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(…) 

Gbeluma is the eldest son in his family. Seated 
by the radio, on the footsteps in front of their fami-
ly home, Gbeluma listens to the perfectly recited 
speech of his Excellency, their revered leader. As 
his Excellency imparts the finishing touches to his 
solemn speech, Gbeluma feels his heart beat 
rising like the dough his mother has been beating 
for a few minutes now in preparation for frying. 
Unlike the sweet doughnuts Mama is making 
however, Gbeluma’s heart keeps puffing up. It 
puffs up so much that, almost unconsciously, al-
most not, he turns off the radio and feels himself 
walking up to Mama and the large frying pan.  

“Mama I have decided. I am young and able. I 
love my country and cannot let it be destroyed by 
these traitors. I am going to fight for you and my 
siblings. I am going to fight for my country.” 

“Fight for me?” Mama responded with a per-
plexed look on her face, “But I haven’t asked you 
to fight for me Gbeluma. Do I look like I am in 
need of any protection?” 

“Mama you are a woman and as your eldest son 
it is my duty to protect you and the rest of my 

family. I must do what Papa would have done if 
he was still alive. I am going to fight for my coun-
try so you and the little ones never have to fall 
into the hands of these traitors. My decision is 
made. I will tell Uncle Abel to watch over you 
while I am away. I will try to send words as often 
as I can. I will leave first thing next week with the 
War Effort Recruiters that his Excellency has 
sent our way.” 

Mama listens, silently sifting her puff-puff dough-
nuts from the bubbling oil. She knows that there 
is nothing she can say or do to stop Gbeluma. 
More and more young men have been leaving 
their families to go fight for his Excellency and 
“his war”. Today, it is her turn to lose a son. 
Mama’s vision gets blurry. She softly wipes her 
eyes with the back of her hand and continues to    
mind her task. A single tear manages to detach 
and form itself from her eye. Mama’s tear quickly 
cascades down her tensed cheek and splashes 
into the frying pan causing the oil to seethe and 
spark. 

(…) 

Patriotism is a highly-ranked value in most, if not 
all, nations of the world today. An ideal citizen 
must be patriotic; love the homeland, personify 
the usually brave and virile spirit and behaviour 
of this homeland’s ancestors, and above all, be 
willing to defend this homeland if and when it is 
threatened and/or attacked.  

A tad simplified for a definition of patriotism, na-
tionalism and citizenship all propped into one 
some would say. Perhaps, but I would differ that 
these two concepts and my accurate synthesis of 
them hold all the necessary ingredients for a pa-
triarchal, patriotic, ethno-racial and ethno-
nationalist soup of disaster.  

Many would argue that as citizens, the love they 
have for their respectful nations is a love and 
appreciation not necessarily based on the hatred 
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and shunning of any other nation or peoples. 
Many would also say that women are included in 
the notion of citizenship worldwide and are re-
spected as such especially when they enter the 
army to fight and defend their countries world-
wide. While the latter holds relatively true, a 
woman is still not the first image that comes to 
mind when our minds conjure up the ideal citi-
zen. In most of our minds, wherever in the world 
we may be or come from, an ideal citizen is a 
man; a strong, able and virile man pertaining to 
the dominant group, class and religious faith of 
that nation. Unfortunately, patriotism, be it of any 
kind and of any nation, has a significant part to 
play in our images of citizenship, be it of any kind 
and nation. Patriotism tells embellished stories of 
valiant ancestors, of brilliant founders and crea-
tors of our nations, of hard-won battles of libera-
tion and freedom fought.  

In most societies around the world, women have 
the social and cultural role of bearing and rearing 
children. Women all around the world bear on 
their broad and courageous shoulders the signifi-
cant responsibility of the continuation and proper 
development of our societies. As such, patriot-
ism, be it of any kind and of any nation, most 
commonly tells the story of the Nation as a She. 
Such allegories of the Nation as Woman are 
much too often used in patriotic discourses. Na-
tional allegories, symbols and emblems of states 
as she, as mother, are not employed to describe 
woman as the ideal citizen but rather to equate 
woman to the actual homeland itself, the land to 
be inherited by all worthy male heirs - also known 
as male citizens - who must be strong and willing 
to defend their homeland against the Other. 

Indeed, patriotism, nationalism and citizenship 
are constructed and gendered notions. Gendered 
notions carefully constructed and driven to tell a 
particular story about a particular people and to 
serve a specific and particular cause. National-
ism is the story, male nationals and male citizens 
are the ideal people and lastly, patriotism is the 
cause. Patriotism is a cause which unfortunately 
cannot be extricated from the subsequent act of 
war. In this case, war is viewed as an eventual, 
inevitable and commendable act to pose in de-
fense of and for the preservation of one’s home-
land.  You should not believe the hype however. 
War is not commendable, nor does it culminate 
into the preservation and defense of women and 

children. How do these gendered, constructed 
notions and values play out during wartime? As 
Gbeluma boldly tells his mother in the excerpt 
above, wars are fought by men while women and 
children are the property contended over. In oth-
er words, while war is the business of men, wom-
en’s and children’s bodies become the battle-
fields on which male wars are fought.  

Hence, whichever side of the nationalist and pat-
riotic war rhetoric they find themselves on, wom-
en and children suffer most tremendously before, 
during and post- wartime. During wartime, as 
each opponent contents himself with othering the 
enemy and considering the numerous other polit-
ical and economic reasons for war, one reality 
remains constant and systematic: women and 
children are always the most prized and disputed 
spoils. During war, defeating the male enemy 
means raping, killing and destroying its women 
and children first. Conquering the male adversary 
means conquering his women and through them 
forcibly putting an end to the continuation of that 
group or peoples.  

Similarly to those he and his Excellency conven-
iently call “traitors”, and contrary to the suppos-
edly noble cause he holds so proudly up as a 
torch upon entering the war effort, Gbeluma is 
leaving his mother and family behind to pose 
despicable acts on the lives of other women and 
children regarded as enemies. However good 
hearted he may initially be, during the conflict, 
Gbeluma will pose despicable acts willingly with 
the false assurance that he is defending his 
mother and younger siblings. While Gbeluma is 
away committing these crimes in the name of 
patriotism, the “traitors” will arrive in his 
hometown, also in the name of patriotism, to 
steal, to rape and to kill Mama and the young 
children left under the pseudo protection of Uncle 
Abel. If Mama and/or some of the little ones are 
“lucky” enough to survive these invasions, these 
rapes with weapons and other unspoken acts of 
violence, they will most likely be forced to flee 
and leave everything behind. At that moment will 
begin for them a life of displacement and exile; 
one which may lead them to the Canadian Cen-
tre for Victims of Torture in Toronto, Canada if 
they are fortunate enough to survive the insecuri-
ty, trauma and violence of the flight itself. 
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 Indeed, during wartime, the rape, sexual assault, 
violation and destruction of women’s and chil-
dren’s bodies serve the purpose of being yet a 
primary stratagem and weapon used to defeat 
the male enemy. Even when they are directly 
inflicted upon women’s and children’s bodies, 
these horrible violent acts are directly in conniv-
ance with male honor, male ego and male prop-
erty.  

No one knows this truth better than the women 
survivors themselves. They know it by the abso-
lute shame they feel around their male loved 
ones. They know it by the cultural depreciation 
of their values as women in their communities. 
They know it by the extreme unsafety they feel 
wherever they go and find themselves in their 
countries of origin or while in exile. Most im-
portantly, women and children know it by the 
lack of ownership and complete dispossession 
they experience over their dominated and violat-
ed bodies and characters. 

Despite this knowledge however, refugee wom-
en survivors of war, rape and gender-related 
violence continue to ask the tragic question dur-
ing counselling sessions at CCVT: “Why me? 
What did I do to deserve this?” 

Personally, I try my very best to make this heavi-
ly theoretical and political reasoning fit into the 
clinical setting of my interventions with female 
survivors. Yet, however true and sound my posi-
tioning on these issues and however appropriate 
my clinical intervention, I know that none of the 
words and explanations written above are suffi-
cient and valid when intervening with survivors 

of war, torture and violence. However necessary 
and significant making meaning of one’s trauma 
is to recovering from it, no explanation or per-
sonally crafted meaning can ever suffice when 
addressing the destruction of human lives. I 
know that I will fall short despite my good inten-
tions lest I tell my survivor woman clients that 
their lives matter. Their lives mattered before 
and still matter today despite traumatic proof of 
the contrary.  

Women’s and children’s bodies cannot continue 
to be dehumanized and used as battlefields. 
Women and children are not symbols, allegories 
and emblems. Women’s lives and children’s 
lives are human lives, real and worthy human 
lives. Nothing should ever take precedence over 
this.  

 

Sandrine Tonoukouin is a passionate women’s 
rights advocate and Feminist particularly devot-

ed to combating gender-based violence and 
abuses in all forms and at all levels of our socie-
ties. She holds a Collaborative Master’s Degree 

in Political Science and Women and Gender 
studies from the University of Toronto and is al-

so a Certified Traumatologist specializing in 
Traumas and the diagnosis of Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder.  

Sandrine works at CCVT as a Francophone  
Settlement and Trauma Counselor and is deeply 
grateful for the opportunity to be a witness to her 

wonderfully resilient and inspirational CCVT  
clients’ rehabilitation and healing. 

I don't believe that the big men, the politicians and the 

capitalists alone are guilty of the war. Oh, no, the little 

man is just as keen, otherwise the people of the world 

would have risen in revolt long ago! There is an urge 

and rage in people to destroy, to kill, to murder, and 

until all mankind, without exception, undergoes a 

great change, wars will be waged, everything that has 

been built up, cultivated and grown, will be destroyed 

and disfigured, after which mankind will have to 

begin all over again. 

 

Ann Frank (1929-1945  
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On October 15, 2014, the federal Attorney General’s 

Office (PGR) dropped charges against Ángel Amílcar 

Colón Quevedo, the Honduran garifuna migrant 

who spent more the five years unjustly imprisoned 

for crimes he did not commit, and a survivor of tor-

ture and racial discrimination at the hands of federal 

authorities. 

In 2009, as he attempted to cross Mexican territory, 

Ángel was brought to a house, threatened, and shut 

inside by a human smuggler. Police conducted a raid 

on the house and arbitrarily arrested him. Ángel then 

spent more than 70 days arbitrarily detained in various 

places including a military base. 

Without respect for his legal rights, without consular 

assistance, and lacking a proper defence (his public 

defender witnessed acts of torture and did nothing to 

interfere), Ángel was eventually sent to a high-security 

federal prison. During his time there, five of his family 

members died, including his mother and his oldest son 

(whose cancer diagnosis had motivated Ángel to mi-

grate in the first place in search of a job that paid 

enough to afford treatment). Ángel was not permitted 

to make even a phone call to his family during these 

difficult times. 

Center Prodh took on Ángel’s defense for the last three 

years of imprisonment, after learning of and document-

ing his case. Amnesty International declared him a 

prisoner of conscience in 2014. 

Ángel Amílcar calls his liberation a triumph for truth 

and justice, and a small sample of the injustices being 

endured by so many other innocent people. 

The journey home 

On November 10, 2014, Ángel returned to Honduras, 

accompanied by representatives of Center Prodh and 

the Center for the Prevention, Treatment, and Rehabili-

tation of Torture Victims, a Honduras-based NGO. 

Ángel now calls on the authorities to provide repara-

tion for the serious human rights violations he suf-

fered, including the adoption of measures to guarantee 

that cases such as his no longer occur, and that police 

and military officials who tortured him are investigated 

and held responsible. 

The report Migrants in prison, another tragic fate: 

false accusations against migrants in Mexico, pub-

lished by the Center Prodh and the Migration Program 

of the Iberoamerican University, found that at least 400 

Hondurans are currently imprisoned in Mexico. Ángel 

is just one face of the alarming situation of these mi-

grants, pointing to the need for not only Mexico as a 

country of transit but also Honduras to take measures 

to address this problem.. 
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Oh My Beloved Mom 
Madeleine Tubadi Libende  

 

Never the universe, nor the World has known or 
lived the atrocity, the violence, the furious brutali-
ty that women, my mother in particular, have 
gone through. 

I 'am the eldest of a family of 7; my mother Chris-
tine that we used to call MAMA KOKO was a fol-
lower of the Kimbanguiste Church that some al-
lege it  as a kind of cult. She was a preacher in 
the church and was given the big responsibility of 
looking after the treasury of the church. 

She was also managing the sewing machines 
and the church uniforms. 

One day an argument broke out between my 
mom and some church members who were not 
happy over the fact that such an important re-
sponsibility was given to an old lady from haut-
Zaire originally Kisangani, because that church 
was belonging to bas-Zaire people. 

One Sunday night at approximately 8: 00, she 
was stopped on her way home from church. She 
was beaten severely, mutilated and murdered. A 
passerby brought her identity card to my father at 
home and informed him of the tragedy and the 
fact she had been transferred to hospital.  

Along with my sister and two brothers, I want to 
the morgue. My father could not come with us, as 
he was unable to walk due to his severe disabil-
ity. We were informed that she had been beaten 
beyond recognition. She was bleeding in many 

different part of her body and she had been be-
headed. I was terrified by seeing this dreadful 
image. I couldn't believe my eyes and overcome 
total confusion of your mind. I want to share this 
personal tragedy of mine to all human people who 
have mother, the love, the joy of the person who 
brought to you this world as a baby. How can you 
witness her body hung like beef in the botchery? 
My question to you is very simple: what are you 
going to feel when you have no more the welcom-
ing embrace of your beloved mom? 

We were only able to identify her by her feet. 

We requested for an investigation to be conduct-
ed but neither the police nor the Government 
could help us or assist us to capture the brutal 
murderers and bring them to justice. The only 
thing we could do was to suffer in silence, to cry 
and bury her without raising our voices.  

In the so-called Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC), violence and rape are used as weapons of 
war by the police and the bandits. 

I would like all of these brutalities to be stopped 
for ever. I cherish a day when human suffering 
comes to an end.   

The Canadian Center for Victim of Torture 
(CCVT) has helped me, by extending its support 
to me to overcome all my past trauma and 
depression, since I have come to Canada. After 
many years of living in exile, recently, I went back 
home to DRC. I found that I had lost almost of my 
family members and I had a lot of secondary 
traumas. When returned to Canada, I almost lost 
my job but I still have the help and support of the 
CCVT. I would like to extend my heart-felt thanks 
to the CCVT, the Canadian government, the 
United Way, the Amnesty International Canada,  

God the Most High Bless all. I still have a lot to 
share.   

Thank you very much 

May 7, 2015 
 

Madeleine Tubadi Libende is a client of the 
CCVT. Presently, she works as a court registrar 
with the Ministry of Attorney General in Toronto 
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Survivors of war, genocide and torture mostly 
suffer from severe mental health complications. 
Victims include military personnel, civilians in the 
war zones, refugees and displaced people who 
have escaped war and all those who have direct-
ly or indirectly affected by war. Mental health 
breakdown of soldiers surviving war remains a 
major problem during and after the war:  

“The past hundred years have tragically of-
fered scientists, doctors and the military an 
ongoing supply of combat traumatized sol-
diers to study. The overwhelming evidence 
proves beyond a doubt that war is a disease 
that kills and maims, not just by tearing apart 
soldiers’ body, but also by ravaging their 
minds. In every war in which American sol-
diers have fought in, the chances of becom-
ing a psychiatric casualty – of being debilitat-
ed for some period of time as a conse-
quence of the stresses of military life – were 
greater than the chances of being killed by 
enemy fire” (Coleman, 2006, p. 1). 

Western psychiatrists focus on Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD) to explain mental health 
problems related to war and similar traumas. 
The American Psychiatric Association introduced 
the term in the year 1980 and expanded its defi-
nition in 1987. According to an author, PTSD “is 
a psychiatric condition that can occur in individu-
als who experience extremely stressful or trau-
matic life events.” (Philip D. Harvey, P.D. & Ye-
huda, R., 1999, p. 1) It may develop in people 
who have experienced a tragedy that is beyond 
the range of a normal human experience. It is 
believed that PTSD leaves negative effects on 
survivors’ consciousness, values, feelings and 
the way they relate to others. The impact of 
PTSD may go to the extent that it impairs the 
person's daily life. Symptoms of PTSD may dis-
appear in the course of time or develop into a 
chronic mental disorder.   

Western psychiatrists usually focus on intrusion, 
avoidance, and hyper-arousal as three major 
characteristics of PTSD. By intrusion, they mean 
unexpected reoccurrences of the trauma through 
frequent "flashbacks" that intrude into the daily 
lives of survivors. People with PTSD may be-
come emotionally dead. They may avoid people 
and places – even their immediate family mem-
bers. They may avoid matters or situations that 
are associated with the original traumatic inci-
dent. People with PTSD show constant hyper-
arousal symptoms such as sleep disorders, irri-
tability, hyper vigilance and lack of concentra-
tion.  They feel persistently threatened by their 
initial traumatic event. PTSD, according to a re-
port, “is a serious condition with significant mor-
bidity and a high suicide rate.” (Azadian, A., 
Stenn, P. & Gupta, A., 1997, p. 163) 

 

The multi-faceted atrocities of war may trauma-
tize the entire population in a war-ravaged region 
– a complication named collective trauma.  The 
American sociologist Kai Theodor Erikson has 
described collective trauma as, 

“a blow to the basic tissues of social life that 
damages the bonds attaching people to-
gether and impairs the prevailing sense of 
communality. The collective trauma works 
its way slowly and even insidiously into the 

War and Trauma 
 

Ezat Mossallanejad 
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awareness of those who suffer from it, so it 
does not have the quality of suddenness 
normally associated with ‘trauma’. But it is a 
form of shock all the same, a gradual reali-
zation that the community no longer exists 
as an effective source of support and that 
an important part of the self has disap-
peared.  (Erikson, 1995, p. 233)  

Treatment is hardly effective when everybody is 
traumatized.  Trauma remains chronic and would 
reproduce itself as long as social causes are not 
addressed and perpetrators continue to enjoy 
impunity. The whole society may suffer from an 
everlasting culture of pain.  

During liberation war in Algeria, the Algerian Psy-
chiatrist Frantz Omar Fanon found his practice of 
treatment of native Algerians ineffective due to 
the continuation of the horror of a colonial war. 
He emphasized about the social origin of trau-
mas, joined the liberation movement and urged 
oppressed people to purge themselves of their 
degrading traumas through their collective libera-
tion struggle. He made the following remarks in 
his letter of resignation, as the Head of the Psy-
chiatry Department at the Blida-Joinville Hospital 
in Algeria: 

"If psychiatry is the medical technique that 
aims to enable man no longer to be a 
stranger to his environment, I owe it to myself 
to affirm that the Arab, permanently an alien 
in his own country, lives in a state of absolute 
depersonalization” (Fanon, 1967, p. 53).  

Experiences of the Armenian and holocaust sur-
vivors of genocide have shown that collective 
trauma may pass through generations. Unfortu-
nately, there is no magic formula of rehabilitation.  
Collective trauma can be alleviated through co-
hesive and collective efforts such as constant 
community support, recognition, remembrance, 
solidarity, communal therapy and massive coop-
eration.  

There are hundreds of institutions around the world 
working to rehabilitate survivors of war, torture, 
genocide and crimes against humanity. There is a 
dilemma in this field. Western mental health pro-
fessionals have increasingly involved themselves 
in treatment of survivors who are mainly non-
Western. They work within the framework of 

Western culture that is criticized for “the medicali-
zation of life”. They treat their unprivileged pa-
tient from a privileged position without doubting 
their competence and the authenticity of their 
discipline. Survivors must listen to them and fol-
low their prescriptions while these Western care-
givers hardly have basic knowledge about their 
patients’ culture and complex realities of the war 
they have been affected by.  

It should be noted that the impact of war on men-
tal health of survivors is a controversial issue 
today. According to Dr. Derek Summerfield of the 
London Institute of Psychiatry:  

“On one side are clinicians and researchers 
who see Western psychological frameworks 
and practices as essentially having univer-
sal validity and relevance. They regard post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which has 
assumed an almost hegemonic position in 
the field, as established scientific fact and 
see the current challenge as merely to fine-
tune treatment technologies…. On the other 
side are those who take a more socially 
constructionist and culturally relativist ap-
proach to ‘health’, emphasizing the limita-
tions of Western-led theory and practice 
based on a biopsychomedical paradigm. 
They tend to a more sober view of the scale 
of the clinically relevant psychological fallout 
of violent conflict.” (Summerfield, D., 2000, 
p. 421) 

Agencies involved in rehabilitation of survivors use 
two different modes of practice: 1) a clinical ap-
proach, which draws upon various types of medi-
cal and psychological therapies and 2) a holistic 
approach, which combines clinical treatments with 
other social services such as befriending, art thera-
py, appropriate housing, ongoing counselling, legal 
and immigration services, employment skills train-
ing, etc. A special attention is paid to the culture 
and cultural sensitivities of survivors. Most of the 
care-givers are selected from a background similar 
to that of survivors. Utilization of the services of 
volunteers plays a vital role in this approach. The 
goal of the holistic approach is to enhance the cop-
ing capacity of torture survivors and to facilitate 
their participation in social life. The holistic ap-
proach has a strong base in the community.  
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The holistic approach was developed in the United 
States of America in the course of the careful re-
search and documentation of traumas following the 
War in Vietnam. Doctors who were involved in the 
treatment of survivors of war and torture from 
South East Asia found their clinical method of treat-
ment necessary, but inadequate. Everything in the 
society could act as a trigger and lead to their re-
traumatization. Doctors gradually developed a 
comprehensive method of treatment with the aim of 
empowering survivors to withstand aftereffects of 
their traumatic incidents and become agents of 
their own rehabilitation.  

The effectiveness of the community-based holistic 
approach could be judged by the treatment of men-
tal health survivors of war in Northern Ireland 
where, “Over this 30-year period there is no evi-
dence of a significant impact on referral rates to 
mental health services. Presumably, much of the 
human pain engendered during this lengthy period 
has been managed within the family and communi-
ty.” (p. 421) 

Finally, based on my experience working with up-
rooted survivors of war and torture for the last 35 
years, I would like to confirm that they have aston-
ishing capacity to cope with traumas, create a 

meaningful network of community support and re-
build their shattered lives.   
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This year marks the 30th Anniversary of the 
1985 Singh Decision in which the Supreme 
Court of Canada passed a significant rule in the 
entire Canada Immigration history. It was on April 
4, 1985, that in accordance with Section 7 of the 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, the 
Supreme Court of Canada extended the rights 
guaranteed to all Canadian citizens to refugee 
claimants. According to this section, “Everyone 
has the right to life, liberty and security of the per-
son and the right not to be deprived thereof ex-
cept in accordance with the principles of funda-
mental justice.” The Singh Decision significantly 
raised the standard of fairness for refugee claim-
ants where the Court ruled every refugee claim-

ant has the right to have at least one oral hearing 
before an independent tribunal.  

Recognizing the significance of the Singh Deci-

sion, refugees and refugee rights communities in 

Canada, have declared April 4
th
 as the Canadian 

Refugee Rights Day. Each year refugee protec-

tion agencies in Canada commemorate and cele-

brate Refugee Rights Day. It provides a golden 

opportunity to consolidate solidarity among vari-

ous human and refugee rights groups. They act, 

collectively and individually, in different parts of 

the country, and share concerns, problems, vul-

nerabilities and grievances of refugees while cel-

ebrating their resilience.  

The Singh Decision 
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June 26th  
The International Day in 

Support of Victims of Torture 
 

On Dec 10, 1948, the General Assembly of the 
United Nations recognized the need to call for an 
end of the widespread use of torture. In Article 5 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights it 
stated, “No one shall be subjected to torture or 
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punish-
ment.”  In 1966, this prohibition was restated in 
Article 7 of The International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights.  On December 10, 1984, the 
UN General Assembly adopted the Convention 
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or De-
grading Treatment or Punishment, which came 
into force on June 26

th
, 1987. This Convention 

was the latest and most important effort by the 
international community to emphasize the urgent 
need to bring to an end the criminal practice of 
torture.  

1998 was the first year in which the Canadian 
Centre for Victims of Torture (CCVT) celebrated 
June 26

th
 as the International Day in Support of 

Torture Survivors with an evening of solidarity 
with the survivors. That year, the theme of the 
event was “Prometheus the Woman”, highlighting 
the history of women’s torture and resistance 
throughout ages. Since then, we have celebrated 
June 26

th
 on a regular basis. The CCVT has com-

memorated the spirit of survivors and has includ-
ed workshops, speeches, performances, and re-
freshments. Hundreds of people from dozens of 
communities have participated in CCVT’s cele-
bration each time. They have rallied together to 
enjoy this special event in the hope that one day 
torture will be eliminated from the face of the 
earth. 

When John Swain completed his Book of Torture 
in 1929, he cherished the hope that there would 
be no more torture in the “millennium of civiliza-
tion”. He even went so far as to suggest that 
“torture as a means to confession has disap-
peared”.

1
 It is unfortunate that today torture is 

being practiced in two-thirds of the countries in 
the world, including advanced industrial nations of 
the North. According to Amnesty International, 

torture is practiced in at least 79 countries that are 
signatories to the Convention against Torture, as 
well as in 40 other countries, which are not yet 
signatories.

2
 In 2014, CCVT assisted 1,623 survi-

vors of torture from 90 different countries. Of 
these, 1180 were adults, 47 were seniors, 184 
were children, and 212 were youth between 13 to 
24 years old.

3
 These statistics are a vivid reflec-

tion of the widespread use of torture around the 
world.  

This year, the CCVT will enthusiastically celebrate 
the International Day in Support of Victims of Tor-
ture. The theme of this year’s celebration is “The 
Right to Rehabilitation”, which is provided for in 
the UN Convention against Torture. Article 14 of 
the Convention reads, “Each State Party shall 
ensure in its legal system that the victim of an act 
of torture obtains redress and has an enforceable 
right to fair and adequate compensation including 
the means for as full rehabilitation as possible.” 
The right to rehabilitation will be the topic of a 
panel discussion early in the day on June 26

th
. 

This will be followed by a cultural program with 
skits, music, and other performances. 

Let us act today; let us make all our efforts to stop 
torture; let us expose oppressive and torturing 
regimes in any part of the globe; let us identify 
torturers and bring them to justice; let us not allow 
torture to continue and take innocent lives. As the 
UN Secretary-General noted on June 26

th
, 2014, 

“The right of victims of torture to effective reme-
dies, including rehabilitation, is yet to become a 
reality… As we honour the victims on this Interna-
tional Day, let us pledge to strengthen our efforts 
to eradicate this heinous practice.”

4
   

Notes 

1. John Swain, The Book of Torture, Worldwide 
Copyright Ltd., 1968, p. 244. 

2.“Global crisis on torture exposed by new world-
wide campaign”, Amnesty International. 13 May 
2014. Web. 

3. For more details see Canadian Centre for Vic-
tims of Torture (CCVT), Annual Report 2014, To-
ronto, pp. 46-47. 

4. Secretary-General's message on the UN Inter-
national Day in Support of Victims of Torture,  
New York, 26 June 2014 
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Alexithymia as a Result of War and Torture 
against Children By Fataneh Naghavi 

Alexithymia 

Alexithymia is a personality trait which is not clas-
sified as a mental disorder in the DSM-IV. It re-
fers to an individual’s difficulty in identifying and 
expressing their emotions, and it is related to dis-
turbed emotional regulation and several psychiat-
ric conditions. Traumatic experiences are greatly 
associated with Alexithymia as environmental 
factors.  Trauma has been identified as the most 
important known risk factor for developing Alexi-
thymia both in childhood and in adulthood.  Mil-
lions of children and young people worldwide are 
affected by armed conflict and war. These chil-
dren are deprived of their childhood and their 
minds are held captive by the trauma of war. 
They do not have the benefit of parental support 
and guidance either, as the parents are them-
selves victims of psychological torture. 

Among the consequences of war, the impact on 
the mental health of the civilian population is one 
of the most significant. Studies of the general 
population show a definite increase in the inci-
dence and prevalence of mental disorders. Wom-
en are more affected than men. Other vulnerable 
groups are children, the elderly and the disabled. 
Prevalence rates are related to the degree of 
trauma and the availability of physical and emo-
tional support. The use of cultural and religious 
coping strategies is frequent in developing coun-
tries. 

War and Mental Health 

The Second World War was particularly injurious 
to children.  In this period, children who came to 
be wartime evacuees were often of poor health 
and experiencing traumatic loss and separations 
from family. The Hampstead War Nurseries in the 
winter of 1940-1941 was established by a group 
of engaged and energetic colleagues in Anna 
Freud’s circle. These nurseries were intended for 
the care of children or families that had been torn 

apart in one way or another. War is always trau-
matic for every-
body, particularly 
for children and 
their families.  
But WWII also 
led to some dis-
coveries.  The 
tragedy of the 
Hunger winter in 
wartime Holland 
led to findings 
about the im-
pacts of starva-
tion on fetuses 
which were not 
published until 
much later. The 
impacts included a two-fold increase in the risk of 
schizophrenia and other neurodevelopmental 
disorders, especially for those who were con-
ceived at the height of the famine.  

After the war, there were many developments in 
various disciplines related to psychology. These 
included a growing influence of psychoanalytical 
ideas as well as the establishment of in-patient 
units for adolescents.  Many psychologists con-
tributed to the theoretical concepts and frame-
works which led to the many developments in 
practice.  For example, Alfred Adler (1870-1937), 
who fled anti-Semitism in Europe and immigrated 
to Europe in 1935, made great strides in under-
standing the effects of obstacles to the develop-
ment of self-esteem in children.  Karl Abraham 
(1877-1825) wrote on infantile trauma and manic-
depressive insanity. Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), 
whose ideas became very influential, also extend-
ed the focus of his work to children. Melanie Klein 
(1882-1960) elaborated a theory of defenses for 
dealing with anxiety and also analyzed in great 
detail the mother-child relationship. Anna Freud 
(1895-1982), in addition to being the director of 
the Hampstead War Nurseries and that of a train-
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ing program for psychoanalytic work with chil-
dren, wrote about defense mechanisms and the 
ego.  

In service development, adolescent psychiatry 
as a subspecialty  developed with the establish-
ment of the first modern in-patient units after the 
Second World War. In the past decade, the 
emergence of the adolescent as having specific 
needs and concerns has led service providers to 
develop programs specifically for young people 
aged 16 to 18. Accordingly, these individuals 
have only recently been regarded as a specific 
group.  There was a shift in thinking at the time 
due to the opening of these two units . There 
were two other major changes that occurred 
soon afterwards. These include the birth of the 
National Health Service (NHS) in the UK and the 
reforms recommended by C.P. Blacker in a re-
port commissioned by the British Ministry of 
Health. It is for this reason  that he suggested 
that the child guidance clinic led by psycholo-
gists and run by local authorities be separated 
from the child psychiatry departments led by 
child psychiatrist and run by health authorities. 
The conflict over where the specialty belongs is 
therefore a well rehearsed one and child psychi-
atrists may find it beneficial to remind them-
selves that their path has never been easy.  

Risk Factors of War 

Women have an increased vulnerability to the 
psychological consequences of war. There is 
evidence of a high correlation between a moth-
ers' distress and that of her children in a war 
situation. It is now known that maternal depres-
sion in the prenatal and postnatal periods pre-
dicts poorer growth in a community-based sam-
ple of infants. Social support and traditional birth 
attendants have a major role in promoting ma-
ternal psychosocial wellbeing in war-affected 
regions. The association between gender-based 
violence and common mental disorders is well 
known. Despite their vulnerability, women's resil-
ience under stress and their role in sustaining 
their families have been recognized. 

There is consistent evidence of higher rates of 
trauma-related psychological problems in chil-
dren, and the most vulnerable are the adoles-
cents. The direct correlation between the degree 
of trauma and the severity of the psychological 

problems is consistent across a number of stud-
ies. The greater the exposure to trauma, physical 
or psychological, the more evident the symptoms. 

Subsequent life events and their association with 
the occurrence of psychiatric problems have im-
portant implications for fast and complete rehabili-
tation as a way of minimizing the poor health ef-
fects of the conflict situations. 

Studies are consistent in showing the value of 
both physical and psychological support in mini-
mizing the effects of war-related traumas, as well 
as the role of religion and cultural practices as 
ways of coping with conflict situations.  

War, Torture, and Children’s Alexithymia 

The prevalence of alexithymia in children who are 
affected by war is undeniable. They have prob-
lems in identifying and describing their own emo-
tions and those of other people, problems in dif-
ferentiating between their feelings and the physi-
cal/bodily sensations of emotional arousal, and 
impoverished skills of mental imagination. 

These skills are generally learned in childhood. 
The difficulties faced by a sufferer of  alexithymia, 
therefore, may be because she has had a power-
ful role model who denied, suppressed, or re-
pressed their own feelings. As a result, the suffer-
er never learned to be ‘in touch’ and ‘tuned in’ to 
her feelings or how to express and manage them 
in a healthy way. 

The experience of torture or war during childhood 
often leads to many mental health problems such 
as anxiety, fear, paranoia and suspiciousness, 
sorrow, guilt, despair, hopelessness, withdrawal, 
depression, somatization, psychoactive sub-
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stance abuse and alcoholism, anger, and hostili-
ty. In addition, when these children turn into 
adults, they will also face problems at work, in the 
family, and with their marriage. They will forever 
remain prisoners of this experience. 

Child victims of torture can identify with their tor-
turers through traumatic attachment, in the desire 
to maintain their destroyed identities. This kind of 
"hate dependence" can create a new feeling of 
guilt that distances them even more from other 
people, because of a fear from their own desire 
for revenge and retaliation.  

Therapists should be aware of this kind of emo-
tional attachment and know how to protect them-
selves from it, since it carries a considerable po-
tential for conflict. This protection can be 
achieved if the therapist remains strong and pre-
cise and knows how to establish boundaries, tact-
fully rejects the client's idealization and hateful 
tendencies. One needs to favour supportive tech-
niques that aim at reorganizing dynamic forces 
through experience rather than through insight. 
Therapeutic approach should offer something that 
the client lacks. The traditional analytical ap-
proach characterized by objectivity, patience and 
tolerance should be complemented with an ap-
proach that involves looking for a new meaning 
for life together with the client.   

It is vital that proper treatment and continuous 
counselling be provided early on during childhood 
in order to prevent deterioration later during the 
adulthood. Family support is the most crucial at 
this point in time.  Blood is indeed thicker than 
water, every effort exerted by the family and time 
spent with them counts. It lessens the emotional 
pain and strengthens self-esteem.  

Conclusion 

No child should ever be a part of war.  Millions of 
children and young people worldwide are affected 
by armed conflict. They are confronted with physi-
cal harm, violence, danger, exploitation, fear, and 
loss. Many children are forced to flee. Some wit-
ness the death of loved ones. Some are forced to 
pull the trigger themselves. Communities are 
ripped apart and can no longer provide a secure 
environment for children.  Adults are busy surviv-
ing and therefore parents have little time for their 
children. Schools and playgrounds are damaged 

or taken over by armed groups.  During conflict, 
children and young people’s rights are violated on 
a massive scale. Children’s rights to be protected 
from violence, abuse and neglect, to live in digni-
ty, and to be supported in developing to their full 
potential are paramount. 

As a consequence of armed conflict and war, chil-
dren and young people develop Alexithymia.  
They have an inability to identify and verbally de-
scribe emotions and feelings in themselves as 
well as in others.  In short, they do not have 
words for their emotion. This leads to loss of  self-
confidence, trust in others, and trust in the future. 
They have difficulties in distinguishing and appre-
ciating the emotions of others, which leads to un-
empathic and ineffective emotional response. 

There is no doubt that the populations in war and 
conflict situations should receive mental health 
care as part of the total relief, rehabilitation and 
reconstruction processes. As in the first half of the 
20th century, when war precipitated many devel-
opments in our understanding of mental health, 
studying the psychological consequences of the 
wars of the current century could also lead to a 
greater understanding of the nature and solutions 
to mental health problems. 

Millions of children are subjected to indirect psy-
chological harm as a result of war, including emo-
tional abuse and neglect. This can lead to behav-
ioral problems, poor school attendance records, 
and major concentration difficulties. Furthermore, 
affected children live in fabricated sick-role and 
may eventually simulate illness in themselves, 
sometimes continuing the behavior into adult-
hood. Some suffer persistent consequences into 
adolescence, even in the absence of the original 
perpetrating parent.  Children are affected by oth-
er forms of maltreatment, physical abuse, neglect 
and further fabrications or inappropriate medicat-
ing.   

Therefore, growing up in a protective environment 
is essential for children and young people to de-
velop to their full potential. They can play and 
have fun together, learn and develop. With a posi-
tive outlook, children and young people can 
shape their own futures and contribute to a 
peaceful future for their communities. 

Fataneh Naghavi, Ph.D. is a psychotherapist, col-
lege instructor and former client of CCVT. She is 
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an internationally published author: Emotional 
Intelligence, What Families Can Influence? She 
has published articles in  areas of psychology and 
mental health. 
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World Refugee Day 
 

 

 

 

In two consecutive meetings before the year 
2000, the CCVT representative at the NOO-
ExCom meeting of the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR), appealed to 
this world refugee organization to designate an 
international day for global solidarity with refu-
gees.  Shortly after, on 4 December 2000, the 
United Nations General Assembly declared June 
20th as World Refugee Day under resolution num-
ber 55/76 since that day was had already been 
celebrated by many African countries as such. It 
was also based on the Assembly’s notice that the 
year 2001 marked the 50th anniversary of 
the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Ref-
ugees. This historical decision was welcomed by 
the Organization of African Unity (OAU).  

Each year on June 20th the UNHCR as well as a 
myriad of human and refugee rights agencies 
across the globe commemorate World Refugee 
Day as a mean of public education about refugees 
and other uprooted persons.  The celebration of 
World Refugee Day is particularly important since 
the right to asylum is at stake everywhere. It is 
vital to draw public attention to the relief and pro-
tection of the millions of refugees, displaced peo-
ple and others who have been uprooted due to 
war, genocide, generalized violence, torture and 
other brands of crimes against humanity. Accord-
ing to the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon:  

http://www.amazon.ca/gp/product/3659115517/ref=as_li_tf_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=15121&creative=330641&creativeASIN=3659115517&linkCode=as2&tag=reallifecoun-20
http://www.amazon.ca/gp/product/3659115517/ref=as_li_tf_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=15121&creative=330641&creativeASIN=3659115517&linkCode=as2&tag=reallifecoun-20
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"Most of the world’s refugees – 86 per cent -- 
live in the developing world, compared to 70 
per cent 10 years ago. Most of these coun-
tries have kept their doors open to people in 
search of safety, and have shown a generosi-
ty that is often well beyond their means. I ap-
peal to all Member States and our partners in 
civil society to do their utmost to support the 
nations and communities that have welcomed 
the forcibly displaced into their 
midst…." (From Secretary General’s Mes-
sage on World Refugee Day, New York, 20 
June 2014.)  

On Thursday June 18, CCVT hosted a walk to 
celebrate World Refugee Day. We were joined by 
members of several other Toronto-based organi-
zations that provide services for refugees, includ-
ing Neighborhood Legal Services, Oasis, Sojourn 
House and Regent Park Community Health Cen-
tre. Throughout the walk, the group stopped at 
significant places and a number of refugees 
shared their stories about the agony of family 
separation.  

We began at CCVT, where CCVT’s staff and the 
honorable Member of Parliament Chrystia Free-
land welcomed the group, and discussed the im-
portance of celebrating Canada’s refugees. “In a 
way, we are all refugees,” Freeland concluded. 
We then walked to our first stop, which was Re-
gent Park Community Health Centre. There, we 
learned about the range of services the centre 
provides for refugees, including support pro-
grams, English classes and homework clubs. We 
continued to Neighborhood Legal Services, which 
provides free support and legal services to refu-

gees in the area. Our next stop was a corner 
store where refugees purchased phone cards to 
connect with family members back home. There, 
dozens of used phone cards were handed out to 
the group, and we reflected on the difficulties refu-
gees face when trying to connect with their family. 
We continued to Sojourn house, where we 
learned about the many services it offers to refu-
gees, including shelter and transitional housing. 
We finished at Moss Park, where we reflected on 
the walk and the stories we heard along the way. 

Throughout the walk, we heard about the happy, 
sad and hopeful experiences of many refugees 
involved with the organizations discussed above. 
Those who shared their stories hailed from many 
countries around the world, including Afghanistan, 
Ethiopia, Somalia and Kenya. Many are separat-
ed from their loved ones who remain back home. 
The story of an Afghan mother, whose small chil-
dren remain at great risk in Afghanistan and Paki-
stan was especially moving for everyone present. 
We also heard from refugees who were finally 
reunited with their family members after years of 
waiting. These refugees discussed the difficulties 
they faced both being separated from their family 
members and being reunited with them after so 
long. Each story emphasized that much has to be 
done for Canada’s refugees to accelerate the pro-
cess of family reunification. 
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I paid Abdulrahman Mohammadi a home visit 
on June 3

rd
. I had already met him outside the 

Canadian Centre for Victims of Torture, since 
an out-of-service elevator had prevented his 
entry. I had found him a modest individual 
who campaigned energetically for peace and 
disability rights. In his house, where he lives 
thousands of kilometers away from his family, 

I asked him about himself. 

I am Abdulrahman Mohammadi, and I was born in 
1969. I was ten years old when my father was 
killed in a prison during the turmoil in Afghanistan. 
I was twelve when Russian snipers shot and killed 
my eight-year-old brother when we were escap-
ing. And I was about 20 years old when my com-
patriots, who had disagreements with me in my 
home province of Panjshir, shot me upon exiting a 
Mosque in Pakistan. I was unconscious in a hos-

pital for forty days, and when I regained con-
sciousness they had amputated my leg. Also, 
last December I fell from my wheelchair in To-
ronto. My other leg broke from three places and 
became infected, and it was also amputated in 
February. 

You did a lot of work regarding the rights of 
people with disability, in Afghanistan and 

elsewhere. What did you do? 

After forty days of coma following being shot in 
Pakistan as I mentioned, I spent an additional 
six months in the hospital. Afterwards, I was 
taught a new life – the life of disability. I had to 
learn how to move in a wheelchair, how to 
dress, and how to perform my day-to-day tasks. 
Like a child, I had to relearn these in adulthood. 
My wife was a great motivation and very helpful 
to me. She would tell me that I not only had to 
save myself, but also help others who had disa-
bility. She told me that I even had to educate the 
able-bodied to stay healthy – i.e. avoid war and 
violence, and not be misled into joining military 
groups. 

 

It took me two years to learn how to live my new 
life. Afterwards, I met with my friends from the 
sanatorium and I shared with them the motiva-
tion I had received from my wife.  Eventually, in 
1992, I was appointed as the head of the Disa-
bility Association of Afghanistan after being 
recommended by representatives of Afghan 
people with disabilities. My appointment was 
signed by then-President of Afghanistan. In that 
position, I first devoted my efforts to education, 
and then sport, and finally – for those who were 
capable of it – work. I helped as much as I 
could. 

Interview with  

Abdulrahman 

A Survivor with Disability 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Arash Ghiassi    

“I will raise my call for justice 

in all national capitals in the 

world while travelling on my 

wheelchair. I will bring the 

voices of the disabled, the vic-

timized, the prisoners, and the 

journalists to the attention of 

the international community.” 
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At that time I was asking the youth to educate 
themselves about their health and protect their 
lives. Those who led the war did not like this and 
they imprisoned me in an Afghan Intelligence 
Service prison for fifteen days. I was there until 
the President learned of my imprisonment and 
sent his aid and they released me. My imprison-
ment was completely illegal, as there was no evi-
dence against me. I only wanted to defend the 
rights of individuals with disability, raise aware-
ness among the youth about their health, and 
urge them to avoid war.  

After I was released the Taliban came. I suggest-
ed to them too that there shouldn’t be war but 
peace. I educated the Taliban fighters about 
peace and reconciliation. In response, they im-
prisoned me again in a very frightful prison and 
tortured me a lot. Eventually, following an inter-
vention by the Red Cross, I was released due to 
illness and had to give assurances that I would 
not stay in Afghanistan. I spent four years in exile 
with my family in many different countries - in-
cluding Iran, Tajikistan, and Russia. This went on 
until 2001, when the circumstances changed and 
I was able to return to Afghanistan. Consulting 
other disabled Afghans, I started campaigning for 
a better life for people with disabilities, as well as 
for stopping the youth who had been deceived 
into fighting. I toured all of Afghanistan with this 
message of peace and security. I also traveled to 
many countries in the region, as well as Turkey, 
Bulgaria, and Greece. From there I went to Italy, 
Spain, and other European countries. I have visit-
ed a total of 63 countries to spread this message. 

As well, I spearheaded the Paralympic sports in 
Afghanistan. In the 2004 General Meeting in Cai-
ro, Afghanistan became a member of the Interna-
tional Paralympic Committee for the first time. 
Before that, in 2004, I was in Oslo with Afghan 
athletes for practice before participating in the 
Athens Paralympics. We did not win any medals, 

but we did represent our country. We also took 
part in the 2006 Asian Para Games in Malaysia 
as well as the 2008 Paralympics in Beijing.  

Together with other people with disability, we con-
tinued the campaign for our rights. Anytime we 
saw that our rights were infringed upon, we would 
rush to the streets and make our demand known 
in a civil way. We were deprived of our rights, 
which were provided for both in the Afghan Con-
stitution and in the UN Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities, to which Afghanistan 
is a signatory. Unfortunately, poor, uneducated, 
and marginalized people in Afghanistan are taken 
advantage of and coerced into war in the hope of 
providing subsistance for their families. But when 
they are killed or become disabled, they are left 
on their own. For instance, we couldn’t use public 
transportation because no bus could accommo-
date a wheelchair. We also faced many obstacles 
in accessing healthcare and education. The disa-
bility pay was also very inadequate – it was only 
about ten dollars each month. We campaigned 
and were able to raise it.  

Afghan officials could not tolerate this and impris-
oned me yet again. After three years I was 
cleared in a court and was released, but I was 
forced to leave Afghanistan. I came to Canada in 
order to raise my voice to the international com-
munity from here. Since I arrived here, I have re-
ceived a lots of support and have not experienced 
any discrimination or lack of compassion. I am 
very thankful to the Canadian government in this 
regard. In Afghanistan, you are always seen as a 
member of a particular ethnicity, religion, or politi-
cal party. But here I feel like a human being and 
this has been very helpful for my psychological 
wellbeing. I hope that in the future Afghan politi-
cians, like their Canadian counterparts, will set 
aside division, intolerance, and discrimination and 
will develop their country instead.  
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I have decided to reiterate my call for justice in all 
national capitals in the world while travelling on 
my wheelchair. I want to bring the voices of the 
disabled, the victimized, the prisoners, and the 
journalists to the attention of the international 
community, especially the Afghan President Dr. 
Ashraf Ghani. He knows the rights that every per-
son should enjoy, and he has to uphold them in 
Afghanistan. My call for justice does not include a 
demand that anybody be executed or imprisoned. 
Rather, I want a culture be instilled in which peo-
ple raise their voice, in peaceful ways as I do, 
rather than through war and violence.   

You travelled to many Afghan villages. What 
did you tell the Afghan people in these jour-

neys? 

I would asked them, why fight? There has been 
war in Afghanistan for 37 years. Afghan politi-
cians constantly push people towards war. I 
would say, if this war is really holy and the way to 
salvation, how come the warlords do not send 
their own brothers and sons and other family 
members to fight? I would say, do not take your 
health for granted, study, and work. If you don’t 
support a war criminal, and I don’t, and the next 
person doesn’t, then with what army would he 
fight? Today we see that those who, for years, 
killed the people with help from Russia, not only 
do not apologize, but present their crime as an 
achievement.  

At the very least, I want to let the world know that 
if you spend your money in Afghanistan, do it at-
tentively and with oversight. See where your 
money goes. Afghan politicians deposit the mon-
ey you give in their own bank accounts. No aid 
reaches the people.  

The Canadian government also had a role in 
the war in Afghanistan. How do you evaluate 

that role? 

The Canadian government was more involved in 
the construction of schools and hospitals and 
other such projects than in the war. As well, 
where the Canadian armed forces were present, 
they sacrificed themselves for our security. The 
Afghan people are very thankful to the Canadian 

government and its military, and I also want to 
express my own gratitude. 

You used to have a leadership role in the Af-
ghan disability movement, but you are also 
still in touch with the Afghan people through 
social media. What direction is that move-

ment taking in your absence? 

It has been nearly decimated, from what they tell 
me. Those in the Afghan disability movement 
say no one hears their voices or pays any atten-
tion to them. Their activities have been virtually 
reduced to zero, despite the earlier growth of the 
movement. The politicians, they say, are only 
concerned with their own pockets and those of 
their family members. Marginalized Afghans, 
and especially those with disabilities, are forgot-
ten. 

By the way, I would also like to point out that in 
a 2012 interview I wanted to criticize Ahmad Zia 
Massoud, but because the interview was con-
ducted in English there was a miscommunica-
tion and the interviewer wrote Ahmad Shah 
Massoud’s name, who was his brother. I do 
apologize and ask you to include this correction.  

You mentioned that you travelled to 63 differ-
ent countries. How was what you had to say 

received in these countries?  

I took part in conferences where people who 

“That is all I ask for: justice.  

Who killed our people? Who 

turned our country into ruins? 

And why is Afghanistan the 

most corrupt country in the 

world today?” 
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really believed in a peaceful future for humanity 
were very supportive of me. But they would also 
remind me of the fact that, unlike peace, war is 
financially beneficial to warlords, and that this 
makes the campaign for peace difficult. They 
would nonetheless encourage me not to give up 
hope and continue delivering my message of 
peace, representing those suffering from war. 
Whether others listen or refuse to hear that mes-
sage, that’s their business. I will perform my duty 
as a human being regardless. 

You are also planning to write a letter to the 
Afghan President, Dr. Ashraf Ghani. What will 

you ask of him, specifically? 

I will ask for justice. I will ask the President to cre-
ate a special court where Afghan people can sub-
mit their complaints regarding the injustices they 
have had to bear. Alternatively, he should urge 
the existing court system to deal with people’s 
grievances in a fair and expeditious manner.  
That is all I ask for: justice. Who killed my father? 

Who killed my brother? Who killed our people? 
Who turned our country into ruins? And why is 
Afghanistan the most corrupt country in the world 
today? Four million have been killed for the liber-
ation of Afghanistan. Who killed this four million? 
These questions must at least be asked. In Af-
ghanistan a person leaving their home in the 
morning can’t hope to return alive at night. I want 
this tragedy to be brought to an end. 

Many in Afghanistan reached their goals by force. 
They came to power by killing people, and when 
they became rich and famous no one asked them 
why. That’s precisely what I want to change. I 
don’t want anyone to be executed, but they 
should at least apologize. They should say that 

they made a mistake so that it will be a lesson for 
others not to do injustice to people, not to torture, 
and not to rape. They beat me many times and 
sent electric shock to my hands. Look: behind my 
head and on the back of my shoulder there are 
signs of torture – both psychological and physical. 
They not only tortured me, but thousands of other 
human beings. 

As part of many peace initiatives in Afghani-
stan, there is talk of amnesty for Taliban and 
other fighters. Where do you stand on this 

issue? 

I believe that without justice there can be no 
peace. If there is evidence that one has wronged 
people, one must be tried according to the law. I 
have only vacated my own personal stake in hav-
ing those who wronged me punished. I am not 
willing to have anyone be executed for my sake, 
my father’s, my brother’s, or for the destruction of 
my family. Others can decide for themselves. But, 
at the very least, some of the resources that have 
been amassed through fighting and killing people 
must be spent on hospitals and sanatoriums and 
other projects that benefit the public. That money 
should be returned to the people in this way. 
Where is the money now? In offshore accounts, 
of course. 

I plan to have a protest at the International Crimi-
nal Court in The Hague. I will have a sit-in on my 
wheelchair and refuse to eat or drink until the 
court hears my grievances. Specifically, I want to 
demand justice for my father’s murder. I have evi-
dence. The person who committed this crime has 
admitted to having buried five thousand people 
alive in a mass grave. They massacred five thou-
sand prisoners, including my father, on one night! 
I also spoke out at the Parliament in Ottawa and 
raised my voice for the world to hear. I did the 
same in Sydney, Washington, Berlin, and other 
cities. People also demonstrated and demanded 
justice in Afghanistan, but no one heard them. 
Outside of the country, however, the press hears 
our voice.  

 Arash Ghiassi is a placement student at the  
Canadian Centre for Victims of Torture, and a   

1st-year law student at Yale Law School.  

This interview has been translated from Farsi   
and edited for length, style, and clarity. 
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Human Trafficking and 
Combating Re-
Traumatization 

(A joint project of the CCVT and 

York University) 

By Toni Knight, Miranda Minawi, Tatjana 

Smith, and Ashley Walcott (students of York 

University) 

Introduction 

CCVT’s mission focuses almost exclusively on 
victims of torture, in accordance with a strict in-
terpretation of Article 1 of the UN Convention 
Against Torture (1984).  This does not explicitly 
include victims of human trafficking in Canada 
who may be in need of social or legal services. 
Human trafficking is a transnational crime that 
embodies poverty, social inequalities, and state 
corruption,. There is the potential for the centre 
to act on its capacity to provide services to vic-
tims of trafficking, which overlap with victims of 
torture. 

Trafficking in persons affects approximately 600 
000 to 800 000 victims a year worldwide (Stop 
the Traffik, 2015). Due to the clandestine nature 
of human trafficking policy makers often misun-
derstand the issue and how to create policies 
that protect, rather than criminalize victims of 
trafficking. Our study aims to address gaps with-
in policies that affect trafficked persons in Cana-
da, and the re-traumatization of these individuals 
by answering the following questions: 

What policy structures exist which negatively 
impact individuals who have been trafficked and 
how are individuals who have been trafficked 
constrained within these structures? 

What are the barriers to providing services to 
victims of trafficking and how might they be 
overcome? 

 Research Methodology 

Research Paradigm 

Our research looked at human trafficking on in-
ternational, national and local levels, focusing 
primarily on the available literature and assess-
ments of Canadian policies. Policy recommenda-
tions were made based on comparisons and 
evaluations of Canadian policy and the effects it 
has had on combatting human trafficking and 
victim re-traumatization 

Throughout the research process many research 
methods, scales, and units of analysis were re-
quired to answer the research questions. Human 
trafficking is not a singular act but rather a series 
of actions that are transnational in nature, per-
petuated across different transit and destination 
countries and continuously extended overtime. 
Human trafficking cannot simply be examined as 
a criminal activity, but rather as a tightly linked 
relationship between criminal activities and viola-
tions against human rights. Our research sought 
to identify how victims of trafficking could be bet-
ter supported by highlighting the ways in which 
victims of human trafficking remain vulnerable, 
through discourses focused mainly on the crimi-
nalization of trafficking. Trafficked persons 
should regularly be recognized as victims of 
crime and never as individuals partaking in a 
crime. New paradigms within the research aims 
to focus on protecting trafficked victims by ad-
dressing human rights violations, which occur in 
the process of human trafficking.  

Results and Findings 

Our research incorporated qualitative and quanti-
tative data in order to incorporate a variety of 
perspectives from students, academics, law en-
forcement, and service providers. We conducted 
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5 interviews with community service providers 
who have had direct or relevant experience in 
the field of immigration, settlement, policy re-
search and advocacy.  

Our interviewees all had firsthand experience 
working with victims of human trafficking, play-
ing critical roles in the development of commu-
nity-based responses to provide support to 
these victims. These organizations faced limita-
tions and challenges in dealing with human traf-
ficking in Canada. From their vantage points, 
they provided suggestions (some of which con-
verged) on combatting the re-traumatization of 
individuals who have been trafficked both do-
mestically and internationally. 

Discussion and Analysis 

Our interview and survey findings complement-
ed one another, particularly when considering 
issues of public knowledge and awareness. Key 
themes repeated by all five interview partici-
pants was the lack of awareness and a lack of 
resources. Public awareness about the issue of 
trafficking was identified as a key component for 
success in combatting trafficking. Out of 96 sur-
vey respondents, 88.4% rated the importance of 
community awareness on the issue of trafficking 
as important or very important (4 or 5 on a 5 
point scale with 5 representing very important) 
yet 74.7% of respondents felt they themselves 
were somewhat uninformed or not informed at 
all (1 or 2 on a 5 point scale with 1 representing 
not informed at all) and only 2.1% of respond-
ents felt very informed. Awareness was more 
specifically articulated as a necessary factor for 
community and governmental commitment to 
addressing the issue of trafficking. Policy mak-
ers will simply not tackle complex issues such 
as trafficking without pressure from the public, 
which can in turn only come from a wider under-
standing of the issue.  

In four of five interviews, types of trafficking oth-
er than for purposes relating to sex and prostitu-
tion were discussed. The three major types, as 
recognized by AAMS, are sex trafficking, forced 
marriage and labour exploitation. It is important 
to note that much of the literature and public 
consciousness is limited to the issue of sex traf-
ficking. Because sex trafficking is perceived as 

a women’s issue it also excludes male and child 
victims of trafficking from the dialogue. 

In terms of durable solutions for victims of traf-
ficking, interviewees shared that the first step is 
building a relationship with the victim, establish-
ing trust in order to move forward. Trust building 
is no exact science, and many of our participants 
stressed that it can take a long time for a victim 
to begin to trust again after their experiences.  

The most valuable lessons learned throughout 
the interview process are arguably connected to 
the model of care and support for victims of traf-
ficking.  Recognizing the multiple stages in the 
process of leaving a trafficking situation, and 
working with individuals through an empower-
ment model will create more success stories for 
people who have been trafficked.  As resources 
remain an issue in times of austerity, it is crucial 
for better collaboration, or even an umbrella or-
ganization to coordinate what few resources 
there are, to facilitate efforts to improve the lives 
of trafficked survivors and help them participate 
in social life in a meaningful way. 

The UN Palermo Protocol (2000) details the pro-
tections entitled to trafficked persons, but the 
Canadian government has made no explicit in-
clusions of those in its laws. This causes ambi-

guity when dealing with victims of human traf-
ficking. The Canadian government should articu-
late through legislations the rights and protec-
tions owed to victims of trafficking, such as immi-
gration relief in the forms of compassionate 
claims and/or a path to permanent residence.  
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The government should also address the poten-
tial for re-traumatization in the judicial and immi-
gration system.  The Canadian government 
should expand its definition of “vulnerable” from 
just children under the age of 18 and those with 
disabilities to include those who have suffered 
any violence related trauma in the same way that 
gender, age and race have informed accessibility 
policies. This would allow victims access to alter-
native methods of witnessing while reducing the 
potential of re-
traumatization. 

Policy Proposal 

Background/

Overview  

While the definition of 
torture excludes all 
other forms of inten-
tionally inflicted pain 
not caused by a pub-
lic official it does not 
explicitly exclude hu-
man trafficking. Hu-
man trafficking becomes a risk during conflict 
and women and children are statistically the most 
vulnerable. Through our research we have found 
that human trafficking is a method of torture and 
the direct or indirect result of civil conflict. Forced 
marriages (Syria), child soldiers (Somalia and 
Rwanda), and survival sex (refugee camps) are 
just some examples of human trafficking in which 
the UN definition of torture and human trafficking 
overlap. The UN has provided a legal framework 
meant to combat torture and human trafficking, 
but in the absence of enforcement mechanisms it 
is difficult for the UN to accomplish more.  Indi-
vidual states must recognize and become invest-
ed stakeholders in combating torture and human 
trafficking. 

Reasons for Policy Change 

Partnerships are necessary to deal with human 
trafficking, which is multi-typed and transnational. 
Our interviewees spoke of experiences where 
referrals to CCVT had been turned away, reflect-
ing its narrow mandate. Despite having some of 
the best service providers who know how to 
manage the recovery of trauma victims, CCVT is 
not mandated for victims of human trafficking. 

Furthermore our research has led us to under-
stand how Ontario service providers work in 
silos, often reproducing the same work or creat-
ing tight competition for shared funding and re-
sources. Ontario is lacking an organization dedi-
cated solely to the protection, recovery, and 
resettlement of trafficked victims. 

 

Status Quo 

Human trafficking within 
Canada is legislated 
under IRPA and the 
Criminal Code, but nei-
ther makes provision for 
the victims’ recovery or 
resettlement. Due to the 
methods of abuse and 
coercion, the trauma 
faced by trafficking vic-
tims mirrors that of tor-
ture victims. What is 
missing provincially and 
locally is a service pro-

vider that can administer trauma specific coun-
selling.  

Policy Recommendation: Expansion of CCVT 
Mandate  

The UN Convention Against Torture (1996) de-
fines the requisite elements of torture as the 
involvement of a public official, infliction of se-
vere pain, intentionality and purpose as well as 
powerlessness.  The Palermo Protocol (2000) 
defines human trafficking as a combination of 
three elements: actions, means and purpose. 
Excluding the involvement of a public official, 
torture and human trafficking are both inhumane 
and degrading treatments and elements of each 
may overlap in some cases of human traffick-
ing. However there are examples and case 
studies that show that public officials and pri-
vate actors can be partners (OSCE, et al., 
2013). What’s more is that other countries, 
namely France, prosecute private actors for 
acts of torture despite there being no direct pub-
lic official involvement. The UN Special Rappor-
teur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or de-
grading treatment or punishment by acquies-
cence provides insight into the role of the Gov-
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ernment when it comes to any cruel act committed 
by a private actor. 

Most Governments seem to be more interested in 
returning victims of trafficking to their countries of 
origin than providing protection and reparation for 
them. By not acting with due diligence to protect 
victims of domestic violence, trafficking, female 
genital mutilation and similar practices, States 
may commit torture or cruel, inhuman or degrad-
ing treatment or punishment by acquiescence 
(Nowak, 2010, p.16).  

Furthermore, Article 16.1 of the UN Convention 
Against Torture (1984) stipulates that states must 
take action in order to prevent other forms of inhu-
mane treatment or degradation taking place within 
the state, regardless of the Article 1 definition of 
torture. The mandate of CCVT, like the UN defini-
tion of torture does not explicitly exclude trafficked 
persons. As such, through training and best prac-
tices, CCVT would be able to recognize human 
trafficking as a form of torture and its victims a part 
of its target clientele. This has been one of the 
gaps in services the data from our interviews has 
shed light to. CCVT has access to the best health 
care professionals in Toronto that have experi-
ence dealing with traumas associated with torture. 
Like torture victims, trafficked victims are also ex-
posed to lasting trauma that can negatively affect 
their overall health. CCVT does a great job dealing 
with the after-effects of torture for the victims 
themselves and their families. Additionally CCVT 
builds treatment plans specific to the individual 
based on gender, language, and age. 

Advantages 

One of the advantages of CCVT expanding  its  
mandate is the creation of a local service provider 
with experience in trauma counselling that is ac-
cessible to victims of trafficking.  Client referrals to 
CCVT would receive the care they need and de-
serve. CCVT could hold workshops with those 
who already work with victims of human trafficking 
and make training recommendations. CCVT could 
also provide policy recommendations for the treat-
ment and identification of human trafficking victims 
in Canada. As is, legislated human trafficking in-
vestigations rely less on a victim’s testimony be-
cause it becomes hard to prove coercion. CCVT’s 
new mandate and vested interest could influence 

the formulation and campaign for the modifica-
tion of, IRPA and Criminal Code human traffick-
ing offence definitions.  

Disadvantages 

There is no foreseeable disadvantage to this poli-
cy proposal as expanding the CCVT mandate 
could open up more funding programs and would 
not take away from their original clientele who 
benefit from their services. 

Implementation 

The implementation of this policy change would 
be simple. In-house training could be conducted 
to inform CCVT volunteers and employees that 
the mandate has been expanded.  The next step 
is notifying other local NGOs and service provid-
ers of CCVT’s new capacity to accommodate 
victims of human trafficking into their counselling 
and resettlement programs. Holding a meeting 
with the directors of local NGOs and service pro-
viders might allow for a dialogue on the issue of 
human trafficking and the identification of imme-
diate needs and future goals. 

Conclusion 

This research has proven that human trafficking 
is not just a gendered issue, that there are many 
different types of human trafficking, that Canadi-
an legislation is limited when it comes to the pro-
tection of trafficked victims and that there is a 
conceptual difference in re-traumatization and re-
victimization 

In Canada there are very few laws that deal ex-
clusively with human trafficking and these em-
ploy a law enforcement focus. This criminaliza-
tion distorts Canada’s obligation to protect vic-
tims.  

Re-victimization involves practices and laws that 
would make a victim of human trafficking ex-
posed and/or forced into another helpless situa-
tion. This paper focuses on re-traumatization, 
which involves practices and procedures that 
cause victims to relive their trauma on multiple 
occasions without provision for their psychologi-
cal state.  

Implications for Best Practices 
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Exploitation of Survivors (Honorariums): Local 
and provincial service providers should assess 
how they treat survivors when giving them a 
platform to share their stories is it equitable, 
ethical and respectful of their time? Honorari-
ums should be budgeted when planning for 
events etc. 

Survival/Refugee Stories: Service providers 
ought to seek ways to provide a platform for all 
refugee and survival stories as part of their em-
powerment model.  

Training Model: Collaboration is important 
amongst the different local and provincial ser-
vice providers. 

Implications for Future Research 

The research already conducted on human 
trafficking is quite narrow and this paper is an 
attempt to further the discussion and research 
of human trafficking. In relation to our findings, 
future research should be focused on  develop-
ing a vulnerabilities approach when discussing 
policies and best practices. Overwhelmingly we 
found that not only our perception of human 
trafficking was wrong but those of our peers as 
well. While awareness and advocacy are one 
answer, future research should focus on how to 
accomplish awareness without using exploita-
tive methods. We have touched in one way in 
the previous section, which is to create a plat-
form for victims to tell their stories first hand 
and giving them control over their own narra-
tive.    
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Survivors of Torture – 
A positive Look - An 

Exploration of Surviv-
al Strategies to be em-

ployed in the ESL 
Classroom:  A Re-
search Proposal 

By David Burt  

     Most ESL instructors in the GTA have 
little knowledge of how to deal with a victim 
of torture in the ESL classroom setting.  
Some have learned what things to avoid 
when teaching the victim of torture but very 
few have any knowledgewhatsoever of the 
positive aspects of the survivor of torture.  
This research paper will attempt to turn over 
some stones, so to speak, and look into the 

shadowy world of what 
will be termed as the 
‘victim of torture’ to find 
the hidden yet more 
powerful personality 
traits of what will be 
termed as the ‘survivor 
of torture’.  Taking these 
discoveries into ac-
count, suggestions will 
be made as to how to 

take advantage of the unique knowledge of 
these survival traits so as to develop or 
adapt pedagogical strategies for better suc-
cess with the growing number of refugees, 
victims of war and torture, coming to the 
ESL classroom.     

     With regard to the term “victims of tor-
ture”, as far back as documented history of 
humankind goes, accounts of war, oppres-
sion, brutality and torture are evident and 

http://utpjournals.metapress.com/content/c3545n6v7u352582/
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Traffickingen.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Traffickingen.pdf
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pervasive in every part of the world.  Looking 
particularly at torture, so much is placed on 
the negative aspect and rightly so.  As far as 
the imagination can take us as to what hap-
pens during torture is never far enough – It is 
seemingly unimaginable.  By entering the 
word “torture” into any electronic search en-
gine, one is faced with a huge volume of lit-
erature on the subject.  Almost all of it is neg-
ative – a travesty of broken spirits.  Can any-
thing positive ever be gleaned from the dark-
ness of torture?  Perhaps the answer to this 
question is yes!  Strategies of survival were 
definitely employed and the human spirit ob-
viously endured the ordeal of torture; and 
this spirit, in certain ways, may even be 
stronger, deeper than that of the average 
person.  Signs of these unique yet elusive 
strengths spring up from time to time in the 
classroom filled with adult refugees from all 
over the world.    

     Having been an ESL instructor at the Ca-
nadian Centre for Victims of Torture (CCVT) 
for almost a decade, one thing strikes my 
mind again and again:  Whenever student-
clients provide their teacher with a disclosure 
of horrific events in their lives, they often 
smile when recounting the ordeal.  They look 
deeply into the eyes of their listener.  Are 
they smiling at the shock they see?  Do they 
feel a symbiotic union of narrator and audi-
ence?  Are they the artist, the road warrior, 
the historic storyteller, the magician?  Obvi-
ously they are less so the victims and more 
so the survivors who have overcome incom-
prehensible loss, abuse, despair and shock.  
They would not even have arrived here in the 
GTA to acculturate into their new society if 
the reverse were true.   Yet, what about the 
society they left behind along with any frag-
ment of hope?   

     Much of the population of the GTA is 
oblivious to such plights – complacent per-
haps.  Complacency pulls the wool over the 
eyes, so to speak, of the general public.   
Teachers, although well meaning, may also 

be complacent or rather unable to find in-
roads to the victim of torture to induce inspira-
tion, restore the mechanism of memory and 
free the student from the psychological con-
fines of the past.  Through this paper, the 
TESL practitioner will be able to get a 
glimpse of the world through the eyes of the 
survivors of torture, and hear, see and learn 
how they survived, mentally, physically and 
spiritually.   

     What strategies can we build on that vic-
tims of torture employed, consciously or un-
consciously, cognitively or meta-cognitively, 
during the actual ordeal and what strategies 
do they continue to apply presently in their 
everyday life in order to cope with the night-
mares of the past?  Is the sense of humour a 
survival mechanism or is there something 
more?  What is behind that particular unusual 
smile when a victim-survivor of torture re-
counts his / her loss after loss?   It is quite 
probable that there are many interesting and 
surprising answers to these questions; and, 
hopefully the TESL practitioner will find valua-
ble insight from these answers, consider the 
pedagogical implications and begin to devel-
op a solid resource of teaching and learning 
strategies and educational materials. 

David Burt is an ESL instructor at the Canadi-
an Centre for Victims of Torture 
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After the Battle 

 

My father, that hero with the sweetest smile, 

followed by a single hussar whom he loved 

above all others 

for his great bravery and his great height, 

was riding, the evening after a battle, 

across the field covered with the dead on 

whom night was falling. 

He thought he heard a weak noise in the 

shadow. 

It was a Spaniard from the routed army 

who was bleeding, dragging himself by the 

road. 

groaning, broken, ashen, and more than 

half dead, 

and who said, "Drink! Drink, for pity's sake!" 

My father, moved, handed to his faithful 

hussar  

a canteen of rum that hung from his saddle, 

and said, "Here, give the poor wounded 

man something to drink." 

Suddenly, at the moment when the hussar 

bent 

leaning over him, the man, a kind of Moor,  

seized a pistol that he was still gripping, 

and aimed at my father's forehead crying 

"Caramba!" 

The bullet passed so near that his hat fell off 

and his horse shied backwards. 

"All the same give him something to drink," 

said my father. 

By Victor Hugo (1802-1885). His father 

fought in Spain as a general under Napoleon. 

http://www.gavroche.org/vhugo/


 

F i r s t  L i g h t  

 

F i r s t  L i g h t  30 

The Trauma of Grow-
ing Up in War Zones 

 
By Jala Rizek  
 
“I wish I were a candle in the darkness”  

Mahmoud Darwish 
 
Our conflict-ridden world first and foremost 
victimizes the current generations of chil-
dren that are losing out on the innocence 
and joys of childhood. Fifty percent of the 
refugee population is children, and by the 
end of year 2013 51.2 million were forcibly 
displaced worldwide due to violence 
(UNICEF, 2014). These are the highest 
numbers on record ever since UNCHR start-
ed collecting systematic information. There 
are more left unrecorded. If anything, these 
numbers are beyond what we as humans 
can comprehend and make sense of, yet 
these are people that need our voice and 
action. Most importantly, children are miss-
ing out on childhood. To them the world is 
nothing but flashing lights, throbbing sounds 
and sleepless nights.  
 
Our image of childhood might consist of a 

backyard, maybe a swing, or a group of kids 
playing around with a ball, and birthday 
cakes with family and friends around the ta-
ble. What would not come to mind are the 
view of ruins from the kitchen window, chil-
dren picking up bullet shells after a dreadful 
night of fire clashes, machine guns pointed 
to nine year olds and bullet holes in the walls 
of the house, or hiding in closets when no 
one is playing hide and seek! War is more 
than violence between militia, it is an abor-
tion triggered by stress, it is lack of education 
due to curfew, it is homelessness after 
bombing, it is an incomplete household after 
losing a sibling, and ultimately it is a deprived 
childhood. Growing up in an unsafe and un-
stable environment risks leaving children 
with views of the world that are incoherent 
and maladaptive for future social, emotional 
and cognitive functioning.  
 
Children are dependents in their families and 
environments, and their early attachments, 
thought processing, personalities, interper-
sonal relationships, identity formation, and 
neurobiological connections are shaped and 
affected by their surroundings and experi-
ences. War exposes children to chronic and 
prolonged stress resulting from direct vio-
lence, and to numerous other interpersonal 
and communal traumas. Going to school be-
comes a far-fetched dream, while playing 
outside is considered unthinkable, getting 
attached is too risky, making plans is absurd, 
and living is traumatizing. Yet, a sense of 
community and family breed the extraordi-
nary resilience we see in children every day 
of ongoing conflicts and every minute of 
hours of drone strikes.  
 
We as humans are capable beyond imagina-
tion; we do not know it until we experience it. 
Children can adapt and make the best of the 
worst, so long they are provided with one 
source of support and nourishment. Let us 
not lose out on rising generations because of 
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a long and shameful history of policy-making 
failures and disappointments. Let us not fail 
our rising generations the same way our 
leaders failed us and continue to do so. We, 
also, can move beyond our perceived limita-
tions to be the voices of the children, to be 
the reflectors of their experience, the illustra-
tors of their suffering, their backbone when 
needed, and their media campaign to raise 
awareness and draw attention to the real 
victims, and the overlooked years of lost in-
nocence. We are accountable for our si-
lence as much as we are liable for our ac-
tions. Stop “warhood” from entering our dic-
tionaries.  
 
Jala Rizek Is a volunteer with the CCVT 
 

 

No Man 
is an Is-

land 

 
 

No man is an island entire of itself; every 
man is a piece of the continent, a part of the 
main; if a clod be washed away by the sea, 
Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory 
were, as well as any manner of thy friends or 
of thine own were; any man's death dimin-
ishes me, because I am involved in mankind. 
And therefore never send to know for whom 
the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.  
John Donne 

PART OF THE WHOLE 

By Albert Einstein 
A human being is part of the whole, 
called by us the universe.  A part lim-
ited in time and apace.  He experienc-
es himself, his thoughts and feelings, 
as something separate from the rest, a 
kind of optical delusion of his con-
sciousness.  This delusion is a kind of 
prison for us, restricting us to our 
personal desires and to affection for a 
few persons nearest to us.  Our task 
must be to free ourselves from the 
prison by widening our circle of com-
passion to embrace all living crea-
tures and the whole of nature in its 
beauty. 
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Civil War in Syria 
 
By Ezat Mossallanejad 
 

Alas sacred Astarte, my dreams are 
shattered and the last breath of my 
life is fast ebbing; my heart is dying 
within me and my eyes are burned 
with tears. 
 
Khalil Gibran  

 
Rivalries among opposing religious, ethnic, 
social and political groups have reduced Syr-
ia to a highly fragmented society. While Mos-
lems constitute 86% of the 22 million popula-
tion (with 12% Shia and 74% Sunni Mos-
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schismatic sect” (Peretz, 1988, p. 396). 
There are 11 Christian denominations (10% 
of the population) and while Arabs constitute 
around 80% of the total population, there are 
also non-Arab ethnic minorities such as 
Kurdish, Assyrian/Syriac, Armenian, Turk-
men, Bedouin and Circassian populations 
with their own distinct languages and cul-
tures.  
 
Syria won its independence from France in 
April 1946, through violent confrontations 
and became a parliamentary republic for a 
short period of time. Post-independence Syr-
ia, until 1970, was one the most unstable 
and turbulent countries in the world, under-
going numerous military coups. In a period of 
ten years (1946-1956), the Syrian govern-
ment changed hands 20 times and had four 
different but unsuccessful drafted constitu-
tions.  
 
The issue of war and peace with Israel has 
always been a dominant factor in shaping 
the policies of all Syrian governments. Syria 
was involved in the1948, 1956, 1967 and 
1973 Arab-Israeli conflicts. Its relationship 

with Lebanon and the different factions of 
the Palestinian movements have also 
played a major role in Syrian politics.  
 
In the early 1950s, civil society institutions 
protecting the rights of citizens suffered 
during President Adib Shishakli’s rule, He 
abolished the multi-party system. He also 
imposed martial law in 1956, during the 
Suez crisis, after the invasion of the Sinai 
Peninsula by Israeli forces and following 
British and French intervention in the con-
flict. On February 1, 1958, under the lead-
erships of President Shukri al-Quwatli and 
the Egyptian President Gamal Abul Nas-
ser, the two countries merged to form the 
United Arab Republic.  This union, howev-
er, was short-lived and ended in the after-
math of a military coup on September 28, 
1961, an event which also led to a period 
of absolute chaos that lasted 18 months.  
 
A breakthrough in the modern history of 
Syria is the domination of the Arab Social-
ist Resurrection Party (Ba'ath Party) in the 
Syrian army and the government that con-
tinues up to the present time.  The Ba’ath 
Party was active in the Arab world, specifi-
cally Syria and Iraq since its establish-
ment. The Ba’ath Party masterminded the 
military coup d’état of March 8, 1963 
through which a National Council of the 
Revolutionary Command (NCRC) was es-
tablished with the predominance of the 
Ba’athist army officers. An Emergency Law 
was imposed that has been continuing up 
to the present time.  
 
The Ba’ath party was founded in 1940s by 
two Syrian intellectuals, Michel Aflaq (a 
Greek Orthodox Christian) and Salah al-
Din Bitar (a Moslem) on the basis of three 
pillars: unity, Arab nationalism and social-
ism. Both had been influenced by fascist 
thought while living in Paris in the 1930s. 
(Amirahmadi, 1963, p. 266.) The Ba’ath 
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party has never embraced democracy and 
pluralism and has always taken part in plots 
and bloodshed in the Middle East. There is 
also a historical hostility between the Ba’ath 
party in Syria and its counterpart in Iraq.  
 
In May 1964, Syrian president Amin Hafiz 
and the chairman of the NCRC made a hap-
hazard attempt towards democratization by 
declaring a provisional constitution provid-
ing an appointed legislative body of repre-
sentatives from grass-root institutions, a 
cabinet and a presidential council.  He was, 
however, overthrown by an intra-party coup 
supported by Ba’athist officers on February 
23, 1966, consequently bestowing great 
powers and influence on the radical 
Ba’athist officer, Mr. Hafez al-Assad, who 
became Defense Minister in the civilian 
Ba’athist government that followed. His re-
marks of May 24, 1966 about the impossi-
bility of peace with Israel granted him wide 
popularity with the Syrian people:  
 

“We shall never call for nor accept 
peace. We shall only accept war and 
the restoration of the usurped land. 
We have resolved to drench this 
land with our blood, to oust you ag-
gressors, and throw you into the sea 
for good.” (Piples, 1995, p. 89.)  

 
Syria joined the Arab-Israeli War of June 
1967, causing the loss of the Golan Heights 
to Israel, a defeat that aggravated differ-
ences between the radical military and the 
moderate civilian wings within the Party. 
The outcome was a bloodless military take-
over, referred to as a “Corrective Revolu-
tion”, headed by Mr. Hafez al-Assad. On 
November 13, 1970, Mr. Assad declared 
himself President and began to consolidate 
his power by appointing fellow-Alawis to key 
leadership positions. (Nisser, 2001, pp. 19-
20). In March 1972, Mr. Assad established 
the National Progressive Front, a coalition 
of small parties, under the leadership of the 

Ba’ath Party. Furthermore, a new constitu-
tion was introduced in March 1973, which is 
still in effect today, followed by parliamen-
tary elections for the People's Council. The 
constitution defined Syria as a secular so-
cialist state, recognizing Islam as the main 
religion, a move which served Mr. Assad’s 
best interests, as he belongs to a Shia 
(Alawis)  minority.  
In 1970, General Hafiz Al-Aswsad  declared 
himself president of Syria. He ruled the country 
for 30 years. 

 
In collaboration with Egypt, Syria regained 
the Golan Heights during the Yom Kippur 
War in early October 1973, a success hasti-
ly reversed, for Israel went on to defeat the 
Syrian army and the Golan Heights re-
mained under Israeli occupation.   
 
Syrian intervention in Lebanon and its con-
flicts with Israel have consumed much of 
the country’s resources. In early 1976, Syria 
sent 40,000 troops to Lebanon, thus be-
coming an integral player in the Lebanese 
Civil War.  Such intervention marked the 
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beginning of a three decade military pres-
ence in Syria’s neighboring country. To 
maintain a grip on its control of Lebanon, 
Syrian authorities resorted to numerous 
means, including the alleged assassinations 
of high-ranking Lebanese personalities like 
Rafik Hariri, Kamal Jumblat and Bashir Ge-
mayel.  In justification of its military pres-
ence, Syria claimed to protect the Lebanese 
people from Israeli activities in southern 
Lebanon. Despite the fact that the civil war 
came to an end in 1990, Syria stayed on 
until 2005. Also, after the war, about a mil-
lion Syrian workers flooded into Lebanon in 
search of jobs. This migration was interpret-
ed by many as the Syrian colonization of 
Lebanon. (Rabil, 2003, p. 128) 
Inside Syria, Mr. Assad’s Ba’athist regime 
faced a serious challenge form fanatical 

Sunni Moslems who rejected both the sec-
ularism of the Ba’ath party and the rule of 
a Shia (Alawis) minority. Consequently, 
the Moslem Brotherhood led an armed 
uprising that lasted for more than 5 years, 
from1976 to 1982, and in response, 8000 
of Mr. Assad’s forces marched into Hama 
in February 1982 with the purpose of de-
livering a final blow to the Moslem Brother-
hood. The army leveled the city of Hama 
and massacred around 20,000 people, 
including women, children and the elderly. 
(Harris, Baram, Ashraf and Arat, 1997, p. 
10) 
 
The historical rivalry between the Ba’ath 
parties in Iraq and Syria presented anoth-
er test to Mr. Assad’s presidency, and it 
prompted him to participate in the first 
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U.S.-led Persian Gulf War against Saddam 
Hussein. This acted as a turning point in the 
Syrian frozen relationship with the west and 
led to the former’s face-to-face negotiations 
with Israel. In March 2000, Mr. Assad met 
with then US President Bill Clinton in Gene-
va in an attempt to reopen peace negotia-
tions with Israel. This meeting failed due to 
Assad’s call for “full Israeli withdrawal to the 
pre-1967 borders.” (Yehuda, 2001, p. 159) 
Hafiz al-Assad put his family memers in key posi-
tions. In this picture , he  is in military consulta-
tion with his brother General Riffat al-Assad who 
is reputed as the commander of massacre in Ha-
ma 

 
Hafiz al-Assad died on June 10, 2000, after 
ruling Syria with an iron fist for thirty years. 
Long before his death, he had started to 
groom his elder son Basil al-Assad, to be-
come his successor, but his untimely death 
in a car accident on January 24, 1994 
prompted Mr. Assad to use Basil’s younger 
brother to fill the position. At the time, Mr. 
Assad’s second son Bashar, an ophthalmol-
ogy graduate from Damascus University, 
was studying in London, UK.  Mr. Assad re-
called him and subjected him to a rigorous 
political and military training and promoted 
him to the rank of Colonel in 1999.  
 
Following the death of Hafez al-Assad, Ba-
shar was appointed head of the Ba’ath-Party 

and commander-in-chief of the armed forc-
es. The Syrian parliament (Majlis Al Sha'ab) 
amended the Constitution and lowered the 
minimum age for presidency from 40 to suit 
Bashar’s age of 34. (Commins, 2004, p. 82) 
Mr. Bashar al-Assad was elected president 
unopposed for seven years and re-elected 
for the same term on May 27, 2007.  
Following the death of his father, Basahr, anoph-
talmologist br education, was appointed  as the 
president . He failed to introduce democay in 
Syria.  

 
A pro-democracy movement began just be-
fore the death of Hafez al-Assad, with a 

number of Syrian intellectuals demanding 
democratic reforms in the "Manifesto of the 
99".  (Human Rights Watch, October 2007, 
p. 9). Nevertheless, Bashar al-Assad’s fail-
ure to introduce reforms ushered in the Da-
mascus Spring in the summer of 2000, a 
movement that was brutally suppressed in 
2001. The young son proved to be as re-
pressive as his father in trampling the fun-
damental rights of his fellow Syrians. What 
follows is an excerpt from Amnesty Interna-
tional Report of 2010 about Syria:  
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“The government remained intoler-
ant of dissent. Critics, human rights 
defenders, alleged opponents of the 
government and others were de-
tained often for prolonged periods; 
some were sentenced to prison 
terms after unfair trials. Torture and 
other ill treatment remained com-
mon, and were committed with impu-
nity; there were several suspicious 
deaths in custody…. Women face 
legal and other discrimination and 
violence. The Kurdish minority re-
mained subject to discrimination, 
and thousands of Syrian Kurds were 
effectively stateless.” (p. 313) 

 
The Syrian government maintained an ex-
cellent relationship with the fundamentalist 
regime of Iran and with such violent organi-
zations as Hamas, Islamic Jihad and Hez-
bollah. At the same time, it acted as a coun-
try of “rendition” and experimental site for 
George W. Bush’s administration to use ab-
horrent techniques of torture against terror-
ist suspects. A notorious case that attracted 
global attention was that of Syrian born Ca-
nadian engineer Mr. Mahar Arar, who on his 
way back from Tunisia to Canada in Sep-
tember 2002, was detained in New York and 
deported to Syria, where he faced systemat-
ic torture and other cruel, inhuman and de-
grading treatment for a period of a year. 
(Commission of the Inquiry into the Action of 
Canadian Officials in Relation to Mahar Ar-
ar, 2006)  
 
Moreover, the Syrian government has never 
recognized the right of the Kurdish minority 
for autonomy. Syrian security forces have in 
the past brutally suppressed Kurdish oppo-
sition. In March 2004, for example, the se-
curity forces attacked Kurds in the town of 
Al-Qamishli, resulting in several deaths and 
injuries. (Tejel, 2009, p. 108)  
 

Economic failure in Syria has led to the ever
-increasing rate of poverty. The nation’s 
economy is based on agriculture and oil, but 
it has suffered from worsening economic 
conditions due to the inefficiency and wide-
spread corruption of a public sector that 
controls key areas such as water, power, 
transportation and the like. Wealthy busi-
nessmen with well-established personal 
connections within the regime have reaped 
significant profits leading to the perpetuation 
of mass poverty. Rami Makhlouf, for in-
stance, is the maternal cousin of Mr. Assad 
and a major influential figure in his inner cir-
cle. He has emerged  as the “gate-keeper”  
of  the Syrian economy by owning Syruatel, 
the giant Syrian telecommunication compa-
ny and is believed to control 60% of the Syr-
ian economy through his sophisticated net-
work of  telecommunications, hotels, oil and 
gas, the port of Latakia, construction, bank-
ing, airlines, free-duty shops and even pri-
vate schools.  His personal fortune is said to 
be around $6 billion and according to some 
estimates, he earns one million dollars per 
day! (Shora, 2008, p. 246) 
 
The government has failed to reduce mas-
sive impoverishment, which is partly due to 
decreasing rates of oil production, inflation 
(20%) and chronic unemployment closely 
related to a high rate (2.5%) of population 
growth. The rate of foreign investment and 
the government’s access to international 
credit has been extremely limited. According 
to the World Bank, Syria ranks 181st out of 
183 countries in terms of its accessibility to 
credit. (Oxford Business Group, p. 53.)  
 
In the course of time, these conditions have 
driven Syrian youth to become increasingly 
frustrated. It should be noted that the Syrian 
population is quite young, with almost two-
fifths of Syrians under the age of 15 and ap-
proximately two-thirds younger than 30. 
(Etheredge, 2011) The literacy rate in Syria 
is above 90% and educational institutes at 
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all levels are under the strict control of the 
government.  
 
An aggressive foreign policy, economic 
degradation, the militarization of society, 
deep-rooted tyranny, and religious and eth-
nic discrimination all created a favorable 
atmosphere in Syria to follow the paths of 
Tunisia and Egypt. A case of self-
immolation on January 26, 2011, provoked 
a massive protest in which people’s de-
mands focused on the restoration of civil 

and political rights as well as the termination 
of the state of emergency, which dates back 
to 1963.   
 
By March 15, 2011 endless protests en-
gulfed major cities including the capital, Da-
mascus with thousands of protestors gath-
ering at al-Hasakah, Aleppo, Daraa, and 
Dier-ez-Zor. A released political activist 

Suhair Al-Atassi, a relative of the late Syrian 
president Nureddin Atassi, became the in-
formal voice of the Syrian uprising 
in Damascus, joining many others in their 
struggle to call for peaceful political reforms, 
respect for civil rights and the cancellation of 
the emergency law.  
 
The Syrian regime deliberately ignored 
these demands and provoked further 
demonstrations that joined by a cross-
section of the Syrian population: intellectu-
als, youth, lawyers, journalists, students and 

family members of political prisoners. They 
gathered in mosques, and poured out in the 
streets chanting slogans like "God, Syria, 
Freedom, that is enough".  In Damascus, 
security forces broke into the Omayyad 
Mosque and violently attacked protesters. 
Similarly, people, in the southern city of 
Daara, demonstrated against Rami Ma-
khlouf, whom they called “thief”.  
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The President ordered the resignation of the 
cabinet on 29 March and the introduction of 
a new one on April 14, 2011. Also, the 1963 
Emergency Law and the Supreme State Se-
curity Court (SSSC) were abolished on April 
21, 2011, but these reforms failed to quell 
public outrage.  

 
Since April, 25, 2011, the cities of Deraa, 
Baniyas, and Homs are under strict siege by 
the army.  Hundreds of civilians have been 
killed as a result of heavy shelling of the res-
idential areas. While the US administration 
has imposed sanctions on Mr. Assad and six 
other Syrian high-ranking authorities, it is 
unfortunate that no effective measures have 
been taken by the international community 
to stop the massive extermination that is tak-
ing place in Syria.  
 
The barbaric suppression of this popular up-
rising in Syria has led to a serious humani-
tarian crisis; thousands of Syrian refugees 
have fled to Turkey where they are forced to 
live in abject poverty and many deprivations 
in refugee camps.   On June 17, 2011, the 
Syrian troops entered a town close to the 
Turkish border, burned houses and killed 
and arrested refugees.   
 
Due to his unrelenting record of deep-rooted 
tyranny, Mr. Assad failed to put forward an 
effective and popular program of structural 
change. Under the influence of his Intelli-
gence wing, he chose the path of repression 
and bloody confrontation with his own peo-
ple and thereby turned a once manageable 
crisis into an irresolvable one. Failing to rec-
ognize people’s grievances, Mr. Assad has 
frequently referred to the Syrian uprising as 
"conspiracy", "plots" and "sabotage" by bat-
tling "armed terrorist gangs” targeting Syria 
from outside.  
 
Syria today is tragically suffering from a hor-
rific violence unprecedented in its recent his-

tory. Not a single day passes without scores 
of people being shot, tortured or rendered 
‘disappeared’. The downfall of Ghaddafi’s 
regime in Libya brought new enthusiasm to 
Syrian protesters who chanted “Qaddafi is 
gone; it is your turn, Bashar!” (Bakri, 2011, 
August 27, p. A-7) 

 
According to the UN, 220,000 people 
(military and civilian) had been killed in Syria 
as of January 2015 (Hadid, D., 21015). More 
recent numbers from the Syrian Observatory 
for Human Rights estimates that 108,086 
civilians, including 11,493 children and 7,371 
women, are among the fallen.  Some 38,592 
rebels and 49,106 government forces have 
also perished (Syrian Observatory for Hu-
man Rights, 2015). Even more individuals 
have been disappeared or have died in de-
tention centres. The Syrian Network for Hu-
man Rights reports that, only in the month of 
May 2015, 84 victims were tortured to death 
– mostly by government forces, but also by 
opposition fighters including the Al-Qaeda-
affiliated Al-Nusra Front (Syrian Network for 
Human Rights, 2015). 
 
The Syrian regions with ultra-orthodox herit-
age and/or abject poverty have emerged the 
strongholds of protest. In Jisr al-Shughur, 
the tragic massacre of 1980s is still fresh in 
the collective memory of people. Daraa, a 
province of some 300,000 population near 
the Jordanian border, has suffered seriously 
from years of drought. The religiously con-
servative Hama has been a symbolic city of 
opposition since the 1982 crackdown against 
the Moslem Brotherhood. The coastal city of 
Latakia has been plundered by Assad’s fam-
ily.  
 
All these places as well as cities like Homs, 
Baniyas, Douma, Aleppo, cities of the Idlib 
province and even suburbs of Damascus  
have been reduced to gigantic slaughter 
houses.  Members of the regular Ba’athist 
army along with 30,000 armed villagers form 
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the Alawite provinces have been given li-
censes to kill.  The semi-official Alawite mili-
tia called shabiha has resorted to acts of 
war crimes and crimes against humanity. 
They belonged to the Defense Brigades 
forces that perpetrated brutal atrocities in 
the 1980s. In most of the cities shops are 
shut and streets emptied except for corpses 
which are left to rot under the burning sun. 
Gangs of shabiha thugs and plain clothes 
mercenaries are involved in raiding houses, 
beating families and looting their properties.  
 
International condemnation of the violence 
in Syria is mounting. This move is not, how-
ever, completely free from hypocrisy. The 
US and the EU have called for Mr. Assad to 
step down without taking effective practical 
steps to stop the bloodbath. The three main 
importers of Syrian oil - Germany, France 
and Italy - have so far failed to impose oil 
sanctions against the Syrian regime and 
deprive it from a cash flow which funds the 
crackdown. Russia and China have advised 
the government to go for a political solution, 
but they have blocked a multilateral solution 
at the level of the UN Security Council.  
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Bahrain have re-
called their ambassadors from Damascus, 
but they have done it under the influence of 
Washington. Syria’s critical situation has 
even prompted the most zealous allies of 
the regime, Iran, Hamas and Hezobollah to 
keep a distance from Mr. Assad with the cal-
culation of paving the road for establishing a 
relationship with the regime that might re-
place it.   
 
The United Nations Human Rights Council 
has adopted a resolution to initiate a new 
investigation into the question of involve-
ment of the Syrian regime in crimes against 
humanity.  The UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights has recommended that Syria 
be considered for investigation at the Inter-
national Criminal Court, following a detailed 

report about widespread and systematic at-
tacks against the civilian population by secu-
rity forces, military troops and shabiha. The 
report has found “acts of torture, includ-
ing beatings, electrocution, stress positions 
and psychological abuse, such as forcing 
prisoners to stand naked for hours and 
threatening them with rape. Children were 
among those tortured.”  (Al-Jazeera. 2011, 
August 19)  
 
Meanwhile, opponents of Bashar al-Assad 
have met in Turkey to launch a "national 
council". While the Syrian opposition has 
improved its coordination and outreach, it 
still suffers from power struggles and ideo-
logical conflicts. Similar to many other politi-
cally closed societies, the popular uprising in 
Syria is conducted by millions of discrete, 
dissatisfied and dispersed individuals who 
are devoid of a strong leadership, a trans-
parent ideology and a structured organiza-
tion. 
Syrian armed opposition groups have also re-

sorted to torture & other human rights abuses 
The opposition forces are no less guilty of 
war atrocities than the Syrian Regime. Ac-
cording to a letter published by Human 
Rights Watch in 2012, they have kidnapped, 
tortured and executed their opponents. Their 
atrocities include “disappearances, use of 
torture and forced televised confessions, 
arbitrary detentions, indiscriminate shelling 
of neighborhoods, and deaths in custody 

under torture.” Some of the violence is also 
sectarian in nature, targeting Shiites and 
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Alawites (Human Rights Watch, 2015).   
 
As was mentioned before, the main compel-
ling reasons for the Syrian uprising are reli-
gious discriminations combined with the 
impoverishment of the Sunni majority due to 
the Alawite’s domination in key sectors: the 
military, the security, and the economy. The 
Ba’ath party’s alliance with the pampered 
Sunni rich merchants has failed to appease 
the rage of a cross-section of Sunni popula-
tion. In the name of democratic reform, the 
opposition’s actual intention is to replace 
the rule of Alawites with that of the Sunni 
majority.  
 
The outcome of the uprising might be the 
replacement of the present secular tyranny 
with a strongly religious regime in Syria. 
Possibility as such is based on the fact that 
mosques have normally played the role of a 
gathering place all over Syria: “Since the 
beginning of the uprising in March, 
mosques have been used as places where 
protesters organize, and many mosques 
have been attacked and closed during the 
crackdown.” (Bakri, 2011, August 31, p. A-
11)  In some cases, the opposition news 
has been conveyed from the minarets of the 
mosques. People have come out in protest 
after prayers and the security forces have 
attacked them.  

 
The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) is 
a major player in Syria whose goal it is to 
establish a caliphate through warfare. The 
group first came to prominence through its 
armed opposition to the US occupation of 
Iraq. In 2011, its involvement in the Syrian 
civil conflict elevated its position once more.  
The US occupation of Iraq along with civicl war 
in Syria created a power vacuum that led to the 
emeergence of ISIS as one of the most fanatical 

and atricious forces in the Middle East.  
 
Soon, it had taken control over vast areas in 

Syria and Iraq, and gained notoriety for its 
brutal beheadings and trail of destruction. 
(Stanford University, 2015). According to 
Amnesty International, ISIS has been in-
volved in “ethnic cleansing on a historic 
scale”, systematically targeting non-Sunnis. 

(Amnesty International, 2015) 
One cannot deny that in the beginning, Syri-
an people chose a path of non-violence and 
demonstrated their will to pursue justice ra-
ther than revenge. In the course of the 
crackdown, however, the regime’s brutal 
violence persuaded some protesters to re-
sort to arms and attack the security forces. 
Given the condition of escalating violence 
from both sides, one can observe the spec-
ter of civil war looming large over Syria.  
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O humanity! Truly, We created you from 
a male and a female and made you into 
peoples and types that you recognize 
one another. Truly, the most generous of 
you with God is the most devout. Truly, 
God is Knowing, Aware. 
 
The Holy Quran 49:13 

Gulliver’s Trav-
els (1726) 

 

From Part IV: A Voy-
age to the Country of 

the Houyhnhnms 
 

By: Jonathan Swift 
 
The author at his master’s command, informs 
him of the state of England. The causes of war 
among the princes of Europe…  

He asked me, “what were the usual causes or 

motives that made one country go to war with 

another?” I answered “they were innumerable; 

but I should only mention a few of the chief. 

Sometimes the ambition of princes, who never 

think they have land or people enough to gov-

ern; sometimes the corruption of ministers, who 

engage their master in a war, in order to stifle or 

divert the clamour of the subjects against their 

evil administration. Difference in opinions has 

cost many millions of lives: for instance, wheth-

er flesh be bread, or bread be flesh; whether 

the juice of a certain berry be blood or wine; 

whether whistling be a vice or a virtue; whether 

it be better to kiss a post, or throw it into the fire; 

what is the best colour for a coat, whether 

black, white, red, or gray; and whether it should 

be long or short, narrow or wide, dirty or clean; 

with many more. 

“Neither are any wars so furious and bloody, or 

of so long a continuance, as those occasioned 

by difference in opinion, especially if it be in 

things indifferent. 
“Sometimes the quarrel between two princes is 
to decide which of them shall dispossess a third 
of his dominions, where neither of them pretend 
to any right. Sometimes one prince quarrels 
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with another for fear the other should quarrel 
with him. Sometimes a war is entered upon, 
because the enemy is too strong; and some-
times, because he is too weak. Sometimes our 
neighbours want the things which we have, or 
have the things which we want, and we both 
fight, till they take ours, or give us theirs. It is a 
very justifiable cause of a war, to invade a coun-
try after the people have been wasted by fam-
ine, destroyed by pestilence, or embroiled by 
factions among themselves. It is justifiable to 
enter into war against our nearest ally, when 
one of his towns lies convenient for us, or a ter-
ritory of land, that would render our dominions 
round and complete. If a prince sends forces 
into a nation, where the people are poor and 
ignorant, he may lawfully put half of them to 
death, and make slaves of the rest, in order to 
civilize and reduce them from their barbarous 
way of living. It is a 
very kingly, honoura-
ble, and frequent 
practice, when one 
prince desires the as-
sistance of another, to 
secure him against an 
invasion, that the as-
sistant, when he has 
driven out the invader, 
should seize on the 
dominions himself, 
and kill, imprison, or 
banish, the prince he 
came to relieve. Alli-
ance by blood, or mar-
riage, is a frequent cause of war between princ-
es; and the nearer the kindred is, the greater 
their disposition to quarrel; poor nations are 
hungry, and rich nations are proud; and pride 
and hunger will ever be at variance. For these 
reasons, the trade of a soldier is held the most 
honourable of all others; because a soldier is a 
YAHOO hired to kill, in cold blood, as many of 
his own species, who have never offended him, 
as possibly he can. 
“There is likewise a kind of beggarly princes in 
Europe, not able to make war by themselves, 
who hire out their troops to richer nations, for so 
much a day to each man; of which they keep 
three-fourths to themselves, and it is the best 

part of their maintenance: such are those in 
many northern parts of Europe.” 
What you have told me,” said my master, “upon 
the subject of war, does indeed discover most 
admirably the effects of that reason you pretend 
to: however, it is happy that the shame is great-
er than the danger; and that nature has left you 
utterly incapable of doing much mischief. For, 
your mouths lying flat with your faces, you can 
hardly bite each other to any purpose, unless by 
consent. Then as to the claws upon your feet 
before and behind, they are so short and ten-
der, that one of our YAHOOS would drive a 
dozen of yours before him. And therefore, in 
recounting the numbers of those who have 
been killed in battle, I cannot but think you have 
said the thing which is not.” 
I could not forbear shaking my head, and smil-
ing a little at his ignorance. And being no 

stranger to the art of 
war, I gave him a 
description of can-
nons, culverins, mus-
kets, carabines, pis-
tols, bullets, powder, 
swords, bayonets, 
battles, sieges, re-
treats, attacks, un-
dermines, counter-
mines, bombard-
ments, sea fights, 
ships sunk with a 
thousand men, twen-
ty thousand killed on 
each side, dying 

groans, limbs flying in the air, smoke, noise, 
confusion, trampling to death under horses’ 
feet, flight, pursuit, victory; fields strewed with 
carcases, left for food to dogs and wolves and 
birds of prey; plundering, stripping, ravishing, 
burning, and destroying. And to set forth the 
valour of my own dear countrymen, I assured 
him, “that I had seen them blow up a hundred 
enemies at once in a siege, and as many in a 
ship, and beheld the dead bodies drop down in 
pieces from the clouds, to the great diversion of 
the spectators.” 
I was going on to more particulars, when my 
master commanded me silence. He said, 
“whoever understood the nature of YAHOOS, 
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might easily believe it possible for so vile an ani-
mal to be capable of every action I had named, 
if their strength and cunning equalled their mal-
ice.” But as my discourse had increased his ab-
horrence of the whole species, so he found it 
gave him a disturbance in his mind to which he 
was wholly a stranger before. 
He thought his ears, being used to such abomi-

nable words, might, by degrees, admit them with 

less detestation: that although he hated the YA-

HOOS of this country, yet he no more blamed 

them for their odious qualities, than he did a 

GNNAYH (a bird of prey) for its cruelty, or a 

sharp stone for cutting his hoof. But when a 

creature pretending to reason could be capable 

of such enormities, he dreaded lest the corrup-

tion of that faculty might be worse than brutality 

itself. He seemed therefore confident, that, in-

stead of reason we were only possessed of 

some quality fitted to increase our natural vices; 

as the reflection from a troubled stream returns 

the image of an ill shapen body, not only larger 

but more distorted. 

 

 

Non-violence is the greatest force 
at the disposal of mankind. It is 
mightier than the mightiest weap-
on of destruction devised by the 
ingenuity of man.  
 
Gandhi 
 

Justice* 
 
By Ezat Mossallanejad 
 
Scene 1.  
 
A senior officer is sitting behind a desk, 
playing with his pistol. Guard #1 brings a 
detained woman.  
Senior Officer – Who is this? 
Guard #1 – This woman is a revolutionary 
leader. She has provoked an uprising and 
mobilized many crowds. She wants to top-
ple the government.  
S. O. – (to himself) topple the government? 
Revolutionary! ( to the woman) What is your 
first name? 
W. – Parvin.  
S.O. – What’s your last name? 
W. – Mushtael.  
S.O. – What’s the name of your father? 
W. – Rahim.  
S.O. – Is he alive? 
W. – No.  
S.O. – What did he do? 
W. – Public Service.  
S.O. – Was he a revolutionary too? 
W. – No.  
S.O. – Are you married? 
W. – No.  
S.O. – Why not? 
W. – I don’t know.  
S.O. – To devote yourself fully to stupid po-
litical activities? 
W. – No.  
S. O. – Who are you collaborating with? 
W. – No one.  
S.O. – Who are your comrades? 
W. – I have no comrades.  
S.O. – Where have you hidden the weap-
ons? 
W. – What weapons? I know of no weap-
ons.  
G.1. – She isn’t talking, sir. She is totally 
uncooperative. We tried our best to make  
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her talk; we failed. That’s why we brought 
her to you for advice.  
S.O. (To woman) – Do you want to give us 
your information or do you prefer torture 
and rape? 
W. I have no Information. 
G.1. – She keeps on saying “no”, “I don’t 
know”. What shall we do with her? Your 
highness. 
S.O. (to the women while she he points his 
pistol to her heart) You are a dangerous 
woman, an enemy of the state. (To the 
guard) I grant you full power to make her 
talk. Take her away. Do whatever is neces-
sary to extract information and confession 
from her. Beat her; flog her; hang her. Do it 
until she confesses. Rape her; have her 
gang-raped. Break her bones, break her 
spirit. Cut her skin, extract her nails, burn 
her buttocks.  
G.1. – Yes, sir.  
 
Guard #1 starts to take the woman away. 
She protests. He drags her by force, 
shouting and insulting. 
W. – What are you doing? What is this? Is 
this how you treat people? 
 
Guard #1 takes her away, shouts and 
screams are heard off-stage. Then, si-
lence.  
 
One minute pause.  
 
Scene 2. 
 
Sounds and noises of revolution are 
heard off-stage. The same woman, who 
is now in charge, is sitting behind the 
same desk, reading. A different guard, 
Guard #2 (preferably a woman), brings 
in the Senior Officer, who wears a torn 
shirt and  is wounded.  
 
W. – (to the guard) Who is this? 
G.2. – This is the Chief of Intelligence in the 
previous regime. He tortured many civil-

ians. He ordered many rapes and was be-
hind countless mutilations. We saved him 
from an angry mob. 
W. (looking at the senior officer) – Do you 
recognize me? 
S.O. (Shocked) - Yes!  
W. What do you have to say for yourself? 
S.O. – Nothing. I don’t have anything to 
say. You know me well. What they say is all 
true. I ordered your rape and torture. I did 
the same to many others. There is no es-
cape for me – you are the main witness 
against me.  
W. – So what do you want me to do with 
you now? 
S.O. – Be quick. Don’t waste your time! 
Take your revenge! Torture me, kill me!  
W. – Do you have a lawyer? 
S.O. – A what? No, I don’t have a lawyer.  
W. (to Guard #2) – Take him to the doctor 
first, and then find him a lawyer. 
G.2 (To the woman) – I will make sure he 
receives good treatment. (to the Senior Of-
ficer) we will treat you with dignity. No tor-
ture; no degradation. If you cannot retain a 
lawyer, we will get you a good lawyer of 
your choice. You will stand trial. There will 
be a fair trial for you, and the due process 
of the law. Your fundamental human rights 
will be observed.  
S.O. (To the woman) But why? I did so 
much to you! Why don’t you take your re-
venge? 
W. Justice is not revenge. 
G.2 – (While taking the prisoner away) We 
don’t treat our enemies the way they treat 
us.   
 
The end 
 
*This skit was performed during the CCVT 

celebration of June 26, 2015 by the CCVT 

clients, staff and volunteers: Parvin Mush-

tael, Ghadam Kheir Jamei Nejad, Ezat 

Mossallanejad, Becky Lockert and Arash 

Ghiassi.   
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1. Mental Health 

 Counselling  

 Individual and Group Therapy, Mutual Sup-

port Groups 

 Crisis Intervention: suicide attempts, break-

downs, family problems, etc. 

 Art Therapy 

 Coordinated Professional Services: doctors, 

lawyers, social service workers provide treat-

ment, documentation and legal support. 

2. Settlement Services 

 Includes information/orientation, interpretation/

translation, counselling, employment-related 

issues, and referrals to resources relating to the 

economic, social, cultural, educational and rec-

reational facilities that could contribute to the 

initial settlement of the client. 

3. Children/Youth Program:  

 Intake/assessment, settlement services, mental 

health services and recreational and empower-

ment activities that incorporate conflict resolu-

tion, mentoring, peer support and story-telling. 

4. Volunteer Program 

 Befriending to assist survivors in rebuilding 

their connections to others as well as to the 

greater community.  

CCVT Programs and Services  

 ESL Tutoring and Conversation Circles to 

help students learn and practice their English. 

 Escorting and Interpreting for survivors at 

different appointments (medical, legal, social). 

5. Public Education 

 responds to numerous requests for information, 

assistance and consultations on torture and the 

effects of torture as well as regularly producing 

resource materials  

6. Refugees in Limbo 

 Providing services to refugees in limbo that in-

clude counselling, assisting in sponsorships, fam-

ily reunification and other immigration-related 

issues. 

7. Language Instruction and Training 

 LINC/ESL classes specially designed to address 

the needs and realities of the survivor of torture 

(concentration, memory, depression, triggers) 

 Computer training: basic and intermediate levels 

8. International Projects: CCVT is associated with 

a coalition of Centres which support victims of 

violence, repression and torture, in exile or in their 

own countries 

Any comments or thoughts about First Light?  
We warmly welcome letters to the editor! 

 

Just mail your comments to:  

CCVT  

194 Jarvis St. 2nd Floor,  

Toronto, Ontario, M5B 2B7  

Canada 

 

Or email them to: The Editorial Committee c/o mabai@ccvt.org  

 

and we’ll do our best to publish them in the next issue. We reserve the right to shorten any letters 

due to space requirements. 
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 $20      $40      $50      $150     

 $250    Other 

Name 

 

 

Address 

 

 

 

Telephone 

YES! 
I want to help CCVT respond to 

the needs of survivors of violent 

oppression who have sought refuge 

here in Canada. 

Canadian Centre for 

Victims of Torture 
 

194 Jarvis St.  

2nd Floor 

Toronto, On  M5B 2B7 

 

Tel: (416) 363-1066 

Fax: (416) 363-2122 

 

CCVT MONTHLY GIVING PLAN 
You can pre-authorize small monthly deductions on your credit card. It’s so convenient, most of our Monthly 

Giving members hardly notice their small monthly donation, but it allows them to contribute more. CCVT can 

plan better knowing how much money to expect each month. And, because we save on paper and postage, 

more of your contribution goes directly toward helping torture survivors. 
 

 Yes I’d like to join the CCVT Monthly Giving Plan by making a monthly donation of: 
 

 $10     $15     $20     Other $__________ 
 

Please charge my:  VISA      MasterCard 
 

Card Number:____________________________ Expiry:___________ Signature:_______________________ 
 

I understand that payments will continue automatically until I notify CCVT of a change. 
 

 I’d prefer to spread out my gift by using post-dated cheques. 

I have enclosed _______________(number of) post-dated cheques each in the amount of $____________ 

 

Thank you for your support! 
Charitable Reg. 13332 7908 

Donate Online!  

Visit www.canadahelps.org 
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Fataneh Naghavi  
 

“Whether the mask is labeled fascism, democracy, or 

dictatorship of the proletariat, our great adversary remains 
the apparatus—the bureaucracy, the police, the military. 
Not the one facing us across the frontier of the battle lines, 
which is not so much our enemy as our brothers' enemy, but 
the one that calls itself our protector and makes us its slaves. 
No matter what the circumstances, the worst betrayal will 
always be to subordinate ourselves to this apparatus and to 
trample underfoot, in its service, all human values in our-
selves and in others.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“ 
 

Human beings are so made that the ones who do 

the crushing feel nothing; it is the person crushed who feels 
what is happening. Unless one has placed oneself on the side 
of the oppressed, to feel with them, one cannot understand.”  

Simone Weil (1909-1943) 


