He works while he sings and performs the 
most amazing feats. I am drawn to him, totally 
fascinated by his body language and the unpre-
dictability of his tricks.

As the conference draws to an end follow-
ing three days of presentations and discussions, 
the final presentation is given by a group of four 
local community workers from a non-govern-
ment organization that operates in Vadodara 
called ‘Identity’. They assist Muslim women and 
children recover from the trauma of the commu-
nal violence that erupted in Gujarat three years 
ago, leaving hundreds of people dead and many 
more traumatised. 

Gujarat has a history of communal conflict. 
In 2002 violence started when fifty-nine passen-
gers, including many women and children, died 
in a fire in a compartment of a train. Officials 
ascribed the fire to a planned attack by Muslims 
on Hindus who were traveling by train. In the 
following days and weeks, Hindu mobs targeted 
members of the Muslim minority. According 
to official sources 762 people died, but human 
rights groups believe that over 2000 people, 
mostly Muslims were killed. A large number of 
the victims were women and children. Local 
investigators have stated that between 250 and 
330 women victims were among the dead but 
exact numbers for all the incidents are not availa-
ble. Many Muslim women were sexually violated, 
gang raped or mutilated.

According to Amnesty International, Muslim 
girls and women were targeted not only because 
they were members of the Muslim community, 
but specifically because they were the biological 
and cultural reproducers of their communities 
and the transmitters of culture. The perpetra-
tors were members of the Hindutva, the politi-

cal ideology of an exclusively Hindu state, which 
portrays Muslims and other non-Hindus as hostile 
to Hindu India. Proponents of Hindutva have 
not only called for the elimination of Muslims 
from India but also defined women’s bodies as 
the battleground on which the struggle to estab-
lish a Hindu state was to be carried out. Accord-
ing to Amnesty International, the government 
of Gujarat not only failed to prevent crimes and 
ensure those responsible were brought to justice, 
but it also failed to maintain strict neutrality with 
regard to the violence.

Members of “Identity” spoke of the trauma 
caused by these events on the lives of many women 
and children and provided a feminist analysis of 
the philosophy of their service and the ideology 
that supports and inspires their work with the 
community, which is often carried out in condi-
tions of poverty and hardship. They spoke of the 
challenges of working with homeless children 
and women who had almost given up on hope. 
They believe political engagement is vital to their 
work because without justice and social transfor-
mation, no inner transformation can take place. 
Their presentation was so inspiring that they 
received a standing ovation.    

Early in the morning in my last day in Vado-
dara I decide to explore areas of the city I haven’t 
yet been to. It is a beautiful morning; the streets 
are not too crowded. The city is slowly coming 
to life. The magical swirl of colour and life, the 
mosque and minarets, the early morning chime of 
the temple bells make this place unlike anywhere 
I have ever seen before. After a week  here, I have 
become used to it and I feel I am not ready to 
leave. Many people must be only too happy to 
escape back to a safer world, where things move 
at a different pace. But nobody leaves India 
unchanged. I now understand why quite a few 
never leave at all.
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More than �00,000 ethnic Nepalese refugees fled Bhutan 
in the ���0s. Officials say it was voluntary migration; the 
refugees say they were forced out. So, where does 
the truth lie? OLGA YOLDI writes.

Bhutanese
Refugees

In no man’s 
land

he way Thakhur Prasad Louitell tells 
it, his eviction began in the morning 
when the police arrived at his farm in 
southern Bhutan and marched him 

to their camp. “They didn’t begin to torture me 
until midday. They kept me tied up and took 
turns beating me with sticks. I passed out. After I 
woke up they started beating me again. That went 
on all night. The next morning they threw me 
out and said, ‘You’d better get out of Bhutan, or 
we are going to burn down your house with you 
in it’.” That was December 1991.

Louitell is one of the 100,000 ethnic 
Nepalese refugees born and bred in Bhutan, who 
was expelled from Bhutan and has been languish-
ing in a refugee camp in Eastern Nepal for more 
than a decade. Like most refugees, he has been 
living in a bamboo hut built as temporary shelter 
in 1992, and on food and clothes given by donor 
agencies. Prohibited from working by Nepal’s 
government, the refugees have been waiting for 
years for a resolution to their case, but all they 
have now is an uncertain and bleak future ahead 
of them.

Nepal and Bhutan have been negotiating 
the fate of the refugees for the last five years. A 
series of talks between government officials from 
Nepal and Bhutan have failed to produce any sig-
nificant development towards finding a solution 
to the refugee crisis. In 2000, a Joint Verification 
Team made up of Bhutanese government officials 

was sent to the camps to determine the status of 
refugees, but the process was slow and the outcome 
inconclusive.  Correspondents said one of the 
main stumbling blocks during the negotiations 
was defining who was a refugee and who wasn’t. 
Nepal says that almost all the refugees living in 
camps in eastern Nepal have valid documents 
proving they are Bhutanese nationals and should 
be allowed to return home. Bhutan says that is 
not the case, that over two thirds of the refugees 
are not Bhutanese but Nepalese, and has refused 
to take them back. 

The Nepalese government considers the 
refugees non-citizens and will not allow them 
to integrate into Nepalese society. This renders 
them stateless.  ”No one is interested in resolving 
the problem,” says Shailendra Guragain, from the 
Centre for Victims of Torture Nepal. “Both the 
King of Nepal and the one in Bhutan are friends. 
Neither is particularly bothered about the pre-
carious situation of the refugees.”

With one sixth of the population in exile, 
Bhutan became one of the world’s highest per 
capita generators of refugees in the world. The 
mass exodus took place in the early 1990s when 
ethnic Nepalese came to be preceived as a threat 
by the Bhutanese government, which feared that 
Bhutan’s Buddhist culture was being swamped by 
the Hindu traditions of the ethnic Nepalese that 
had been living in southern Bhutan for decades, 
and decided to expel them. 

T
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A remote and isolated 
kingdom

 For more than 300 years Bhutan was isolated 
from the outside world. Little is known about its 
early history, only that since the 12th century, it has 
been colonized by a succession of rival Buddhist 
religious orders from Tibet. The ruling Drukpa 
sect that is ruling Bhutan today became estab-
lished in the 17th century. In a treaty signed by 
Bhutan and Britain in 1910, the British promised 

not to interfere in Bhutan’s internal affairs and 
the country has enjoyed independence ever 
since. “Bhutan was spared the usual post colonial 
exploitation because it does not command the 
best Himalayan passes,” wrote Journalist Vladimir 
Stehlik. “It was saved from having to play the role 
of pawn in the great games of the 19th and 20th 
centuries … squeezed between India and China, 
Bhutan mastered its realpolitic to create and 
preserve its statehood.” 

The kingdom is now inhabited by Drukpas, 
who are Buddhists and make up about 74 per cent 
of the population. They dominate the govern-
ment and the civil service. The King of Bhutan, 
the absolute monarch Jigme Singhe Wanchouk, 
belongs to this group. The south of Bhutan has 
traditionally been inhabited by Nepali-speaking 
Hindu immigrants from Nepal, who have been 
coming into Bhutan since the 1800s. 

 Up until mid 1980s, there had been little 
contact or conflict between Drukpas and the 
ethnic Nepalese, but around this time a campaign 
for democracy in the kingdom gathered pace. 
The authorities blamed much of the unrest on 
the Nepali-speaking minority who demanded 
democracy and introduced strict legislation, which 
required them to adopt the Drukpa culture.

Worried by a recent influx of ethnic Nepalese 
into Bhutan, the government conducted a de-
mographic census in 1988, which revealed that 
ethnic Nepalese comprised almost 40 percent 
of the 600,000 people living in Bhutan. A new 
Citizenship Act was passed. Each person was 
expected to prove they were living in Bhutan 

in 1958 to be classified as a Bhutanese citizen. 
Officials demanded tax receipts for exactly 1958, 
but they did not have the credentials needed. “In 
1958 Bhutan was a medieval kingdom,” journal-
ist Steve Allen wrote. “There were no motorable 
roads, no electricity, no hospitals or other govern-
ment public facilities. There were just five primary 
schools. There was no individual certification of 
grant of nationality because neither the govern-
ment nor the people considered it necessary at 
the time.”  

The US State Department’s Country Report 
on Human Rights in Bhutan defines this proof of 
nationality as “a nearly impossibly requirement in 
a country with widespread illiteracy, which only 
recently adopted administrative procedures.” 
Registration with the Ministry of Home Affairs was 
the only acceptable proof of being a resident of 
Bhutan, but according to historians, the Ministry 
of Home Affairs did not exist in 1958. It was es-
tablished ten years later in 1968. 

As a result, thousands of ethnic Nepalese 
were suddenly declared non-nationals, including 
those who had lived in Bhutan for generations, 
and owned houses and properties, as well as 
those accused of criticising the government. To 
make matters worse the Marriage Act in 1988 left 
60,000 children stateless. 

Many ethnic Nepalese people had to leave 
Bhutan in 1990. The exodus peaked during 1992 
when the government initiated a campaign of 
systematic expulsion by forcing people to sign 
voluntary emigration forms before departing. 
The ethnic Nepalese opposed these laws and 
organized demonstrations calling for their repeal. 
What followed was a series of arrests, atrocities 
and forceful evictions, but the Bhutanese govern-
ment insists even today that people migrated vol-
untarily after an anti-national revolt led by illegal 
Nepalese immigrants was repressed in 1990.

 

Forced assimilation
Bhutan began to open up to the outside 

world in the 1960s. In 1958, the Indian prime 
minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, visited Bhutan for 
the first time. He offered Indian development aid 
and urged Bhutan to come out of its isolation. 
The late king Jigme Dorji Wangchuck, father of 
the current king implemented policies aimed at 
modernizing Bhutan and developing its economy. 
In the 1980s many Bhutanese traveled abroad and 
came into contact with democracy and political 
freedom. They began to define the monarchy as 
‘dictatorial’ and ‘despotic’. Consequently, most 

“With one sixth of the population 

in exile, the tiny kingdom of 

Bhutan became one of the world’s 

highest per capita generators of 

refugees in the 1990s.”
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“In a world of 25 million 

refugees, 100,000 more barely 

register and the media has paid 

little attention to the issue.”

development efforts were halted.  Opposition to 
the monarchy was repressed, television and blue 
jeans were banned, contact with the outside world 
was cut off and tourism reduced. Fear of western 
influence has prevailed ever since.

“Bhutan is the last of the independent 
Buddhist kingdom in the Himalayas,” wrote 
journalist Nilova Roy. “The government believes 
it will go the way of Tibet, Ladakh and Sikkim, 
which were engulfed by other cultures unless 
it takes drastic steps to preserve their culture.” 
And drastic steps it did take.  Bhutan’s sixth 

Five Year Plan included the ‘One Nation, One 
People Policy’ which sought to preserve and 
enhance Bhutanese cultural identity and bolster 
Bhutanese nationalism. The Nepali language was 
taken out of the school curriculum and a com-
pulsory Drukpa dress code was implemented. 
The end result was forced cultural assimilation.

 “We are a tiny nation of 600,000, the last 
outpost of an ancient civilization, threatened 
with extinction, wedged between the two most 
populated nations on earth. So for us, national 
survival is at the top of our agenda, always,” said 
Foreign Minister Dawa Tserin. “We are so small 
we can vanish without the world even thinking 
twice about it. Our feeling was that within a gen-
eration we would become a minority within our 
own country. Not from the legal Nepali speaking 
Bhutanese citizens, but from illegal immigrants. 
Still, we never used extra-legal means to correct 
this. We are Buddhist, and this is just not part of 
our culture.” 

However, Amnesty International officials 
who visited Bhutan in 1998 “were shocked at the 
level of marginalisation of the Nepali speaking 
population,” said the director of Amnesty Inter-
national of Asia Pacific.  In its report, Bhutan: 
Forcible Exit, published in 1994, Amnesty Interna-
tional believes that extreme racial discrimination 
including rape, torture, indiscriminate arrests, 
custodial deaths and eviction of ethnic Nepalese 
began after the peaceful protests against the 
forceful assimilation policies took place, and it is 
continuing today. 

In 1998 Bhutan introduced reforms to 
ensure a more participatory form of government. 
The King, who is both the Head of State and the 
Head of Government, transferred some of his 
powers to the Council of Ministers, nominated by 
the King and vetted by the 150 member National 
Assembly. Early this year, he pushed for political 
reform through the adoption of a Constitution 
that divests authority from the monarchy. It 
provides for Parliament, a two-party system and 
21 fundamental rights covering free speech, 
freedom of the press, the right to information 
and even the right to privacy.  At present, the 
government prohibits political parties and pro 
democracy groups said these changes are largely 
cosmetic since the King still exercises strong, 
active and direct power over the government. 
They say the elite will continue to retain the real 
social power in Bhutan. 

Bhutan, like Nepal, is considered a least 
developed country. Farming and forestry is the 
mainstay of the economy and accounts for 90 
percent of the gross domestic product. Rugged 
terrain makes it difficult to build roads and other 
infrastructure. According to the 2001 Country 
Reports on Human Rights Practices, careful 
economic planning and the use of foreign aid 
have increased economic efficiency and perform-
ance over the last decade, although its work force 
is still largely unskilled and there is a wide gap 
between rich and poor. 

The King is well known in the West for his 
development philosophy or the pursuit of Gross 
National Happiness, which attempts to achieve 
human well-being through four policy platforms: 
economic development, environmental preserva-
tion, cultural promotion and good governance. 
He has suggested that happiness is the ultimate 
objective of development. Development is defined 
as a process that seeks to maximise happiness. 
But critics say that there is little substance to such 
doctrine. “Bhutan has done too little to fill it 
with flesh and bones. Its core remains elusive as 
happiness itself,” wrote Stehlik. 

No intervention
Without India’s support Nepal cannot 

exercise pressure on Bhutan to repatriate the 
refugees. Both Nepal and Bhutan are economi-
cally dependent upon India, so India wields much 
political power over both countries. In the 1949 
Treaty of Friendship between India and Bhutan, 
the government of Bhutan agreed to be guided 
by India with regard to its external affairs. Yet 
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Delhi has been reluctant to become involved in 
the dispute. India says the refugee problem is a 
bilateral problem between Bhutan and Nepal 
better solved by them. It has made it clear that no 
dissident activity against Bhutan’s royal govern-
ment will be tolerated on the Indian side of the 
border. 

India finances 40 percent of Bhutan’s gov-
ernment expenditure and receives at least 80 
percent of Bhutan’s exports. “India has been 
totally indifferent to the problem,” Shailendra 
Guragain says. “What India wants from Bhutan is 
its support in international forums and Bhutan’s 
hydroelectric resources,” he adds.

A matter of immediate concern to the King 
of Bhutan is the spillover of the ethnic conflict 
in India’s northeast, which has been spreading 
to Bhutan. Several separatist groups seeking 
separate statehood, such as the United Libera-
tion Front of Assam have set up guerrilla bases 
in the forests of southern Bhutan.  According to 
journalist Rakesh Chhetri, the northeast militants 
were given official sanctuary in Bhutan in 1991 in 
return for their support in terrorizing the Nepali-
speaking southern Bhutanese to leave Bhutan. 

In 2003, with the aid of India, Bhutan 
launched ‘Operation All Clear’, a military action 
to push the rebels out of Bhutan, after they had 
failed to respond to the King’s call to quit vol-
untarily. In return, India assured Bhutan of its 
continuous support for military and develop-
ment projects. India is preparing a comprehen-
sive modernisation package for the Bhutanese 
army. It has agreed to sell low-tech arms, vehicles 
and training and establish a joint military grid to 
patrol against the Indian militants. However, no 
talks have taken place between the two countries 
on the refugee issue. “Bhutan is confident that 
India will turn a blind eye to the refugees’ hope of 
returning to the homeland,” Steve Allen wrote.

Not everyone has ignored the plight of the 
refugees. In 2000, the European Parliament called 
on the governments of Bhutan and Nepal to find a 
prompt solution to the dispute over the issue, and 
set up the process of repatriation of refugees.  Bill 
Clinton also urged Bhutan to reach an agreement 
with Nepal to begin with the process of verifica-
tion for the repatriation of refugees. As a result 
of the pressure, Bhutan agreed to constitute the 
Joint Verification Team. However, in a world of 25 
million refugees, 100,000 more barely register and 
the media has paid little attention to the issue.

In the mean time a new generation of 
refugees is growing up in the camps. “Many 
volunteer on camp committees as teachers and 

medical workers, others build their lives around 
the daily waiting for the distribution of rations,” 
says Shailendra. “A growing number are starting 
to seek work outside, particularly those lucky 
enough to have an education. They work as 
cheap labour in schools and other institutions,” 
he said.

Donor fatigue
Repatriation of the refugees seems unlikely 

in the current scheme of things. Since 1998 the 
government began resettling Drukpas from the 
north on land vacated by the ethnic Nepalese in 
the south, now living in refugee camps. Human 
Rights groups maintain that this action jeopard-
izes the return of the refugees to the country. 

The prospect of empty days weighs heavily 
on refugees; some mount protest marches and 
engage in letter writing campaigns. The United 
Nations Higher Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) has announced that it is phasing 
out its activities in the camps.  It wants others 
to “share the burden”. According to the Asian 
Human Rights Commission, this has triggered 
much discomfort among the refugees, who feel 
increasingly abandoned. Misiko Mimika, chief of 
the UNHCR office in Jhapa, Nepal, said: “We are 
trying to bring this whole program to a resolution, 
to promote a solution … with the phase-out the 
Nepalese government is responsible. So we hope 
that something shall move if we pull out. The 
phase-out will raise the profile of the issue and 
there are indications that things are moving.” 

The UNHCR has been pursuing a threefold 
solution of returning some refugees to Bhutan 
while the rest would either be integrated into 
Nepali society or resettled in a third country. 
Human rights groups have criticized this approach 
as playing into the hands of the Bhutanese gov-
ernment, but many have conceded that it is no 
longer realistic to believe that every refugee can 
go back home.

 Although the refugees are grateful for the 
help they receive, they want to go home. Outside 
one of the camps a young refugee has written: 
“Bhutan is our homeland. We had been there for 
generations. We had land and house to live. We 
were productive farmers, self-reliant and peace 
loving people. We want to go back home early. It 
is plead to our well-wishers to send us back with 
dignity, safety and assurance of our human rights. 
So the money you are spending from us can be 
saved for future calamities or spared to other 
destitute in the world.” 
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Letters from 
Afganistan

Friday, 24th September, 2004

Dear All,

Thank you very much to those of you who have sent 
emails – it is great to hear from you!  I have tried to 
reply to as many as I could, but it is not always possible 
to reply to all, so I’m sorry if I haven’t replied to you.  
Some of you have said you feel you shouldn’t write 
about your lives in Australia as it is so boring compared 
to life here, but a) I do enjoy hearing about what you 
are up to, and b) it can often be boring here too!  There 
are not a lot of things to do, especially because of the 
restriction in movement owing to the security situa-
tion and difficulty getting around; I don’t know many 
people and it is hard to meet them because of the lack 
of things to do and the difficulty getting around; etc.   
There are many fascinating aspects of life here, but it 
can also be boring!

One of the fascinating aspects was a wedding I 
went to a couple of weeks ago with another Australian 
volunteer.  She had been invited to the wedding of the 
daughter of one of her work colleagues, and he had 
invited her to bring a friend.  That was very thoughtful 
of him, as she didn’t know anyone among the women 
at the wedding, and the men and women celebrate 
separately!  She was only invited a couple of days 
before, as is the custom here.  It was held in a wedding 
hall at a hotel – a very large room with partition down 
the middle and the men in one end and the women 
and children in the other end, with a very loud band 
playing in the middle so that both ends could hear.   
When we arrived it was in full swing, and the bride and 
groom were sitting on throne-like chairs on a stage in 
the women’s end of the hall, looking very serious.  In 
fact the official party looked very serious throughout 
the night, particularly when they were having their 
photos taken later in the evening.  We were also taken 
up to have our photos taken with them, and had to 
remember to also look serious!
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Most of the women 
were very dressed up and 
some changed their clothes 
several times during the 
evening!  It is one of the 
few opportunities for them 
to dress up!  

There was quite a bit 
of dancing at our end of 
the hall, particularly by 
the younger women and 
some of the children, and 
I believe there was also 
dancing at the men’s end 
of the hall but of course 
didn’t see it!  We were also 
dragged up to dance, which 
was fun. 

I think some ceremo-
nies had been held in 
private earlier. Later in the evening after the meal 
had been served, (the bride, groom and close 
family had their meal in a private room), there 
were some more ceremonies in the women’s 
end of the hall, including the bride and groom 
walking in through an arch with a copy of the 
Holy Qur’an held over their heads. They then sat 
on the “thrones” again, and a shawl was placed 
over their heads, a Holy Qur’an opened in front 
of them under the shawl, and a mirror held under 
the shawl for them to look into.  Traditionally they 
are supposed to see each other for the first time in 
the mirror. But in this case the bride and groom 
had seen each other at least earlier that evening, 
though I’m not sure if it was before that, as it was 
an arranged marriage – as most of them are.

It was a very interesting and enjoyable evening, 
and the other guests (at least the women!) were 
very friendly, although only a few spoke much 
English.  The music was too loud for much of a 
conversation anyway!

There must be a wedding hall near the house, 
as quite often we hear the music – sometimes very 
loud!  And they are on any night of the week.

The wedding cars are elaborately decorated 
with ribbons and artificial flowers, and one night 
last week I saw a guy sitting right out of the window 
of a car with a video camera filming the wedding 
car driving behind – and holding up all the traffic 
in the process!

After an unseasonably hot (and even humid!) 
week last week the weather has changed this week 
and particularly at night is quite cool.  There was 
a thunderstorm and even a little bit of rain a few 
days ago, which brought in the change.  Some 
people claimed to have seen snow on the peaks 

around Kabul that afternoon – but that must 
have been before the dust/mud storm because 
after that you couldn’t see much at all!  

Around Kabul you see stacks of firewood being 
transported, sometimes by men dragging carts 
piled high with wood and prepared for winter.  
In some places you see whole streets of firewood 
yards, with great stacks of wood of different sizes.  
It is alarming to think where it comes from!  But 
the only heating sources are wood and sawdust 
(there are special heaters which use the sawdust), 
and there is not a lot of electricity during the 
winter (it is already becoming less frequent) so 
you can’t use anything else.  Apparently the house 
(and office) and all your clothes smell of smoke 
all the time.  Not particularly something to look 
forward to!

A brief update on the students from our 
classes killed which I mentioned last time – a total 
of 9 people were killed, including the madrassa 
teacher (not our teacher).  Three of those killed 
were our students, and 12 of our students and the 
teacher were also injured, several of them quite 
seriously.   It is still unclear what happened and 
why, but one theory is that the madrassa teacher 
was teaching his students to make explosives and 
it blew up!  Regardless of the reason, needless to 
say our class is no longer held in the madrassa! 

I have visited some more classes around Kabul, 
which has been very interesting, and inspiring to 
see the enthusiasm of the students.  Also good to 
see some other areas of Kabul and to get out of 
the office! 

How is the election campaign going over 
there?  At least I am spared most of it here, as I 
don’t listen to the local radio as I don’t under-

Photos	by	Pam	Hartgerink
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stand it, and we don’t have TV (which would be 
the same problem, anyway).  All I have seen of it 
are posters around town of a couple of the main 
candidates.

Some people have asked about food and fruit 
and vegetables.  We can get fresh fruit and vegeta-
bles at the bazaar around the corner, though the 
variety is less than it was when we arrived, and will 
no doubt continue to decrease during the winter.  
Common vegetables are tomatoes, eggplant, okra, 
a kind of large chive/small leek, onions, garlic, 
radishes, cucumber (less so now), sometimes 
carrots, and now some cabbage.  When we arrived 
there were lots of apricots and peaches, but they 
have finished now.  Other fruits are watermel-
ons, another delicious melon the size of a water-
melon but more like a honey dew melon (except 
nicer!), grapes, bananas and apples. The fruit 
often doesn’t look that fabulous, but is usually 
delicious, I think at least partly as it is picked 

reasonably ripe.  Apparently 
a lot of the fruit and vegeta-
bles come from Pakistan, 
and also things like eggs 
and chicken (some of which 
also comes from Iran).  A 
lot of the manufactured 
food (packets, tins, etc) also 
comes from Pakistan, and 
some from United Arab 
Emirates and Iran, and the 
more “exotic” items which 
are available in some places 
from further afield.  Most 
other manufactured goods, 
eg electrical goods, pots 
and pans, etc, come from 
China.  There doesn’t seem 

to be any kind of industry or “value-adding” in 
Afghanistan at all, and I have been told that even 
when there is agricultural production beyond 
subsistence there is often no or limited means to 
get it to the market.  So there is a long way to go 
for this country!

Most of the sheep you see wandering around 
Kabul are “fat-tailed” sheep – they have 2 huge 
lumps of fat hanging off their rump, which looks 
quite weird, especially when you see their carcasses 
hanging up at the butcher stalls!  I have read that 
these lumps of fat have the same function as a 
camel’s hump.

We have to leave by the end of next week 
for at least 2 weeks over the (Afghan!) election 
period.  AVI are paying for a flight to Islamabad 
in Pakistan but is up to us what we do during 
this time.  I will go to the mountains in north-
ern Pakistan and plan to do some hiking!  I am 
really looking forward to spending some time in 
the mountains and in some greenery, and doing 
some hiking!  I will also visit another Australian 
volunteer in Gilgit, in the mountains.  Could be 
starting to be a bit cold though!  I won’t have very 
regular email access while I’m there, so if you 
write and I don’t reply don’t worry!

By the way, for those of you who contributed 
to it, this laptop has been great!  I use it at work 
as there are not enough computers, and I use it at 
home to write letters like this to email from work, 
to listen to music and occasionally watch DVD’s 
(you can get lots of pirate DVD’s here, but they 
are not always good quality).  Thanks very much!  
The camera is great too, and one of these days I’ll 
get around to sending some photos!

   Love to all,
	 	 	 	 Pam
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Many people around the world have 
been very generous helping the victims 
of the tsunami. What went right and 
what went wrong in the process of 
delivering aid to the victims?
 
One of the things that went well was 
fundraising. It was extremely unusual to find 
such an enormous outpouring of international 
assistance.  As it turned out, there is actually 
too much money out there now. So there is 
a need to invest it in a long term trust fund, 
so instead of spending it in one or two years, 
it can be drawn out over a period of 10 to 15 
years. 

This was one of the first large-scale crises 
that I can remember where the psychosocial 
dimension was widely appreciated and 
understood as an immediate need. Typically, 
in emergencies the focus is on food, water, 
sanitation, physical security and shelter. The 
psychosocial aspect is relegated to a second tier. 

Dr Michael Wessells

It is marginalised and I think that is a mistake. 
Even under the most difficult circumstances 
people often tell me their greatest need is to 
have their dignity back. The way they get their 
dignity is not by getting tons of food and water 
but by reasserting control over their lives, by 
being invited to participate in the rebuilding 
and by being treated with respect.

There has been, however, poor 
coordination in the administration of aid. 
Non-government organisations (NGOs) 
compete with each other for funding and that 
competition makes for poor coordination. 
Often, inter-governamental agencies or 
government agencies do not encourage 
the quality of coordination that large-scale 
emergencies warrant. What NGOs should 
be doing is joining efforts by collaborating 
with each other, like the Christian Children’s 
Fund, Save the Children and the International 
Rescue Committee have done in the past. 
On the other hand, competition makes it 
very difficult to exchange information, to 
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inclusive participation and that takes a bit of time 
and a critical eye, but it can be done. 

Normally in the heat of an emergency the 
tendency is to roll in the food trucks, deliver food 
by plan and leave, instead of inviting local people 
to organise themselves and participate in getting 
out the food. Experience worldwide has proven 
that the food goes farther and does more good if 
it is overseen by women because women are the 
household managers. They ensure that children 
get fed, and unlike men, they are less prone to 
trade the food for other things like alcohol. The 
simple step of organising people or having people 
organising themselves to administer the aid is 
hugely effective. It alleviates the effects of feeling 
overwhelmed, because people are engaged in a 
process of self-reliance, and are taking action to 
control their circumstances, even in small ways. It 
is one of the most fundamental things. 

Another key step is learning about ways in 
which culture can impact on recovery. Often, 
finding out what local people see as the cultural 
practices that would help them the most is 
important. For instance among Kosovar Albanians, 
it was eating Kosovar food. People who were in 
camps in Albania said to me: “people gives us this 
food … It is not even our food.” After a cultural 
genocide, going back to your own culture helps 
to build resilience and a sense of continuity of the 
past, it rekindles a sense of identity and increases 
self esteem and confidence for the future. This 
particular group said: “We want to take control 
over the kitchen and we want to cook Kosovar 
food,” and they did that and the effect was 
dramatic. These were people who a week before 
had been quite downtrodden. By organising 
themselves they took control of their situation 
and demonstrated self-reliance and initiative. By 
reasserting their own cultural identity, they began 
taking a very positive step towards recovery.

Another key element is identifying who are 
the local groups or networks. Normally in every 
society there are women’s groups, religious 
groups, youth groups, men’s groups, etc. All 
these can be reactivated for different functions. 
For example, in camps of displaced people from 
the tsunami, young people helped clean up the 
camp. In Afghanistan, where there is little or no 
sanitation, young people organised themselves in 
teams to build latrines and that became a source 
of pride for them. They saw themselves in a new 
light and so did their community.

Another thing that needs to happen is the 

subdivide the work in a way in which different 
agencies work in different areas or with different 
ethnic groups. It makes it difficult to get even 
coverage for large populations affected by war or 
natural disasters.

Another thing that went wrong with assisting 
affected people was the tendency to impose 
outsider trauma models on survivors. In Sri Lanka 
for example, local universities pledged they 
could organise volunteers to provide counselling 
for everyone that had been affected by the 
tsunami. It was not only a pipe dream, but it was 
quite inappropriate for the situation. When the 
wounds are extremely fresh it is not the right time 
for people to express their experiences. Often 
that can make matters worse, and in addition, 
counselling is not necessarily what the majority of 
people need. Evidence from disasters in war zones 
worldwide indicates that only a small percentage 
of people need counselling. In fact, many of 
the people I talked with who had been affected 
by the tsunami said that their bigger problems 
were related to their inability to earn money to 
support their families, and finding shelter since 
their homes had been destroyed. People don’t 
want to live so close to the sea anymore but didn’t 
own the land where they were squatting and the 
government didn’t want them to stay there. 

There is an error in thinking that the biggest 
problem is the violence of the past and the horror 
and destruction of the tsunami itself. Often it is 
the stresses of the current living situation that 
have a greater psychosocial impact.

You have spoken about the importance of 
collective empowerment through collective 
action. What are the steps to achieve it?
 
The fundamental step is to invite local people to 
engage in collective planning and action, instead 
of going into an emergency and assuming that 
everyone is a victim. The approach is to begin a 
process of dialogue with local people to find out 
about how they have been affected, what their 
needs are and what are the immediate actions 
that need to be taken. This turns out to be a 
complicated process and we have to be careful 
because sometimes the people that come forward 
during the consultations may represent only one 
clan or one kinship group. Sometimes, they may 
not pay any attention to the needs of women 
and children. So one has to work at promoting 
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rebuilding of the fabric of social relationships. 
When there is mass displacement and people 
are obliged to live among people from different 
ethnic groups or regions, and may recognize 
people who had attacked them, it is important to 
regain trust. One way of doing this is by having 
people cooperate on the achievement of shared 
goals, such as providing safety. For instance, 
all the women in the camp can get together, 
identify the biggest risks to women and take 
steps together to reduce the risks. It may be that 
they have to walk too far to fetch firewood and 
escorts are needed to protect women as they walk. 
Out of these collective activities come a sense of 
common humanity and a stronger sense of social 
trust and social connectedness. That is profoundly 
important. Isolation, extreme competition and 
the lack of social networks are quite toxic when 
one is in great need of support.

You mentioned that rebuilding schools had 
been a vital step towards regaining a sense 
of normality…
 
Yes indeed, working on specific projects where 
groups begin to plan and take steps to rebuild 
their physical infrastructure helps to construct 
meaning in life. Children want a normal life. 
Going back to school gives children a path to 
develop towards the future and creates positive 
life options that build hope. Children’s resilience 
will increase significantly if education starts even 
in the refugee camps. To rebuild schools can be 
a symbol of recovery. The message is “now the 
war has ended and it is time to rebuild our lives.” 
Once the schools are built they enable children 
to engage in the normal daily routine of going to 
school. This development is positive not only for 
children but for adults too, who say: “now we are 
good parents because we are providing education 
to our children.” 

Psychologists have often underestimated 
the importance of physical rebuilding and also 
the importance of economics. Women who have 
survived sexual violence may have to prostitute 
themselves in order to feed their families, but by 
providing income generation, vocational training 
and an opportunity to earn a living, they will gain 
self respect and dignity and suffer a reduced 
chance of sexual exploitation. Often the inability 
to earn a living is stressful for young mothers 
who say things such as: “I don’t know where I am 

going to get the money to buy medicines for my 
family.” Often we tend to individualise the idea of 
suffering. But the greatest suffering for a parent 
is not being able to provide for a child. The 
worst part is not the trauma that happens to you 
necessarily but the inability to provide protection 
for your children. Most parents, in my experience, 
would do just about anything to protect the well-
being of their children.

What is the most inspiring aspect of working 
with people who are rebuilding their lives?

 
The kindness and sharing that happens under 
the most difficult circumstances. I have literally 
seen mothers who are at risk of starving, work 
very hard to provide very basic nutrition for their 
own families, and for the children of others who 
are worse off than they are. That is absolutely 
amazing and totally inspiring. I have seen 12 year 
old orphans taking care of the household and 
their siblings with a level of responsibility and 
effectiveness that would please their parents. It 
is amazing, but it happens! I have seen young 
children often described as victims, who are not 
victims but actors and who have saved the lives of 
adults. For example, a woman and a child were 
captured by the Revolutionary United Front 
in Sierra Leone. She tried to escape but was 
discovered by a soldier, who opened fire. She was 
overcome with fear and froze. It was her four year 
old daughter who grabbed her hand and said: 
“Mummy, Mummy run!” and helped her react 
and escape to safety. When you hear these stories 
you realise that people are survivors, who manage 
to get on in the most horrendous circumstances 
and find a way of helping each other.

Do you think there has been too much 
emphasis on victimhood rather than on 
survival?  

 
Yes there is. Overwhelmingly the emphasis 
is on deficits since people are portrayed as 
victims. Psychologists have contributed to this 
problem by saying that war affected people are 
depressed or that they have a pathology called 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. My observation 
is that although this phenomenon does occur, 
it is less pervasive than some may think, and 
people who are functional find a way to get on. 
I find that people who are actors, who cope 
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actively make meaning out of difficult situations, 
of traumatic experiences and get on with their 
lives. As psychiatrists and psychologists, we have 
the responsibility to highlight the ways in which 
people have functioned and survived in spite 
of adversity. We need to start telling the other 
side of the story, though we need to be careful 
not to let that become a means of exploitation. 
In some countries, governments have said: “We 
don’t need to provide any health or psychosocial 
services to people because everyone is resilient.” 
Even resilient people need support in difficult 
circumstances and we shouldn’t diminish that.

Aid has contributed to perpetuate wars. The 
case of Sudan is a good example. What do 
you see as the main challenges for displaced 
communities affected by war and organised 
violence?
 
Internally displaced people do not enjoy the same 
legal and international protection as refugees 
do because they have not crossed the border to 
another country. The genocide in Darfur, which 
is perpetrated by government-supported Janjawid 
forces, is a good example of how governments 
can be the worst perpetrators of human rights 
violations.  

When time comes for people to return 
home, there are huge issues around land and 
land ownership. For example in Rwanda, people 
returned home to find their land had been 
confiscated by others. Gender issues played a 
major role because women, whose husbands had 
been killed, were not entitled to own land. 

There are also issues in relation to resource 
shortage since people who return home often 
don’t have jobs, money, or any means to survive. 
The delivery of international aid goes well when 
international aid agencies engage in a consultative 
process with the local people to find out about 
their needs and have the local people guide the 
process, and provide resources that local people 
can use in rebuilding infrastructure. But things 
often don’t go that well. In East Timor, where 
the United Nations Higher Commissioner for 
Refugees oversaw the shelter effort, the emphasis 
was in getting shelters up fast. Western engineers 
went there to observe a few East Timorese homes 
and then drafted what appeared to be a good 
plan. Unfortunately, the East Timorese people 
themselves had a very different idea of what a plan 
ought to look like, and in some instances, they 

wanted to refuse the shelters that had been drawn 
up by these outside experts. The failure to engage 
local people in a fully participatory process is an 
endemic problem for western aid organisations. 
When ideas are imposed on local people, they 
don’t work. Local people who have lost everything 
want to participate at the very moment when they 
most need dignity, respect and power. 

It is also important to recognize that 
humanitarian aid actively harms people in some 
circumstances. Sometimes, aid agencies deliver 
food in a particular area, which becomes a magnet 
for refugees. Unfortunately, these same areas 
may become targets of attacks by rebel groups. 
In these circumstances, aid becomes a weapon 
of war, a means through which populations are 
manipulated and used. In the refugee camps in 
Goma, following the Rwandan genocide of 1994, 
genocidaires took over control over humanitarian 
resources such as food or shelter, which became 
weapons. This produces huge ethical issues such as 
whether humanitarian agencies should continue 
their aid when it is used as a weapon against those 
whom they had intended to assist. 

Ethical dilemmas also arise because of 
the increased blurring between military and 
humanitarian operations. In Afghanistan, 
much aid provided by the US government 
is administered by the so-called Provisional 
Reconstruction Teams. These teams consist of a 
few persons from the aid agencies and military 
people, who are shooters who wear the uniform 
and are engaged in military operations. For a short 
time, they take the uniform off and go out to the 
communities to distribute aid and help build up 
schools. But the community people know all too 
well who these people are. Often shooters who 
conduct so-called humanitarian work are in fact 
collecting intelligence information. This practice, 
which makes humanitarian aid a weapon or an 
instrument of war, is very dangerous, and I would 
argue that it damages the whole humanitarian 
enterprise. It is well intentioned since the idea is 
that it is safer for humanitarian aid workers if there 
are shooters out there to protect them. However, 
this practice endangers aid workers since local 
people may think that the aid workers are really 
military people. This perception boosts the target 
value of the aid workers, who are unarmed and 
unable to defend themselves. Furthermore, this 
practice makes local people believe aid workers 
are not there for humanitarian purposes but to 
serve military purposes.
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In Sudan, aid was confiscated by the 
government to feed its troops. 
 
Yes, and related problems of government 
intervention in and subversion of humanitarian 
aid have occurred also in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
All US NGOs working in Iraq were told by the US 
government that they had to plant a flag wherever 
they were distributing aid, indicating it was US 
funded, so that the US government would get 
recognition for it. But most Iraqi people perceived 
the US presence as an act of external domination. 
Since there is a military occupation local people 
tend to see humanitarian aid as an extension of a 
repressive and colonialist effort. So in that sense, 
there is a tendency to make humanitarian aid an 
instrument of foreign policies and I think this is a 
very big mistake.

 Humanitarian aid should be kept at arms’ 
length from the wider foreign policy. Although 
it should be within the state’s interest to provide 
humanitarian aid, aid succeeds best when it 
is administered according to humanitarian 
principles rather than to states’ political 
agendas.  

Do you believe many aid agencies may have 
good intentions but may lack knowledge?
 
Yes, particularly church groups that use a charity 
model that robs people of their dignity and 
creates dependency. A stronger approach is to 
view humanitarian aid not as charity but as an 
entitlement that helps to satisfy fundamental 
human rights. The delivery of aid is best done 
not through handouts but through participatory 
process that respects local culture and empowers 
people. 

Don’t you think it is time for NGOs to 
embrace some generic code of ethics? Should 
there be a regulatory body to ensure NGOs 
embrace a set of principles?
 
There have been numerous attempts to create 
something like that. For example in the 
psychosocial arena, Psychosocial Working Group 
convened by the Mellon Foundation is made up 
mostly of US and British NGOs and academic 
institutions that constructed a set of guiding 
principles that ought to inform humanitarians’ 
actions. This is not a strict code of ethics, but 

a set of guiding principles that lead one away 
from doing harm. But these principles lack 
the wide endorsement that, for example, the 
Sphere Standards of Humanitarian Assistance 
have enjoyed. The result is that despite our best 
intentions our practices may not be appropriate 
in a particular context and may cause harm. We 
need to maintain a stance of critical reflection in 
order to minimize harm.

 Although most training programs are 
adopting a set of guiding principles or, best 
practices and things to avoid, we are still a long way 
away from getting the kind of global agreement 
on what constitutes the best practice and effective 
means of doing no harm. 

Too often, damage is done by imposing an 
outsider model that doesn’t fit the local context. 
Within the trauma industry many practitioners see 
it as their obligation to provide trauma counselling 
even in the early stages of an emergency. We have 
to ask ourselves whether this is appropriate early 
in an emergency, when wounds are still raw.  The 
whole idea of going to someone we don’t even 
know, and talking with them about how they 
feel, may not fit the local culture or make sense 
to local people. Cultures and individuals differ, 
yet we try to create a universal model for healing. 
Through the imposition of presumably universal 
approaches, we do harm by silencing local 
approaches, keeping power in our hands, and 
behaving in ways reminiscent of the colonial era.  

Working in war zone areas must be 
confronting. What do you see as the main 
issues faced by aid workers?

 
I spend nearly 70 percent of my time in war zones. 
One of the problems of working in this field is that 
you tend to pick up toxicity and residues of people’s 
suffering. Many people don’t tend to manage this 
situation and over time they may develop issues of 
anxieties, depression, of substance abuse, among 
others. When this occurs, humanitarians tend to 
give toxicity back to the people they seek to help. 
Not taking care of yourself can do damage and 
I think it is a bigger problem than most realize. 
Having worked in many countries, where I have 
learned from local healing methods, I can honestly 
say that respecting the Do No Harm imperative 
means taking care of oneself. Only when we find 
ways to take care of ourselves are we in a position 
to support others.
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ernment bank to rural constituents? All of these 
and more were firm planks in One Nation’s bid for 
election and rightly dismissed out of hand as irre-
sponsible and prejudiced by the major parties.

So what was the single One Nation policy 
adopted by both sides of politics? Yes, there was just 
one that emerged from the sound and fury of the 
1998 election hustings to enter the political main-
stream - the granting of temporary protection status 
to refugees.

While everything else One Nation stood for is 
now a bad memory, the more than 10,000 refugees 
who have received temporary visas in Australia can 
attest to the power of politics and efforts to woo 
popular opinion.

The temporary visas instituted a year after One 
Nation came to prominence now form a founda-
tion stone of refugee and asylum seeker policy. The 
visas were a bad idea then and are an even worse 
idea now. The policy of denying refugees access to 
permanency and restricting entitlements to what is 
an excellent array of government supported settle-
ment services is nothing if not short-sighted.  Firstly, 
it created a second class of entrants and denied le-

Seven days is a long time in politics... or so the saying goes. 

If this is true, then seven years must be an eternity! 

It’s almost seven years since Australian poli-
tics was turned upside down by the emergence of a 
new political force from regional Queensland.  The 
rise of One Nation now seems nothing more than a 
hazy memory or even, some may say, a bad hango-
ver. Pauline Hanson, the flame-haired former party 
leader, who brought such passion to politics inspir-
ing undying loyalty among many and howls of deri-
sion from others, has lately been seen strutting her 
stuff on prime time television as a rather awkward 
ballroom dancer!

One Nation’s policy platform imploded along 
with the party structure and both have been con-
signed to the waste paper bin of history. The party 
took an extraordinary array of policies to the 1998 
Federal election.  Does anybody remember the 
policy to abolish aboriginal health, housing and ed-
ucation programmes because they were racially mo-
tivated; the flat 2%  personal income, company and 
sales tax that would reduce government revenue by 
an estimated $50 billion per annum;  the proposals 
to print money to pay the national debt; the massive 
cuts to immigration to keep out disease and reduce 
unemployment; or the no interest loans from a gov-
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... about 10,000 refugees with 

temporary visas in Australia can 

attest to the power of politics and 

efforts to woo popular opinion.

gitimate refugees the opportunity to learn English, 
participate fully in the labour market and tertiary 
education system and placed barriers to participa-
tion more widely in Australian society. Secondly, it 
made it virtually impossible for refugees to be reu-
nited with close family members and created a long-
term limbo from which many have not recovered.

The argument that Australia was a “soft-touch” 
and thereby attracted those refugees who were 
shopping for the best outcome is hard to substan-
tiate. The temporary visa was conceived as a de-
terrence measure, but the idea that people were 
seriously making decisions about where to seek 
protection based on whether they would receive 
English classes or access to some forms of welfare is 
very hard to accept. Indeed, asylum seekers contin-
ued to arrive by boat in spite of the temporary visa 
and Australia’s hard line mandatory immigration 
detention system. What stemmed boat arrivals was 
the interdiction of asylum seekers at sea, greater 
regional co-operation to disrupt people smuggling 
and ultimately reduced pressure on the countries 
of first asylum as people flows eased following the 
fall of the Taliban and Saddam Hussein.

The strength of Australia’s diversity is not just 
diversity itself but the capacity of people from many 
backgrounds to participate fully in the life of the 
nation. Opportunities for employment, secondary 
and higher education and to contribute to the com-
munities in which new arrivals live are all vital to 
developing a sense of belonging and constructing a 
new identity. In contrast, a society that excludes any 
group within its midst paves the way for the devel-
opment of health and social problems that will only 
become manifest over time. The temporary visa 
policy works against participation just as any tem-
porary guest worker policy would do and judging 
by what we know to be the social determinants of 
good health is a recipe for longer-term health and 
social issues.  

Australia can rightfully be proud of its strong 
tradition for respecting human rights and affirm-
ing the rights of individuals that form part of the 
society in order that they participate fully within 
it. Our approach to refugees that hold temporary 
visas is diametrically opposed to those values and a 
policy re-evaluation is well overdue. It is a source of 
some encouragement that a bi-partisan movement 
is gathering momentum to effect just that change.

The final chapter in the story of the temporary 
visa has yet to be written. While many of the mainly 
Iraqi and Afghan refugees holding temporary visas 
are now receiving permanent visas,  a substantial 
group are apparently condemned to their future 
as interlopers, receiving yet another temporary stay 
even though they have substantiated a well-founded 
fear of persecution.

I’m a great believer in the turning of full circles 
that others describe as cycles.  Ironically, but perhaps 
fittingly, it has been the members of regional and 
rural communities, the birth places of One Nation’s 
policy, who have had most contact with refugees on 
temporary protection visas since their release from 
detention centres. Once in contact with the holders 
of temporary visas, many rural Australians have be-
friended them and become some of the most vocif-
erous agitators for change to Government policy as 
they have grown to appreciate the great contribu-
tion refugees have made to rural industries starved 
of labour. 

Perhaps Pauline Hanson can also attest to the 
transformational power of understanding by direct 
contact with those people most affected by a policy. 
Ms. Hanson was visibly impacted by her contact 
with inmates during an unjust stay in a Queensland 
prison. Is it too much to hope that she may one day 
champion the cause of the temporary refugees?

Since	 this	 article	 was	 produced	 a	 group	 of	
Liberal	 Party	 Federal	 members	 lead	 by	 Petro	
georgiou	 has	 negotiated	 a	 softening	 of	 the	
Howard	 government’s	 stance	 on	 manda-
tory	detention	and	temporary	protection	visas.	
While	 the	 detail	 of	 these	 changes	 is	 yet	 to	 be	
fully	communicated	and	conclusions	should	not	
be	drawn	at	this	stage,	it	appears	that	many,	but	
not	all,	current	holders	of	temporary	protection	
visas	will	be	eligible	 for	permanent	visas.	even	
so,	 there	 were	 a	 number	 of	 policy	 changes	
that	 could	 not	 be	 successfully	 negotiated	 by	
the	 georgiou	 group.	 As	 a	 result,	 	 the	 tempo-
rary	protection	visa	regime	remains	unchanged.
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Aussie 
Bosnians 

from 
Germany

Our sense of who 

we are and where 

we belong is an 

evolving process, 

influenced by many 

psychological and 

social factors.  

Hariz Halilovich  

looks at the identity 

of a group of young 

Bosnians and the 

factors that shape 

the way they see 

themselves.
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When the war in the Former 
Yugoslavia was officially 
declared over in late 1995, 
Germany asked all of the more 
than 400,000 refugees to leave 
the country.  Most were from 
Bosnia.

For thousands of Bosnian 
refugees the ‘peace deal’ did 
not mean much, as they had lost 
family members, their homes 
had been either destroyed or 
occupied and their communi-
ties shattered.  Furthermore, 
many of the perpetrators of the 
ethnic cleansing and the killing 
of more than 250,000 people, 
were rewarded for their crimes, 
by allowing them to keep eth-
nically cleansed areas under 
their control, in their roles as 
politicians, mayors, policemen 
or company directors. 

Traumatised by the war 
and reluctant to return to what 
remained of their country, 
many Bosnians opted for reset-
tlement in a third country. The 
USA, Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand and Scandinavia were 
the destinations on offer. 

 Some chose Australia 
because family and friends 
were already here, for others 
Australia was so far away 
that they hoped the physical 
distance would help them 
forget the pain and misery. For 
many, this journey also meant 
leaving all they knew behind. 
Many refugees hoped to make 
a new start and rid themselves 
of the refugee label, while 
others just wanted to provide 
safety and opportunities for 
their children. In my case, it 
was a combination of all of the 
above.

While most old Bosnians 
remained stuck in their identity 
as ‘displaced Bosnians’, 
refugees and war survivors, the 
younger generation was able to 
adapt to the new environment 
more easily. Furthermore, 

they managed to become an 
active part of the culture and 
language of the countries they 
escaped to, rather than remain 
mere outsiders like their 
parents’ generation. 

A group of young 
Bosnians spoke to me about 
how they saw themselves in 
relation to Australia.  Everyone 
was born in Bosnia, had spent 
years in Germany, and now 
lived in Australia. My inter-
views revealed that there is 
a direct link between the 
refugee experience and the 
sense of belonging, which fits 
into the category of cultural 
hybridity. Contrary to the tra-
ditional exclusive forms of 
group identity - based on one 
culture, language, ethnicity, 
territory or nationality – the 
Aussie Bosnians from Germany 
have crossed both imagined 
and real boundaries of identity 
and exclusiveness, and have 
integrated different cultural 
domains into their identity. 

Refugee identity:  
Transnational? 
Hybrid?  
Or something 
else?
While we may have a clear 
idea about our own identity, 
based on our sexuality, colour 
or family background, our 
personal identity is not only 
defined by the way we feel 
about ourselves, but also by the 
way others perceive and ‘cat-
egorise’ us. As the sociologist 
Shapin put it, “identity belongs 
at once to an individual and to 
the social networks and groups 
of which that individual is a 
part.”  

This may be especially true 
in the case of refugees whose 
‘refugee identity’ is imposed 
by others, who in many cases 
disregard the individual 
aspects of the refugee experi-
ence.  Being treated collective-

ly as a group with a common 
experience and background, 
refugees may not have a choice 
other than to accept their new 
collective categorisation. In 
such circumstances, develop-
ing and exploring the sense of 
personal and group identity, 
especially during the period 
of adolescence, may prove to 
be much more complex than 
in the case of individuals who 
have not gone through such a 
dramatic and traumatic expe-
rience.

‘Speak up, so I 
can see who you 
are’
Language is both an important 
identity marker and a central 
factor for interpreting cultural 
identity in the young Bosnians 
I talked to. It proved to be 
far more than just a means of 
verbal communication and 
social interaction. All the young 
people are authentic polyglots, 
speaking, writing and thinking 
in three different languages - 
English, German and Bosnian 
- in their daily lives.  Their 
memories are also inscribed 
in one of the three languages, 
each belonging to a cultural 
cluster of time and events. The 
different languages, however, 
play a different role and are 
used selectively depending 
on the audience, situation 
and theme.  English is the 
language most used at school 
and in other public spheres. 
At home they speak German 
almost exclusively, with their 
brothers and sisters, and also 
with other ‘Bosnian adoles-
cents from Germany’. Their 
shared experience and the 
German language is also the 
main factor of cohesion of 
the group. Bosnian is mostly 
spoken with parents, relatives 
and non-English/non-German 
speakers from the wider 
Bosnian community.
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me of the day I left home… My 
father drove us to the station. 
He and my mother were both 
silent and looked worried. He 
put us on a bus and kissed us 
goodbye. My mother cried… 
My brother and I waved to him 
through the window when the 
bus was leaving. He was waving 
with both his hands among a 
countless number of hands 
of other children’s fathers 
and relatives that came to say 
goodbye. He had a blue shirt. 
That was the last time I saw 
my father… I cannot recall his 
face, but I will never forget his 
waving hands and that blue 
shirt… My mother cried all the 
way to Slovenia. Not far from 
our town, we were stopped by 
Chetniks. I don’t remember 
seeing them, but I know that I 
was very scared…” 

Being in transit  
 in the  
‘second home’
Shifting from English into 
German meant also entering a 
new sphere of cultural identity 
in the participants. They proved 
to be great narrators, using a 
much wider range of vocabu-
lary than in English. Nostalgia 
for Germany was present in 
all interviews.  All ten partici-
pants would love to move back 
to Germany, but only two have 
made clear decisions to do 
so once they complete their 
studies in Australia. The other 
eight prefer to keep Australia 
as their home base and to live 
and work in Germany only 
temporarily, if an opportunity 
arises.

The best thing about 
Germany was the friend-
ships and relationships with 
teachers and others from both 
German and non-German 
backgrounds. Other positives 
included the high living 
standards, excellent education 
and healthcare systems, and 

peace. While they cherished 
their friendships with ordinary 
people in Germany, they had 
all experienced institutional 
discrimination by German 
authorities, who saw them as 
‘unwanted’ refugees and for-
eigners. This included regular 
visits to Die Ausländerbehörde 
(‘The Department for Aliens’), 
sometimes on a weekly basis, 
to extend their temporary 
refugee visas - Duldung - which 
could be translated as ‘being 
tolerated’.

Each participant knew 
of Ausländerfeindlichkeit 
(xenophobia) and had seen 
anti-immigrant and racist 
graffiti on walls, such as the 
most common one: Ausländer 
Raus!. However, they did not 
always feel they were targets of 
xenophobia themselves, since 
their skin colour and language 
protected them.  As Suad said, 
it made them ‘invisible for-
eigners’. On the other hand, 
they reported that asylum 
seekers and refugee centers 
were firebombed by neo-Nazis 
and people were killed in 
these attacks which occurred 
in the 1990s when they lived 
there. None of the participants 
witnessed such attacks directly.	

    Finding the  
       ‘third home’
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	Turning to Australia, we 
spoke English. After some 
initial unhappiness because 
they missed their friends 
in Germany and the way of 
life, most were, to varying 
degrees, happy with their lives 
in Australia.  A very common 
description of the ‘cultural 
shock’ experienced upon 
arrival was that ‘everything 
was so different’, referring 
to the houses, streets, public 
transport, shops, driving on 
the ‘wrong side of the road’, 
food and even people. Those 
who already had relatives here 

   Remembering     
  the ‘first home’ 
  Our interviews were also 
conducted in the various 
languages. While discuss-
ing Bosnia, the “first home”, 
we naturally spoke Bosnian. 
Bosnia was a painful memory 
for those who did not want 
to recall their lives in detail. 
They mostly gave general state-
ments describing their lives as 
‘normal’ and ‘happy’. Most of 
their families had been middle 
and ‘well-off working class’ as 
they lived in their own houses 
and owned a car. Some even 
had holiday houses. Only 
three participants gave more 
personal accounts of their lives 
in Bosnia before the war. 

Aida: “I remember picking 
cherries with my grandma and 
going to school. I was very 
happy then…”

Almir said that his life 
was normal and that he could 
vividly recall camping and 
fishing with his father on the 
river Drina.

However, all of the par-
ticipants had clear memories 
of the time when the war was 
about to start and they fled the 
country, in most cases accom-
panied only by their mothers. 
Emina described that moment 
in the following words:

“There were a number of 
buses waiting to take women 
and children to Slovenia. My 
mother argued with my father 
long into the night. She didn’t 
want to leave without him. He 
convinced her in the end by 
saying that this was going to 
be a holiday for us and that he 
had to look after the house. 
He also needed to look after 
grandma and grandpa…I was 
very excited about the idea 
of going somewhere with all 
the kids at the town’s main 
bus station… Every school 
excursion after that reminds 
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found it a little easier. All re-
membered the stress of finding 
accommodation, enrolling at 
school, registering with govern-
ment and other institutions to 
get ‘all the numbers and plastic 
cards’. The unpleasant task of 
being their family’s interpreter 
from the moment they arrived 
here was something frequently 
mentioned.

In terms of what they 
liked most of Australia, it was 
multiculturalism and the Aus-
tralian way of life. Multicul-
turalism was described as ‘not 
being important who you are’, 
‘the opposite of racism’, ‘many 
cultures living together’, 
‘sharing the classroom with 
all sorts of people’, ‘different 
food’ and so on. The Austral-
ian way of life was described 
as ‘casual’, ‘slower than in 
Europe’, ‘having a BBQ’, 
‘using first names’ and ‘owning 
a house’. They also mentioned 
equality, the right to apply for 
Australian citizenship and ‘lack 
of racism’, which Almir saw as 
the absence of racist graffiti 
commonly seen in Berlin like 
‘Ausländer Raus!’ ‘Foreigners 
get out!’

Being a refugee: 
everything that 
doesn’t break 
me makes me 
only stronger
The participants have lived 
half or more of their lives 
as refugees after having fled 
from Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na in the early 1990s.  Their 
options have been in many 
ways limited by their refugee 
status. Being a refugee has 
meant for most of them dis-
placement, dispossession, dis-
crimination, homelessness, 
dangerous flight, exposure to 
violence, lack of basic necessi-
ties, loss of relatives, grieving, 
refugee camps and being 
subject to charities and bu-

reaucratic regulations. On the 
other hand, the experience of 
being a refugee has created 
some opportunities such as 
learning other languages, 
adopting other cultures, 
creating new social networks 
and the migration to Australia 
under Australia’s refugee and 
humanitarian program.

Aida’s account of her 
refugee experience captures 
many of the negatives 
mentioned by everyone else:

“…It is the worst thing that 
can happen to anyone. From a 
normal and happy life, losing 
everything and having to go 
without having a destination. 
Then people look at you like 
you are an alien from Mars. 
They ask you stupid questions 
and think you never had a 
home and a life that was better 
and happier than theirs.”

 “They ask you where do 
you come from? Are you a 
refugee? And you start hating 
these questions and being 
called ‘izbjeglica’, ‘Flüchtling’, 
‘a refugee’… Kids laugh at 
you at school because of your 
name or accent. Then, after 
school, you go to a Flüchtling-
sheim (refugee camp) instead 
of going home.” 

“You walk down the street 
with shops full of food and all 
the goodies while you know 
that people in your country 
are starving and kids are being 
killed... You wait until life 
returns to normal and then 
one day you realise that life will 
never be normal again… Then 
you start a new life, but you 
really never recover and never 
forget… You know that there 
is no one behind you and you 
have to succeed. That’s what 
gives me strength.  Sometimes 
when I have hard times and I 
worry about something, I only 
remember how it was when I was 
in Bosnia in 1992 and 1993…” 

After the initial experi-
ence of being singled out and 
discriminated against by non-
refugee peers and other indi-
viduals, it is important to note 
that positive experiences were 
frequently mentioned:

“I met a lot of good people 
in Germany and Australia. 
Many people wanted to help 
my family and me. They were 
strangers but they became my 
best friends. In Germany, I was 
good at school and had a lot of 
friends. We had such a good 
time… But it was bad being 
a refugee and waiting to be 
returned somewhere I didn’t 
want to go. What I like best 
about my life here in Australia 
is that I am not a refugee any 
more. I am a migrant. I am a 
free man and can do everything 
that other normal people do. 
I can study, work, travel, and 
have a house…” 

In some cases it was possible 
to change the perspective 
and make an advantage out 
of being disadvantaged by 
circumstances:

“It makes me feel 
really mature having lived 
in different countries and 
speaking three languages. It 
is such a great thing under-
standing other cultures and 
feeling part of them and also 

He was waving with 

both his hands... 

He had a blue shirt. 

That was the last time 

I saw my father… I 

cannot recall his face, 

but I will never forget 

his waving hands and 

that blue shirt.
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may integrate the “stuff” of 
various cultures as part of their 
personal identities. 

This is illustrated by 
something I witnessed that 
captured my attention during 
an interview.  The room was 
decorated with an old Bosnian 
flag with golden lilies (not the 
contemporary flag of Bosnia), 
a poster of the famous German 
soccer club, Bayern München, 
and a large poster of Australian 
pop singer Kylie Minogue. All 
three icons were placed next 
to each other on the largest 
wall in the room, apparently of 
equal importance and equally 
admired by my host. 

All you need  
is friends!
When exploring the experi-
ence of social connectedness, 
all the young people empha-
sised the importance of friend-
ship. Friendship seemed to be a 
much more important identity 
factor than belonging to any of 
the defined broader commu-
nities. As Milan Kundera wrote 
in one of his novels, “Friends 
are our mirror; our memory; 
we ask nothing of them, but 
they polish the mirror from 
time to time so we can look at 
ourselves in it.”

Memories of the German 
part of their lives included 
a great deal of talking about 
friends and the good times 
they had together. Without 
hesitation, all the participants 
referred to their friends as 
the greatest asset they had in 
Germany and in Australia. 
Social connections with Bosnia 
on the other hand were ex-
perienced more in relation 
to the members of extended 
family still living there, with 
whom most of the participants 
did not have an opportunity to 
develop a closer relationship.

In Australia, friends 
continue to play an important 

part in the participants’ 
everyday lives. In addition 
to socialising with young 
German-speaking Bosnians, 
their friends also include 
young people from a variety of 
cultural backgrounds.

“The worst thing when I came 
here was that I didn’t have any 
friends. I felt very lonely and 
I missed my friends back in 
Germany. I felt displaced and 
I didn’t believe that I would 
ever feel happy in this country. 
Now I feel much better. I’ve 
got a lot of very good friends 
here. They are from all sorts of 
backgrounds; Anglo, Greeks, 
Italians, Chinese, Bosnians, 
Lebanese, Croats, Sudanese... 
I also keep in touch with my 
friends in Germany.” 

They also have become 
friends with young people 
from the ‘enemy background’, 
that is, the Serbs and such 
contacts have made them 
think about issues of collec-
tive responsibility, blame and 
individual suffering. Possibly 
without realizing it, they are 
starting a grass-roots reconcili-
ation process.

“My best friend is a Serb. 
Her parents are refugees from 
Croatia. My mum doesn’t like 
me being with her and neither 
do my friends’ parents. But we 
are best friends at school and 
we help each other. I told her 
that Serbs killed my father and 
she was really sorry. I cannot 
blame her for something some 
bad Serbs did. She told me 
that she believed all Croats 
and Bosnians were bad before 
she met me. That’s what she 
learned at school when she 
was a refugee in Serbia. Now, I 
also know that not all Serbs are 
bad…” 

knowing both the bad and the 
good sides of life. It makes you 
appreciate things better. I feel 
that my life has been enriched 
through my refugee experi-
ence… like I have been living 
three different lives… Instead 
of feeling homeless I feel like I 
have many homes.” 

Being a refugee is defi-
nitely not a desirable status, 
as Aida elaborated. The par-
ticipants have however shown 
great resilience, creativity and 
adaptation skills by refusing to 
be defined as ‘a disadvantaged 
group’ and by actively partici-
pating in the everyday life ac-
tivities of their peers and the 
society in which they live. To a 
great extent, they have turned 
around their role, defined 
by refugee status, and have 
benefited from their refugee 
experience.

My Queen Kylie
During the interviews, we 
talked about nation, national-
ity, nationalism and what all 
those concepts might mean to 
each of them. Their answers on 
Bosnian nationality included 
many elements that commonly 
define a nation such as: 
Bosnian people, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina as a country, 
the map of Bosnia, the flag, 
language, golden lilies, three 
religions, borders, war and the 
Bosnian army. Australian na-
tionality and their place in it 
was most frequently described 
in terms of multiculturalism, 
English language, citizenship, 
equality, right to vote, having a 
home and an address here…

Shapin says that personal 
identity is constructed out of 
materials at hand. The stuff 
out of which identity can be 
made is presented by the local 
culture.  Refugee adolescents 
with experience of multiple 
resettlements and exposure 
to a number of local cultures 
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Program Transcript

Damien Carrick:	 As you’re no 
doubt aware, last Sunday on 60 
Minutes Mamdouh Habib claimed 
he was the victim of torture while 
imprisoned by Egyptian, Pakistani 
and US authorities, and on 
one occasion, Habib claims, an 
Australian official was present.

And last night on 4 Corners a 
former officer with the Defence 
Intelligence Organisation claimed 
while in Iraq he was aware of 
prisoner abuse.

So today on The Law Report: 
Torture, what is it, when does 
it happen, what can victims do 
about it and controversially, is it 
ever justified?

Jumana Musa is Amnesty Inter-
national’s official observer of 
the Military Commission trials 
at Guantanamo Bay. In about 15 
minutes’ time, at 8.45, Jumana 
Musa will walk into a meeting 
with Attorney-General, Philip 
Ruddock. So why has she come 
all the way from Washington DC, 
and what does she want to tell our 
Attorney-General?

Jumana Musa: There’s no secret 
about the fact that Amnesty Inter-
national has from the very begin-
ning, from the inception of the 
executive order that set up the 

From the Law Report 
from Radio National. 
First broadcast on 15.2.05 
reproduced by permission  
by the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation 
and ABC on Line. Copyright 
all rights reserved at 2005 at 
ABC. with Damien Carrick 

Military Commission, stated that 
these commissions can’t in any way 
provide any type of fair process. 
What we’ve seen since then in the 
way that these commissions have 
developed, has made it clear that 
nothing amounting to justice or 
a fair trial can come out of them. 
And so I’m going to discuss some 
of our specific concerns about 
these commissions and the way 
they’ve progressed in the case of 
David Hicks, as well as some of 
the other problems we’ve seen in 
regards to the other three detain-
ees who have been charged before 
the commission. 

I’m also going to talk about our 
larger concerns about Guantan-
amo, and the US policy on deten-
tion and interrogation, which 
has really led to a breakdown in 
the fundamental understand-
ings of international law, and the 
absolute ban on torture and cruel 
and human degrading treatment.

Damien Carrick: Well, on 
that point about interrogation 
and torture, last Sunday on 60 
Minutes, Mamdouh Habib made 
a number of allegations about 
being tortured both physically 
and psychologically at the hands 
of US, Pakistani and Egyptian 
authorities. What’s your response 
to those claims? Did you see the 
Mamdouh Habib interview?

Can it ever be morally acceptable?  
Exactly how far would you go if your entire family was in  
imminent danger?  
So how far should the state go to prevent a terrorist attack?  
And have our collective views on the matter shifted since �/��?

What is it?

debate on
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Jumana Musa: I did watch it, 
and I’m not going to claim to be 
personally familiar with Habib 
himself, but what I can say is that 
what he had to say does not at all 
sound strange, it echoes what we’ve 
heard from a lot of detainees who 
have been released from Guantan-
amo. It echoes what we’ve seen in 
court filings from detainers who 
are currently in Guantanamo, 
and also people who have been 
released from custody in Afghani-
stan and Iraq as well. We’ve also 
seen similar charges emerge in 
FBI documents that were recently 
obtained through a Freedom 
of Information Act lawsuit once 
they were handed over, which 
echoed a lot of the types of partic-
ular techniques that Habib and 
others have talked about. The 
ground is right. I mean, at that 
point we know that although for 
a long time the US government 
has said: “Well, we may have had 
some problems at Abu Ghraib but 
people in Guantanamo are being 
treated humanely, and all these 
allegations aren’t true.” And 
then it came out that a guards-
man who had participated in a 
training exercise in Guantanamo, 
dressed in an orange jumpsuit, 
was beaten so badly that he devel-
oped a seizure disorder. That one 
sort of got slipped under the rug, 
but at this point, with all the FBI 
documents coming out and the 
various allegations coming to 
light, even the US government 
had to concede that they now are 
doing an internal investigation in 
terms of how detainees are being 
treated in Guantanamo.

And then the larger issue of 
course, we’ve already seen many 
deaths in custody and a number 

of both allegations and investi-
gations into torture and ill treat-
ment of detainees in Afghanistan, 
and Iraq as well.

Damien Carrick: Have we seen 
deaths in custody in Guantanamo 
Bay?

Jumana Musa: Not that we’re 
aware of, and the government has 
stated publicly that there have 
been no deaths in custody, but of 
course Guantanamo Bay is very 
difficult to track, it’s a place where 
many times the government puts 
out approximate numbers, it’s an 
extremely controlled location, 
and there’s absolutely no way 
in which they don’t know how 
many people are being held in 
Guantanamo. The numbers that 
come out usually say ‘approxi-
mately 545 people are being held 
in Guantanamo’, and if you look 
at the numbers over time, they’re 
approximate numbers, and their 
announced releases don’t always 
add up.

Damien Carrick: Presumably 
you’ll be, in your discussions 
with the attorney-general, talking 
about what you regard as the 
obligations of the Australian 
government towards its own 
citizens; what will you be telling 
the attorney-general?

Jumana Musa: Well just to speak 
on the meeting generally because 
at this point obviously, I can’t 
predict what we may or may not 
discuss. But to talk on that gener-
ally, it’s always been clear that for 
citizens of any state, whether it’s 
Australia, the United States or 
anywhere else, their only protec-
tion against abuses by foreign 
states is to have their government 
stand up for them, and in this case, 
without your government stand-
ing up, at least, it doesn’t have to 
mean – I think one of the things 
from the 60 Minutes interview 
was the idea that well was he really 
involved in these alleged terror-
ist acts or allegedly supporting 

terrorism, or not? The issue is not 
whether Habib was ever actually 
involved in supporting some type 
of criminal activity or not, the 
issue is that this type of treatment 
is prohibited at all times in all 
circumstances. It has nothing to 
do with whether or not someone 
may be guilty; it has nothing to 
do with whether or not you may 
think they supported something. 
It’s an absolute prohibition. And 
in that light, any government is 
obligated to take up on behalf of 
its citizens to at the very least ask 
the hard questions, to do some 
investigating and find out the 
truth. And I think there would be 
a lot less concern if the Australian 
government, rather than saying, 
well the US assured us they’re 
not torturing. I can say for us 
who live in the United States that 
the government has constantly 
assured us that they don’t torture. 
The pictures and the memos and 
all the documents that have come 
out suggest otherwise. So rather 
than taking this word at face 
value, which again these kind of 
words from the US government at 
this point really ring hollow, the 
only way the citizens of nations 
can be protected is when their 
governments push us for an inves-
tigation and to get clear answers 
to the questions.

Damien Carrick: What do you 
know about the treatment of David 
Hicks, the Australian detainee 
who is still in Guantanamo Bay 
and who will be facing the Military 
Commission hearing?

Jumana Musa: Well, David has 
filed an affidavit in this case alleg-
ing torture and ill-treatment, but 
at the same time we also know 
beyond the physical torture and 
ill-treatment, that people report 
I think part of what gets lost and 
came out in a Red Cross report, 
and certainly Amnesty agrees with, 
is the fact that prolonging indefi-
nite detention in and of itself is 
a form of torture, as is prolonged 
solitary confinement. And David 
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was held for months on end in 
solitary confinement with very 
little contact with other people. 
He was held for 8 months without 
even being able to see sunlight.

Damien Carrick: Since Septem-
ber 11 there have been a number 
of reports of human rights abuses 
by US personnel.

And while Amnesty International 
does not have official views on 
particular appointments to the 
new US administration, Jumana 
Musa does have enormous reser-
vations about the new attorney-
general, Alberto Gonzales.

She’s particularly concerned 
with a memo he drafted back in 
2002, outlining what he regarded 
as acceptable interrogation and 
blurring widely accepted defini-
tions of torture.

Jumana Musa: Alberto Gonzales 
served as a White House counsel 
while all of these policies were 
being developed. His name is 
on a number of these policies, 
including the fact that he’s 
thought to be really the architect 
of this whole Military Commission 
process, which was set up outside 
of the bounds of any kind of exist-
ing and recognised law, whether 
it’s international law, military law, 
or US federal law. He was also 
responsible for writing a memo 
to the President that counselled 
him on a number of issues, 
including advising him that a 
presidential determination that 
the Geneva Conventions didn’t 
apply to Afghanistan, could help 
our soldiers avoid prosecution 
under the War Crimes Act. This 
was a huge concern of ours, when 
you look at the fact that he is now 
the top law enforcement agent 
of the United States as attorney-
general, and he was essentially 
counselling the president on how 
people could avoid prosecution 
under the law. That’s not the type 
of thing that you tend to look for 
in an attorney-general.

Damien Carrick: Things like I 
understand, mock drowning, or 
sleep deprivation, what kind of 
things might be torture in the 
USA but not torture outside the 
USA?

Jumana Musa: Well I think he was 
to some degree trying to distin-
guish between torture and cruel 
and human degrading treatment, 
but there are two things happen-
ing here. One being, and this was 
a huge concern of ours, the fact 
that when asked directly and on 
more than one occasion whether 
or not he would consider water-
boarding, which is the practice of 
binding a detainee and putting 
him under water until he believes 
he’s drowning, he couldn’t recog-
nise that as torture. His response 
was constantly, “well I can’t speak 
on specific methods,” “we don’t 
want to tip the other side in terms 
of what we’re using in interroga-
tion techniques.” But that in itself 
is a concern, the fact that you 
can’t recognise this practice as 
clearly torture. 

I think the other issue that we 
have is that by trying to set up 
this sort of parallel reality, where 
cruel and human degrading 
treatment is happening outside 
US borders. What it seems in 
many cases Alberto Gonzales 
is counselling, and if you look 
at that in context, with the 
very restrictive definition that 
the Office of Legal Counsel 
in the Department of Justice 
put out for torture -back in the 
summer of 2002. You put those 
two together and what it allows 
one to do is redefine things that 
were traditionally understood to 
be torture, and have many times 
been listed in the State Depart-
ment report on human rights 
abuses in other countries as 
torture, to then reclassify them 
as cruel and human degrad-
ing treatment, which under the 
Gonzales framework would make 
it okay to do overseas. And that 
in and of itself is a concern.

Damien Carrick: And of course 
Mamdouh Habib’s allegations 
relate not just to his treatment in 
Guantanamo Bay, they also relate 
to his treatment in Pakistan and 
Egypt.

Jumana Musa: The fact is that 
the United States doesn’t get out 
of its obligation not to torture 
people by having somebody else 
do their dirty work for them. So in 
that sense, the US is no less culpa-
ble in those cases. And it’s already 
been clear in the case of Maher 
Arar, the Syrian-born Canadian 
citizen who when picked up in the 
airport in New York made it quite 
clear that he feared torture in 
Syria. However he was sent there, 
held for months on end, reports 
all kinds of torture, and he’s 
suing the US government, not 
the Syrian government. It doesn’t 
leave the United States with clean 
hands, and it doesn’t make it legal 
to say: “Well, somebody else did it, 
not us.”

I think the other issue at play here 
is the fact that it’s just yet another 
place where the US is seeking 
to skirt their obligations under 
the Convention Against Torture 
under US law and under interna-
tional law.

Damien Carrick: Jumana Musa 
from Amnesty International’s 
Washington office, who right now 
is walking into a meeting with 
Attorney-General Philip Ruddock. 
Wouldn’t you love to be a fly on 
the wall?

When it comes to torture, how 
far should the legal net extend? 
Just a moment ago, Jumana Musa 
spoke about a legal action in the 
USA involving torture in Syria. In 
fact, American civil rights lawyers 
have been at the forefront of 
moves by torture victims to obtain 
compensation, wherever in the 
world the abuse took place. And 
in recent years, American lawyers 
have been increasingly using the 
1789 US Alien Tort Claims Act.
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Since 1980 a large number of 
claims have been lodged in the 
USA using that Act. And the first 
involving a corporation looks 
set to settle in about two weeks’ 
time.

Villager: Usantee was already old 
and very tired, and as he couldn’t 
carry his load as well as he couldn’t 
follow us, the soldiers beat him 
because they thought that he was 
just putting up a sham, and that 
he was pretending to be tired. He 
was beaten by a bamboo, about 
six feet long, and all the men 
were shouting for help. He was 
calling out his mother’s name 
‘Mother’, ‘Please help me God’, 
‘Please help me’, that was the way 
he shouted. And finally the voices 
who were asking for help died 
down, and then he died, too.

Damien Carrick: A Burmese 
villager telling National Public 
Radio in the USA about the 
abuses suffered at the hands of 
the Burmese military.

Professor Sarah Joseph is the 
director of the Castan Centre for 
Human Rights Law at Monash 
University. She says alleged abuses 
like those we just heard formed 
the basis of litigation against a US-
based resources company.

Sarah Joseph: Unocal is part of 
a consortium which is building 
a pipeline in Burma, in South-
ern Burma, an oil pipeline. And 
most of the allegations relate 
to Unocal and its partners, and 
those partners in fact include the 
Burmese government. Engaging 
the military to I suppose assist on 
the project, and in doing that that 

the Burmese military has forced 
people to work on the pipeline. 
So most of the allegations relate 
to forced labour, other allega-
tions again associated with forced 
labour, like complicity, enforced 
labour and torture, and other 
human rights abuses.

The Unocal case was the first case 
where a court decided that alien 
tort liability could lie against a 
corporation, and being the first 
case, there has been other cases 
against companies, but it was the 
most advanced. And so the Unocal 
case has been, I’m not quite sure 
when it was issued, but the first 
decision was issued in 1997, so it’s 
been going for a long time.

Damien Carrick: Saying that the 
action could go ahead, not that 
liability was established?

Sarah Joseph: Yes, saying that the 
action could go ahead. It’s very 
much accepted the actual abuses 
were perpetrated by the Burmese 
military. Whether there’s, and I 
guess in the interim cases, there’ve 
been arguments about what is the 
appropriate test for establishing 
Unocal the company’s link to the 
abuses which were happening in 
Burma.

Damien Carrick: In other words, 
their employees weren’t actually 
carrying out the abuse, but the 
military who were somehow assist-
ing the project, perhaps were.

Sarah Joseph: Yes, that’s the case. 
The various tests used, there’ve 
been arguments regarding vicari-
ous liability, aiding and abetting, 
just tort liability, creating a situa-
tion where the abuses were likely 
or were almost inevitably going to 
occur. You mentioned that Unocal 
employees did not actually perpe-
trate the abuses, that’s true, but 
there’ve also been arguments 
about the extent to which the 
Burmese military were in fact the 
agents of the company. They’re 
quite complicated tests, and then 

as you mentioned, it now looks 
like the case might settle.

Damien Carrick: So in other 
words, Unocal is going to cough 
up some money?

Sarah Joseph: Well, the terms 
of the settlement are not public 
and the settlement hasn’t been 
absolutely finalised. But I would 
guess that’s what’s going to 
happen. At the moment I guess 
I’m fairly confident that it will 
settle, and it will officially settle 
in the next couple of weeks. I’m 
not sure that the terms of the 
settlement are going to be made 
public.

Damien Carrick: But that will be, 
if you like, an important milestone 
for this Act and its usefulness for 
human rights advocates.

Sarah Joseph: Yes, one could say 
that.

Damien Carrick: Does it offer 
any prospects for people who 
have made allegations about 
torture who have been inmates 
of Guantanamo Bay? People like, 
say, Mamdouh Habib?

Sarah Joseph: I think it would. 
I would be surprised if public 
interest lawyers in the United 
States were not considering 
a class action in this respect. 
There are a number of detain-
ees at Guantanamo Bay, includ-
ing Mamdouh Habib, who have 
raised allegations of torture. I 
don’t know the exact evidence in 
that regard, but torture does give 
rise to causes of action under the 
Alien Tort Claims Act, so I see no 
reason why Mamdouh Habib as 
an individual could not sue. I 
suspect it’s possible that a class 
action could be being planned 
in that regard.

Damien Carrick: Professor Sarah 
Joseph, director of the Castan 
Centre for Human Rights Law at 
Monash University.
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Well, is torture always a bad 
thing? Are there extreme situa-
tions when it might be considered 
acceptable?

Julie Clarke, a lecturer in law at 
Deakin University in Geelong, 
says yes. In extremely limited 
cases, torture that doesn’t inflict 
long-term physical harm should 
be allowed.

Julie Clarke: Well, correct. I mean 
the classical sort of example is 
that ticking time bomb scenario, 
where a leader of a terrorist organ-
isation announces that a bomb’s 
been planted on a plane that will 
detonate in 30 minutes and every-
one will die, and you’re somehow 
able to apprehend him, perhaps 
he’s been under surveillance and 
so on, and you pick him up after 
the announcement’s made, and 
he refuses to give information 
about the plane or the location 
of the bomb and so on, and says 
everyone’s going to die. In those 
circumstances I think it would 
be difficult to argue that it’s not 
morally justifiable to torture that 
person in order to extract the 
necessary information to try and 
save the passengers.

Damien Carrick: What about an 
innocent bystander who knows 
something but isn’t actually 
carrying out an attack? Maybe 
it’s someone’s parents, maybe 
it’s someone’s child. Should we 
torture a child who won’t tell us 
what plane, bus, train his Dad is 
currently riding on?

Julie Clarke: Well my answer 
to that would be no. I think you 
would restrict I think to adults 
who are more capable of making 
an informed decision about 
whether to provide information 
or not.

Damien Carrick: Even if we’re 
going to save 300, 400 lives?

Julie Clarke:  Well I think there 
are a number of other factors 

with a child, and the level of 
the wrongdoing of the person 
involved is relevant. I would say 
that there are some circumstances 
in which the person not directly 
involved could be tortured to 
extract that information, I would 
generally restrict that to an adult 
who’s made a conscious decision 
that they won’t reveal that infor-
mation, and so while they’re 
innocent in actually engaging 
in the act themselves, they have 
some complicity in it by holding 
the information and being of an 
age to be able to make that choice 
to withholding the information.

Damien Carrick: So say 
somebody’s mother whose son 
is currently riding around on a 
bus, a train, a plane, with a bomb 
strapped to them?

Julie Clarke: In those circum-
stances I think again you need to 
look at all the other factors. Let’s 
say there was immediate harm, 
the bomb was to go off in half 
an hour or so, and there was no 
other way to acquire the informa-
tion, then yes, I consider torture 
would be justifiable.

Damien Carrick: I understand 
there was a recent example in 
Germany where that kind of 
ticking bomb situation was a real 
concrete reality. Tell me about 
that.

Julie Clarke: Yes, well, in Germany 
a couple of years ago, there was 
a good example of this that was 
fairly widely publicised. An 11-
year-old boy was kidnapped and 
a ransom was demanded, and 
the ransom was paid and the 
person who collected the ransom 
was apprehended while collect-
ing it. So there was fairly strong 
evidence that this was the person 
that was involved, or at least had 
knowledge of this kidnapping. 
The man that was apprehended 
was interrogated for a number of 
hours by the police in Germany, 
and toyed with them a bit and led 

them to location after location 
that was false. Eventually the 
Deputy Police Commissioner 
instructed his officers in writing 
to try to extract the information 
by means of infliction of pain 
under medical supervision and 
subject to prior warning. Now 
this sort of thing would constitute 
torture under the United Nations 
Convention. Ten minutes after 
the warning, the suspect told the 
police where the boy was located 
and they found him.

Damien Carrick: Was he alive?

Julie Clarke: He was actually 
dead at that point. But neverthe-
less the police had obviously no 
knowledge he was dead, believed 
him to be alive, the man who they 
had apprehended had suggested 
that the boy was still alive, and I 
suppose it demonstrated that this 
is a circumstance where you pretty 
much know you’ve got the right 
guy, you know you’ve got the guy 
that has the information that could 
possibly save a life. And the threat 
of torture alone was sufficient to 
cause this person to confess, he 
did in fact have the information, 
and the boy was located. And 
even though he was dead, he was 
at least located so that eventually 
there was I suppose some closure 
for the family.

Damien Carrick: So in Germany, 
as we speak, there is a kind of 
mechanism which you’re talking 
about where in extreme circum-
stances somebody can sign a piece 
of paper and say torture under 
these circumstances can proceed.

Julie Clarke: No, there’s no 
country that actually condones 
torture at the moment. The 
United Nations Convention 
prohibits it absolutely. It’s prohib-
ited absolutely in Germany. The 
Police Commissioner got himself 
into a bit of trouble with this; there 
was a lot of debate in Germany 
at the time about whether he’d 
done the right thing or not. A 
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number of people saying he had, 
and a number of people saying: 
“No, you can’t do that sort of 
thing.” I’m not actually sure what 
happened to him after that, but 
certainly what he did, at the time, 
and now, would be contrary to 
German law and international 
law.

Damien Carrick: What about 
the idea that you might save a 
few lives now, you might save 
many lives now, but you create a 
climate in which worse crimes will 
happen in the future, presumably 
the photos from the Abu Ghraib 
Jail have fuelled the hatred of 
foreigners inside Iraq by many, 
and perhaps has created a climate 
in which more kidnappings, more 
bombings, more murders have 
taken place.

Julie Clarke: That’s a situa-
tion going beyond what I would 
condone or recommend in 
relation to legalising torture. 
One of the problems with 
Abu Ghraib is that most of the 
instances seem to have been 
instances in which torture would 
not have been justified pursu-
ant to the elements that I set out 
earlier. Not having torture legal-
ised means that it’s sort of been 
driven underground a little bit, 
beyond accountability. You have 
all these cases of torture again 
being carried out by what appear 
to be very, very junior officers, 
and so on, and very publicly, 
in terms of the photos and so 
on and so forth, but with no 
real accountability at all. So it’s 
already happening; the idea of 
making it accountable would be 
to try to reduce the instances of 

torture that actually take place, 
and to be able to demonstrate 
publicly why they are taking 
place, and again, maybe once a 
year you might have a circum-
stance so severe as to justify 
torture.

Damien Carrick: But I guess what 
you’re saying is that we should 
professionalise torture. But if you 
professionalised and institution-
alised torture, it doesn’t necessar-
ily mean you’d get more account-
ability, you could just kind of 
introduce a new world where 
people kind of openly learn it, 
and perhaps not openly use it.

Julie Clarke: Well it could, but 
I think still that’s perhaps better 
than the circumstance where 
we have people that are not 
trained perhaps, using torture. 
But I don’t think that legalising 
it necessarily leads to that, and 
I think that there would still be 
more accountability because if 
you did have people trained like 
this, the idea is that the legal 
aspect of torture, you I think still 
no doubt have unlawful torture 
taking place, but we already do, 
and the hope would be that that 
would be reduced. In relation 
to lawful torture there would 
be that accountability, there 
would be that process of having 
to demonstrate why torture was 
necessary in these circumstances, 
there would be process by which 
the torture itself would need to 
be filmed to ensure that it was 
carried out in accordance with 
the various legal requirements, 
and so there would be that 
accountability, more so certainly 
than there is now.

Damien Carrick: Julie Clarke, 
from Deakin University Law 
School in Geelong.

Paris Aristotle is the Director of 
the Victorian Foundation for the 
Survivors of Torture. He under-
stands why an individual might 
approve of torture to save a 

loved one. But he says a govern-
ment, whatever its motivation, 
can’t think like the parent of a 
kidnapped child.

Paris Aristotle: I have real 
problems with the ticking bomb 
theory, in part because I think 
there are so many aspects to that 
theory, that are very difficult to 
prove or substantiate. And it’s also, 
is it real? How often is that actually 
real? So I understand the emotive 
and the emotional reason why 
people would say: “Yes, in these 
circumstances if there was a bomb 
to go off in a primary school, what 
would you be prepared to do to 
get that information,” I under-
stand that. I particularly under-
stand it if my kids were going to 
be at that school, or anyone’s for 
that matter.

The question you have to ask 
yourself is: “Does it work anyway? 
And how do you control it? How 
do you in the end stop it”? Does 
anyone really think that people 
who are prepared to torture 
are really that concerned about 
having to get a warrant before 
they participate in that sort of 
activity? So I think it’s a very, very 
slippery slope, and I think that 
morally, the consequences for a 
society saying: “Yes, we’re going 
to legalise the use of torture, 
even though we don’t know if 
it’s going to work, or if it will be 
effective,” it’s a huge problem I 
think for the community. And, 
I would ask, where do you draw 
the line? If you had someone 
and the sleep deprivation hadn’t 
been working, what would the 
next step be? Would you tear out 
his fingernails?

Damien Carrick: I think the 
idea is, if I’m representing these 
people correctly, is that it would 
be infliction of pain with no long-
term consequences.

Paris Aristotle: Well that just 
displays ignorance about what the 
infliction of pain in those circum-
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stances achieves. We’ve seen 
clients today who were tortured 
20 years ago, so the psychologi-
cal ramifications for somebody is 
always going to be quite extreme 
in those circumstances, so I think 
there’s a level of ignorance about 
short-term pain. But the point 
about trying to prevent that sort 
of thing from occurring is a valid 
one. 

Of course we want to prevent 
those things from occurring, 
but is the use of torture going 
to achieve that? And in my view 
it doesn’t. It hasn’t in years 
gone by, and I doubt it will in 
this, and if we turn our minds 
to things like should we legal-
ise torture? Rather, should we 
deal with the root causes of why 
these conflicts are occurring, or 
why these acts of terrorism take 
place? Unless we turn our atten-
tion to that and deal with them, 
no amount of torture is going to 
protect us in the long run. And 
I guess part of the thing for me 
around what happened at Abu 
Ghraib prison and obviously 
what I believe is happening in 
places like Guantanamo, is that 
most of those people won’t have 
very sophisticated information, 
it certainly won’t be current any 
more. And therefore you have 
to ask the question of whether 
or not it’s appropriate at all. 
And part of what I think is the 
problem with this discussion is 
that once you open up that box 
and place it into a bureaucracy 
where people move from one 
area to another and take their 
impressions of what happened 
in one area to another, you 
start to lose control of it. And it 
becomes very dangerous because 
the safety checks that you think 
you can put in place inside those 
bureaucratic systems in fact begin 
to break down very quickly.

Damien Carrick: Well it’s interest-
ing because that’s one of the justi-
fications made for this approach, 
that if you honestly acknowledge 

that torture does take place and 
on very, very rare occasions should 
take place, then you’ll have a 
better institutional understand-
ing of the issues, and hopefully 
less abuse will take place, at Abu 
Ghraib or Guantanamo Bay or 
wherever.

Paris Aristotle: I just think 
people are being fanciful when 
they mount those sorts of claims. 
I mean it’s never been the case 
in the past. If you sat down and 
speak to some of our clients who 
are absolutely confident that 
when they were tortured in Chile 
or in El Salvador, there were US 
officials present assisting in those 
interrogations. You’d know that 
it’s been going on for a long, 
long time. The view that this will 
somehow control it is a fallacy, 
because in those circumstances, 
people will, if they’re given the 
power, and the opportunity, will 
basically take matters into their 
own hands anyway. The question 
we have to ask is: Do we want as 
a society to establish a moral base 
that says: “That kind of violation 
of human dignity is acceptable,” 
or not.

Damien Carrick: Paris Aristotle, 
Director of the Victorian Founda-
tion for the Survivors of Torture. 
And of course, apart from accept-
able or not, there’s also the 
question of whether a confession 
or admission produced under 
torture is admissible or not in a 
court of law.

The Attorney-General says any 
confession extracted using torture 
would not be admissible in an 
Australian court. In the American 
system, which evidence might be 
admissible, but its probative value 
is open to question.

That’s The Law Report for this 
week. A big Thank You to producer 
Anita Barraud and also to techni-
cal producer, Paul Penton. 
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Each year, the Australian 
government accepts around 
12,000 refugee and humanitar-
ian entrants from trouble spots 
around the world. The nation-
alities of arrivals vary over time 
and reflect countries where 
war and persecution drive 
people from their homes. For 
example, in 1998-99, nearly 50 
per cent of those in the reset-
tlement program were from 
Europe, illustrating the con-
flict in the Former Yugoslavia. 
In that year 30 per cent came 
from the Middle East and South 
West Asia, and 16 per cent from 
Africa. This order was reversed 
in 2002-2003, with nearly 50 per 
cent coming from Africa, 37 per 
cent from the Middle East and 
South West Asia and just under 
10 per cent from Europe. In 
2004-2005, it is anticipated that 
there will be 13,000 refugee 
and humanitarian arrivals 
with 75 per cent coming from 
Africa. In addition to those 
people who arrive under the 

government’s Humanitarian 
Program, others from similar 
backgrounds arrive through 
alternative migrant intake pro-
grams.

The varied nationalities of 
entrants are demonstrated in 
the changing nature of refugee 
students’ enrolments in some 
of our schools.

The number of school aged 
refugees coming to Australia 
varies from time to time, but 
there are likely to be up to 
3,000 secondary school enrol-
ments each year of students 
arriving direct from refugee 
camps or war zones. What have 
these students experienced, 
prior to their arrival?  What 
impact might their experiences 
have on school performance? 
What can your school do to 
support educational outcomes 
for refugee students?

The environment in which 
young people develop has a 
powerful impact on their health 
and well-being, the effects of 

which may persist into adult-
hood. In general, those who 
experience adverse circum-
stances (or risk factors) are 
more vulnerable to developing 
psychosocial difficulties. The 
impact of risk factors is cumu-
lative: the more risk factors one 
is exposed to, the greater are 
the chances of developing be-
havioural difficulties and other 
health and social problems.

Young people who arrive 
as refugees are likely to have 
experienced a number of risk 
factors. They will almost cer-
tainly have been forced from 
their homes by war, have fled 
from their country, have wit-
nessed family members killed 
or beaten, have been sur-
rounded by violence, have 
left behind family, friends and 
belongings, and have lived in 
a refugee camp with limited 
access to food, shelter, health 
and education services. In some 
instances, the young person 
may have directly experienced 

for Refugee Students
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torture. Refugee young people 
may arrive with members of 
their close family, with a single 
parent, with step-parents or 
guardians, or, in limited cases, 
as unaccompanied minors. 
On arrival, they are faced with 
the stresses associated with set-
tling in a new country includ-
ing a lack of English, no social 
networks, disrupted schooling 
and limited family income.

To counter such risk factors, 
there is substantial evidence to 
suggest that there are protec-
tive factors that can build resil-
ience and reduce vulnerability. 
The protective factors which 
are associated with the mental 
well-being of young people 
include their sense of belong-
ing, positive school climate, op-
portunities for success and rec-
ognition of achievement, and 
school norms against violence.

While many refugee young 
people do very well in Aus-
tralia’s education and train-
ing systems, for others limited 
or disrupted education in the 
course of their refugee experi-
ence can significantly inhibit 
their progress, placing them at 
risk of long-term social and eco-
nomic disadvantage. In addi-
tion, the horrors of the refugee 
experience are likely to impact 
on learning, generating such 
barriers as poor concentration, 
memory problems, confusion, 
anxiety, anger, withdrawal, 
traumatic flashbacks, low self 
esteem, poor motivation and 
depression.

The Victorian Foundation 
for Survivors of Torture (VFST) 
supports schools in their work 
with students from refugee 
backgrounds. Established in 
1987, the agency provides coun-
selling and case work to young 
people and their families, and 
has developed a number of im-
portant goals for aiding the re-
covery and settlement of young 

people, including: restoration 
of control and safety, reduc-
tion of fear and anxiety, estab-
lishment of social connections, 
overcoming of grief and loss, 
restoration of identity, meaning 
and purpose and restoration of 
dignity and values.

These aims suggest a range 
of responses for schools to 
consider, which VFST has cap-
tured in its recent publication 
School’s In for Refugees: Whole 
School Guide to Refugee Read-
iness (2004). This publication 
summarises strategies, which 
were developed and piloted 
through a school-based project 
in partnerships with English 
Language and Secondary 
Schools. The project identified 
that positive outcomes were 
most likely to be achieved for 
refugee students in a school 
where policies and practices 
were examined from the per-
spective of those students and 
their families.

Which practices are most 
likely to produce a supportive 
environment for the refugee 
students and their families? 
Many schools have the frame-
works in place: inclusive poli-
cies which proactively value 
diversity, anti-racism and anti-
bullying are clearly essential. So 
too is an ongoing professional 
development program that 
provides staff with information 
about the culture of refugees, 
the possible impacts of the 
refugee experience and strat-
egies for supporting learning 
outcomes for refugee students. 
It is important to assess whether 
the curriculum includes educa-
tion about human rights and 
refugees to ensure that all stu-
dents are aware of issues faced 
by fellow students. 

Teaching resources pro-
duced by VFST may be useful 
in this process. Human Rights 
and Refugee Issues (2004) aims 

to develop attitudes and be-
haviours that promote human 
rights. HealthWize (2004) is a 
health literacy program for stu-
dents from refugee and other 
culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds learning 
English. Kaleidoscope (2000) 
is a group program targeting 
either refugee students or a 
whole classroom where some 
students are from a refugee 
and migrant background.

Other supportive practices 
might be introduced through-
out the students’ school life. 
For example, the first point of 
contact with the school is likely 
to have a significant impact on 
the refugee student and their 
family. If the student is arriv-
ing from an English Language 
School or Centre, it is helpful 
to have an orientation visit, 
through an established rela-
tionship between the ELS/C 
and the secondary school. En-
rolment is a valuable setting 
in which to assess whether the 
student has had a refugee ex-
perience (and this is where 
visa numbers are helpful) so 
support options can be put in 
place by staff. Strategies for 
support might be coordinated 
by a Refugee Working Group 
which is endorsed by the 
Principal, and which involves 
parents in supporting their 
children’s education.

The Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees said in 2002 that 
“Refugee children and young 
people are likely to have 
endured changes unheard of 
in the lives of children in re-
settlement countries.” With 
supportive staff, policies and 
practices, secondary schools 
have a unique opportunity to 
minimise the negative impact 
of change as the refugee 
student moves through his or 
her school life in Australia.
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It was cold, very cold. The 
waves splashed on my face and 
the misty air tightened its icy grip 
around me. Our small boat was 
very crowded with the people I 
had known all my life. It was 
terrible. But we had no choice.

We all had a small bag each, 
half full with our belongings. I 
had one spare shirt and pants 
but no warm clothes. I took my 
one and only book along with a 
picture of my brother who had 
recently died in the war. My 
parents looked many years older 
overnight when the dreaded 
news was given to them. Their 
smiles were wiped off their faces. 
I no longer see my mother’s 
beautiful smile.

We are escaping from the 
war. War is terrifying. Young men 
and women, children die. People 
lose their loved ones. Innocent 
blood is spilt. What is the point 
of war? Why go to war? There 
is no victorious side in a war. 
Everyone loses. Some lose their 
lives, some their dignity. Some 
lose their hopes for their future, 
some their humanity. What is the 
point?

Ali… My best friend. Short but 
solid, fast and courageous. Nobody 
could catch him. Best runner in 
the whole neighbourhood. I miss 
him already. We spent every day 
together. We had so much fun in 
the old days. Poor Ali! He wanted 
to come with us. But how could we 

take him? Both of his parents were 
killed in a bomb attack. My parents 
couldn’t take him. Everyone 
was trying to save himself. Tears 
in his eyes as I left him forever 
are still fresh in my mind, in my 
heart… My best buddy. Forgive 
me! Forgive me for leaving you 
behind. What could I have done? 
Maybe I could have hidden him 
somewhere in the boat. I feel so 
hopeless, so hopeless… What sort 
of a friend am I? Help me God; 
help me to come to terms with 
our misfortunes. I didn’t want 
to leave you, Ali. I didn’t want to 
leave any one of you. We would 
spend hours along the muddy 
creek with a hope of finding a 
little round stone. We would play 

By Mert Korkusuz, aged ��

Photo	by	Denis	Jones

Coming to Australia by boat and living in a detention centre 
had an impact on Mert Kokucuz’s life. Here is his story
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hide and seek in the good old 
days. But things were different 
after the war started. We were 
not allowed to leave home. How 
would my poor brother Hassan 
know that it was for his own sake 
to stay indoors? Sneaking out one 
day cost him his life. I wonder 
how my friends are? How is life 
treating them? Are they all right? 
I sure hope so…

My home, the one I was born 
in, is destroyed. I lived there 
for all my life. Twelve years … 
We had so much hope for the 
future. I was going to work really 
hard and become a teacher like 
Mr Rahmi. Teach children how 
to read and write. Teach them 
everything there is to know. I 
didn’t want to be a farmer like 
my parents. I was going to be the 
first teacher from my village. Was 
it all a dream? Am I really going 
away from home? Where am I 
going?

I feel like screaming. I feel 
like diving into the water and 
turning into a fish. I feel like 
crying my eyes out. But I have 
to be quiet. I look at the sky and 
pray to God that there will be 
sunshine in our lives once again. 
I pray that the thick clouds over 
our lives will disappear.

I wonder how the new place 
will be. I overhear people talking 
about it. They say it is nice. There 
is no war. Plenty of food and lots 
and lots of space. The place is 
called Australia. Very different 
from my home village, mum 
says. They say there are lots and 
lots of trees in some parts. Some 
very unusual animals. Animals 
that hop and carry their babies 
in their pouches. I wonder if the 
people are nice. Are they friendly? 
Are they going to hurt us? Am I 
going to like it? I wonder if I will 
be able to have friends. No no! 
No place could be as good as my 

home. I want to go back home 
… But I know it is impossible. 
Merciless consequences of war.

My mother woke me up this 
morning with a gently kiss. ‘Our 
new home’ – she pointed out the 
distant land to me. I jumped out 
of my seat hoping to see every 
little detail. ‘Calm down’, she 
whispered. ‘There are still hours 
before we can get there.’ All I 
could see was a piece of land. I 
could feel the butterflies in my 
stomach. What if I don’t like our 
new home? I was tired I wanted 
to sleep …

Hours felt like years. Finally 
we could see the trees and 
buildings. Everyone on the 
boat was quiet. Awfully quiet. 
I didn’t know what to think. At 
least I knew I was going to be 
out of this vessel soon. Maybe 
there would be some food. The 
motor was slowing down. We 
were approaching the pier. Who 
were these men in some sort of 
uniforms, looking at us? I held 
onto my mum’s hand firmly. 
Someone from our boat was 
talking to the men. Not a word 
I could understand. The man 
from our boat showed some 
papers to the men in uniform. 
They looked at the papers very 
carefully. Everyone was quiet. 
The men from the boat told us to 
come out and follow the man in 
uniform. We did as we were told. 
My legs were hurting as I walked. 
Where were they taking us? 
Finally we made it to the room 
full of chairs. More talks, more 
looking. When can we eat? When 
can we sleep? I was running out 
of energy. The room was turning 
around and around.

I opened my eyes. Where was 
I? Terrible smell … ‘He is alright 
thank God,’ one woman hurried 
towards mum. Why was mum 
crying? She held my hand and 

whispered, ‘Please don’t leave 
us, please get better.’ Doctors, 
nurses … What was going on? 
They told me to relax and try to 
sleep. ‘Exhaustion,’ the doctor 
said. Not enough food, not 
enough sleep and cold nights 
… My body couldn’t take it any 
more.

For days I was in this little 
room. But at least I was given 
plenty of food. I felt better by the 
day.  ‘You can take him to your 
room,’ our translator told mum 
and dad. I saw them smiling for 
the first time since Hassan left us. 
Maybe our new life wasn’t going 
to be so bad after all.

‘Is this our home? I asked 
mum. ‘But why are these tall wire 
fences all around here? Can’t we 
go out? 

‘We have to stay here for a 
while,’ said mum. ‘Listen,’ she 
said, ‘listen carefully. Can you 
hear any shotguns? Can you hear 
explosions? This is peace. We 
must be thankful to God for what 
we have. We have peace; we have 
food, clean water, somewhere to 
sleep. We have each other and we 
have hope for the future. Let’s 
not worry about not being able 
to leave this place for a while. 
I promise you it won’t be long 
before we have our own little 
home again. I promise you that, 
you will go to school and become 
a teacher as you always dreamed. 
I promise you we will never have 
war again.’

I wish Ali was with me. Good 
night Ali. Hope that one day you 
can come too…

Edited by Eva Sallis and Heather 
Miller. Published by Australians 
Against Racism Inc
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When Mohamed Baaruud organ-
ised the African Soccer Tournament 
he contacted the NSW Police so that 
their team would play against his 
team. Many Somali players were very 
surprised to find policemen playing 
soccer against their team. “I thought 
the Police don’t play soccer or any 
other sport games, but they are there 
just to lock people up,” a Somali 
player said.

The African Soccer Tourna-
ment, which was sponsored by the 
Australian Centre for Languages 
(ACL), was created to break the 
social isolation of newly arrived 
refugee youths, particularly from 
African backgrounds settling in 
Western Sydney.  It also provided 
the opportunity for African 
refugee youths and others to 
come together in a single event 
so the competition became a 
point of common interest for 
all. “The event helped to restore 
pride and confidence of African 
youths in the context of their new 
homeland, Australia … it was also an important step in 
breaking down the often negative stereotypes that police 
and young people may have of each other,” Amera Salah, 
ACL Community Project Officer says. 

“As people from different cultures deal with each 
other more, where they come from and what they look 
like starts to fade away and people can then go from 
personal experience, not from limited stereotypes,” says 
Baaruud… The Tournament provided a positive frame-
work for young people to build solid relationships in the 
community,” Mohamed ads.

He worked with the Auburn Communiy Devel-
opment Network and lobbied the Auburn 

Police Community Liaison Officers, Auburn 
Council, the Migrant Resource Centre and 

STARTTS. “The Tournament didn’t come out of just one meeting, 
but it took 9 months to make it become a reality,” he says. 

The teams were from Somalia, Sudan, Sierra Leone, Senegal, 
Gambia, Ethiopia and the NSW Police Soccer Team. The winner 
of the tournament was the team from Sierra Leone with the 
Somalis as runners up.

ACL sponsors 
Soccer Tournament
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During the course of 
the twentieth century 
governments were 
responsible for the 
murder of around 
169,000,000 people. 
Think about that for 
a moment. It is the 
population of Australia 
eight times over. The 
Second World War 
killed some 22,000,000 
Russians, some nine 
million Germans, 
six million Jews, six 
million Poles... The 
statistics of brutality can 
become meaningless, 
unimaginable, 
incomprehensible. 

How is it that mankind 
can be responsible for 
murder and cruelty on 
such a vast scale? Is it 
possible to stop such 
barbarism? What can the 
community of nations do 
to prevent dictators such 
as Hitler repeating their 
evil sorcery? How can 
the world prevent this 
descent into darkness 
once more? Michael 
Freeman’s wonderful 
little book, “Human 
Rights”, helps us begin 
the journey into these 
and other questions.

We do not know on 
what philosophical 
basis human rights are 

founded, but we all 
know that it is important 
to protect human life 
– whatever its form; 
regardless of race, 
religion, politics and 
sex. Michael Freeman’s 
book leads us through 
the history of human 
rights thinking, from 
the ancient Greeks, 
through the Christian 
middle ages, through 
the revolutions in 
England, America and 
France, to thinkers 
such as John Locke and 
Jeremy Bentham; and 
inexorably on to the 
mass murder, on a vast 
scale, of the Second 
World War.

Michael Freeman tells 
us it is the Second World 
War and the revulsion 
produced by the 
monstrous crimes of the 
Nazis, which inspired the 
community of nations 
to set up the Human 
Rights Commission; 
and it was the Human 
Rights Commission 
which drafted the 
Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. Michael 
Freeman, in lucid, free-
flowing prose, takes us 
on a journey – a journey 
through the darkest 
recesses of the human 
mind; a journey which, 

HUMAN RIGHTS 
by Michael Freeman 
Blackwell	Publishers	Inc,	2002,	
201	pages.
Reviewed by Vincent Sicari

paradoxically, takes us 
through a discussion 
of the ultimate, the 
universal, the infinite, 
the mystery of human 
existence.

Michael Freeman’s book 
is not just a history of 
human rights. It is more 
than that. Much more. It 
attempts to understand 
the concept of human 
rights. It looks through 
the prisms of law, 
sociology, psychology… 
What is it about 
mankind that inspires 
us with ideals such as 
justice, fairness and 
equality? On what are 
such concepts founded? 
Are they just concepts or 
do they exist in a reality 
beyond us? If you, as I, 
are interested in these 
questions, you will find 
Michael Freeman’s book 
a fascinating read.

In these times of 
mass human tragedy, 
of refugees fleeing 
repressive governments 
and chaotic warring 
factions in Somalia, 
Afganistan, Iraq or 
Iran; in these times of 
imprisonment without 
trial of Guantanamo 
Bay; of terrorism and the 
onslaught on basic civil 
liberties represented by 
the war on terror; of the 
Pacific Solution and the 
horrors of the Baxter 
Detention Centre; of 
Cornelia Rau and Vivian 
Solon; in these times we 
need more books such as 
“Human Rights”. Those 
of us who are horrified 
to see our governments 
implicated in abuses 
such as Abu Ghraib will 
congratulate Michael 
Freeman, and those 
like him, and wish him 
good fortune in his next 
endeavour.
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If you live in... 
the ACT
Companion	House
41	Fairfax	Street
O’Connor,	ACT	2602	
ph	02	6247	7227
fax	02	6247	1416
email	companionhouse@tpg.com.au

New South Wales
STARTTS
PO	Box	203
Fairfield,	NSW	2165
ph	02	9794	1900
fax	02	9794	1910
email	startts@swsahs.nsw.gov.au

the Northern Territory
Melaleuca	Refugee	Centre
PO	Box	1226
Nightcliff,	NT	0814
Ph	08	8985	3311
Fax	08	8985	3322
email	admin@melaleuca.org.au

Queensland
QPASTT
PO	Box	6254
Fairfield,	Queensland	4103
Ph		07	3391	6677
Fax	07	3391	6388
email	admin@qpastt.org.au

The	Forum	of	Australian	Services	
for	Survivors	of	Torture	and	Trauma	
(FASSTT)	is	a	national	coalition	of	
eight	service-providing	agencies	that	
respond	to	the	needs	of	survivors	of	
torture	and	trauma	who	have	come	to	
Australia	from	overseas	as	refugees/
humanitarian	entrants.	There	is	an	
agency	in	each	state	and	territory	of	
Australia.		FASSTT	and	its	member	
agencies	seek	to	combat	the	impact	
of	torture	and	trauma	on	the	individual,	
the	family,	and	the	community	through:	
health	assessment	and	referral;	
information	provision;	counseling	and	
advocacy;	training	of	other	service	
providers;	service	innovation;	and	
community	capacity	building.

To	demonstrate	your	support	for	this	
work	with	refugees,	you	can	become	
a	member	of	the	FASSTT	member	
agency	in	your	State/Territory.	To	find	
out	more,	contact	the	agency	in	your	
State/Territory	by	phone,	fax,	email	or	
post.	Contact	details	are:

South Australia
STTARS
12	Hawker	Street
Bowden,	SA	5007
ph	08	8346	5433
fax	08	8346	5755
email	sttars@sttars.org.au

Tasmania
Phoenix	Support	Service	for	Survivors	
of	Torture	and	Trauma
Migrant	Resource	Centre	South
49	Molle	Street
Hobart,	Tasmania	7000
Ph		03	6234	9411
Fax	03	6231	1264

Victoria
VFST
6	gardiner	Street
Brunswick,	Victoria	3056
Ph	03	9388	0022
Fax	03	9387	0828
email	administrator@survivorsvic.org.au

Western Australia
ASeTTS
286	Beaufort	St
Perth	WA	6000
ph	08	9227	2700
fax	08	9227	2777
email	reception@asetts.org.au


