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Message from the Forum
By JORGE AROCHE, Executive Director, STARTTS
Welcome to the 20th issue of Refugee
Transitions. This year is also STARTTS 20th
anniversary, which we will be celebrating in
November at a time and venue to be
announced shortly (and you are all invited).
And, since the first issue of Refugee
Transitions was produced for the purpose of
STARTTS 10th anniversary, this year also
marks Refugee Transitions 10th anniversary.
For an organization that works with
refugees, this is not a bad year for all these
celebrations. There have been some positive
developments, at least from an Australia
perspective. There is also much to remind us
not to be complacent, and the articles in this
issue highlight both perspectives.
On the positive side, the decision that has
just been announced (literally as I write) by
the Minister for Immigration and Citizenship,
Senator Chris Evans, to only use immigration
detention as a last resort and for the shortest
period of time, is extremely good news. It
essentially reverses the onus of proof in
respect of detention, to a situation where
once the initial security, health and identity
checks have been completed, the
Department will need to demonstrate that
the person in question poses an
unacceptable level of risk to the community
in order to keep him or her in Immigration
Detention Centres.
This complements the recent decision by the
Rudd Federal Government to ditch the policy
of Temporary Protection. This policy, as
highlighted in several articles in Refugee
Transitions in the past, effectively left people
who had been able to demonstrate their
need for protection in limbo for 3 years at a
time, unable to reunite with their families,
they were ineligible for many of the services
and opportunities that facilitate refugee
settlement. Since many people in this group
only achieved recognition of their need for
protection after spending substantial time in
Immigration Detention, their temporary
protection status tended to further
compound the effect of detention on the
sequelae of their pre-existing trauma and
losses. Indeed, the adverse effects of the
temporary protection visa system on mental
health were clearly demonstrated by recent
research studies, amongst them one
published by STARTTS and the PRTU and
reviewed in Refugee Transitions.
This important step also complements the
positive changes in the Immigration
Detention system since the Palmer and
Comrie reports. While mandatory detention
remains a pilar of Australia’s immigration
policy, these changes have resulted in the
absence of children, shorter stays and better
conditions in Immigration Detention Centres.
Another great piece of news has been the
Australia’s Government decision to sign the
Optional Protocol to the convention against
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torture (OPCAT). The optional protocol
essentially means that signatories make it
possible for international delegations to visit
and inspect facilities where torture could
conceivably occur in the country, such as
prisons, detention centres and police
stations. The importance of OPCAT for
Australia is not so much that it enables UN
delegations to inspect Australia’s facilities,
but that it makes it possible for Australia to
advocate for other nations with less clean
slates to sign OPCAT, and thus open
themselves to international scrutiny in terms
of their adherence to the convention.
Signing OPCAT is an essential step to enable
Australia to regain its place at the forefront
of the struggle to erradicate torture.
This, again, supports and provides a more
solid context for less well known initiatives
taken by Australia in the global fight against
torture and human rights violations, such as
the establishment over a year ago of a small
but dedicated federal police unit to
investigate and prosecute war criminals and
perpetrators of torture who may be hiding in
Australia. Impunity and the absence of
justice for torturers and perpetrators of
human rights violations not only undermine
efforts to eradicate torture, but also continue
to provide a source of distress for victims and
can disrupt their healing process. Bringing
perpetrators to justice provides proof that
civil society will not stand for torture and
other human right abuses and will match its
words with action.
Other recent positive developments include
the end of the so called “Pacific solution”,
and a modest increase in refugee program
numbers, as well as a host of exiting
developments in our understanding of the
impact of trauma and practical applications
to assist survivors in their recovery process.
It is essential that we take notice of what is
going well and we celebrate it, because,
sadly, there is little room for complacency in
this field.
Despite gains made in some places, torture is
still rampant in many countries, both as part
of orchestrated strategies of social control,
and as a tool of expediency in the criminal
justice system.
Meanwhile, there are worrying signs that
environmental degradation in the context of
global warming and climate change, coupled
with rising fuel, commodity and particularly
food prices associated with subsidies for
bio-fuels, are increasing economic and social
pressures in already unstable situations.
These destabilizing factors could contribute
to disrupt the already uneasy balance
between different cultures, religions and
political groups in some areas, making
conflict arising from scarcity all the more
likely. It could be argued, therefore, that
climate change and environmental

degradation are not only likely to create
economic and “climate” refugees, but also
generate situations of social unrest and
border conflict likely to produce conventional
refugees.
Unfortunately, changes of such nature are
often accompanied by civil unrest, armed
conflict and repression or war, and of course,
the repressive regime’s favourite tool of social
control: TORTURE
This is why it is so essential, in addition to
addressing the root causes of these
geopolitical pressures, to continue to be
vigilant, and continue to work for the
prevention of torture, both in terms of
supporting civic society institutions in
developing countries and in terms of
strengthening international mechanisms to
monitor, document and prevent its
occurrence.
STARTTS, and particularly Friends Of STARTTS
(FOS) will be adding their grain of sand in
this larger stage by supporting the 8th
International Conference of the International
Society for Health and Human Rights
(ISHHR), which will take place in Lima, Peru
in October 2008 (See www.ishhr.com for
details). The major focus of the conference
and pre-conference workshops will be
capacity building and skills development of
front line workers and volunteers working in
prevention of human rights violations,
treatment of victims and post-conflict
reconstruction and reconciliation. FOS is
working actively to assist ISHHR to raise
funds to subsidize the attendance of
delegates from poorer countries. You can
assist these efforts by purchasing raffle
tickets from www.friendsofstartts.org or
supporting other FOS initiatives.
I hope you’ll enjoy this 20th issue of Refugee
Transitions. In addition to exploring a variety
of issues affecting refugees and torture and
trauma survivors, we also take some time to
look at some home grown successes, such as
the conference “Sharing our stories; Sharing
our strengths” that took place in Sydney last
year and which provided a magnificent
example of the contribution that refugee
communities are making to our society. We
also revisit in this issue the situation in Burma
from a couple of perspectives and we publish
a exclusive interview with our dear friend
and indefatigable campaigner for human
rights, Professor Tony Marsella.
All the best until next issue,
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BURMA

Forty Six Years of Solitude
Neither cyclone Nargis nor the saffron revolution managed
to topple the oppressive Burmese military regime.
The generals, who have ruled the country for almost five
decades, are still firmly entrenched in power.
Will Burma ever escape from its history? OLGA YOLDI writes.

K

arl Marx once said that history tends
to repeat itself, first as a tragedy
and then as farce. If this is the case,
Burma must be still stuck in the tragedy phase.
Cyclone Nargis devastated the country leaving
more than 77,000 people dead and many
suffering from hunger and disease. The generals, who were slow to come to the rescue of
the victims, seemed prepared to see thousands
of people die rather than allow foreign aid
workers in the country. According to observers
they feared social unrest.
Only last September monks and civilians
took to the streets to protest against the rise
of fuel prices. This time the protesters seemed
determined to sweep away the unpopular
military regime. The moral authority of the
monks, combined with the flow of information to the outside world facilitated by the
Internet rekindled a renewed sense of hope.
But the peaceful protests resulted in a violent
crackdown and nothing changed.
Today the Burmese regime, led by General
Than Shwe, is arguably stronger than ever. The
army is one of the most effective in the region,
with 450,000 soldiers, and the junta appears
to be able to weather any storms, whether
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political or environmental and any condemnation from the international community. The
survival of Burma’s military regime remains
one of the enigmas of Southeast Asian politics.
“The key to this puzzle is understanding that
Rangoon is no ‘ordinary’ military dictatorship,”
writes journalist Bertil Lintner in the Far Eastern
Economic Review. “It cannot be compared
with Thailand, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Pakistan
or other countries in the region, which also
have had spells of military rule.”
When the army took power in 1962
under the leadership of General Ne Win, it
not only took control of the government, but
also assumed economic power. Unfortunately
it soon proved to be completely incompetent
in managing the economy. All private property
was confiscated and turned into military run
state corporations, wealthy merchants (mostly
Indian and Chinese) left the country, and so
did many of Burma’s educated elite.
The junta turned Burma, previously a rich
country with abundant natural resources and
one of the highest living standards plus a welleducated population, into one of the poorest
countries in Southeast Asia. In fact Burma, like
Cambodia and Laos, is now one of only three
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countries in Southeast Asia categorised as
having ‘‘low human development”.
The “Burmese Way to Socialism,” the
junta’s official ideology, has been described
by writer John Lanchester as “a mixture of
isolationism, nationalism, self-proclaimed
Buddhism and outright fantasy”.
Ne Win ruled the country until 1988
under a policy of stubborn isolationism. A
former postal clerk and coal dealer who
had been trained by the Japanese army,
Ne Win was obsessed with astrology and
numerology and acted always on the

timetable that could lead within months
to a multi-party democracy.
Then in 1990, the military junta
allowed free elections, in which Aung San
Suu Kyi’s NLD won a landslide victory, with
392 of 485 seats, and Ne Win’s party won
only 10 seats.
What followed next? Nothing much.
They arrested most of the winners, kept
everyone locked up, and left things as
they were.
And that has been the state of affairs
ever since.

For 26 years Burma experienced impoverishment
in the name of socialism, it now appears there is
to be impoverishment in the name of democracy.
advice of astrologers. But he was ruthless
against anyone who dared to dissent.
The brutality of his regime was
evident during the 1988 uprising. By then
he had become the most feared and most
powerful man in the country. “I want the
entire nation, the people, to know that if
in future there are mob disturbances, if
the army shoots, it hits –there is no firing
in the air to scare,” he announced. The
army acted on his words and opened fire
on crowds of protesters. At least 3,000
people were gunned down.
Aung San Suu Kyi, who had returned
from exile, temporarily stepped into the
public light and immediately became
the leading figure in the democratic
movement. Then the army initiated a
further crack down, abolishing the constitution and announcing a new ruling body
called the State Law and Order Restoration
Council, (SLORC). The military changed
this name in 1997 to the State Peace and
Development Council (SPDC).
The SLORC arrested Aung San Suu Kyi
and other leaders of her party the National
League for Democracy (NLD). In response
to people’s increasing dissatisfaction with
the government, Ne Win announced a
referendum on democratic reform and a
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Burma has never been a peaceful
country. Thant Myint-U, author of The
River of Lost Footsteps, notes how violent
Burma’s history has always been. Despotic
monarchies ruled the country for a long
time, competing with each other for
power and suppressing its people. Britain
decided to bring Burma into the modern
world by conquering it and turning it into
a province of India in 1886.
Under the British rule the economy
thrived. Burma became the largest
exporter of rice in the world. The colonial
regime allowed missionaries to establish
schools and hospitals, particularly in the
hills where many ethnic minorities lived.
The British extracted teak, petroleum
and gems. To move these goods they
established a network of roads and introduced civil service and a legal code. But
most Burmese resented colonial domination and students started to demonstrate
against colonial rule.
“Students played a role in developing
a new political consciousness, combined
with a commitment to Buddhism, with a
desire for independence and a progressive form of government,” writes Christina Fink in her book Living Silence, Burma
under Military Rule. According to Fink,

“Nationalist passions were also aroused by
the way the British had privileged ethnic
minorities (Karen, Chin, Mon, Karenni,
Shan, Wa) who were prospering through
their associations with the British, often at
the expense of the Burmese.”
In 1930 a few students were given
military training by the Japanese. They
would become the future political leaders
of post-colonial Burma. Among these was
Aung Sang (the father of Aung San Suu
Kyi). He played a major role in leading
Burma to independence but was assassinated.
The British left Burma with a mixed
legacy. An extensive transport infrastructure, a civil service, but they also left a
nation divided politically, ethnically and
religiously. Thant Myint-U makes the
connection between Burma’s current
problems and its colonial past. “The
great British experiment in regime change
created a Burma that was entirely different from anything before,” he writes. “A
break with the ideas and institutions that
had underpinned society in the Irrawaddy
valley since before medieval times … a
Burma adrift, suddenly pushed into the
modern world without an anchor to the
past.”
The political vacuum left by the British
was exacerbated by ethnic tensions,
which the new and struggling democratic
government, under the leadership of U
Nu, was unable to pacify. In 1949, the
Karen turned against the government and
started what would become the longest
civil war in history.
The Karen elite had expressed the idea
of a Karen nation long before the British
left Burma. At independence in 1948 the
agreement was that a Karen state would
be established. But at the time of drafting the constitution there were serious
disagreements over its boundaries, as the
Karen, which constitute seven per cent
of the population, were scattered across
much of lower Burma. It was this failure to
resolve the ethnic nationalities’ demands
that would eventually fuel Burma’s descent
into chaos.
Sixty years later the Karen National-

ist Union (KNU) and the Karen National
Liberation Army (KNLA) are still locked in
a titanic war against the Burmese government. They established guerrilla units
in temporary jungle camps on the ThaiBurma border where they launch attacks.
In retaliation state forces pursue brutal
counter insurgency attacks. However it is
the civilian population that has born the
brunt of this conflict, with some 156,000
people pushed into refugee camps on the
border with Thailand and half a million
Karen internally displaced.
According to human rights reports,
more than 232 Karen villages have
been destroyed, relocated en masse, or
abandoned due to the conflict. Forced
labour, summary executions, sexual
violence, expropriation of land and
property and the forced relocation of civilians deemed sympathetic to the KNU, are
common.

Ne Win was obsessed
with astrology and
numerology and acted
always on the advice
of astrologers.
Sher Mu Ler We, a young Karen
refugee living in Sydney, was caught
up in the conflict. “I spent my childhood fleeing the army and hiding in the
jungle. My family lost everything.” Tamla
Gaw, another refugee was caught by the
soldiers and became a porter. He managed
to escape. Both endured the unthinkable,
they were vulnerable to the constant risks
of hunger, death, and deportation.
During the 1980s, government forces
gained the upper hand in the civil war as
civilians fled to Thailand. But in 1994 with
the fall of its headquarters the KNU was in
serious trouble. The crisis was intensified
by the loss of most of the remaining Karen/
liberated zones during a major offensive
in 1990. Lately the ‘four cuts strategy’
aimed at denying the KNU food, money,
information and recruits, has added to the

pressure, as well as the assassination of
their new leader Pado Manh Sha.
As a result, the possibilities of winning
the war are very slim, but the KNU won’t
give up. “The KNU is a greatly weakened
force and no longer poses a threat to the
government,” writes researcher Ashley
South. “Although in danger of becoming
marginalised it still wields power. To many,
it is the oldest and only legitimate Karen
ethno-nationalist group and retains strong
credibility in opposition circles,” she adds.
According to South, one of the
reasons the conflict has been perpetuated
is because it has become institutionalised
and is now associated with deep-rooted
political economies. “They [the KNU]
often rely on the taxation of black market
goods, on natural resource extraction
(logging and mining) and other unregulated practices (including the drug trade)
to enrich themselves and their retinues”.
The military has managed to negotiate cease-fire agreements with the Karen
– and also with other ethnic groups (Mon,
Kachin and Shan) which to a lesser degree
have also been fighting the government.
However these agreements have often
been broken. The KNU, which claims to be
fighting for democracy, has made it clear
that it won’t give up until there is political
change.
But nothing will change as long as
the military remains united and loyal to
the junta. At the moment there are no
indications of any serious cracks within
the ranks. Today there is no organised
opposition prepared to take power. The
NLD has been decimated. Aung San Suu
Kyi is on and off under house arrest and
the entire leadership is either in prison,
dead, has been cowed into submission or
fled the country. “The monks who took
the initiative in the street marches can
only mobilise people and take the moral
high ground; as monks, they cannot be
political leaders,” Lintner writes. “Unlike
in 1988 when a number of political leaders
emerged, the current movement is leaderless and rudderless,” he wrote. Even civil
society is weak after decades of political
repression and widespread poverty.
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Even if an elected
government could be
seated tomorrow,
it would find itself
with an economy in
shambles and bereft
of the institutions
needed to deliver
stable democracy.
8

China, India, Russia and the Ukraine
continue to sell large numbers of weapons
to the junta. Western sanctions have
had a limited effect because China and
India have invested in Burma, allowing
the generals to trade Burma’s natural
resources and strategic position to survive
without the West.
Burma is very rich in natural resources:
dense forests, untouched rivers, vast
untapped mineral resources (zinc, copper,
nickel, lead, coal and precious stones), gas,
oil and hydropower. It is also the largest
producer of opium.
India and China are now competing avidly for these resources. But China
looms large politically, economically and
strategically. Trade between the two
countries has doubled. According to the
Burma Western News, up until the end of
2006 China had initiated 825 projects and
labour contracts worth $1.4 billion and
had turned the border area near Ruili into
a special economic zone.
However, despite profits from energy
exports, the country’s economy development is constrained by lack of access to
energy and investment capital. According to former US diplomat Priscilla Clapp,
Burma’s reliance on imported fuel, the
shortages, the trade deficit, the huge cost
of maintaining its state-owned enterprises
leave the Burmese in a constant state of
instability and uncertainty. “The bulk of
the economy is informal, rife with black
market activity and subject to temporary disruptions in the supply of critical
commodities, such as petrol, electricity
and cooking oil”. “While the majority
of the population ekes out a subsistence
existence off the land, the urban population suffers both materially and psychologically from its vulnerability to haphazard
economic management,” she writes.
According to an Earthrights International report, Chinese corporations
are involved in hydropower, oil, gas, and
mining projects in Burma. These vary from
small dams to planned dual oil and gas
pipelines across Burma to China’s Yunnan
province. Many major development
projects take place in ethnic minority areas
along Burma’s borders. The report said

that because of the political repression
no environmental, social, human-rights
impact assessments were made on these
projects. “As a result, these often result
in environmental devastation, internal
displacement, and loss of land and livelihood for those communities that depend
on land and natural resources for their
survival. Increased militarisation around
project areas also often results in the use
of forced labour, forced portering and
forced relocation and other abuses.” The
report concludes that: “Burma exemplifies the corrupt misuse of resources and
environmental devastation of the resource
curse.”
Could this be avoided if the West
adopted a policy of ethical trade with
Burma? Aung Sang Suu Kyi says any
influx of foreign money helps legitimize -and enrich- the generals. However
some Burmese intellectuals have publicly
objected to this. “Economic hardship is
being prescribed to bring about democracy,” Khin Zaw Win, a Burmese academic
wrote. “For 26 years Burma experienced
impoverishment in the name of socialism, it now appears there is to be impoverishment in the name of democracy …
The country is being subjected to more
punitive measures by the world’s economic
powers.”
Thant Myint-U argues that the
western world has a fairly simple line on
Burma. “The military government is bad,
Aung San Suu Kyi good, and the international community needs to apply pressure
on Rangoon and pressure means no aid,
trade sanctions and more isolation,” he
writes.
“The assumption is that Burma’s
military government couldn’t survive
further isolation, when precisely the
opposite is true: Much more than any
other part of Burmese society, the army
will weather another forty years of isolation just fine.” According to Thant, it
is the isolation that has kept Burma in
poverty, “isolation that fuels a negative,
almost xenophobic nationalism; isolation
that makes the Burmese army see everything as a zero-sum game and any change

as filled with peril; isolation that has made
any conclusion to the war so elusive,
hardening differences; and isolation that
has weakened institutions -the ones on
which any transition to democracy would
depend- to the point of collapse. Without
isolation, the status quo will be impossible
to sustain.”
Both Thant Myint-U and Khin Zaw
Win argue for a policy of engagement
with Burma. One of ethical trade and
tourism, coupled with a gradual process
of economic reform, a rebuilding of
institutions, “and a low opening up of
space for civil society”. Given all these
things, “perhaps the conditions for political change would emerge over the next
decade or two”. Thant writes that if
Thailand and Indonesia had been under
US and European sanctions the past
twenty years, they would not be democracies today. “Would China be better off
and isolated since the demonstrations of
1989?”
There is no sign that sanctions will be
lifted in the near future. Dialogue with the
junta hasn’t worked as the junta talks to
nobody but itself. The West fears that if
the junta loses its grip on power a struggle
could then ensue between the Burmese
and ethnic minorities, who fear that
they will continue to be marginalised in
a democratic Burma, governed by ethnic
Burmese. There is fear that the toppling
of the junta won’t be the end of the story
but just the beginning of a messy and
violent affair.
While the international community
may encourage political transition, few
countries believe in the effectiveness of
an intervention, particularly without the
agreement of countries in the region,
and neither India nor China is interested
in changing the status quo. “Since Iraq
nobody expects an intervention to go
smoothly anymore, now we expect it
to go horribly wrong,” George Packer
wrote in The New Yorker. “But if the fear
of Baghdad and Falluja is what keeps us
from saving huge numbers of Burmese
from their own government’s callousness,
that will be one more tragic consequence

of the Iraq war.”
Lintner believes that the only hope
is a younger generation of army officers,
who see the need to negotiate with the
pro-democracy movement. According to
him change won’t occur just by demonstrations led by monks.
But even if an elected government
could be seated tomorrow, it would find
itself with an economy in shambles and
bereft of the institutions needed to deliver
stable democracy.
Much will need to be done to build
the foundations for a transition, particularly in the economy. Monetary and fiscal
reforms are urgently needed as well as the
restructuring of the banking system, to
enable and support both local and foreign
investment and regularise public revenue.
The new constitution might need to
be amended as it currently enshrines the
junta’s hold on power and excludes the
main opposition leader Aung San Suu
Kyi from holding office. The constitution
would lay the basis for creating a new
legal system and the rule of law, which
must be reestablished to tackle endemic
corruption and, most importantly, it would
need to accommodate the demands of
ethnic minorities. Khin Zaw Win believes
that democratic consolidation is possible
even under military-imposed authoritarian
constitutions. “In Chile the constitution
was circumvented and put to work for a
democratic purpose through an institutionalised party system,” Khin Zaw Win
said and he believes that Burma could
follow the same gradual process. “Chile
illustrates a case of slow and negotiated
transition from authoritarian governments
that have not suffered military or political
defeat.”
Cultural and civil-society institutions
should be promoted, as well as reform of
the education and health systems, which
are in shambles. The military will need to
be retrained and reoriented.
Sooner or later some form of leadership change is likely to happen, as General
Than Shwe is already 75 years old and
out of touch with reality. He has been
described by economist Sean Turnell as
“one man rule pretending to be a junta”.

However, the possibilities of real transition
are remote. The junta believes they are
the only ones that can hold the country
together, so it is likely they will resist the
devolution of power.
Even in the case of an agreed transition it might insist on receiving a constitutional guarantee of power sharing in
an elected government. It may even insist
on leading the country in some form for a
substantial period of time. This might be
acceptable as an interim measure. “As the
world around them moves forward in pace
with globalisation, sooner or later it will
inevitably become impossible for future
Burmese leadership to continue insulating their society from the rapid pace of
economic and political modernisation in
Asia,” Clapp writes.
According to experts both China and
India should be speaking to the junta
about the importance of restructuring the
economy and the need to start making
changes towards a pluralistic democracy.
India, the largest democracy, is reluctant
to promote democracy in Burma. The
Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) could also play an important role
in helping the junta into a transition. “It
would give Burma the confidence and
support to develop economically and politically, perhaps ASEAN should commit to
integrate Burma more firmly into ASEAN
economic infrastructures” Clapp writes.
The international community should
not anticipate a smooth transition. Democratisation could turn out to be a confusing,
often chaotic and overwhelming process
of change.
Perhaps the international community
could identify the most appropriate forms
of assistance and intervention to help
Burma develop the means for sustainable and stable democracy. Elections by
themselves will not guarantee democracy unless the structural deficiencies are
addressed first. Burma won’t be able to
do it by itself. A long-term vision for international engagement will be crucial. This
may mean adequate internal support and
assistance. A concerted effort is needed to
help Burma help itself and finally escape
from its own history. n
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The Moral Cost of
Torture
DR ANTHONY MARSELLA was a Professor of Psychology at the
University of Hawaii. He is a consultant to numerous national and
international agencies. Dr Marsella is widely known as a pioneer figure
in the study of culture and psychopathology. He has challenged
ethnocentrism in theories and practices in psychology and psychiatry. He has
recently been involved in the creation of Psychologists for Social Responsibility,
an organisation that promotes peace and social justice. He spoke to
JORGE AROCHE and OLGA YOLDI during his visit to Australia.
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Y: You have written in the past
that “psychologists exist to
heal, cure and support those in
need, that they there to serve humanity
and improve the human condition.”
Recently you played a major role
in creating Psychologists for Social
Responsibility, a US organisation that
stands against torture. If psychologists
are healers, what is their connection
with torture?
AM: Psychologists for Social Responsibility is a national organisation but it is now
establishing an international network. Its
members are psychologists around the
world who are concerned with issues of
peace and social justice. At the moment
we are particularly concerned with the use
of psychologists in the exercise of torture
and the use of psychology in violation of
human rights.
While the American Medical Association, the American Psychiatric Association
and the American Bar Association have
condemned torture and professionals
participating in it, the American Psychological Association (APA) has been unwilling to offer the same response, leaving in
doubt its commitment to human rights
and justice.
The APA says that if psychologists are
present, they can actually prevent some of
the problems associated with the exercise
of torture, rather than being part of the
problem. But Psychologists for Social
Responsibility has challenged this assumption. The use of psychological knowledge
about interrogation during torture places
psychology in a leadership role whenever
torture is conducted.
Many psychologists never imagined
that their studies of social influence,
obedience, propaganda, communication,
sensory deprivation, sleeplessness, noise
and related areas would be picked up by

military and security organisations and
used in torture. They never imagined that
the President of the United States would
approve using such research for torturing
military prisoners. However this is happening, their knowledge –and often their
participation – has been used for torture.
We want the APA to adopt a position
to prevent psychologists participating, in
any way, in torture. In fact, a number of
psychologists have proposed and signed a
resolution that states: “Be it resolved that
psychologists may not work in settings
where persons are held outside of, or in
violation of, either International Law or the
US Constitution, unless they are working
directly for the persons being detained or
for an independent third party working to
protect human rights.”
It is unfortunate that the APA board
has not chosen to join others in rejecting
participation by psychologists. Why is that
the case? APA is located in Washington
DC. It is a professional and scientific organisation that lobbies the government for its
own interests. It does not want to alienate
the government. Also much government
funding for research and services goes to
psychologists and this could be turned off
quickly by angry government officials. In
addition, many of the APA members are
working with government and military
industries and the anti torture position
may conflict with accepted views.
The issue of torture is not only important for psychologists but also for our very
nation. What is our stake is our moral
authority in the world. The US Administration has simply used the notion that
torture is an essential tool for our national
defense. Recently George Bush vetoed
efforts to declare water boarding a method
of torture. In fact he has had the audacity to say that the use of torture may be
necessary to protect America.

This kind of rabid nationalism, this
fear of non-existent provocation is consistent with many political leaders throughout history who sought to control and
dominate people by creating fear and
anxiety, so that they would increasingly
rely upon their national leader for protection. This is an old trick used by dictators.
Unfortunately the media has failed to
respond and the American public has been
taken in by all this propaganda, so resistance has not been as widespread as we
would like it to be. It would be wonderful if throughout the US all organisations
as well as people would simply say to the
government: what are you doing? Stop it!
It is against the law! You are destroying
our national character and integrity.
I guess Americans have trusted their
government in the past. The Bush Administration’s dishonesty, corruption and
immorality has brought the US and the
world to the brink of economic, political,
military and moral destruction.
At the moment the message is quite
confusing. On the one hand Bush says:
“We refuse to be part of this. America
does not torture” and on the other hand
we know what happened in Abu Graib, in
Guantanamo, in Kandahar and in Rendition. We also know that the Pentagon has
decided to eliminate some of the Geneva
Convention restrictions on Torture from
its army training manual and the highest
members of the US administration have
had meetings in which they have authorised and actually orchestrated torture
activities.
So this duplicity along with the very
act of permitting torture itself, has a heavy
cost on America because in the eyes of
the world we have lost our moral authority. We have lost whatever role and stature
we had. We are no longer the voice for
democracy, freedom and justice.
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the moral cost of torture

JA: The same thing happened with
psychologists in England. Why is it that
the Medical Association, the Nursing
Association have taken a stand against
torture while psychologists haven’t?
AM: The idea that physicians would participate in the exercise of torture brings back
the spectrum of Dr Mengele and the Nazi
death camps and the whole assault upon
medicine after physicians engaged in these
horrible acts. The Medical Association
has said “no, we are healers, we are not
destroyers and we won’t tolerate anybody
that commits to that”. The Law Association said the same thing, “we are here to
support the law. We cannot participate.”
But psychology is an interesting discipline. It is a discipline that has its roots and
applications in so many different fields. It
is what we call a hub discipline because it
enters so many different areas: athletics,
mathematics, teaching, business, clinical
work, to name a few and so it doesn’t have
the same uniformity.
At some point psychologists may
question professional freedom and ask
why they can’t study how people influence
one another, why and how people control
one another. Psychologists say, “Are you
saying that we must stop studying these
topics?” When we can use this knowledge
within a criminal justice situation to interrogate criminals and prevent crimes.
But many psychologists -I would say
‘virtually’ all psychologists- are against
torture. Many are now changing their
views on it because we now understand
the consequences of our actions because
psychologists who are part of the torture
equation will not only lose the public trust
but their own integrity.
So we are hopeful that as we form and
promote Psychologists for Social Responsibility we will be able to influence others.
Here in Australia there is a strong group
of psychologists against torture who have
spoken out courageously on the subject.
OY: Is there a crisis of values in the US?
AM: I think some of the myths that have
sustained us in the past are falling apart.
We have begun to see that so many of
the values we were taught to believe in,
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for instance the values of the capitalism system have turned out to be very
destructive. We can now see this is a
system that is based on exploitation,
greed, profit-making and domination.
Democracy itself is another myth. This very
notion is constantly being used by the US
Administration to interfere in the internal
affairs of other countries and ultimately
dominate them. One almost sees this
devil reaching out and saying “come, let
me give you democracy”, when in fact all
it means really is sheer imperialism and
occupation.
There are 735 American military bases
outside the US. Why are they there? to
bring democracy to other countries? In fact
they are there to enforce American hegemonic control. And the US has participated in
scores of political assassinations of foreign
leaders. William Blum’s book, Killing Hope:
US Military and CIA Interventions since
World War II reveals the many sins of our
past and present.
We are in need of a leadership that
is visionary and moral, and a building of
a new American character that acknowledges past failures and seeks to correct
them.
A crisis in American values does exist
and it is linked to the breakdown in the
myths that guided us for centuries and
the emerging realities that reveal that
capitalism, democracy, freedom, unlimited
opportunity, religion, equality and the US
standing for justice, are simply myths that
are collapsing.
The US involvement in torture is a very
profound one. It strikes at the very core of
our identity, of our history. In fact torture
constitutes a war crime against humanity.
It is a violation of the UN Declaration of
Human Rights, which were created at the
end of WWII, as a result of the Nuremberg
trials and the Japanese war crime trials. We
are now violating those rights with such
impunity, with such a disregard that so
many of us stand in shock.
I guess we are witnessing the decline
of America. It no longer has the position of
prestige and respect that it enjoyed during
the days after WWII when US soldiers were
seen as saviors of Europe and the Pacific.

OY: How does torture affect the social
fabric of a nation?
AM: We probably have in the US more
than 700,000 victims of torture (domestic
and international) and we have some very
successful rehabilitation programs. So many
people who have been tortured end up
saying, how can you ever take away what
happened to me? How can you ever heal
it? Should I ever try to forget it? Or should
I in fact keep the memory alive as much
as it imposes a burden upon my mind and
upon my family? Torture is the destruction
of one’s very essence as a human being.
Many torturers eventually ask, what have I
done? They themselves raise the questions:
Am I human? How did I do this? How could
I have done these things and now have no
remorse?
We have seen the ramifications of
torture, which tend to spread throughout the whole community and the whole
nation.
This summer I will be presenting a
paper about the History of Torture in Berlin
at the National Congress of Psychology. The
paper explores issues related to the moral
disengagement experienced by torturers.
We are also thinking of writing a Universal
Declaration of Ethics for Psychologists.
OY: What involvement have psychologists actually had in the exercise of
torture in the US?
AM: I had the privilege of reviewing Alfred
McCoy’s book on the History of Torture
and the CIA. It is an extraordinary book.
He is a professor of History at the University of Wisconsin and has traced the role
of psychologists and their involvement
in developing torture techniques. It was
very interesting to read how psychologists
were studying obedience, mind control
and humiliation. Such techniques were
collected with time and became part of
the CIA’s corpus of knowledge that can
now be extended and developed into new
techniques of torture.
This is to do with psychological torture, with methods that involve
prolonged isolation, exposure to loud
music, nudity, hypnosis, electro-convulsive
shock, exposure to extreme temperatures,

The Bush Administration’s dishonesty, corruption and
immorality has brought the US and the world to the brink of
economic, political, military and moral destruction.
denial of food. Today these methods are
used under the rubric of sensory disorientation and self inflicted pain. They leave
no physical marks. McCoy also mentions
sleep deprivation, the presence of military
working dogs for intimidation, sexual
humiliation and threats to family members
among others.
There is also the physical torture such
as slapping, beatings, shackles and water
boarding. All these approaches are used
to create fear, dishonour, disorientation
and confusion in a detainee’s thoughts,
feelings and identity.
Ultimately the aim is to break the
detainee’s resistance to obtain information. Of course, by this point, the torture
victim may be insane or irrational and will
say anything. McCoy’s book is a scathing
indictment of the CIA of the use and abuse
of psychologists and psychology.
OY: What is it about human nature that
makes an ordinary person become a
torturer? How can one transgress the
ethical and moral boundaries so easily?
AM: That question has become the topic
of several books that have come out.
One of this is Philip Zimbardo’s book
called The Lucifer Effect, How do Normal
People Engage in Evil Acts?, while Donald
Dutton’s Genocide, Massacres and Extreme
Violence, explores what leads normal
people throughout history to engage in
acts of such brutality.
We witnessed what happened in
Rwanda where a group of people starting murdering others. Out of the 850,000
people who were killed 90 percent were
killed by machetes. It means that you have
to go up to someone with a knife, strike
them, watch them die and then move on
to the next one.
There can be no doubt that human
beings are capable of enormous violence.
History is testimony to that. There can be
no doubt that we have the psychological and biological capacities to do so. The
question you are asking is, in what conditions? Under what kind of threats are we

willing to do something so horrible?
Sister Diana Ortiz was in Guatemala
teaching when she was captured by the
right wing, she was massed raped and
burnt with cigarettes while being raped
and all this happened in the presence of
the CIA and the Guatemalan troops. Why?
How did they detach themselves?
The perpetrator must see the other
person as not human. The terms we use
are called ‘dehumanisation’ and ‘enemification’. Once you declare someone to
be an enemy, or a threat or danger, who
has the potential to harm you or others,
then at that point there is already a moral
disengagement that occurs simply because
I don’t have to respond to you as a human
being.
Throughout the history of slavery in
the US members of the white establishment simply declared that blacks were
not human. The British also said that the
people they conquered were simply primitive people, not human.
Joseph Conrad in his book Heart of
Darkness goes up a river into the jungle
and he observes how vulnerable the blacks
are. They are shot from a passing boat.
The same happened in Australia with the
shooting of Aborigines. It happened in
the US with the American Indians. We
deceived ourselves into thinking we are
superior, better, moral, good and virtuous.
Sometimes we even say ‘god is on our side’.
That certainly makes evil acts justifiable.
How is this process of enemification
possible? Permission from authority, situations in which conventional morality is no
longer accepted, intense emotions that
overwhelm reason, drug abuse that dulls
conscience and character flaws.
Some perpetrators are able to disengage because they are psychopaths. These
are individuals who, by virtue of their
temperament and upbringing, can easily
engage in these acts and in fact enjoy
them. Mass murderers engage in the most
horrific kinds of torture before they kill
people. And have no moral conscience.
They often lack any emotional arousal.

There is a coldness and detachment from
their actions.

Dr Anthony Marsella, Professor of Psychology.

Often torturers exercise torture under
the effects of drugs or alcohol. A common
excuse we hear all the time is that the
authorities said to do it. You were expected
to do it and if you expect to have a promotion, be recognised or commended you
will engage in such behaviours.
The selling of nationalism makes
torture possible. The idea that you are
following orders, that you are doing it for
your country, for your nation. This is what
happened to soldiers during the Reich.
They were getting rid of inferior people.
OY: Unfortunately much of the material
regarding torture will never be known
to the public.
AM: Correct, because it is protected under
the mantle of national security. Yes this is
very unfortunate. The value of the national
security is questionable while the moral
and security cost is considerable.
As McCoy says the use of psychological torture across the world by the American and many other governments has not
led to any greater security. Indeed eventually the governments that endorse and use
torture fall from within or are removed by
rebellion and revolt. This was the case for
Chile, The Philippines, Argentina, and the
Shah’s Iran. Is this what awaits the US? n
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Chilean
Mapuches,
from indigenous
mythical heroes to
terrorists
Summer days in Chile are mostly uneventful. Not last
summer though. On January 26 at 23:00 the police station of
Tirua – a village located about a thousand kilometres south
of the Chilean capital Santiago – was the target of the most
ferocious Mapuche attack yet. By Antonio Castillo

T

he 40-minute assault – involving 80
Mapuche activists – was in response
to a violent police rally against a group
from this indigenous community. They were
accused of stealing firewood from the property
of Forestal Mininco, a forestry company owned
by the Matte Group. One of the most powerful Chilean economic conglomerates, the
Matte Group was one of the main supporters
of the dictatorship of General Pinochet and
still enjoys privileged status from the current
democratic government.
The Tirua skirmish followed the January
7 armed assault on Mario Marchese, the CEO
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of Trayenko hydroelectric company. Uninjured
in the attack, Marchese is doing business with
Norwegian’s SN Power hydroelectric company.
SN Power is planning to build 4 hydroelectric
plants in the southern region of La Araucania,
in the middle of traditional Mapuche land.
These incidents – and several others that
preceded them – demonstrate that Chile is
facing an increasingly volatile indigenous
conflict. And the government, far from attempting to resolve the conflict, has deepened it
by taking confrontational positions, such as
the imposition of the anti-terrorist legislation
against Mapuche leaders and organisations.
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There are more than 37 Mapuches
in jail under the anti-terrorist laws. This
is the case of two well-respected lonkos
(leaders), Pascual Pichun and Aniceto
Norin, who were convicted under the antiterrorist laws and sentenced to 10 years
in prison for attacks on the property of
Mininco Forestry Company. The government has labelled the Coordinadora
Arauco-Malleco (Arauco-Malleco Coordinator or CAM), a peak Mapuche organisation that congregates some key Mapuche
communities, as a terrorist organisation.
At the centre of the Mapuche
demands are recognition of their culture,
identity and land. They have been pushed
to the margins of society and their ancestral land has been occupied by hydroelectric and forest companies.
“Hydroelectric companies – and also
the forestry industry – are at the core
of the contemporary conflict between
Mapuche and the Chilean government,”
said Arturo Millahual, a young Mapuche
leader based in Tirua.
This is a place I visited in the mid
1980s. Since then nothing much has
changed. The problems of indigenous
poverty, alcoholism and unemployment
remain unsolved. “We are having a bad
time,” said Millahual. “What has changed
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is the determination, especially among
young Mapuches, to resist by any means
the government’s policy of land occupation.”
This determination is being paid for
dearly. Matias Valentin Catrileo, an agronomy university student, was gunned down
by a police officer on January 3, 2007. He
was one of 30 Mapuche activists who
were attempting to occupy the fundo
Santa Margarita in Vilcun, 600 kilometres south of Santiago. Owned by entrepreneur Jorge Luchsinger, this property is
on ancestral Mapuche land and has been
occupied by the local indigenous community.
The killing of Valentin Catrileo went
unpunished. The investigation of the
murder was given to the military justice
and the perpetrator – a police officer –
was declared innocent.
The mayor of Tirua, Adolfo Millahual
– the only Mapuche ever elected to this
position – said: “the process carried out by
military justice has no guarantee of transparency or fairness.” Aucan Huilcaman,
a member of the Council of all Lands,
an umbrella Mapuche organisation,
described the ruling of the military justice
as a disgrace. “This is a very negative sign
given to the Mapuche community and we

believe less and less in the Chilean institutions and justice.”
In Chilean history Mapuche resistance
against the Spanish conquest is legendary.
School children learn of the heroic actions
of Mapuche leaders - such as Lautaro
and Caupolican - who died resisting the
Spanish invaders. They became mythical
figures in the Chilean history books. Not
any longer.
Today, Mapuche resistance has been
criminalised and construed as terrorist acts.
“From being seventeenth century resistance heroes against Spanish conquistadors we have become twenty first century
terrorists,” said Arturo Millahual. “We are
not terrorists but we are tired of waiting
and the actions of the resistance will not
stop until the government answers our
demands,” he said.
The actions of the resistance have
become more frequent, better organized and more aggressive. Burning trucks,
land occupation and attacks on police
stations are commonly used strategies.
Some of them have been executed using
rural guerrilla tactics. The use of M16 and
lightening strikes speak of a highly sophisticated movement.
While the forestry companies have
claimed the indigenous actions have been
causing financial losses; the actual figures
showed they have experienced a steady
increase in earnings. “These companies
are doing good business while the government is militarising the repression against
Mapuche communities,” said Millahual.”
The militarisation and the application
of antiterrorist laws has been criticised
by Chilean legal experts. Judge Guzman,
a leading judge who investigated the
atrocities committed by dictator General
Pinochet, said the Mapuche actions were
a “political struggle and the government
is not listening to the demands; on the
contrary it has increased the criminalisation and repression”.
Political analyst Raul Sohr said the
application of the antiterrorist law was
wrong. “While in international forums the
government speaks of Chile as an emerging and peaceful society, at the same
time it uses the antiterrorist law to charge

indigenous people.” The Inter American
Commission for Human Rights has also
criticised the application of this draconian
law against Mapuches. “The government
describes the Mapuche actions as terrorism. This produces anger and feelings of
injustice in this community,” said historian
Alfred Jocelyn-Holt.
Anger has also resulted from the
government’s failure to respond to the
recommendations of the 2001 Commission for Reconciliation and Historical Truth.
Established by former President Ricardo
Lagos and formed by 20 experts in indigenous affairs, the Commission released its
findings in 2003. Among the key points,
the Commission recommended the constitutional recognition of indigenous people,
the recognition of indigenous territory and
their protection.
Equally important, the document
recommended a process of consultation with indigenous communities and
lonkos to obtain permission and authorisation when the State or private entities
wanted to exploit natural resources
located on Mapuche land. “In twenty
days we will make public the policies
destined to remedy the problems identified by the Commission,” said President
Lagos in 2003. Five years have passed
and not one of the recommendations

has been adopted.
La Pintana is a long way from Tirua.
La Pintana is one of the most impoverished
shantytowns on the outskirts of Santiago.
Here lives a small group of Mapuches. The
lack of land and work in their communities
has pushed them to urban areas, including
the capital city. Here they have become the
cleaners, the domestic servants and the
gardeners of the white Chilean elite.
La Pintana is home to a handful of
Mapuche cultural organisations. “We
want to maintain our cosmology and pass
it onto our children,” said Jose Painemal.
However keeping Mapuche tradition is not
easy in a deeply racist society. Painemal
had to change his Mapuche surname to a
Spanish one. “I changed it to ‘Contreras’,
I had to otherwise I would have not been
able to get work.”
The Mapuche people have been
stigmatised as lazy and dishonest. Even
my taxi driver showed no shame when he
described them as “short and ugly”. Racist
comments coming from white Chileans are
not uncommon. I heard this type of racist
remark repeated again and again.
Carlos Pena, an influential public
opinion writer, said that the forthcoming Chilean bicentenary independence
celebrations had the potential to accentuate the conflict. “One century of policies

of indigenous forgetfulness has been
accompanied by a complete negation of
their existence,” he said. “The Mapuche
identity has been negated and therefore
the conflict will not end.”
The government has not responded
well to the legitimate demands of Mapuche
people. Despite the deepening and escalating conflict the current President, Michelle
Bachelet, has seen no compelling reason
to intervene. This is not surprising though.
After all, the historical Mapuche demands
never have been at the top of priorities for
the white Chilean elite. n

Mapuche (mapu: land; che: people) – or people from the land – is an indigenous
nation that has been historically rooted in the centre-south of Chile. Ferocious warriors, the Mapuches halted the mid-1400 Inca expansion to the south of Chile. Equal
fortune suffered later on the Spanish conquistadors who in the 1500s attempted to
conquest them. It was a bloody resistance that lasted 300 years.
The Chilean independence from Spain in the early years of the 1800s became
the beginning of the end of the Mapuche resistance. Pursuing geographical integration and nation state building, the Chilean post-colonial governments launched a
massive offensive against Mapuches. In a war that lasted several decades, thousand
of Mapuches died, their land was taken over and the survivors ended up in miserable
indigenous reservations.
Today there are more than 600,000 Mapuches. This is approximately four percent
of the 15 million people who live in Chile. They mainly live in the rural areas of the
south of the country. However and due to land dispossession and lack of work a
considerable number of them haven been forced to migrate to cities such as Santiago,
Concepcion and Temuco.
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Chad:
In the line of fire
While the world’s eyes focus at the troubled Darfur region, the
violent conflict in its nearest neighbour, Chad, remains virtually
invisible to the West. YASMINE FATHY writes.

A

country that is sandwiched between
two of the world’s most violent
conflicts is destined to be in trouble.
With the Darfur battle raging on its Eastern
border and the violence of the Central African
Republic (CAR) spilling into its southern region,
the people of Chad often find themselves
trapped in the line of fire.
These two conflicts are not the only
problems. For years, ongoing confrontations between government forces and rebels
attempting to overthrow Chad’s current President Idriss Deby have left many Chadians
either dead or displaced.
Last February rebel troops reached Chad’s
capital N’Djamena, where fighting led to 160
dead and 1,000 wounded. This was followed
by another attack on government troops in
April. For the people of Chad, this was just
another day of the usual violence.
“Chad has suffered from internal
problems, and the people have lost families,
some have emigrated, some were orphaned,”
says Saleh, (last names have not been used to
protect interviewees’ identity) a Chadian who
has been living in Sudan for three years.
The leading party President, Idris Deby
from the Zaghawa tribe, has been ruling the
country with an iron fist since he seized power
in 1990. While many political parties are
active, Deby’s Patriotic Salvation Movement
dominates the political sphere.
For years, disgruntled rebels from other
ethnic groups, and even some from his
own, have attempted to overthrow him.
Coup attempt after coup attempt have been
executed, but he still remains in power. With
Chad’s history, though, rebels are not likely to
give up any time soon.
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“The leading group controls everything.
They are destroying the country, making
agreements with other countries which are
not understood by the nation,”
The Republic of Chad is a landlocked
country in Central Africa, which is bordered by
Libya to the north, Sudan to the east, the CAR
to the south, and Cameroon and Nigeria to the
southwest. The country is named after Lake
Chad, which is the largest wetland in Africa.
It is the fifth largest country in Africa but has
only 10 million inhabitants. There are more
than 200 ethnic and linguistic groups living
in Chad, with French and Arabic being the
two main languages. People practice different
faiths such as Islam, Christianity and Animism.
Chad’s environment is so harsh that it is often
dubbed the ‘Dead Heart of Africa,” because it
is far from the sea, and has a desert climate.
The 2007/2008 Human Development
Index ranked Chad at 170 out of 177 countries.
Chad’s population has an average life expectancy of 50.4 years and almost one third of the
population is not expected to live past the age
of 40. Chad has a literacy rate of 25.7 per cent
and only $1,427 GDP per capita. According to
the 2004 Human Poverty Index, it was ranked
108th among the 108 developing countries
for which the index was calculated.
In 1920, France conquered the country
and made it part of French Equatorial Africa.
After 40 years of brutal French rule, Chad
gained its independence in 1960 under the
leadership of François Tombalbaye, a member
of the Sara ethnic group which dominated the
South. If the Chadian people hoped for some
stability, they didn’t get it.
Discontent with Tombalbaye’s policies
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in the Muslim North led to Chad’s first
civil war, which lasted from 1979-1982.
Tombalbaye was finally overthrown by
Hissene Habre from the Gorane ethnic
group. This conflict would set the pattern
for years to come. Rebels from one ethnic
group, unhappy with the ruling group,
have staged coup attempts and waged
wars in order to gain power.
The Habre era would not prove
to be any better for the long-suffering
Chadians. By the end of his eight-year
presidency Habre had ordered tens of
thousands of Chadians either to death or
to be tortured before he was overthrown
by President Deby. Habre is currently
awaiting trial on international criminal
charges.
After serving for two terms, President Deby successfully held a referendum that allowed him to eliminate the
two-term constitutional limit. He ran for
presidency again in 2006, which angered
the opposition.
While most of Chad’s population relies on subsistence farming and
raising livestock, in 2003 an attempt at
oil exploitation began with the completion of a pipeline to Cameroon, financed
by the World Bank. However, President
Deby used a state of emergency decree
to suspend Chad’s obligation to devote
80 per cent of its oil revenue to poverty
reduction measures, instead redirecting it
to military use. A new memorandum was
signed in July 2006, in which the government of Chad committed to using 70 per
cent of oil revenue on development.
‘’Chad was supposed to be different.
The oil money was supposed to help the
poor, but we’re not seeing that,” said
Massalbaye Tenebaye, president of Chad’s
Human Rights Commission in 2006.

The conflict
with Sudan
Sudan and Chad share many of the same
ethnic groups. A borderline was drawn
by the Europeans in the 19th century,
but this is still meaningless to many of
the inhabitants of both countries.
“Historically [people] have moved
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across that border for thousands of
years,” explains Noah Bassil, a member
of the African Studies Association of
Australia and the Pacific.
The irrelevance of the border, and
the fact that the people share the same
ethnic makeup, has meant disaster for
both countries. “The conflict among one
or another kin group, means the ethnic
kin on the other side of the border are
drawn into it,” explains Bassil.
There’s no doubt the Darfur crisis gets
the most media attention. Since 2003,
the whole world has been watching on
television the conflict between government backed Janjaweed militias and the
African tribes of Darfur. But while many
people see the current Chad crisis as an
extension of the Darfurian conflict, it is
actually the other way around.
“Historically it was the outbreak of
the civil war in Chad in the mid 1960s
that over time precipitated and fed into
division in Darfur,” says Bassil.
President Deby initially supported
the Sudanese government and refused
to help his fellow Zaghawas (fighting
against the Janjaweed on the other side
of the border in Darfur), leading to a 2004
coup attempt initiated by the Zaghawa
members of the Deby’s government.
In 2005, members of Deby’s snubbed
Zahgawas regrouped in Darfur under
Le Socle pour le Changement, l’Unité
et la Démocratie (Platform for Change,
Unity and Democracy, SCUD). Then
another rebel group called the Rally for
Democracy and Freedom, (RDL) and
eight other Chadian anti-government
rebel groups formed the Single Front for
Democratic Change in Chad, (FUCD),
under the leadership of Mahamat Nour
Abdelkerim. FUCD was supported by the
Sudanese government and Janjaweed
militias, in retaliation for the support
Deby’s Zagawas had initially provided to
Sudanese rebel groups.
In December the Chadian RDL
attacked the border town of Adre, but
was successfully repelled by Chadian
troops. The Chad government accused
the Sudanese government of backing

the RDL assault, and declared a “state of
belligerence” with Sudan.
In retaliation, and in order to protect
its border, the Chad government made
alliances with Darfurian rebel groups.
Despite this, Sudan and Chad signed
the Tripoli agreement in February 2006,
which was brokered by Libya’s leader
Muammar al-Qaddafi. Under the terms
of the agreement the two nations vowed
to stop arming each other’s opposition.
“So we have here an almost complete
tapestry of interconnected and interrelated interests, motives and conflicts.
To extract them and try and understand
them separately is impossible,” Bassil
says.
Just one month later, in March
2006, SCUD, made-up of President
Deby’s relatives, tried to assassinate him
by shooting at his aircraft. In mid-April,
a FUCD convoy reached the capital of
Chad, N’Djamena, to accuse President
Deby of backing the FUCD attack. The
result: 291 people died in the fighting
According to a human rights report
serious fighting between elements of the
FUCD took place in October 2007. “The
fighting was said to have been precipitated by the unwillingness of the FUCD
elements to disarm and integrate into the
army, as provided for in the peace agreement. FUCD leader Abdelkerim urged
these FUCD elements to accept integration into the army,” the report says.
“There are many political problems
which cause the current situation,” says
Fathy, a member of FUCD. “We don’t
have ethnic, tribal, or religious problems,
what we have is a political problem. That
is why if President Deby wanted to open
dialogue with the Chad opposition, we
would welcome this very much, but he
refuses this completely,” Fathy insists. “If
the Deby’s Zaghawas were to be defeated
by the Sudanese government, the risk is
that his own government might fall as
well, so he has a great deal of interest,
of strong motives to arm the Zaghawa to
continue the fight,” says Bassil. “And vice
versa, groups in Chad are used as proxies
for the Sudanese government interest in
the region as well.”

Humanitarian
devastation

In the meantime the people of Chad are
trapped in the middle. The conflict is
mostly playing out on the troubled 600
km stretch between Chad and Sudan
where the United Nations Higher Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) operates 12
refugee camps.
According to a spokesperson of the
Medecins Sans Frontiers (MSF), Chad
now plays host to 240,000 refugees from
Darfur, 50,000 from the CAR, in addition
to the 180,000 internally displaced persons
(IDPs). This is too much for a country that
is already struggling.
For the people of Chad, however, the
conflict is more real than ever. With every
attack, they are forced to leave their homes
again and again. In one incident in 2006,
MSF reported that the camp of Koloye, in
the troubled Eastern border was attacked,
looted, and emptied of its inhabitants.
The 5,000 displaced Chadians who were
living in the Koleye camp went missing
along with 37 MSF staff members.
The armed opposition however denies
any responsibility for the attacks.
“The attacks that are happening
among the refugees are not from the
opposition. This is from the Deby presidency,” says Fathy *. “It wants instability inside the camps, to cause internal
problems with Chadian tribes. Then they
blame it on the opposition.”
Often the attacks are so brutal that
the Chadians are forced to seek refuge in
the most unlikely place – Darfur.
The infamous Janjaweed do not limit
their atrocities to Darfur either. From as
early as 2003, aid organisations have
been reporting military incursions by the
Janjaweed in Chad. Human Rights Watch
reported seven military incursions in Chad
that included looting, killing and stealing
cattle from the already hungry Chadians. Such bloody attacks are systematically administered and continued to the
present day. “We urge authorities in Chad
and Sudan to reinforce security in border
regions to prevent further attacks and

displacement, and call for more international engagement in dealing with the
very serious issue of spreading instability
and insecurity,” UNHCR spokesman Ron
Redmond said in 2006.
Life in the refugee camps is hard,
even without the Janjaweed attacks. In
Herz’s report, he describes the camp as
“an almost endless collection of tents that
have taken on a uniform brownish colour
from the sand of the desert, becoming
virtually indistinguishable from the identical brown of the ground, all merging into
a vast brown mass. The individual tents are
usually set up in a kind of allotment that
also includes an open fireplace for preparing food, storage space for firewood,
and sometimes a resting place for a goat
which is surrounded by a makeshift fence,
made of twigs, weeds, or various collected
building materials.”
With overcrowding, limited resources,
and lack of funds, the Chadians who have
achieved at least some security in the
camps are still struggling to survive. In
mid 2003, MSF reported the first signs of
malnutrition in the camps in the town of
Gore in the South of Chad. At the time, 30
percent of children below the age of five
were “at risk from acute malnutrition.”
Refugees also need to battle daily
for basic needs such as food, water, and
access to primary health services.
In 2006, the World Health Organisation (WHO) reported problems including
acute respiratory infections, diarrhoea
and malaria as well as injuries as a result
of fighting between rebels and government soldiers. The insufficient supply of
clean water and poor sanitary conditions
have also resulted in Hepatitis E outbreaks
in Darfur, and refugee camps in Chad.
Then there is hunger. The World Food
Programme (WFP) appealed for US$87
million this year in food aid to cover the
needs of the refugees in Eastern Chad.
The WFP faces the challenge of getting
three months’ supply of food to the camps
before the rainy season makes it impossible to reach them.
During the rainy season, the main
road from N’Djamena is closed to most
traffic, leaving air transport as the only

practical means of moving humanitarian
staff and vital medical supplies.
”We need food now,” said WFP
Chad Country Director Stefano Porretti.
“The rain is only a matter of two or three
months away, it is absolutely imperative
that we move food to the places where it
will be needed later this year.”
At the beginning of the Darfurian
drama, the local population of Chad
opened their arms to welcome the influx
of refugees. However, with many Chadians becoming internally displaced after
fleeing their villages, it was a different
story.
When their villages were attacked
and their livestock and other possessions seized, the Chadians were left with
nothing.
In fact, the Internally Displaced
People (IDP) are often worse off than the
refugees.
“Sometimes the situation of Chadian
IDP and Chadian residents is more worrying because they don’t receive assistance,
especially [the] residents,” an MSF spokesperson said.
Even worse, aid agencies are often
targeted by rebels, making it very difficult
for them to help the people.
In January 2007, an attempted
ambush forced MSF to stop medical
support for two months. In June, two cars
of the International Committee of the
Red Cross (ICRC) were targets of a violent
ambush on the road to Adé. These were
not the first attacks, and they were not
the last either.
While the refugees in the South of
Chad do not have to face constant attacks
by rebels, nevertheless the situation is dire,
according to Catherine Swysen, vice president of the California based Chad Relief
Foundation, that focuses on refugees in
the South of the country.
Swysen, who spent two weeks in
Chad in March, says that they are the
forgotten refugees that do not get any
media exposure.
“If nothing is done soon, the world
will have to deal with another mass
humanitarian crisis in Africa.” n
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Straddling two cultures
Carlos and Yolanda Encina

Carlos and Yolanda
Encina’s Story
Juan Carlos, Yolanda and their young
son John came to Australia as political refugees in 1975. They were forced
to leave their family home in Chile in
the wake of a violent political uprising.
Yolanda and Juan Carlos applied for political asylum in Lima, Peru, before being
granted the opportunity for re-settlement
in Australia.
Since arriving in Sydney over 30
years ago both Yolanda and Juan Carlos
continue to be enthusiastically involved in
the Chilean and Latin American communities in Australia. Juan Carlos initiated
the formation of the Chilean Association. Both are also involved in assisting
the community through the NSW Spanish
and Latin American Association for Social
Assistance.

A

In 1975, Yolanda and
Juan Carlos were forced
to leave their home, their
family and their country,
and all that was familiar
to them. As political
refugees they found safety
in Australia, as well as a
host of challenges. Here
they share their story of
how, through personal
effort, and family and
community support, they
were able to adapt. They
offer tips on how others
can do it too.

fter our first wave of curiosity about our new country, Australia, the reality hit us. Losing
our ability to communicate to those around us was very difficult in the beginning.”
Yolanda and Juan Carlos both studied English in Chile, however they had never
heard an Australian accent before.
Yolanda recalls their first confronting experience with the new language. “We decided to go
to Parramatta by bus three months after we arrived. On our trip there we had no problems. We
asked the driver how much the ticket cost and paid the fare. On our way back the driver asked
us a question that we did not understand. He kept asking the same question over and over in the

“
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same tone but we still did not understand.
We were so embarrassed and the people
on the bus started to complain. Eventually
the driver let us on but we never understood what he was asking...
“Six months later we went back to
Parramatta on a similar trip. The same
thing happened. No questions were asked
on the way there. On the way back the
driver asked us in a heavy Australian
accent, ‘Where ya goin?’ We responded
‘Villawood’.
‘Where ‘n’ Villawood,’ he asked.
We asked him why it mattered. He said
because the fare was calculated based on
the distance travelled. He did not want to
charge us the full fare if we were getting
out before the last stop...
“If only someone had told us before
going on the bus trip how the system
worked -- we would have understood the
question that the first driver asked and
avoided the embarrassment.”
Yolanda and Juan Carlos desperately
sought a sense of belonging in their new
country. But as well as ‘losing’ his native
language, Juan Carlos also struggled with
a new identity.
“Luckily I found work as a factory
worker quite easily and I was glad to have
found a means to provide for my family.
However, I also wanted to study but it
was difficult to fit in classes around my
work schedule and I was often forced
to miss class. When Yolanda finished her
six-month English course we decided that
she would work for three months so that
I could do the accelerated English course
full-time...
“The decision to leave my job to study
full time meant that I had to make the shift
from an ‘average Chilean fellow’ who only
did men’s work, to a ‘sensitive new age
guy’. I started to help around the flat and
took care of our son when Yolanda was
at work.

“I remember taking my son for meals
at the common dining room in the hostel
where we lived. I also used to mop the
floor of the flat and leave the mop to dry
on the veranda. A lot of the other refugees
and migrants at the hostel noticed this and
made jokes. They thought it was wrong for
me to stay at home and do the ‘women’s
work’ while Yolanda was out earning the
money. Yolanda and I overcame this criticism as we knew it was important that I
also had the opportunity to study English
so that when I graduated I would look for
a better job that I enjoyed.”
As well as having to adjust to a major
shift in the typical gender divide, like all
refugees Yolanda and Juan Carlos had
to learn to cope without the support
networks of family and friends. Fortunately Yolanda and Juan Carlos soon
built new networks with other Chilean
refugees. Together they overcame feelings
of lost hope and bitterness and over time
were able to strike a balance between the
‘old’ and the ‘new’ cultures.
Yolanda explains, “to succeed in
the new country we needed to embrace
change and learn new ways of facing the

challenges that life brought. We realised
that older refugees may prefer to maintain
old customs but that younger people [like
us] will be inclined to absorb new values
from the new culture. We needed to listen
to both groups and adapt our values so
that we were happy with the balance
between the old culture and the new
culture.”
Based on their experiences they
identified ‘tips’ for easier settlement and
exchanged these ideas with other refugee
and migrant communities.

“We needed to
embrace change and
learn new ways.”
Learn how things work in
Australia
Yolanda and Juan Carlos’‘number 1 tip’
for easier resettlement is to arm yourself
with information about Australian
business, legal and social systems as soon
as you arrive in Australia. Yolanda and
Juan Carlos highlighted the “real need
to educate newly arrived refugees about

Yolanda Encina
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these Australian systems, how things
work and how to communicate effectively within this society. This must happen
very early on in the settlement process to
ensure that refugees and migrants do not
lose their passion, and so that they are
empowered to change their situation both
as an individual and as a community.”
Community organisations have a large
role to play in this information exchange
– just as they have a role in supporting
newly arrived migrants and refugees on an
‘emotional’ level. Yolanda and Juan Carlos
support mentoring programs for newly
arrived refugees as an invaluable way for
‘older’ refugees to impart knowledge on
re-settlement.
“It is crucial to start the settlement
journey with a support infrastructure that
provides people with the basic security,
knowledge and confidence to succeed.
Many people who started the journey
isolated from support systems were
susceptible to lonely and challenging
situations and consequently their settlement experience was tainted by these
initial negative experiences.

Juan Carlos Encina
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“We are extremely grateful for the
support we received from the migrant
hostel where we initially stayed, our
English teachers and others that assisted
us during the first frightening months”.
Accept change
Yolanda and Juan Carlos’ second tip for
easier re-settlement is to embrace change.
For many refugees and newly arrived

community was and still is a source of
strength. Yolanda and Juan Carlos’ third
piece of advice for newly arrived migrants
and refugees was to “engage like-minded
people to create social structures that will
help you grow and link in with the Australian way of doing things”.
“We believe that the best help and
solutions come from within the community itself. Expecting assistance from

“Embracing change will make it
easier to make positive decisions.”
migrants facing a different way of doing
things, different foods, different language,
different social norms – change is an inevitable experience. But as Yolanda and Juan
Carlos suggest, refugees and migrants do
not have to change everything in their
lives to move forward. It is true that newly
arrived migrants need to re-evaluate their
circumstances and adjust to their changing
situation, but “there are things that you
will feel that you cannot compromise. We
didn’t change the way we lived entirely,
but we did introduce a few changes at a
time, as we felt comfortable”.
Yolanda and Juan Carlos addressed
challenges by setting both long-term
and short-term goals and accepting that
“change is not easy. You can hate it and
resist it, or you can embrace it and grow...
Find someone to help you see things from
a different perspective. Embracing change
will make it easier to make positive
decisions in the future”.
Community strength
One of the most important aspects of
Yolanda and Juan Carlos’s resettlement
process was their involvement with the
Spanish-speaking and Latino communities – as well as with the ‘mainstream’
Australian community. Engaging with the

the government alone will not solve our
community’s challenges. Australia has a
mix of all different cultures and we have
very different migrant communities.
This creates unique problems – but also
unique solutions. By being involved in
the Australian and the Spanish-speaking/
Latino communities we were not isolated
and were able to be part of the solution
addressing the needs of fellow migrants
and refugees.”
Knowledge exchange
The key theme to emerge from Yolanda
and Juan Carlos’ story is the value of information exchange and knowledge sharing
-- sharing stories, resources and tips
between Australian and migrant communities and within migrant communities.
Yolanda and Juan Carlos believe
that they have successfully settled in
Australia and they are proud of the
home they have built for their family.
Both recognise the reason for their
happiness, sense of community and
strong identity is their constant search
for answers. Yolanda and Juan Carlos
say never stop trying and always seek
information. In return for information
that was shared with them they share
this information with others. n

Holocaust child
survivors: Support
group flourishes
Elizabeth Ban
Elizabeth Ban’s
Story
Elizabeth Ban is member of
Jews for Social Action, and believes
passionately in social justice. Born
in Hungary, she is a Holocaust child
survivor and a child refugee from the
1956 Hungarian revolution. After
being stateless for 17 years and living
in four countries on three continents,
she is happy to call Sydney home.

Elizabeth describes how,
against all the odds, a
child holocaust survivors
group flourished. How
despite her initial denial
of her Holocaust survivor
status, this group became
a catalyst for her own
healing journey, which she
shares below.

I

have to tell you up front that I am not an EXPERT in community action, psychology or
anything else. I am a journalist. And I have just broken the golden rule of good journalistic
writing, which says: don’t ever start a story with a negative.

I do this for a reason. To stress that I am here simply to tell you about a group of people who
helped me sort out the darkness in my otherwise perfectly ordinary life.
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CONUNDRUM
I’d like to read you a poem I wrote in
1975:
Once I thought I was me,
Child of my parents,
Child of a country,
Child of a world,
Child of a universe.
Once I knew I was me,
Child of my parents,
Child of an alien country,
Child of a hostile world,
Child of a hostile universe.
Once I knew I was me,
Child of my parents,
Outcast of the alien country,
Outcast of the hostile world,
Outcast of the hostile universe.
Now I know I am me,
Child of my parents,
But what has the world to do with me?
I don’t usually write poetry, and I’ve
never understood this one until quite
recently. I realised it shows that deep down
I’ve always felt like an outsider, and I had
no idea how to get ‘inside’. As recently as
last year I realised that the question posed
in this poem was, in fact, my life’s quest:
what HAS the world to do with me? How
DO I get from the outside to the inside?
MEETING DR. JUDITH KESTENBERG –
THE GROUP
Although the question popped up in 1975,
my journey leading me to the inside didn’t
begin until 1983, when I attended the first
American Gathering of Jewish Holocaust
Survivors in Washington. Up to that point
I had thought of myself as a Hungarian
refugee of Jewish origin from the 1956
Revolution, never as a Holocaust survivor.
I only went to this meeting in the hope
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of finding somebody who knew my family
members who died in the Holocaust.
The highlight of the event was
meeting Dr Judith Kestenberg, a child
psychiatrist who was looking to sign up
child survivors for a research project.
Judith was a vivacious, energetic
woman – I liked her instantly – and I spent
much of the time helping her sign up child
survivors, never expecting to be one of
them.
In an unguarded moment, I told her
assistant the story of my nightmares about
bombs falling that have haunted me from
the age of five. He got very excited and,
as soon as Dr Kestenberg reappeared, he
made me retell the following story.
MY DREAMS EXPLAINED
When I was five years old, I had a dream.
I dreamt that my kindergarten class was
walking by the Basilica, the main Catholic
Church in Budapest. As we got close, I saw
that the beautiful statues were alive. They
said they were kings and they were scared
because a war was coming. In the dream
I saw a cross-section of a house with the
top deeply dented. People on the top floor
had terrible headaches, and those on the
lower floors had milder ones.
I was staying with my aunt in the
country at the time and, to her horror, I
woke up screaming and inconsolable.
As I grew older, this dream kept recurring – at least once a year – with increasing
sophistication, always ending with a bomb
falling and me waking up screaming.
These nightmares stopped inexplicably after a horrifying insight in the shower
at the age of 17, when I suddenly saw an
image of myself crumbling into powder
that had the shape of the rubble of a
bombed out house I remembered from
the [Hungarian] Revolution. The instantaneous terror of it almost knocked me off
my feet.

This image of becoming powder, with
the accompanying feeling of terror, kept
recurring at odd times, in odd places, and
with more frequency than the nightmares.
I didn’t know where it came from, but I
knew that I had to deal with it somehow.
And, I did – or so I thought. I accepted
it, as I did the company of the spirits of
all my family members who perished in
the Holocaust, who became my close
friends through the retelling of the stories
of their lives before the war and their
ultimate suffering. Like them, it became
my shadow companion.
I was 35 years old when my mother
told me a story that knocked both our
socks off. She had [recently] met a woman
who was a nurse in the hospital where we
were born (I was a twin. My twin sister
Esther died in the saturation bombing the
day after our birth). As they reminisced,
Mom said that she remembered that the
hospital building was shaking. Could that
be possible? The woman laughed and
said: “of course it was shaking, a bomb
hit the elevator shaft”.

THE GROUP IS FORMED
Although not convinced she fit the
description of child survivor, Elizabeth
agreed to attend the second meeting of
survivors who were involved in Dr Kestenberg’s research. At the meeting, some of
those survivors shared their stories with
the group.
Although our experiences were very
different, we shared many similarities. For
example:
None of us felt comfortable with
survivor groups, because the adults tended
to dismiss us, as well as our experiences.
Their attitude was that we could not
have suffered as they had, either because
children bounce back, or because we
were so young that we couldn’t remember much of what had happened.
Similarly, none of us felt comfortable
with second generation groups. Their
concerns were very different from ours.
One of the founders of the group

recently wrote: “We felt like a 1.5 generation – neither survivor, nor second generation.”
We agreed it was wonderful to have
found each other and we have met once
a month since then. Today the group
has 120 members and is affiliated with a
worldwide network of child survivors of
the Holocaust in more than 40 countries,
including Australia.
It almost didn’t happen, and I’d just
like to briefly go into some detail as to
why I think this particular group worked
so successfully.
PAINFUL AND EMOTIONAL GROUP
DYNAMICS
In the beginning, one of the key bones
of contention was the official structure of
the group.
Some people wanted a complex
parliamentary structure, while others had
no time for authority at all and refused to

even contemplate one. Both sides threatened to walk if their suggestions were not
taken on board.
Some people wanted to have outside
speakers and others insisted you couldn’t
talk outside about what was discussed in
the meeting.
Some people wanted support, but
were not willing to be patient when
others’ needs were greater than theirs.
Others could not talk and were essentially
silent bystanders.
And, not surprisingly, some people
wanted to rule, but most did not want to
be ruled.
The discussions were vocal, emotional
and painful. By the end of the first year
the differences of opinion were so great
that things didn’t look too good.
One of the most important things that
saved the day, I believe, was the fact that,
despite all the anger and frustration, there
was a dogged determination from the

A light bulb lit up in my brain.
“Mom, that explains my nightmares!” – I
jumped up.
“What nightmares?” – she asked me
shocked.
“Didn’t I tell you about my nightmares?”
“No!” – she said mystified.
This was an amazing revelation. Mom
didn’t know about the direct hit, so she
couldn’t tell me, and I didn’t tell her about
my nightmares and terrors. In fact, I don’t
think I ever told anyone about them.
When I finished my story, Dr Kestenberg got very excited. She held up the pad
with all the names of child survivors on it
and ordered me to sign. “YOU are a child
survivor,” she said firmly and that’s how
my amazing journey of healing began”

Elizabeth Ban, centre, at the conference.
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very start to make it work. So, things that
created a lot of tension got discussed very
carefully, with help from members of the
group who in their professional lives were
therapists or facilitators of some kind.
As the months passed, a general
meeting pattern emerged that is pretty
much the same today.
Each meeting starts or ends with a
communal meal supplied by everyone.
This is followed by a business meeting
and discussion, during which some people
tell their stories or someone speaks to a
topic of interest to the group.
In the beginning these discussions
were prepared exclusively by members.
Today, there is a mix of both members and
outside speakers, which speaks volumes
about how far group members have been

matter either was dropped permanently
or until the person changed his/her mind.
Not everyone was happy in the group.
Some left outright, while others continually come and go as they wish. There is
no membership fee per se, but there
is a Tzeddakah fund – or charity fund –
to which everyone contributes at each
meeting. Members in need are helped as
much as the group is able, both psychologically and financially.
MY HEALING
At first Elizabeth didn’t share her story
I still felt like an interloper, even
though I felt very much at home in the
group. Then, one year I was co-coordinator with Tamar, an art therapist. It was the
year we had the first child survivor confer-

“Studies of Holocaust survivors indicate that the
most devastating effects were on those who were
infants during this massive trauma ...
The separations and deprivation of parental care,
which all young victims experienced, were most
damaging for the youngest children...”
able to come out of their shells and deal
with the past.
There was deliberately no formal
structure. Each year two people are elected
as co-ordinators, who organise, with help
from others, whatever needs to get done.
Perhaps most importantly, we agreed
to disagree and only do things as a group
when we had a consensus. For example,
some people wanted to be active with
some other groups over local social-justice
issues. If only one person objected the
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ence.
After a few workshops, I puzzled over
with Tamar why my nightmares stopped
and, I wanted to know where the turning
into dust terror came from. She said they
were one and the same thing. I had never
thought that could even be a possibility,
but it made sense, so I asked how I could
get rid of it, because I was truly fed up
with being terrified. She said, ‘you face it
and embrace it and it will go away’.
Easier said than done. Nevertheless,

this little chat with a fellow child survivor
was the beginning of my healing. Other
group members also found themselves
changing and dealing better with their
own problems and accepting those of
others.
Slowly I accepted the fact that,
indeed, not only was I a refugee from the
Revolution, but also a child survivor of the
Holocaust. It made sense and as I accepted
it, and continued to be active in the group,
I started to move from the outside to the
inside - not only within the group, but also
in other areas of my life.
Elizabeth wanted to help child survivors of other wars by inviting them into
the group, yet other members disagreed,
so her wishes, stronger than ever today,
were not fulfilled.
THE NEED FOR GROUPS, tHE NEED
FOR SHARING
Prior to the Sharing our Stories, Elizabeth
found some research that suggested her
experience was not unusual.
”Studies of Holocaust survivors
indicate that the most devastating effects
were on those who were infants during
this massive trauma (Kestenberg and
Brenner, 1996); adolescents who survived
did relatively well, faring better than adult
survivors. The separations and deprivation
of parental care, which all young victims
experienced, were most damaging for the
youngest children…
No wonder that it took me a lifetime
to accept, overcome, come to terms with,
or whatever the right expression is, with
the darkness that clouded my youth. I
wish that I had the tools to do it sooner.
I hope that groups like that do exist
among today’s refugees, but if not, I’d be
really happy to help start one if anyone is
interested.
Thank you very much for allowing me
this time to tell my story. n

Exceeding a
troubled education
Manijah Haidary-Hakim
Manijah HaidaryHakim’s Story
Born in Afghanistan to an
archaeologist father and highschool teaching mother, Manii
was a member of a ‘privileged’
family. Forced to leave the land
they loved when the United
Soviet Socialist Republic invaded,
Manii arrived in Australia aged
eleven.

Manii shares the difficulties
she faced entering Australia’s
school system, her angst in
letting down her father, her
love of her parents despite
all the challenges that come
with being torn between two
cultures, her desperate desire
to be a ‘normal kid’ and how
she has overcome all of this to
embark on a successful career.

I

came to Australia in the mid-80s as a pre-teenager, and was immediately enrolled in the local
primary school which also had an ESL [English as a Second Language] class.

My days involved morning ESL classes and afternoon general classes. I did not fit in to these
general classes and wished that I could stay at ESL all day. I never understood the structure of
the classes or what was being said, why the students didn’t stand when the teacher entered the
room, why the teacher would not hit you when you were naughty and so on. These were never
explained and it was assumed that I would just fit right in.
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“I felt that my primary school teacher
was somewhat annoyed at my lack of
understanding and having to explain
things over in slow spoken format. This
experience in primary school – my dislike
of it – soon paved the pathway for my
future education”.
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To this day my brother remembers being
introduced to his grade 3 class as Pyjamas
and being stunned as to why everyone was
laughing. The pronunciation of his name
was nowhere near pyjamas.
I felt that my primary school teacher
was somewhat annoyed at my lack of
understanding and having to explain things
over in slow spoken format. This experience
in primary school – my dislike of it – soon
paved the pathway for my future education.
I hated school and hated high school
even more. [I was] confused as to why everyone had to get up and move around to a
different classroom with a different teacher,
but I managed to live through that.
So at the end of my schooling I made
the culturally taboo choice of not continuing with my education. I guess the reason
was that I could never fit in.
I could never understand what anything
being taught at school had to do with
life like maths, geometry, trigonometry,
fractions... thinking about it now makes my
head hurt. It didn’t matter how many maths
tutors my parents hired for us I hated it.
Yet I excelled in the Arts, English and so
on. However, I could not communicate all
these feelings to my father. I guess he was
struggling with his own demons. Having
come to a new country at the age of 36
with 3 little kids, starting a whole new life
and career. He was a qualified journalist and
archaeologist, he was trying to ensure we
had everything we needed.
My childhood dream had always been
to be a lawyer or study journalism like my
dad but I did not want to have to study for
it. I spent some time in this frame of mind,
arguing with dad that I did not simply
want to go to uni and do something other
Afghans do; I did not want to live a life for
others.
You will hear me speaking a lot about
my dad, I guess because he has been the

most important person in my life, my
mentor and guide and I have done everything on dad’s advice. Mum was always
my best friend and confidant; I guess I
needed that because I was the only girl.
My father was old school mentality,
and struggled for a long time to change,
he still had the “back home mentality”
that you finish school, go to university,
get a job and then get married. He always
insisted that without a degree I would not
be able to have a career.
I guess I was caught in a clash of
cultures. My weekends consisted of being
the daughter of a prominent person in my
community and living a life of constant
scrutiny and being in the spotlight. When
we first came to Australia there were very
minimal provisions for refugees.
I remember renting our first property,
it was mid-December, and we had been in
the country for approximately one month.
We went to some charity organisations
but there was no help, we had to sleep on
our wooden floor boards with our clothing as pillows and blankets. This made my
father very angry. He still recalls my youngest brother who was five years old at the
time asking him when we would be going
to Australia to live a happy life.
These events made my father fight
for refugee services. I like to think of
him as one of the first refugee activists
in Australia and this was why we had to
constantly have journalists on the door
steps, be in the media, and speak at public
conferences.
I totally loathed it, mainly because I
didn’t want the school kids to find out.
Monday to Friday consisted of a life of
normality, not being noticed, being able
to do what I wanted... somewhat, and I
lived in constant fear that my two lives
would collide one day, and they nearly did
on one occasion.
One time in Year 7 my family was

supposed to be on the Ray Martin midday
show. I did not want to go on; I was new
to high school and really did not want
the school kids to see it, or my teachers. I
begged my dad not to make me go on, so
I created this little white lie. I told him that
I had a maths exam that I could not leave.
However, to my utter devastation on the
day during PE class I was called into the
office and there stood my father.
In my school uniform I went to the
Channel 9 studios and into the make up
rooms. I wanted the ground to open up
and swallow me whole. Meeting some
famous faces while I was there was the
least of my concerns, I just wanted the day
to end, something to happen. So... on the
show I went. Imagine my surprise when
Ray told the nation that he had pulled me
out of my Maths Exam to meet me. I had
no idea where to run.
Anyhow, after high school after having
spent some time trying to think about
what I wanted to do with my life, I found a
job that was meant to be an interim job at
an international promotional company as
a receptionist. I was very quickly promoted
to production manager which meant I
dealt with some of the biggest businessmen in the country.
I really did not know why they were
all trying to recruit me. I did not realise it
at the time but in looking back I realise
that the skills that led to this whirlwind
promotion were due to those weekends
living in the public eye. Living the public
life taught me some invaluable skills in
diplomacy, interpersonal skills, and public
speaking to name a few... skills that are
transferrable to any job.
Looking for work at CES [now
Centrelink], Manii was offered a temporary job with that very organisation.
I really enjoyed working at the organisation. I even started a TAFE course in
welfare part-time, which then led to

studies towards a B. Psychology.
Manii then moved to a private sector
Job Network provider and quickly moved
into management.
It was during this period of my life that
I discovered my passion for training. I was
on a project to write and deliver several
training packages for one of the Job
Network organisations. I realised [then]
that I did not want to study psychology
but rather adult education and therefore
I changed my degree. But, I wanted more
security in a job and missed working in the
public service.
So Manii obtained a job at Centrelink,
and six years later she has a university
degree in adult education,
I have learnt to love study, and
develop my own business to be opened
very soon.
I have realised that a university degree
is important but most important is to have
a job that you enjoy.
Having worked within the recruitment
industry for most of my career I would say
that I know the ins-and-outs of gaining
employment in this country. If you really
want to be employed you will find a job...
because the opportunities are endless.
I am now working at management
level and loving every moment of it. My
absolute love for adult education had
led me to complete my degree and it has
helped me with my career.
I guess education is a bonus to have
when you are employed, however having
those other soft skills are also imperative
and these skills are what get you to places
you want to go.
I know so many colleagues who don’t
have university level qualifications but are
doing very well in their careers and this
is mostly due to the fact that they have
those soft skills. I am in no way saying not
to study. But I am saying that you need to
study what you want and enjoy it. n
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Turning ten years
of horror into a
lifetime of peace
Mr Vo Dai Ton

Mr Vo Dai Ton’s Story
A senior and highly respected member
of the Vietnamese community in Australia,
Mr Vo Dai Ton is a former army Colonel
from the Republic of Vietnam (commonly
known as South Vietnam), as well as a
poet, author and human rights activist.
When the South Vietnamese Government fell into the hands of the invading
North Vietnamese communist forces, Mr
Vo and his wife Mai escaped to Malaysia in an overcrowded and un-seaworthy
fishing boat. They were accepted as political refugees and settled in Sydney the
following year.
In the early 1980s, Mr Vo decided
to return to Vietnam to form a coalition
of anti-communist resistance forces. Mr
Vo was captured and imprisoned in many
notorious jails of the so-called Bamboo
Gulag for more than 10 years. For most of
the time, he was tortured and kept in the
total darkness of solitary confinement.
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From these horrors, Mr
Vo has rebuilt his life.
His life now embodies a
respect for all humans
and a passion for peace,
love and human rights.
He shares how an
indomitable spirit enabled
him to survive what no
human being should have
to endure..

T

he sufferings of my life are a small drop
of water in the ocean compared with my
people and others in the 21st Century.
Human rights violations are everywhere and still
going on. And in Vietnam too.”
“This room is warm because we share
feelings and a respect for human rights. I’m
proud and happy to stand up here, having come
from the bottom of hell. I was in isolation for ten
years because I love Vietnam and human rights.

I was tortured like a dog. 96 times there
was blood all over the cell. In isolation a
problem is how to communicate with other
prisoners? I was in a 2m x 3m cell, for ten
years, three months and eleven days. I
bathed per once a month for 5 minutes in
summer. In winter I had a 5 minute bath
every 3 months. To eat, I was given 1 bowl
of rice with salt per day. I was given nothing
to read.”
Mr Vo said he had two very special
people to present: “The lady who supports
my cause, waited 12 years for me, not
knowing if I was alive, waited in Australia,
my wife Mai. The second person is very
important, my computer teacher, my assistant, [and young grandson] Albert Hall”.
Acknowledging that 15 minutes can’t
possibly capture his 72 years on earth, Mr
Vo went on to say: “My mother sang me to
sleep amid gun fire. Eleven years in prison,
no English, therefore I use my language
from the heart, …we are different, from
different parts of the world, have a different language, but all our blood is red. We
have the same feelings, respect for human
rights.”
Mr Vo sadly revealed that his mother
was killed in the war when he was 10 years
old. His father told him: “Evil will win if good
people do nothing. We [the people at this
Conference] are trying to do something. All
good people have to do something. [The]
value of a man is in his heart”.
He lamented that violations of human
rights are everywhere. As an example, he
said, “Here’s a short story from 26 years
ago: this is about communications in prison
versus technology”. “They gave me a pen
and paper to write my confession. I had
nothing to confess. So I threw the paper
down and managed to tear off a little

piece of it. I wrote the address of my wife
in Sydney on it. I knew that my neighbour
was soon to be released so I wanted to give
it to him so he could let her know I was still
alive. So when I was let out for five minutes
I threw the bit of paper over into his cell
but it got caught on the wire at the top of
the fence. I knew that if the guard saw it
I would be killed, so I said a prayer to my
mother to please help me. When I opened
my eyes a little bird flew down and took
the paper in its beak and flew away.
Why this story? Human rights violations happen because of a lack of communication in the world. People don’t know
what is happening. They (the communist
party) block everything. In Vietnam now
there are 600 newspapers, radio and TV
stations but they are all communist. There
is no international communication. So now
and then is not so different.”
Mr Vo indicated that when he was in
prison, he was accused of working for the
CIA and China. “So when I was captured I
invented a story, I combined the names of
movie stars Clark Gable and Robert Taylor,
to make Robert Clark a man I was dealing
with. It was a way to survive.
After the Iron Curtain there was the
Bamboo Curtain in Vietnam. This involved
the same system as in the USSR. They
used violence and deception to control
people. You can’t talk about human rights
in Vietnam. You’ll be arrested if caught.
Tiananmen Square was an example of
people power, as was the peaceful Buddhist
protest in Rangoon. Even now in Hanoi and
Saigon demonstrators are arrested.
A Catholic priest tried to raise human
rights issues in Vietnam. He was gagged.
In 2007, 7 months ago! This is happening now. There is no religious freedom in

Vietnam”. In Brisbane on a billboard beside
the highway we erected a poster of the
priest being tried as a way of advocating.
In 1981 I was 72kg, in 1991 [as a result
of imprisonment] I was 38kg. But this is a
small drop; the huge ocean is my people’s
suffering under a dictatorship.”
So what now? We must try to share
and support what others are doing, in
Africa, Asia, and the whole world. Support
those who have been to hell. Stop the
killing; we have no right to kill anyone.
There is too much suffering in war. When
I was in the war there were 12 men who
volunteered for a special mission. Of those,
9 died, one lost his legs and is a beggar in
Vietnam, one disappeared and then there
is me. I lost everything.
“[I] came to Australia via a fishing boat.
They called us boat people. I was not born
on a boat. They tried to label us, change
our race to ‘boat people’.”
Despite an unbelievably arduous life
and a nasty welcome from some sections
of the community, Mr Vo is happy in
Australia.
“When I was walking around Sydney I
saw a small, dried up plant that someone
had thrown away. I felt like that, but
Australia has tolerance, and freedom. I
took the plant home and put it in some
water and eventually a flower grew out of
it. This is how I feel”.
The flower of human rights comes from
us and our support. I’m an old soldier, not
a lecturer, but my experience can be shared
with you. I’m not fighting with hatred now.
I’m fighting with love. If I saw my enemy
today I would invite him out to look at the
children playing in the park in Australia,
because that is what is important.” n
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Faith and Therapy
Religion and Psychotherapy share a long-standing tradition
of mutual suspicion. This program explores some historical
and cross-cultural perspectives, looking at what happens when
you combine therapy with religious practice and what sort of
boundaries you need to draw between them.

T

he following is an edited transcript from ABC Radio National’s Encounter Program with David Rutledge and Bob Roberts, a
professor of Ethics at Baylor University in Texas, Michael Turner, senior curator at the Nicholson Museum at the Univerisy of
Sydney, Sidney Bloch, Professor of Psychiatry at the University of Melbourne, George Halasz, a Melbourne-based psychiatrist,
Nooria Mehraby, a counsellor at STARTTS and Subhana Barzaghi, a Zen teacher and psychotherapist. From 24 February 2008.

Bob Roberts: I do think that what modern
psychologists would regard as craziness was
combined with some very deep devotion.
David Rutledge: Bob Roberts has an
academic background in the integration of
Christian faith with clinical psychology and
psychotherapy.
Bob Roberts: I am more familiar with the
story of Tolstoy. Leo Tolstoy had an extended
period of depression when he was about
fifty years old. And he treated his depression
theologically. The depression was a matter
of not seeing the point in doing anything but he saw that if he believed that there was
sort of eternal point to what he was doing,
something beyond this finite world, then
he found that he got relief. He has some
extremely strong statements in his autobiography, it is called A Confession. In that
story he tells, it is as though the existence
of God is a kind of necessary life breath for
him. He can’t breathe unless he believes in
God, and once he believes in God, then he
can breathe, he can function.
This guy was pathologically depressed;
today we’d probably just shoot him with
some antidepressants, you know, and he’d
feel better. He’d probably never go through
the spiritual process of actually coming into
this relationship with God.
David Rutledge: It seems to be one of
these cases where you have faith providing
meaning where there would be otherwise
no meaning, but also it undermines all our
structures of meaning. Like all religions …
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Christianity serves to provide meaning but
also it undermines all our structures of
meaning. And I think of Paul writing ‘We
preach Christ crucified which is foolishness
to the Greeks’, it sort of confounds philosophy and good sense. I wonder what sort
of answers psychology provides to this kind
of mystery?
Bob Roberts: I think it might lie more
within the purview of philosophy; we have
a change in our concept of reason. There
was a time in the early modern period
when there was a great deal of confidence
that we knew what it is to be rational. The
rules of logic, belief in a kind of naturalistic world that was governed by rigid
laws that could be rationally calculated by
science. But the thing that has emerged in
philosophical thinking in the post-modern
period is that rationality may just not be
as simple, and as single, as it was thought
to be in the Enlightenment and the early
modern period. It may be that rationality
is something that varies from worldview
to worldview, that there are competing
conceptions of rationality.
David Rutledge: Freud of course became
one of the pillars of what we now see as
secular modernism. He saw himself as
very much a scientist, a rational man, he
described religion as an obsessional neurosis – and yet he surrounded himself with
these figures of goddesses and gods, and
religious figures. What’s going on there?
What was the attraction?
Michael Turner: This is absolutely fasci-

nating. It is one of the great speculations.
We don’t know. There are all these truisms
that come from Freud, of the great irreligious Jew, who on the one hand would
recognise Jewish heritage, but on the other
hand denied any form of Jewish or other
religious belief. But yet he chose specifically
to collect and surround himself with 2,500
figurines in two rooms in his apartment.
Freud was the founder of psychoanalysis, which is rarely practised in its pure form
today, but has had a profound influence on
our understanding of how the mind works.
Modern psychotherapies can be loosely
divided into behavioural or symptomoriented therapies, which focus on changing dysfunctional behaviour patterns, and
the so-called depth therapies, which seek
to uncover the unconscious mechanisms
behind the way we act, and lead the patient
to acquire insight and self-understanding.
The depth therapies all trace their histories
back to Freud, who developed a theory of
the unconscious mind and structured his
therapeutic practice around it.
It’s not hard to see parallels between
Freud’s fascination with the deep workings
of the self, and a religious interest in human
nature which sees the soul or the inner
person as the essence of our being.
As we’ve heard, Freud was a selfproclaimed atheist. And yet he had an
intense interest in Judaism, he surrounded
himself with Jewish colleagues, and gave us
psychoanalysis, which (rightly or wrongly)
has been called ‘the Jewish science’.
David Rutledge: Sidney Bloch sees Freud
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as a Jew who, paradoxically, took a dim
view of religion but saw a lot of good in
Judaism.
Sidney Bloch: He found the spirit, not the
spiritual, the spirit of Judaism energising. So
at one point a friend asks Freud, ‘Should I
raise my son as Jewish, because I’m afraid
that in anti-Semitic Vienna he would do
better by being shorn of his Judaism’. And
Freud’s reply is very interesting; he says, ‘No,
no, raise him as a Jew, because this will give
him the energy that will inform his life and
make his life richer.’
In another place he writes about the
paradox of a godless Jew inventing psychoanalysis, this new science of the mind.
And he says, ‘Only a Jew could have done
this, because we have been marginalised
through the centuries, and it’s from that
marginal position that I can step forth and
take huge risks.’ Whereas if he had been
part of the establishment, if you like, he
would have felt more constrained, felt that
he had to submit to convention.
There’s something intrinsically Talmudic
in the psychoanalytic perspective. The
Talmudic scholar would look at the biblical text, or other sacred texts, and try and
establish the meaning. Why does the bible
start with the words ‘In the beginning ...’
bereshit in Hebrew? Why doesn’t it start
with ‘God created Heaven and Earth in the
beginning’?
Well in a way, if you take a dream that
a patient has given you, of course it’s not
straightforward and somewhat irrational
- again this Talmudic approach is attempting to establish that there is a meaning to
be found if only you put your mind to it,
in a certain sort of way. So there are parallels between psychoanalytic methods of
study and this Talmudic, old, old tradition
of the Talmud, it took five hundred years to
develop.
David Rutledge: ‘The Jewish science’.
How comfortable are you today with that
description of psychoanalysis. Why were so
many Jews involved in this profession?
Sidney Bloch: I tend to agree that there
is something Talmudic in the psychoanalytic
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perspective. The Talmudic scholar would
look at the biblical text, and try and establish
the meaning. Why does the bible start with
the words ‘In the beginning ….? ‘bereshit
in Hebrew? Why doesn’t it start with ‘God
created Heaven and Earth in the beginning?
And so the rabbis would struggle over this,
why the word bereshit, why is that word
first and not at the end of the sentence?
If you take a dream that a patient has
given you, of course it is not straightforward and somewhat irrational – again this
Talmudic approach is attempting to establish that there is a meaning to be found if
only you put your mind to it. So there are
parallels between psychoanalytic methods
of study and this Talmudic, old tradition of
the Talmud.
David Rutledge: I’ll ask you a question
about this description of ‘the Jewish
science’. I mean it hasn’t always been a
complimentary epithet, tied up with a very
dark history of 20th century anti-Semitism
Sidney Bloch: Distinctly uncomfortable.
It reaches its nadir, I suppose, in 1933. The
moment that Hitler came to power, the
Jewish analysts knew they had to go. They
were already being vilified, and Freud’s
books were burned. So Freud was damned.
The ‘Jewish science’, so-called, was in fact
dominated by Jews and was dangerous,
because psychoanalysis is a way of people
understanding themselves, and becoming
autonomous and therefore independent
spirits, and that wasn’t any good for both
Nazism - and, interestingly, for Communism. Stalin banned Freud in 1927, earlier
than Hitler. But Hitler went further in the
end because ultimately Jews were killed
for their genetic background.To me that is
where ‘Jewish science’ ultimately becomes
dark and tragic.
David Rutledge: Not all psychotherapists today are committed secularists, and
religion, dismissed by Freud as an ‘obsessional neurosis’, can often inform the
practice of psychotherapy in various helpful
ways.
George Halasz, a Melbourne-based
psychiatrist and the son of Holocaust

survivors, encountered a personal crisis in
his early 40s, found himself brought up
against the limits of what ‘the talking cure’
could do to help.
George Halasz: I was born into the
religious faith as a Jew, and in mid-life
returned to a new understanding of my
Jewishness and what it actually meant in my
life, under a number of personal pressures
and stresses, which included the diagnosis
of my late father with Alzheimer’s disease.
Prior to my father losing total memory,
the only connection we had was through
music, which was to hum or sing melodies
together; he lost the capacity for words.
And that was our only connection, so that
brought me to the limits of my understanding of the value and meaning that
are embodied in words and narrative, that
there’s a whole range of human experience
well beyond words and language. And so I
was feeling really at a loss.
David Rutledge: In what ways did
Judaism provide a map of the labyrinth for
you?
George Halasz: The opening to revisit
Judaism afresh and anew came with a
number of meetings with rabbis who introduced me to the teaching of Chassidus,
which is Jewish mysticism.
The very practical example of how I
dealt was learning, for the first time, that
within Judaism the soul is an eternal experience. So that previously, what I had thought
I knew was that once my father would pass
away, that would be it. But through understanding the mystical and deeper traditions,
realising and gradually over learning much
about this, the anatomy and the physiology and the structure of the soul, that the
soul actually gets recycled – if I can put it
as crudely as that – and that while my late
father’s body may have passed away, there
is a vitality that actually is eternal.
David Rutledge: I’m interested to ask
how have you been able to bring the
insights from your Jewish faith and experience and tradition back into your work as
a mental health professional? There are

also important ethical issues, aren’t there,
around combining faith and therapy and
introducing the language of faith into
the therapeutic encounter. How do you
negotiate all that?
George Halasz: Negotiating my Jewishness with my mental health psychiatric,
and psychotherapy work, has been part
and parcel of the profound cultural change
within my profession. Up till the early 90s,
professional scepticism was intense and
hostile towards religion. Now at the turn
of this century, I have to say that our own
college, the Royal Australian and New
College of Psychiatry, has held its first
symposium on psychiatry and religion.
Now, when we turn to the ethical
conditions under which a practising therapist accommodates his own religious sensibilities, many people are starting to argue
that given that over 70 or 80 per cent of
our patients value and rely on religious
support and value systems, how ethical
is it for us to negate, let alone to be critical or hostile or contemptuous, of those
values that our patients hold dear? To take
a parallel: in cross-cultural psychiatry, one
of the ethical imperatives is understanding where our patients are coming from.
Now how ethical is it for a professional
to negate where our religious patients, or
indeed our secular patients with part time
religious needs, are coming from?
David Rutledge: Cross-cultural counselling is one area where religious guidance
and psychotherapy often work side by
side.
Nooria Merahby is a counsellor at
STARTTS.
Nooria Merahby: All of my clients are
torture and trauma survivors. And the most
common psychological problem is posttraumatic stress symptoms, but I also deal
with symptoms of grief and loss, because
refugees haven’t experienced one single
trauma or one single loss, it is not only loss
of their family member, but also loss of
identity, homeland, customary lifestyle and

social state, education, career.
David Rutledge: And in the middle of
these complex issues, you occasionally
work with clients whose distress stems
from, or is exacerbated by, their relationship with God?
Nooria Merahby: Yes. Actually this is
specifically with my Muslim clients. I have
an Afghan client who had lost 61 members
of his family during the war in Afghanistan
during the Russian occupation. And these
people included very close members of
the family, like mother, brother, sisters and
fiancée, and uncles and cousins. And he was
suffering from depression anxiety and chronic
anxiety reaction. But he was also presenting
with excessive guilt and anxiety related to
his relationship to God, because he had the
assumption that he would be punished that
he had not accepted God’s way.
David Rutledge: Because he was still
grieving for his lost relatives?
Nooria Merahby: Grieving for his lost
relatives. Because Muslims are not generally
supposed to mourn the death of someone
more than three days, even though grieving might never fully end. So this was
something that I needed to work on, this
kind of distorted thinking, and restructure
his thoughts, emphasising God’s mercy
and forgiveness. And also just going back
to the life story of the prophet Mohammed, and giving an example of his life. For
example, he lost his mother when he was
only six years old, and whenever he had a
visit to his mother’s grave, he would cry.
So that helped – like he was our prophet,
so when our prophet allows himself to cry
many years after the death of his mother,
so it’s all right for us that we are crying.
And gradually, after four years in therapy,
I was able to work through that survival
guilt, and also to the guilt and anxiety that
was associated with God – which is very
relevant to cognitive behaviour therapy,
which we did when he was in psychotherapy.

“...Muslims are not
generally supposed
to mourn the death
of someone more
than three days, even
though grieving might
never fully end”

David Rutledge: So in your work as a
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therapist with a case like this, you’re taking
a standard psychotherapeutic approach but also quite openly a religious approach?
Nooria Merahby: Yes, a combination. But not with every client, because
Muslim communities are very, very diverse.
Anything in terms of Western concepts
for my Muslim clients who are practising
Islam, if it is not congruent with their belief
system, I wouldn’t use it.
Maurice Whelan: There are prisons that
incarcerate people for their political views.
There are creeds, lay and religious, that
imprison the mind. I saw myself as part of
a long tradition that championed freedom
of the human spirit. It is not a freedom
that is granted by edict, or conferred by
another. It is a freedom that each human
being must find and choose for themselves.
‘Know thyself’ said Socrates. The only way
to possess that freedom is through selfknowledge.
David Rutledge: Autonomy or freedom
through self-knowledge has always been
something of a Holy Grail for psychotherapy. But it doesn’t always sit comfortably
with a religious understanding of what
constitutes good mental health. In Christianity, for example, true healing comes via
a right relationship with God. And while
many Christians are comfortable with
the idea of combining psychotherapeutic insights with religious faith, in some
circles, psychotherapy is seen as something
of a danger.
Bob Roberts: As Christian pastors and
as workers and evangelists, we are in the
business of trying to promote our own set
of virtues in people, trying to encourage
them in faith, hope and love and gratitude
to God for his grace to us in Jesus Christ.
So I think it’s exactly right to say that the
psychotherapies are in some sense in
competition with Christianity, because
many of them promote other kinds of
ideals. Rogerian therapy tends to promote
the idea that the most important thing for
me is to be in touch with myself, to feel
good, to be sort of in harmony with my
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‘organismic valuing process’ and so forth and that can be very, very narcissistic, and
problematic from a Christian ethical point
of view.
David Rutledge: How does one arrive at
a Christian psychology?
Bob Roberts: In recent years I’ve been
advocating a return to the Christian tradition, becoming thoroughly acquainted
with what Christians have said over the
years, about human functioning and
human improvement. We could … cherrypick the psychotherapies for some insights
here and there.
David Rutledge: Who do you see as
being the major thinkers along the way in
the Christian tradition who have formulated that kind of psychology?
Bob Roberts: The Desert Fathers, early
2nd and 3rd century hermits who lived
up in the Egyptian desert and tried to live
the Christian life. St Augustine is another
source of Christian psychology, the famous
opening line of his, Confessions - ‘Our
hearts are restless and they find no rest
until they rest in thee, O God’ - that’s a
major theme within Christian thinking
about the psyche, namely that our psychological wellbeing depends upon our having
a relationship with the eternal.
Another thinker who has devoted
enormous amounts of time to psychology
is St Thomas Aquinas. A good half of the
Summa Teologica is about the soul, and
about various states of the soul.
The danger is that one will develop
personality traits that are contrary to Christian personality traits. If people who go to
therapy end up emerging from therapy
more selfish and less sensitive to their need
for God, and less willing to sacrifice their
own desires for other people, then we’ve
got a tragedy, from the Christian point of
view. In its worst form, that is the danger
of psychotherapy, that it actually corrupts
people’s souls, it makes them less than
human.
Ambivalence towards psychotherapy is found across a range of religions.

One frequently asked question is, should
Muslims with mental health problems seek
professional psychotherapy, or should they
go to their imam or religious counsellor?
Should they simply read the Qu’ran, which
contains all the truth and guidance they
need?
Nooria Merahby: There are Muslims
that will say to seek special assistance
when they need it, to go to imam, go to
the sheikh, or the Qur’an. But in fact in
Islam, it is emphasised that you need to
seek professional assistance as well, like the
Prophet Mohammed said himself that ‘Seek
help for your disease, or for your illness’. So
it is not that it is forbidden in Islam.
But at the same time, of course, belief
in spiritual healing, getting the imam to
recite the Qur’an - is healing for them. And
we are not here to judge whether it’s true
or not, but we’re here to support them,
whatever to help them. In fact, sometimes
what has happened is that because of
trauma, people may lose their faith. And
when we ask them what was their coping
mechanism, if they say, ‘Oh, I used to pray,
and that would help me, and I used to go
to the mosque, which would help me’,
then we can explore, and we can kind of
try to reintegrate them with their lost faith,
because that was something that had
helped them. And you would be surprised
by the amount of healing that some of our
clients get through spiritual healing.
David Rutledge: Buddhism is widely
seen as being compatible with psychotherapy, in fact many Westerners approach
Buddhism as a form of therapy.
Subhana Barzaghi: Psychotherapy
can offer something to Buddhism, and
Buddhism can offer something to psychotherapy, and this is an interesting dialogue
that’s well under way. For example, psychotherapy and psychology is brilliant in terms
of understanding the pathologies of the
self, in terms of mental health problems
and issues. It’s very good in understanding
addictions and depression and anxieties
and interpersonal dynamics, and relational
dynamics. And Buddhism doesn’t know
very much about that at all.

David Rutledge: One really different
approach seems to me the psychotherapeutic focus on the self and the integration of the self into the sort of coming to
an authentic selfhood, or a healed self,
whereas the Buddhist approach seems to
be more about disintegration of the self,
or at least overcoming any sense of self.
Those two seem to be two very different
approaches.
Subhana Barzaghi: Yes, on the surface
they seem very contradictory, two different
approaches. Buddhism is very focused on
exploring and seeing into non-self, that
which is not self, and going beyond the
small sense of ego.
Buddhism is focused on and gives
emphasis to seeing beyond the form,
maybe helping to let go notions of histories and stories and all the kind of ego sort
of identifications that we have with self.
And so that is more like the out breath,
of letting go this sense of fixation and the
sense of form, and seeing that which is
form-less.
And so one is about the absolute, the
universal nature of who we are, which
is what Buddhism gives an emphasis to,
and psychotherapy would be about the
relative. These two things, just like the in
breath and out breath, are intimately interwoven. We need both the ultimate sense
and expansive sense of who we are, the
selfless nature of who we are, and we also
need to understand the individuation of
the self, you know, developing the sense
of our uniqueness and celebrating our
expressions of who we are.
David Rutledge: Have you encountered
that kind of conflict in your own training
and career as a psychotherapist?
Subhana Barzaghi: Yes, for a long time
I kept these two things very much compartmentalised. My field, psychotherapy, and
then my Buddhist practice was kind of
over in another corner of my life.
I got together with a group of friends,
and we’ve organised three national
Buddhism and psychotherapy conferences,
just to map these two different traditions,

and that’s really helped me to really do
much more of integration inside of myself.
And I’m not afraid to say that I use spiritual
practices in psychotherapy, where before I
wouldn’t bring in the spiritual practices or
dimensions into my psychotherapy.
I certainly don’t impose anything; I’ll
only introduce them to that if they request
it and if they ask for it or they seek that
- and if it’s appropriate in the context of
what other work that we’re doing.
David Rutledge: Therapists deal with
vulnerable people, and this inevitably
brings up issues of ethics and the use and
abuse of power.
George Halasz: The major reason why
I became a psychiatrist has changed in
my own perception of myself, and that is
embodied in the adage of the wounded
healer. I come from a family with a
Holocaust history, which I not so much
denied, but had no inkling of the depth
of wounds that were produced in my own
mother and later father. And it was only
much later that I started to fathom what it
means to have those wounds transmitted.
This is one of the reasons why I’m deeply
alert and sensitive to the cultural landmark
that we had on 13th February, where we
acknowledged the transmission of trauma
through generations – and this is what
guided me towards this profession.
I actually don’t see - I know about and
hear about and read about the sense of
power, and indeed, one of the criticisms
of psychotherapy is the power imbalance between the psychotherapist who
is all powerful, and the patient who’s all
non-powerful, or vulnerable.
I actually don’t see what power we
have, other than what’s been surrendered
by people and projected onto us. I mean,
if you look at the actual workings of a
psychotherapeutic session, what we offer
is not the sort of thing that people would
regard as powerful. We are silent for much
of a session - although I think the sort of
‘silent screen’ metaphor of the analyst is
a very outdated and incorrect one – but
genuine therapeutic relationships do not
actually give all that much advice, do not

give certainly prescriptions and guidance
on how to live, and you’d have to ask
those people who practice from a position
that they feel they’re all-powerful.
Subhana Barzaghi: I cannot be
somebody’s therapist and Zen teacher at
the same time. As a teacher, as a spiritual
teacher who is providing interviews and
very in-depth work with a person on an
ongoing basis, especially if you’re their
therapist at the same time, you have a lot
of power and influence over this person’s
life. You have a lot of knowledge about
this person.
David Rutledge: That position of power
brings its own very thorny issues of ego, and
self, and things that just would constantly
need to be negotiated.
Subhana Barzaghi: Yes, it’s one of the
important reasons why we have supervision. And also one needs to be accountable to a senior teacher, and that’s why
there are professional ethics, and why we
have a practice. As a teacher, part of my
practice is to see through the so-called
investments, and positions of power, to not
get seduced by that, not to get an inflated
sense of self. And we’ve seen throughout
history how many people have fallen from
grace, and been seduced by the power of
the teacher.
Maurice Whelan: In much of life, when
we feel restricted, we are our own prison
guards. We are afraid of what we think of
ourselves. It is a great tragedy that a person
spends a human life in fear of themselves,
unable to find the words, unable to trust
another human being to listen to them.
Our mind can become like Bluebeard’s
castle, full of secrets locked away. Over
time we forget what we’ve put there. We
live in unnamed fear. But the unexamined
is not worth living, because the potential
that can be released when a person knows
and accepts oneself is immeasurable. The
world needs people with that energy. n
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A long
journey

Daniel Zu with family in refugee camp

Daniel Zu, a staff member of STARTTS talks to REBECCA HINCHEY
about his life in Burma and his flight to freedom.

T

he careless cruelty of the schoolyard
can sometimes reach far beyond the
initial hurtful words.

“I remember my teacher saying to me,
‘You’re a rebel’”, Daniel said. Fellow students
delivered similarly wounding taunts. “Are you
Karen? Karen smell bad,” he recalls.
As a member of Burma’s second largest
and oldest ethnic group (the Karen), it was a
situation Daniel simply accepted at the time.
Yet those early feelings of prejudice were
the beginnings of a twenty-year journey that
would begin in the nation’s capital, through the
jungles of Burma, to Thailand and finally land in
the freedoms of Australia.
“The racism, the discrimination as a child,
they were the seeds for my life,” Daniel muses.
Yet early life was not all blackness. In many
ways, Daniel’s childhood mirrors the carefree
existence of those born free of persecution and
terror.
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Born in 1964 in Syriam (Than Lyin) near
Rangoon, Daniel’s parents were well respected
in his rural community. Inside the government
compound where they lived, Burmese, Chin,
Kachin, Anglo-Burmese and fellow Karen
mixed easily together.
Discipline was harsh and frequent in rural
schools where Burmese was the lingua franca
and Buddhism the national religion. But at
home they spoken their mother tongue, Karen
and on weekends they joined minority Christian worshipers for prayer services.
At 18, he succeeded in his final secondary school’s assessment. Only ten percent of
students achieved this result, and it allowed
Daniel the pick of degrees in Rangoon University – Civil Engineering or an English major.
Daniel’s choice to pursue education in
languages pivoted his life’s direction.
At Rangoon University, Daniel delved
into the dangerous world of Burmese student
politics. He joined multi-ethnic Christian groups

and organisations celebrating the arts and
culture of Karen. The ruling military junta
considered these groups ‘politically sensitive’ and kept them under regular surveillance.
By now an intense interest in politics,
human rights and freedom of speech had
replaced his earlier apathetic attitude. “You
can’t protest or oppose the government.
You can’t use ‘sensitive words’. If you use
words that ‘disrespect’ the government
you would be in gaol. Ridiculous!” he
quietly exclaimed.
His enthusiasm for ethnic-minority
activities would send him over the precipice and see him exiled from Burma.
Filled with youthful zeal, Daniel
presented a proposal to the university
administration. He wanted students to
be able to wear traditional clothing once
a week. The rejection enraged him. The
injustice. The hurt. It was so unfair.
“Out of frustration I started to distribute KNU [Karen National Union] leaflets,”
he explains “It was very, very dangerous.
I tried to be careful, work underground

but...,” he leaves the sentence unfinished
with horrible possibilities.
Daniel had crossed the Rubicon.
Without the warning of his friends, it is
unknown where, or if, Daniel would be
today. Those who spoke out were gaoled
and grotesquely tortured.
Whispers from students he trusted
alerted the activist. The Military Intelligence
Service was on the hunt. This was the kiss
of death. The end of his first life.
Daniel feels no regrets. “I wanted to
achieve unity and diversity. I wanted us to
live in harmony. By law and socially, we are
discriminated against.
“I was aware what I would face, in
government and private jobs. Your name is
different. Twenty of thirty years ago there
were some Karen with high positions in
government, now there are none.
“The Burmanisation Plan; to expel
all ethnic people in military and government. It is well known, but not officially.
Every Burmese is oppressed by the military
government, but most receive a single hit.
We are double or triple hit.

“We want a simple life in Burma.
We want respect for each other and each
other’s identity. If it applied its diversity
Burma would be a beautiful, wonderful
country.
“It could show up the world, it could
be up with the best,” he lamented.
He left with nothing. He told only one
friend. His family had no idea. Saturday,
the 20th of June 1987, celebrated internationally as World Refugee Day, became
Daniel’s Refugee Day. That was it. Rangoon
no more, Burma no more, never again.
Pre-dawn he rose. The journey began
at 4.20 am, protected by darkness. Daniel
travelled with three other Karen campaigners and a roughly drawn map of the KNU
controlled jungles adjoining the Thai
border.
They took the highway bus, heading
for the Hlaing Blue Township in the Karen
state. For almost 12 hours they travelled,
in a suffocating but liberating silence.
Goodbye, but what of hello? Sadness,
despondency. Enthusiasm, eagerness.
“The jungles were full of malaria and
unknown people. Even though they were
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Daniel Zu with family and wife Beh Beh

Karen, we knew no one, had no relatives.
“I felt fear;” he admits. Overnight they
were harboured by a name on the road
map. A welcoming face. A brief moment
of kindly smiles. This was to be the start
of a journey of suffering, hardship, disease
and uncertainty.
Arising Sunday, and joined by a guide,
they continued for the township. The
road was closed down. The military was
conducting an operation. Troop columns,
up to 500 in size, were driving past in
buses and trucks, forcibly ‘donated’ to the
military by the local population.
The road was menacing, but each
moment of paralysis increased the danger.
Their guide suggested a plan. Its audacity
was frightening, bone-chillingly so, but
choices were limited.
The quartet hitched a ride in the back
of a truck with a heavily armed soldier;
their presence unknown to the military
official perched in front. The escapees
chatted casually with the trusting young
military man, posing as Burmese students
en route to their families.
“We talked about things, about this
and that, acted like friendly people from
the city. We gave him some money, pocket
money for him. We said ‘Your life is too
hard as a soldier, you defend our country,
please accept our gift’.
“It is a very risky way to travel. If
the officer had known we were there he
would have been very suspicious,” Daniel
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said. They passed the first check point,
waved through without scrutiny as part of
the military convoy. The convoy’s next stop
was more hazardous. More senior military
officers were present and there were sure
to be questions. They leaped off undetected by other vehicles hurtling by. It was an
exhilarating moment, yet the threat was
not diminished. The convoy would return.
Dressed in poor imitations of rural
clothing, they walked a short distance
before pausing for three nights in a Karen
village, avoiding the road that might host
returning military.
The all clear signal sent them off
through the jungles again, this time to
the village of Pita Kat. The main military
operation had cleared, but some back-up
soldiers had remained and the escapees
six-day stop-over was punctuated by the
sound of shelling and bombs.
It was an unnerving stay. Like the
villagers they were packed up, ready, at
any moment, to run. This village was
considered the backbone of the Karen
resistance, supporters of their soldiers. The
people knew they could be attacked at any
time. It was a matter of when, not if. After
two nights, they continued deeper into
the jungle, further from the Karen state’s
border, further, or so they thought, from
the conflict with the Burmese soldiers.
“I was surprised. They were simple
villagers, enjoying their daily lives as farmers
and gardeners. Rice farming, orchids.
Betelnut and Durian and fruit sellers.

“They were always ready to run,
always on alert. When the Burmese Military
Commission came, they ran into the forest,
into the jungles, valleys and mountains
that surrounded their widespread homes.
“The locals knew the escape routes,
but their safety was never guaranteed, he
said. By now the escapees were far into the
territory of the Burmese military’s enemy.
Here, people only spoke Karen.
A stroke of luck befell the travelling
party. A local medic and pastor joined the
group, easing their travelling path. The two
known faces brought with them familiarity
and trust. No longer would they have to
prove themselves at every stop. No longer
would everything they carried, everything they wore be searched. Now they
had a passport, two passports, personal
passports.
On day 10 they arrived at the village
of Mae Pa Leh, close to the headquarters
of the 101 battalion of the Karen National
Liberation Army (KNLA). The Burmese
military columns were close, the sounds of
fighting nearby.
At daylight the village was empty. The
locals hid in the surrounding foliage. At
night they slipped back, catching precious
sleep while the fighting lulled.
After two nights at the camp they
were off, bound for Pah Kru, the last leg
of their journey. The danger was palpable. The Burmese military were thick on
the ground, but the students were not
sure where. Another group joined them,

black marketeers, traders from Thailand.
They proceeded together, carefully, slowly,
trying to silence their movements.
A footprint appeared in their tracks. A
soldier’s boot with an elephant print by its
side.
The medic, Gey Law Saw, was
guarded. It was not the print of a KNLA
soldier. The traders disagreed but the
medic was sure.
He ran 20 metres ahead of the group.
He would die to protect them if necessary.
Gey Law Saw returned with the dreadful news. They were trapped. A column of
Burmese soldiers stretched in front, to the
rear was the same. They were surrounded
by enemy soldiers.
They moved ahead quickly, completely
exposed. There was no protection on this
road. The traders group rushed up behind
them, Burmese soldiers in pursuit.
For two, three hundred metres Daniel
ran for his life. Ahead were more military,
Karen this time, a small band of five men.
No match for the 500 fighters from the
misnamed State Peace and Development
Council that rules Burma with a ruthless
brutality. They were still in pursuit, but
knew this was not their home territory.
Like the Karen, they also held fire, unsure
who else may be waiting in the bushes.
The rebels and civilians joined forces,
trudging together for one hour more. They
could rest now. They had reached a large
group of KNLA military. A feeling of safety
returned to the group.
After a night’s respite the party was
back on its feet – Kaw Mu Ra – the final
destination.
From here, life returned to a strange
kind of normality. Daniel and his travelling
companions became teachers, scattered
across different areas of the Karen state,
as the KNLA controlled areas are known.
Despite no qualifications or training experience, Daniel began to instruct
his high-school students in English, social
studies, history and geography. Like his
fellow fugitives, the new teacher drew
upon his own scholarly experiences, and
the Karen curriculum guided his instructive

efforts.
The school brought Daniel an
unexpected gift. Beh Beh; a quiet, stable
character, whose serenity attracted the
young man. A teacher too, they fell in
love – the strong man and the peaceful
woman.
The following year, 1989, he was
enlisted by the Karen Health Department to
assist with medical training in the villages.
The simple farmers that comprise most of
the state are largely uneducated, cut off as
they are from the rest of the world.
Village children attend school for just
two to four years. Their scant knowledge
of basic medical care; sanitation, nutrition and other preventative practices
piles on top of war and disease to cause
shocking mortality rates. In these deadly
forests people die every day from malaria,
diarrhoea and dengue fever.
Two English nationals, both of them
nurses, were aided by Daniel as they
travelled through the state, distributing
medications and teaching health education. Daniel acted as their interpreter
and coordinator, and following them, for
Shelley and James, a doctor and agriculturalist respectively.
After 12 months the young teacher
was called back to the schools, this time
to the remote Pa Pan district of the Karen
state, far from the school of Beh Beh. PaPan
is a mining town, where tin and wolfram
are quarried from the soil to help fund the
government of the state, the KNU. The
area is a major black market route, a key
port for the smuggling of goods through
to Thailand.
The young teacher boarded an
elephant, travelling through Thailand to
his original Karen state home. The large
beasts form the backbone of the Karen
state transport system, together with
boats. Cars and motorbikes are absent
here. The terrain does not suit them and
nor does the cost.
A new task was assigned. The versatile man was to set up a mission school,
aided with funds from an overseas donor.
In addition to the KNU curriculum the
new institution incorporated bible studies,

based on Christianity, which is followed by
more than fifty percent of Karen.
Daniel was accepting of his life of
sacrifice, if not content. He longed for his
family, to hear their voices, see their smiles,
let them know that he was safe.
“I felt emptiness during this time,”
he said. It’s this feeling which spurred his
decision to marry. Daniel loved Beh Beh,
but in different times they would have
waited some more.
The official ceremony was moments
away when hardship descended once
more. Daniel was ill, very ill. It was malaria.
He was checked in to the nearby KNU
district hospital. The medic fed an intravenous needle into Daniel’s arm, filling his
veins with mefloquine. Notwithstanding
the seriousness of his affliction, the staff
sent him home with a drip. Daniel was
young and robust. In the harsh, depredated world of the Karen, hospital beds
were reserved for the most critically ill.
At first, Daniel could still walk, but
after half an hour, the medication and the
parasite began their deadly battle. Excruciating pain wracked his head and body. His
limbs were stiff with pain and he drifted
in a half-conscious state. Friends massaged
Daniel’s malaria ridden body to ease his
rigid form.
On the 28th November 1991 Beh
Beh and Daniel wed. The celebration was
grand. More than 500 people spilled out
of the church doors as students from their
schools joined villagers in a feast not seen
for years.
In 1992, Beh Beh joined Daniel as a
teacher at the mission school.
For the next five years, they continued
introducing rural development to the syllabus as the school swelled to 500 students.
About a third of its pupils were poor village
children, supported by the school to obtain
a better education.
Agriculture is life in the rebel state.
Rice is the staple; supplemented with
cotton, corn, cashew nuts and chilli, which
are consumed and traded with the neighbouring Thais.
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The path through the Karen stronghold had become a major trading route for
black marketeers and their Asian neighbour, supplying both the ethnic minority
villagers, and through them, the towns
and cities of Burma.
1995 heralded an advance warning;
change would knock at their door once
more. The Burmese army instigated a
surprise attack on a KNLA post close by.
No Karen died and the army withdrew, but
the offensive left the villagers shaken. The
school was temporarily closed as the small
population relocated for three months.
In the mid-1990s multinational companies greedy for profits no matter what the
cost joined forces with the Burmese regime
and the Thai government. Their plan was
to construct a gas pipeline through the
territories of the Karen and Mon peoples
through to the Thai mainland. Oil companies Total of France and Unicol built 649
kilometres of gas pipeline. It was fatal for
the ethnic minority groups.
In 1997, soldiers of the State Law and
Order Council commenced their genocidal
operation. Tens of thousands of troops
took part. The eleventh of February marks
the Karen National Day, a time of great joy
for the people.
In the three short weeks following
that day, lives twisted, turned upside down
in a flurry of bullets and bombs. Celebration became devastation. White changed
to black.
“I left school on the 23rd of February, with the last group of seven students.
I had to arrange to move everything from
the school,” Daniel recounted.
“I lost six students. The first sacrificed
his life in fighting in the village next to the
school compound. He was hit by a shell.
Thousands upon thousands of
refugees surged across the Thai border,
frantic for their lives. As they moved,
leaders and professionals among the mass
organised a refugee group committee, of
which Daniel was secretary.
His lot, about 2,000 people, were
trucked to the Tham Hin camp by Thai
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authorities.
They arrived on 16 May 1997 to
farming wasteland, long abandoned and
overgrown with thorny bushes. It had
absolutely nothing; no housing, no toilets,
no food, no water supply.
Sixteen acres, or about 12 acres in
size, it would quickly become home to
7500 desperate, traumatised Karen.
As Secretary, Daniel set up the residential area. Row after row, one metre apart,
five square metres per family. The space
functioned as kitchen, toilet and bedroom.
With most Karen having five or more
children, the space felt stiflingly cramped.
The first week was repulsive, horrific
in so many ways. Each family had to clear
the prickly plants, levelling the grass to
form their temporary home.
The elderly and the young were dying
of diarrhoea, dysentery and malaria.
Priority two was the water supply.
These were parts one and two of the sort
of sanitation that would minimise death.
Flowing on the edge of the camp was
a stream. The management committee
were resolute. Bathing in the stream was
forbidden, water must be taken away in
containers, no excuses, ever.
As the initial panic and chaos subsided,
a feeling of hopelessness descended on
the people. Despondent, they blamed the
Karen leaders for failing them.
As a teacher, not involved with the
administration, Daniel was spared the
anger. “I became their hope, a prominent
figure. I facilitated the best for them, liaising with international bodies and the Thai
authorities. I took a management and
administrative role – education, health,
social welfare.
In June, the rainy season began to
roar. Inside the tents, life was hell. Each
family had six pieces of bamboo and one
plastic sheet, not enough for a floor.
Death rates soared. One, two, three
people a day. “We had nowhere to dispose
of the bodies, we had to cremate them.
Some people began to panic, seeing and
hearing people dying all around. People
started running away from the camp,
finding friends and relatives in the Thai
villages,” he said.

Daniel traipsed from one rain soaked
tent to the next, encouraging the sick and
grieving with those whose family members
had perished.
Deep depression was endemic. “I
remember one elder, he was 65 years old.
He wanted to eat fish but his daughter
couldn’t help, she couldn’t afford to buy
it from the Thai villages. It hurt him too
much, he hung himself.
Surrounded by misery, malaria
infected Daniel once more. Nothing could
pass down his throat and he constantly
vomited, blood spewing from his mouth.
Near death, he was given a drip, the
lifesaving medication slowly restoring his
health. “I couldn’t be sick. Even when I
was very sick my friends and colleagues,
came and sought suggestions.
“NGOs came to my house. I had an
abscess on my bottom, couldn’t even lie
on my back. I tried to tell them they could
talk with other committee members.
Physically I tired, but helping others helped
psychologically.”
Initially, permission to establish a
school was denied, but as the days turned
into weeks, and weeks into months and
into years, the authorities relented.
An area was cleared and a church and
school were erected.
Like thousands of camps before,
temporary Tham Hin looked more and
more permanent. From one school grew
more, as well as a home for the hundreds
of children orphaned by the war.
Ever present sanitation disasters
threatened the health of the camp. Three
years passed and already there was no
room underground for the bodily waste.
“We asked MSF and the Thai authorities for flush toilets. Underneath our
houses we dug pits for individual family
latrines. They provided cement for the
floor and material for the wall.
“We dug a pit in one corner. It filled.
Then another in another corner. It filled
too. The smell was a problem,” Daniel
said, describing the filth.
Everyday troubles took their toll, but
it was the larger politics that endangered
his life.

Daniel Zu shows Angelina Jollie water supply

In 1997, with the dissatisfaction with
the KNU at its peak, a breakaway group,
God’s Army, was formed. The twelve-yearold twins who founded the group believed
a goddess granted them divine powers.
Based on the Karen side of the border,
they began to fight against their Burmese
rivals. Although only 200 in number, the
disciplined brigade scored a freak victory
against their much stronger opponents.
Their fame grew, and the word miracle
was spoken.
Not until October 1999 did God’s
Army cause enormous problems. By then,
the young warriors had joined with a group
of Burmese student activists.
On the first of that month the student
rebels travelled to Bangkok and seized the
Burmese embassy, demanding a helicopter to return them to their base. The Thai
government acceded, sending their deputy
foreign minister.
What happened next changed Daniel’s
life. For him, and for the other residents
of Tham Hin, it would never be the same
again.
The student group, collaborators
with God’s Army, took a hostage. The
Deputy Foreign Minister. Thai paramilitary
surrounded Daniel’s camp. No one in and
no one out.
The Thai government was furious;
instability that close to Bangkok was a
national security issue. Their soldiers lined
the borders. No one, but no one could
cross. Together with the Burmese Junta,
they got ready to crush the young infidels’
army. God’s Army had set up landmines
along the border, inflicting heavy casualties among the Thai fighters.

Further outraged, they planned to
cleanse God’s Army from the area. During
the intense fighting, a group of the
renegade soldiers sneaked into Ratchaburi,
Thailand, taking hostage of a bus.
On 19 January 2000 the student
soldiers moved on seizing Ratchabury
hospital, demanding that the shelling stop
and their wounded colleagues be treated.
Twenty-four hours later, it was stormed by
Thai forces.
According to Daniel, they surrendered
peacefully, not wanting to hurt the doctors
or nurses. “After a time all their heads
were full of bullets. There was no trial in a
court. Just ding ding ding,” he said.
Restrictions were tightened for the
refugees. Most of God’s Army gave up.
The elderly, women, and children, were
moved to another camp.
Still, there were elements in the jungle.
Treacherous elements. Searching for food in
Thailand, they smashed up a store, grabbing
anything they could find. The rebels began
to shoot, killing seven men, women and
children and one of their own.
The Thais knocked on the door of the
Tham Hin camp. All 19 camp committee
members were taken away.
Pressure came from all sides. The Thais
wanted the God’s Army cleaned up. Mostly
the camp members sympathised with the
cause of the rebels. They could not understand their leaders question of ‘why would
they want them stopped?’
“In any problematic situation, the
camp committee is to blame. Every finger
points to you, you, you, you, you,” Daniel
says. “We received throw letters; anony-

mous letters, saying things like ‘You are big
dogs, watch dogs for the Thai authorities.
You not work well for your community.
You just work for your own benefit.’
“Many camp committee members
ceased to choose working in this way. But
you have to think, what is the alternative
way? This is what you can do for your
community in this situation. Just do it.
“My conscience was clear but my
concern was for the relationship between
the Thai villages and my whole community.
Difficulties escalated. No one was allowed
out, ever. Absconding refugees landed
back in Burma. Before their actions, Karen
could leave, if not officially. Now it could
never be so. Non-government organisations were close, and even the United
Nations was kicked out. Only a restricted
health service remained. There was no
going out for food, or work.
The monthly ration became their only
source of food. Fifteen kilos of rice, one
and half kilos of yellow beans, 30 grams
of iodised salt, half a kilo of fish paste and
one litre of oil per adult every 30 days.
Daniel felt camp life slip from his
control, praying that one day he could deal
with this conflict, contain it again.
December 2000 had marked another
change in his life, change of a very different nature. In one day, Daniel’s family of
six grew to nine. Eleven year-old Eh Say,
ten year-old Manu Pa, and six year-old Say
Ne Blu joined his family after the death of
their widowed mother.
The camp had turned four and a
somatic illness had swept over their land.
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For now, there was no hope of resettlement. At the Doctors Without Borders
clinic, patient after patient presented with
back, stomach and headaches. The medical
personnel could not locate a physical
cause; it was a depressive syndrome that
was pervading the camp.
The daily drudgery of life, the lack
of hope for the future, the suffocating
restrictions, were taking a massive toll on
the camps inhabitants. Unlike other Karens
in the camp, because of his standing with
the international community, Daniel was
offered the chance to resettle in a third
country.
The leader resolutely refused. “I will
go when the resettlement opportunity is
allowed for people in the refugee camp.
I can’t go and leave the community,” he
declared.
Two visits to the camp in the first
year of the millennium helped to ease the
situation in the camp; the first by the then
British Foreign Minister, Robin Cook, the
second by United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Ms Sadako Ogata.
Yet still conditions in the transient
camp were trying, and the frustration of
those living in Tham Hin was exacerbated
by the stories members were hearing from
Karen working illegally in Thailand. Their
treatment was appalling, yet they could
not complain because of their status. Often
they were given half or less of the Thai
payment, if anything at all. Some Karen
working on fishing vessels at sea often
endured hard labour for months on end,
only to be diddled of their wages when
they returned to shore. At other times
payment was received, but was stolen by
corrupt police and paramilitary staff.
The situation fuelled the bitterness brewing in the camp. Meeting with
the non-government organisations and
international bodies, Daniel shared the
problems of his people, representing the
camp and proposing different solutions.
To ease their suffering he suggested
three major strategies, expanding the
camp area, establishing a vocational school
and creating camp income-generating
programs. The Thai authorities ignored the
request. Any such move was viewed as a
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step towards making the camps a permanent solution.
One of the international visitors was
the United Nations Goodwill Ambassador,
Angelina Jolie, whose 2002 appearance
brought a small wind-fall to the camp.
As Daniel led her for a tour, she spoke
with the families and inspected their facilities. Not only did she donate $100,000 to
the camp, but also she brought a generator, sports material and sarongs for the
women. From her generosity, they were
able to expand the camp a precious two
acres on the other side of the stream,
providing a space to play football, a place
where they could breathe.
The money allowed Daniel and the
committee to begin the vocational school
with sewing training, cooking, a bakery,
mechanics and agriculture.
“I called it the future preparatory class,
for teacher or medic. After they graduated they helped teach in primary classes
or took nurse training. Some, like [young]
Daniel got involved in leading the camp,”
he explained.
In 1997, the Thai authorities firmly
believed the camps would soon close.
Eight years on, the situation is entrenched
and can no longer be ignored.
It was in this year that the United
Nations would begin a plan for mass resettlement. Countries from the United States
to Australia agreed to accept the Karen.
At last, Daniel felt he could leave
his people without blame, and began to
prepare the necessary paperwork for his
wife, three biological children and three
unofficially adopted boys and girls.
He had already begun to train new
leaders, people who were willing to work
through the one million problems of
running a refugee city. “Some leaders see
it as a brain drain. I view it as an opportunity to take and develop life quality, profession and skills. It will surely be a brain gain
in the future,” he said.
“We have to give up something when
we go to a new country and culture, but
in other ways we can gain a lot of things;
strength, development opportunity and

freedom.” On the final night, Daniel sang a
song of celebration and sadness. The winks
of sleep barely touched them that night.
At six am on the 3rd of April 2007, the
plane touched down. The Zus were finally
in Australia. He paused for breath and then
dived into deep waters. The environment
had changed but the man had not.
Before his bags were unpacked Daniel
was on the phone, sorting out difficulties
for a family who were mistakenly being
sent to Darwin. Within three weeks he
had found a home for his family and was
studying English in Fairfield. Concurrently
he was learning basic computing skills and
participating with others from Burma in a
diplomatic training course.
In July and Daniel was elected as
the Assistant Secretary for the Australian
Karen Association. At about this same time
he applied for a traineeship at STARTTS,
encouraged by another community leader.
When Jasmina, a Coordinator at
STARTTS, called to say stop searching for
work, Daniel was very surprised. “I didn’t
expect to be employed with no Australian
work experience.
Reserved and unsure, he seized the
offer regardless. Nervous at first about his
lack of Australian skills, he learned to relax
among the diverse bunch at STARTTS.
“Colleagues here are friendly, more
than friends. It’s a family-like organisation. Each day brings a new encounter, a
new slice of Australian life. Sandwiched
between are the ingredients for successful
support of community.
The qualities are crucial, given tragedy
heaped upon tragedy for the Karen. Sixty
percent of the people in the delta area
who were ravaged by the recent cyclone
are Karen.
As Daniel reveals to other refugees
at a recent conference: “Be knowledgeable, able to interact with different people,
always ask the community’s opinions, trust
them, deal with conflict and most important of all, never think about personal
gain,” he said.
It’s a description of Daniel. n
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Book Review
ROGUE ECONOMICS
Capitalism’s new reality
Author: Loretta Napoleoni
Publisher: Allen & Unwin
ISBN 978 1 74175 478 0

TPV: Temporary
Protection Visas
STARTTS is delighted to report that the most
recent budget has delivered something that
we have been wanting for a long time. It was
recently announced that the Rudd government will
finally abolish the Temporary Protection Visa (TPV)
Scheme that has forced thousands of refugees into a state of
permanent limbo, living in Australia without hope or certainty.

U

nder the scheme, asylum seekers to
Australia were only eligible for temporary, three year protection visas and
had to build a life here despite the knowledge
that they may be sent back when their time had
expired. On top of this crippling uncertainty,
people on TPVs had no travel rights, reduced
access to refugee settlement services such as
English language programs, employment and
income assistance, and could not be reunited
with other family members.
The TPV program was a disastrous policy
for refugee communities in Australia, leaving
families separated and vulnerable for many
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years. It also had very damaging effects on the
mental health of many TPV holders, as they
were denied the opportunity to rebuild their
lives in Australia with the security and support
they deserve.
This announcement means that not only
is Australia finally doing its part to help ease
the global refugee crisis, but that close to 1000
refugees will now finally have the security to
rebuild their lives in Australia, with access to a
full range of government services and support.
Refugees can hope for a brighter future, and we
can be sure that Australia will benefit from their
enhanced ability to contribute to our society. n

Italian author Loretta
Napoleoni is the best selling
author of terror Incorporated and insurgent Iraq. She
is an expert on financing of
terrorism and advises several
governments
on
counter
terrorism. She is senior partner
of G Risk, a London based
risk agency. As Chairman of
countering terrorism financing
group for the Club de Madrid,
Napoleoni brought heads of
state from round the world
together to create a new strategy for combating the financing of terror networks.
Loretta is an economist
and journalist. She has written
Rogue Economics where she
tackles capitalism’s dark side
particularly the economics
of illegal, criminal terrorist
activities worldwide. Here is
an excerpt from one of her
lectures:
Do you know that almost
a perfect correlation links
the spreading of democracy
and the rising of slavery? If
the number of democratic
countries increases so does the
global pool of slaves. And that
today the price of a slave is a
fraction of what was during
the Roman Empire?
How many people are
aware that the fall of the Berlin
Wall boosted the globalized
sex industry? That piracy is on

the rise everywhere and money
laundering, a multi billiondollar business involving banks
and financial organizations, is
booming? And do we know
why house prices are skyrocketing? not because banks are
suddenly good Samaritans but
thanks to the fall in Western
salaries that kicked-started the
global deflationary era.
These are some of the
fantasies and illusions that
populate our world; we live
in a planet plunged into deep
commercial and economic
turmoil, run by a new breed of
entrepreneurs, globalization
outlaws: Chinese counterfeiters, Russian oligarchs, internet
porno-businessmen, Bulgarian
mafia, urban gangs and politicians turned great illusionists.
This is also the kingdom of
rogue economics, a feral force
endemic to any great transformation, a phenomenon that
since the fall of the Berlin Wall
has resurfaced.
The most dangerous
conduit of rogue economics
is the global market. Almost
every product we consume
hides a dark secret: the shelves
of supermarkets are full of
products brought to us by
slaves, 75% of the fish we eat
has been fished illegally and
the housing market is infested
with money launderers. The

global market makes all of us,
the consumers, the unaware
business partners of globalization outlaws. When we buy
a wedding ring made with
the gold extracted by Congolese children enslaved by
pitiless war-lords, gold illegally
trafficked into Uganda by
gangs of smugglers, and sold
with fake certificates provided
by rogue trading companies,
we tie important commercial knots with the sinister
underworld of the illegal and
criminal economy of Central
Africa.
We ignore the dark
secrets of what we consume
because we are trapped inside
the market matrix, a complex
network of political illusions,
commercial and economic
fantasies. We believe that the
global village we inhabit is an
idyllic world.
To glance at reality we
have to escape from the
market matrix and look at the
global village from outside its
boundaries, through the eyes
of the victims of globalization
outlaws: the slaves, the one
billion people who live with
less than a dollar a day, the
Western middle class which
is sinking into poverty, those
who loose their home because
of the supreme mortgage crisis
and those who loose their

savings because of that.
But there is hope! This
is not the first time humanity sinks into these illusions. It
happened during the Industrial Revolution, when the
rising English middle class
ignored that their prosperous
life style was directly linked to
the inhuman exploitation of
children, women and penniless people inside the English
work-houses. Rogue economics is the underlying current
of progress, always looming
in the background of history,
ready to take over at times of
great transformations. When
politics fails to sail throughout the tempest of progress,
profit-making takes the lead
and people loose track of
reality.
Today rogue economics is
once again reshaping the world
by promoting the partnership
between Chinese economics
and Islamic finance. The signs
of this alliance are already
apparent in Africa where
Islamic banks and Chinese
industrialists are cooperating to
access its resources. A new axis
running from China to South
Africa via the Middle East will
be the epicenter of the future
system and Western countries
will rest at the periphery of the
new world ….
Perspective (ABC Radio)
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RESOURCES – Helping you support torture
and trauma survivors

T

Jungle Tracks
Program:
For work with young people

Jungle Tracks is a program developed by
STARTTS aimed at assisting children, young
people and parents deal with past trauma, refugee
experiences, and the transition to living in a
new country. Jungle Tracks utilizes story-telling
as a way of exploring traumatic experiences and
understanding and communicating feelings and
emotions. By ALAN MTASHAR
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he process of dealing with these
feelings and experiences is not
easy. Often, they are avoided or
repressed. Left unresolved, these feelings
can easily surface in behavioural issues in
the classroom and at home.
Using the ancient method of storytelling as a medium of communicating
emotions allows those involved to express
themselves without the fear of being
confronted or ashamed. Its other advantage is the universality of the story-telling
approach. In almost every country and
community, story-telling is used as a form
of communicating ideas, values, feelings
and entertainment.
The stories in the Jungle Tracks
program are unique in that they have
been developed to mirror most of the
issues that young refugees face. Yet they
are not all doom and gloom, they use
positive scenarios to promote hope and
empowerment.
Jungle Tracks has been written by
Pearl Fernandes, a clinical psychologist who uses creative approaches when
working with culturally and linguistically
diverse traumatised people. The artist for
the tales is her daughter Fionna, who was
just 10 years of age when she created the
images for the stories.
There are five stories:
1.	Sam and Sonia
2.	Colours of the wind
3.	Enter the lion
4.	Deano learn to smile again
5.	Chui and Teeter
The anchor story revolves around Sam and
Sonia, who are orphaned children. Each
story deals with a particular emotional
issue and reflects the universal concerns
and challenges of most refugees; therefore participants can join a group without
having to undergo stringent assessments.
The cost of the Jungle Tracks kit,
including all five stories and a facilitators’
guide, is $70.

Raising children in Australia –
help for African parents
The Raising Children DVD explores the
opportunities and challenges of raising
children in a different culture and provides
information on child development, discipline, child protection and services for
parents and their children.
The DVD is available in English,
Arabic, Amharic, Tigrinya, Somali, Dinka,
Nuer, Kirundi, Kiswahili, Liberian English
and Krio.
It aims to enhance parenting knowledge, capacity and confidence in raising
children in Australia. The DVD is 15 to
20 minutes long, depending on the
language.
The kit for early child services
includes a guide, a copy of the DVD with
the accompanying booklet on services,
and a promotional flier/poster.
The guide explores ways for service
providers to enhance their capacity in the
provision of culturally responsive services
by:
• providing information on cultural and
country background of a number of
African nations and ethnicities.
• exploring the refugee experience as
well as the challenges and opportunities of settlement.
• examining key issues identified by
parents and service-providers regarding raising children in the Australian
context.
• providing information on Australian services that support families and
children, as well as links to relevant
national and international resources.
The DVD and kit have been
developed by the Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture Inc. Free
hard copies of the resource kit and
additional DVDs for parents can
be obtained from the FaHCSIA (Department of Families, Housing, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs) hotline
on 1800 050 009.

Promoting refugee health –
resources for General
Practitioners
General practitioners across the country
now have access to both a comprehensive and condensed guide to working
with refugee patients.
The guide covers a broad range of
topics from specific health concerns of
refugee adults, children and adolescents
to cross-cultural communication and
approaches to refugee health assessment, including using the new Medicare
item number introduced for refugees. It
also includes a service directory for each
state and territory.
The condensed desktop guide has a
specific edition for each state and territory with referral and other information.
Both publications, produced by The
Victorian Foundation for Survivors of
Torture, can be downloaded at www.
foundationhouse.org.au and are also
available as CD ROMs. In NSW you can
also contact STARTTS on 02 9794 1900
or the torture and trauma rehabilitation
service in your state for hard copies of the
publications. For a list of those organisations visit www.fasstt.org.au/members/
index.php.
The downloadable
versions, the CD
and the hard
copies are all
available for free.
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The NSW Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of a Torture
and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS) helps refugees deal with their past
experiences and build a new life in Australia.
Our services include counselling, group therapy, group activities and
outings, camps for children and young people, English classes and
physiotherapy.
We also work with other organisations and individuals to help them
work more effectively with refugees.
Opened in 1988, STARTTS is one of Australia’s leading organisations for
the treatment of torture and trauma survivors.
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