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Recent years have seen profound changes in the situation of refugees 
and displaced peoples. While the number of people enduring forced 

migration has increased, receiving countries have become more 
restrictive. Anxieties about security and social integration have been 

used to justify more restrictive policies and harsh treatment of people 
seeking asylum. 

This conference will examine mental health issues of asylum seekers, 
refugees and internally displaced peoples as well as the impact of 

human trafficking. Sessions will examine:

• the implications for mental health of international policies and 
practices on refugees and migration; 

• the impact of different ideologies of citizenship, ethnocultural 
identity and modes of social integration on individual and 

collective well-being; 
• models of mental health services for refugees; and 

• clinical strategies in working with refugees across the lifespan. 

The conference will conclude with a discussion of the psychological, 
social and ethical meanings of exile and displacement.

There will be a poster session for participants who wish to present research 
studies or intervention programs.

this conference is cme accredited 
for 18 study credits
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and Forced Migration

Thursday, June 1st

8h45-9h		 WELCoME & iNtRoDuCtioN 
  laurence J. Kirmayer

PRotECtiNG REFuGEES iN A “SECuRity zoNE”: 
HuMAN RiGHtS AND tHE RoLE oF MENtAL HEALtH 
PRoFESSioNALS
	 	 chair: l. J. Kirmayer

9h-9h30		 tHE WEStERN PARADox:
  HuMAN RiGHtS, 
  tHE GENEVA CoNVENtioN 
  AND tHE quESt FoR SECuRity	 	
	 	 françois crépeau
	 	 université de Montréal

9h30-10h	 tHE AuStRALiAN ASyLuM DEBACLE: 
  tHE iMPACt oF DoCuMENtAtioN/
  RESEARCH oN ADVoCACy 
  AND PoLiCy-CHANGE	 	
	 	 Derrick silove
	 	 university of new South Wales

10h-10h30	 BREAK

10h30-11h	 “LooK ME iN tHE EyE”: EMPAtHy AND  
  tHE tRANSMiSSioN oF tRAuMA iN tHE 
  REFuGEE DEtERMiNAtioN PRoCESS	 	
	 	 cécile rousseau
	 	 McGill university

11h-11h30	 HuMAN tRAFFiCKiNG ACRoSS 
  BoRDERS	 	
	 	 Donna e. stewart
	 	 university of Toronto

11h30-12h30	 PANEL DiSCuSSioN
	 	 françois crépeau, cécile rousseau, 
  Derrick silove, and Donna stewart	

12h30 –14h	 LuNCH

FoRCED MiGRAtioN AND MENtAL HEALtH	 	
	 	 chair: D. Pedersen

14h-14h30	 AN ALtERNAtiVE MoDEL oF REFuGEE 
  MENtAL HEALtH: 
  EViDENCE SuPPoRtiNG 
  A BioPSyCHoSoCiAL MoDEL	 	
	 	 Matthew Porter
	 	 Mount Sinai School of Medicine, nY

14h30-15h	 FoRCED MiGRAtioN, LABouR MARKEt 
  iNtEGRAtioN AND MENtAL HEALtH	 	
	 	 edvard hauff
	 	 university of Oslo

15h-15h30	 iMMiGRANt AND REFuGEE 
  RESEttLEMENt: LESSoNS LEARNED 
  FRoM tHE SoutHEASt ASiAN “BoAt 
  PEoPLE’S” ExPERiENCES iN CANADA	 	
	 	 Morton Beiser
	 	 university of Toronto

15h30-16h	 BREAK

16h-17h30 	 VuLNERABiLity AND RESiLiENCE 
  AMoNG REFuGEES AND iNtERNALLy  
  DiSPLACED PEoPLES 
  PANEL DiSCuSSioN	 	

	 	 Guatemala  victor lopez
  indonesia Mahar agusno
  nepal   Mark Jordans
  Palestine  abdel hamid afana
  Peru   Duncan Pedersen
  sri lanka  suman fernando

17h30-19h 	 RECEPtioN iN HoNoR oF 
  DR. ALExANDER LEiGHtoN
  PoStER SESSioN & ARt ExHiBit

19h-21h		 FiLM SCREENiNG & DiSCuSSioN: 
	 	 Continuous Journey
	 		 	 with	Ali	Kazimi	(filmmaker)
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and Forced Migration

Friday, June 2nd

MENtAL HEALtH PRoMotioN AND SERViCES FoR 
REFuGEES 
	 	 chair: c. rousseau

9h-9h30		 EuRoPEAN PoLiCy AND PRACtiCE iN 
  REFuGEE MENtAL HEALtH	 	
	 	 charles Watters
	 	 university of Kent, uK

9h30-10h	 tHE iMPACt oF MoDES oF SoCiAL 
  iNtEGRAtioN oN iNDiViDuAL 
  AND CoLLECtiVE WELL-BEiNG	 	
	 	 antoine Gailly
	 	 Center for Mental Health
  Brussels, Belgium

10h-10h30	 WoRKiNG toGEtHER FoR PuBLiC 
  HEALtH	 	
	 	 Pompeo Martelli
	 	 Center for Studies and Research on Public Health
  Rome, Italy

10h30-11h		 BREAK

11h-11h30	 PANEL DiSuCSSioN
  
  antoine Gailly, Pompeo Martelli, 
  cécile rousseau, and charles Watters

11h30-12h	 PANEL oF NGoS, SERViCE PLANNERS 
  AND PRoViDERS
	 	

	 	 accÉsss   célia rojas-viger
  clinique santé accueil  Pierre Dongier
  rivo    John Docherty

12h-14h		 LuNCH

MEANiNGS oF ExiLE: RECoNStRuCtiNG tHE 
DiSPLACED SELF
	 	 chair: l. J. Kirmayer

14h-14h30	 RECoNStRuCtiNG tHE 
  DiSPLACED SELF	 	
	 	 Marian shermarke
	 	 PRAIDA/ McGill university

14h30-15h	 HoLDiNG tHE NARRAtiVE oF ExiLE: 
  StRAtEGiES oF iNtERVENtioN	 	
	 	 Jaswant Guzder
	 	 McGill university

15h-15h30	 iN PRAiSE oF DiSPLACEMENt: 
  tHE LiFE-PRoJECt oF 
  tHE GLoBAL GuESt	 	
	 	 nigel rapport
	 	 Concordia university

15h30-16h30	 PANEL DiSCuSSioN
  
  Gilles Bibeau, ellen corin, Jaswant Guzder,
  nigel rapport, and Marian shermarke

16h30-17h	 CLoSiNG REMARKS

	 	 laurence J. Kirmayer



The Western Paradox: 
Human Rights, the Geneva 
Convention and the Quest for 
Security
François Crépeau
University of Montreal

over the last two decades, Western states have 

reinforced security-related migration policies with 

a	 view	 to	 stemming	 migratory	 flows.	 These	 policies	 are	

directed indiscriminately against all irregular migrants, 

including refugees and asylum seekers. The extensive 

securitization of borders and the interdiction-interception 

measures threaten the basic premises of the 1951 Geneva 

convention. There is an urgent need to reconcile the state 

sovereignty paradigm with the human rights paradigm. 

The Australian Asylum Debacle: 
The Impact of Documentation/
Research on Advocacy and Policy-
change
Derrick Silove
University of New South Wales
Australia

The recent history of refugee policy changes in austra-

lia offers many lessons for mental health professionals 

working with displaced communities from diverse cultural 

backgrounds. Prior to the early 1990s, australia was re-

garded as a refugee haven, a reputation earned by a long-

standing policy of humane resettlement policies. since then, 

the policy applying to off-shore and on-shore refugees (asy-

lum	 seekers)	 has	 diverged	 substantially.	 Those	 accepted	

for permanent refugee status as part of a quota (off-shore 

refugees)	continue	 to	 receive	 impressive	 resettlement	ser-

vices including access to high quality torture and trauma 
rehabilitation services. 

in	contrast,	on-shore	refugee	applicants	(asylum	seekers)	have faced deprivations and insecurities while pursuing 

their claims, with some being held in detention and those 

found to be genuine refugees being offered temporary pro-

tection visas.  This paper will review available evidence about 

the adverse impact of these policies on the mental health of 

persons	fleeing	persecution.	The	theoretical	implications	of	

these observations to the understanding of traumatic stress 

reactions will be examined. in addition, the implications for 

offering interventions and services to a group who feel con-

stantly threatened will be considered. finally, some of the 

ethical dilemmas in undertaking research and advocacy 

amongst asylum seekers will be outlined. 

“Look Me in the Eye”: 
Empathy and the Transmission of 
Trauma in the Refugee Determination 
Process
Cécile Rousseau & Patricia Foxen
McGill University

refugee determination is an administrative procedure 

which is embedded in numerous and contradictory 

emotions because it is linked both to the representation of 

the “other” in our societies and to a life or death threat. This 

presentation will focus on the role of the emotions in the 

encounter between the judge and the refugee as perceived 

by them. for the judges, balancing between splitting and 

ambivalence, emotions are often considered as a source of 

knowledge of the truth or a way to ascertain the authentic-

ity of the refugee experience. The refugees feel they are not 

being heard and that, beyond a risky instrumentalization of 

their emotions, there is no subjective encounter. The discus-

sion	will	examine	the	influence	of	the	political	factors	in	the	

implicit directionality of gift and harm embedded in the no-

tions of empathy and transmission of trauma.

Refugees
and Forced Migration

Abstracts



Human Trafficking Across Borders
Donna E. Stewart & Olga Gajic Veljanoski
University of Toronto & University Health Network

nearly	 one	 million	 individuals	 are	 trafficked	 annually	

across borders as sex workers, mail order brides, 

domestic servants, or farm labourers. The united nations 

Protocol	to	Prevent,	Suppress	and	Punish	Trafficking	in	Per-

sons,	Especially	Women	and	Children,	defines	trafficking	as	

the “recruitment, harbouring, transportation, provision or 

obtaining of a person for labour or services, through the use 

of force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of subjection to 

involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bondage or slavery”. 

This document has been signed by 117 countries, includ-

ing canada. canada is increasingly a country of transit and 

more recently, destination, but a national, comprehensive, 

humane	approach	 to	human	 trafficking	 is	 still	 lacking.This	

presentation will review canadian policy and practice with 

respect	 to	 human	 trafficking	 over	 the	 last	 decade	 as	 the	

forces	of	globalization	escalate.	Trafficking	is	gendered	in	re-

gard to power differentials, age and occupations. in general, 

poor	young	men	are	 trafficked	 for	cheap	 labour	and	poor	

girls	and	women	are	 trafficked	 for	 the	sex	 trade,	but	also	

sometimes as mail order brides or domestic labourers. The 

physical	and	mental	health	risks	of	trafficked	persons	will	be	

discussed, with a focus on women. some suggestions will 

be made about what a coordinated national response to 

trafficking	should	include.

 

An Alternative Model of Refugee 
Mental Health: 
Evidence Supporting a 
Biopsychosocial Approach 
Matthew Porter
Mount Sinai School of Medicine, New York
Nick Haslam
University of Melbourne, Australia

research on refugee mental health has largely pro-

ceeded from a life events research paradigm.  That 

approach has provided much useful information about the 

stressor-psychopathology relationship.  it has, however, 

been increasingly criticized as failing to capture aspects 

of the refugee experience that are crucial to understand-

ing and predicting mental health outcomes.  We conducted 

a meta-analysis of the extant body of published literature 

that quantitatively compared the mental health of refugees 

to	that	of	non-refugees	(N=59	studies)	in	order	to	examine	

the potential moderating role of enduring postdisplacement 

conditions of the type that the life events paradigm has dif-

ficulty	 modeling.	 Our	 sample	 reflected	 primary	 data	 from	

67,294	participants	(22,221	refugees,	45,073	non-refugees)	

collected	 from	1959	 through	2002	across	five	continents.		

Enduring	postdisplacement	conditions	significantly	moder-

ated	mental	health	outcomes.	 In	sum,	patterns	within	five	

decades of worldwide research on refugee mental health 

demonstrate that the sociopolitical context of the refugee 

experience—notably social, cultural, and economic condi-

tions following displacement—is powerfully associated with 

refugees’ mental health. a biopsychosocial model of refu-

gee mental health is proposed as an alternative to the life 

events model in order to better describe these effects.  

Forced Migration, Labour Market 
Integration and Mental Health
Edvard Hauff
University of Oslo

a major challenge for refugees in resettlement countries 

is to gain employment or continue educational pursuits. 

This is important in order to establish a safe socio-economic 

base, but also to re-establish meaningful life projects. how-

ever, there are considerable barriers to labour market inte-

gration in european countries, and the unemployment rates 

among refugees are high. This is not only a problem for the 

migrants, but also for the whole societies, and is likely to 

accelerate the development of deep socio-cultural divisions 

in these societies. This presentation will discuss the relation-

ship between labour market integration and mental health, 

using three clinical vignettes as the point of departure. re-

cent	findings	from	the	Oslo	Health	Study	show	associations	

between unemployment among immigrants and their ex-

perience of discrimination in the labour market and mental 

distress. This issue will also be discussed in the context of 

the theory of segmented labour markets. efforts to improve 

labour market integration of refugees in scandinavia will be 

presented and discussed in relation to possible preventive 

effects regarding mental distress. 



Immigrant and Refugee Resettlement: 
Lessons Learned from the Southeast 
Asian “Boat People’s” Experiences in 
Canada
Morton Beiser
University of Toronto

canada admits more than 200,000 immigrants every 

year. national policy emphasizes rigorous selection to 

ensure that canada admits healthy immigrants. however, 

remarkably little policy is directed to ensuring that they stay 

healthy. This neglect is wrong-headed: keeping new settlers 

healthy is just, humane, and consistent with national self-in-

terest.  By identifying personal vulnerabilities, salient resettle-

ment stressors that act alone or interact with predisposition 

in order to create mental health risk, and the personal and 

social resources that reduce risk and promote well-being, 

research can contribute to enlightened policy and practice. 

however, the paradigms that have dominated immigrant 

health research over the past 100 years — the “sick” and 

“healthy immigrant,” respectively — have been inadequate. 

Part of the problem is that socio-political controversy has 

influenced	the	questions	asked	about	immigrant	health,	and	

the manner of their investigation. an interaction model that 

takes into account both predisposition and socio-environ-

mental factors provides the best explanatory framework for 

extant	findings,	and	the	best	guide	for	future	research.	The	

refugee resettlement Project, a decade-long investigation 

of more than 1300 southeast asian refugees resettling in 

canada, is presented as a case in point.  forging stronger 

links between research, policy and the delivery of services 

will help make resettlement a more humane process, and 

will	help	ensure	that	Canada	benefits	from	the	human	capi-

tal that its newest settlers bring with them.

European Policy and Practice in 
Refugee Mental Health
Charles Watters
University of Kent, UK

The aims of this presentation are threefold. it will offer an 

overview	of	the	findings	of	a	European	study	into	good	

practice in the mental health and social care of refugees ad-

dressing	salient	issues	relating	to	strengths	and	deficiencies	

in service provision and the potential for transferring good 

practice from one country to another. secondly, it will draw 

on a recent overview of mental health and social care prac-

tice with respect to unaccompanied asylum-seeking chil-

dren highlighting in particular the impact of broader consid-

erations of asylum law and policy. finally, the implications of 

these studies will be explored in the context of a proposed 

model for the examination of the interrelationship between 

socio-political factors and the mental health of refugees.

The Impact of Modes of Social 
Integration on Individual and 
Collective Well Being
Antoine Gailly, 
Center for Mental Health 
Brussels, Belgium

in this presentation we discuss the modes of social inte-

gration of migrants and refugees as conceived by Belgian 

policy and as perceived by Belgian people. at the same 

time the impact of the modes of integration on the men-

tal health and on the individual and collective well-being of 

Belgians, immigrants, and political refugees will be exam-

ined. in a second part of this presentation, the impact of 

the modes of social integration on the functioning of mental 

health services and its implications for developing strategies 

in providing culturally sensitive care will be discussed.  

Working Together for Public Health
Pompeo Martelli, Francesca De Luca & Rosaria Bruno
Center for Studies and Research on Public Health
Rome, Italy

italy’s recent economic growth and strategic position in 

the Mediterranean sea have made it a prime destination 

for immigrants and asylum seekers in europe. Despite its 

well-developed health care system, statistics on foreign citi-

zens’ health are worrisome. in 1998, public health services 

were extended to illegal immigrants that now have the right 

to necessary urgent and non-urgent medical assistance 

even for a continued period. This presentation examines a 

two-year joint intervention project between the center for 

Studies	and	Research	on	Public	Health	(Mental	Health)	Lo-

cal health agency roma e and the non-governmental or-

ganization Médecins sans frontières (Doctors Without Bor-

ders)	in	Rome.	Medical	assistance	(consultation	and	clinical	

services)	in	public	out-patients’	departments	was	support-

ed by socio-anthropological outreach programs toward im-

migrants, refugees and ethnocultural minority populations. 

in addition, training courses for health operators were pro-

vided to analyse epidemiological data resulting from the 

project, and to explore health workers’ approaches to the 

different ways of expressing distress and illness, pregnancy 

and motherhood, that they encountered every day. 



Reconstructing the Displaced Self
Marian Shermarke
PRAIDA 
McGill University

Trauma damages the physical, emotional and psycho-

logical integrity of individuals and their families. it also 

often leaves the individual with the sentiment of being alone 

with the pain. isolation, marginalization and exclusion in 

the host society increase the sentiment of loneliness that 

many refugees continue to feel even after they access a 

physically safe environment. for many refugees, to engage 

in the reconstruction of the self it is essential to have an 

environment that facilitates, encourages, supports, and pro-

motes this process. Moreover, the reconstruction of the self 

requires self-cohesion to some extent. This presentation is 

a	reflection	on	the	conditions	that	can	engage	the	refugee	

in the reconstruction of the self-process. This presenta-

tion attempts to illustrate the necessity of having optimal 

conditions and consistency in three spaces within the host 

society’s environment in which refugees evolve: therapeu-

tic space, institutional space, societal space. The lack of 

consistency within these spaces can reduce the chances 

of cohesion and lead the process of reconstruction towards 

further compartmentalization.

Holding the Narrative of Exile: 
Strategies of Intervention
Jaswant Guzder 
McGill University

The intrapsychic strategies for survival of those in forced 

exile have many parallels to those used by actual refu-

gees. a “refugee” identity may remain a longstanding psy-

chological solution, with both  external and intrapsychic 

contexts. Those who remain in “exile” as psychological 

refugees may need to remove themselves from their coun-

try of origin to survive traumatic intrusive memories and 

overwhelming mental states. using video and case history 

narrative of such a patient, the presentation will focus on 

the patient’s struggle to deal with catastrophic unresolved 

traumatic experience invoking holding, alienation, paranoia, 

rage and exile as themes. To facilitate coping strategies, 

increase parenting capacity, further repair of trauma and 

establish an entitlement to life, the therapeutic agendas in-

dicated a need to have a narrative held in the therapeutic 

milieu. This process allowed the patient to differentiate her-

self from the memories and mental states associated with 

the	trauma	first	experienced	in	her	country	of	origin.	Using	

the voice of the patient, the presentation will address thera-

peutic strategies and the intrapsychic and external realities 

that remained challenging in the therapy work.

In Praise of Displacement: The Life-
Project of the Global Guest
Nigel Rapport
Concordia University, Montreal

The paper makes an argument concerning the “healthi-

ness,” personal and social, of attaching oneself to a 

sense of the movement of one’s life, and to a life-project of 

pursuing the global mutuality of this possibility, rather than 

sentimentalizing	fixed	and	exclusive	attachments	to	land	and	

place. “The locus of truth is always extra-territorial,” George 

steiner argues: there is no nation, no ethnic community, po-

lis or church that is “not worth leaving,” “no community of 

love, no family, no interest, caste, profession or social class 

not worth resigning from.” steiner continues: 

“[C]ommunitarianism — the ideology of discrete 

national, ethnic or religious communities, ho-

mogeneous, tied by blood, sharing a common 

birthright of culture, tradition or land — entails 

the sleep of reason. Patriotism, overriding loyalty 

to community, entails an abstention from free 

thought and also from a disinterested pursuit of 

justice.” 

Jean-Jacques rousseau provides steiner with a name for 

a habitus he would set against communitarianism: “human-

ism.” humanism, says rousseau, is “a theft committed on 

la patrie.” against recourse to “identity politics,” a “politics of 

cultural recognition,” as a mode of resistance to the world’s 

intransigences this paper explores the “humanist” option 

of making a life-project out of one’s global guesthood. it 

explores the imaginative possibilities of turning one’s “hurt-

geography” into a narrative aspect of one’s identity.

Papers presented at 
the advanced study 
institute for social and 
cultural Psychiatry 
2006 will be collected 
in a special edition of 
the journal.
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Poster presentations
Thursday, June 1st, 17h30-19h

Mental Disorders among Migrants in 
West-Siberia
Caesar Korolenko & Tatiana Korolenko 
Novosibirsk Medical University 
Novosibirsk, Russia

The study concerns mental health problems among mi-

grants from the former ussr republics of central asia 

to novosibirsk city and its region. 25 persons with mental 

disorders that developed in a period of 6 to 24 months after 

their arrival to their new place of living were observed. none 

of the migrants had any prior complaints relating to their 

mental state and they were not registered in their previous 

home psychiatric facilities. according to DsM-iv-Tr the pa-

tients	were	diagnosed	as	suffering	from:	(1)	adjustment	dis-

order	(21	persons)	and	(2)	sleep	terror	disorder	with	halluci-

nations	based	on	mythological	beliefs	(4	persons).	Among	

the individuals with adjustment disorder with predominantly 

affective symptoms in the form of anxiety and depression, 

in seven cases pharmacological addiction developed. in pa-

tients with sleep paralysis, visual and tactile hallucinations 

reflected	the	mythological	belief	in	the	house-ghost	who	at-

tacked them at night during the episode of the disorder. The 

data obtained display the necessity of the organization of 

psychiatric and psychological culture-bound approaches to 

the migrant population. 

Child Refugees: The Story Telling 
Game
Ninik Supartini
Gadjah Mada University
Yogyakarta, Indonesia 

This paper will present common narratives produced by 

child refugees six years after experiencing traumatic 

events. in trauma healing, allowing survivors to vent out their 

suppressed traumatic memories will help them to relive the 

events and gain the sense of control over their situation.  

four subjects aged 13 to 15 were recruited to participate in 

the study. The snakes & ladders game was used to elicit 

their stories. five types of stories were offered: happy, funny, 

sad, scary, and free. The game was conducted four times, 

two hours each. no time limit was set for participants to tell 

their account. The study found that all four subjects pre-

ferred telling a “sad” type of story. They either ignored their 

choice of telling the other types or inserted “sad” nuances in 

their assigned type of story to tell. Time spent ranged from 

five	to	20	minutes	for	each	participant.

Gotong Royong: The Javanese Spirit 
in the Caring for Child Refugees of 
East Timor 
Ninik Supartini & Mahar Agusno
Gadjah Mada University
Yogyakarta, Indonesia 

When the 1999 east Timor referendum was won by 

the independence Group, nearly a hundred thou-

sand	civilians	 fled	 the	country	 as	 IDPs/refugees	and	 lived	

in camps in West Timor. even after two years, these refu-

gees	did	not	get	significant	aid.	Forty-six	children	aged	5	to	

13 years were transported from the camps to yogyakarta, 

Java, indonesia. These children were “given” to the family 

of a retired Javanese government employee who used to 

serve in east Timor. This paper will describe how this family 

eventually accepted the responsibility and what cultural val-

ues they applied in the caring. it will also look into obstacles, 

alternatives, community participation, care givers’ notion 

about  their duty, and the children’s own views on being 

raised in a different culture, and their hope for the future.



Differentiating Between Panic Attacks 
and Ataques De Nervios in a Spanish-
speaking Dominican and Puerto 
Rican Immigrant Population
Bryant Williams
Columbia University

although clinical scholars from an etic perspective insist 

that an ataque de nervio is a spanish idiom for a panic 

attack implying that the underlying processes are identical, 

recent	findings	from	several	epidemiological	studies	indicate	

that they are distinct psychological phenomena with dis-

cernable precipitants and symptom presentations. Qualita-

tive research reveals that the subjective experience of these 

two forms of psychological distress are also distinct.  fail-

ure to differentiate between panic attacks and ataques de 

nervios can result in misdiagnosis and subsequently the ap-

plication of an inappropriate treatment protocol. adequate 

understanding of the distinction between panic attacks and 

ataques de nervios is becoming imperative as the number 

of immigrants of hispanic origin is rapidly increasing. This 

poster presentation summarizes the research on the topic 

and outlines the differences between panic attacks and 

ataques de nervios. case material from the author’s clinical 

work with spanish-speaking Dominican and Puerto rican 

immigrants will be used to further illustrate the distinction. 

The presentation will make recommendations for how the 

findings	of	research	in	the	area	can	be	used	to	increase	cul-

tural competency in the treatment of this immigrant popula-

tion.
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continuous Journey is an inquiry into the 

largely ignored history of canada’s exclusion of the south 

asians by a little known immigration policy called the con-

tinuous Journey regulation of 1908. as a direct result of this 

policy, in 1914, the Komagata Maru, a ship carrying 376 im-

migrants from British india, was turned away by canada. only 

a half-mile from canadian shores, the Komagata Maru was 

surrounded by immigration boats and the passengers were 

held incommunicado—virtual prison-

ers on the ship. Thus began a dramatic 

stand-off which would escalate over 

the course of two months, becoming 

one of the most infamous incidents in 

canadian history.

During their two-month detention in the 

harbour, canadian authorities drove the 

passengers to the brink of thirst and 

starvation. The stand-off was broken with the intervention 

of Prime Minister robert Borden who called in a canadian 

battleship to underline his stance. on 21 July, over 200 

fully armed local militia lined the shore while The rainbow 

prepared for confrontation on the sea. all of vancouver was 

out for the spectacle. a major confrontation was averted 

only through eleventh-hour negotiations, but in the end the 

Komagata Maru was provisiond for her return journey.

The consequences of the incident were dire: informants 

within the community were murdered and a key player for 

the empire was assassinated. upon its return to india, the 

Komagata Maru encountered hostile British authorities who 

fired	on	 the	passengers,	 suspecting	 them	 to	be	 seditious.	

over 40 people were killed or went missing. some of the 

passengers escaped, including Gurdit singh, who lived to tell 

the “true story” of the Komagata Maru. 

several hundreds of indians from can-

ada returned home to join an armed 

struggle against the British that would 

later be brutally crushed by the colonial 

authorities.

The Komagata Maru’s voyage and its 

aftermath exposed the empire’s myths 

of equality, fair-play and British justice, and became a turning 

point in the freedom struggle in india. By examining the global 

context and repercussions of a canadian event, Continuous 

Journey	 challenges	 us	 to	 reflect	 on	 contemporary	 events,	

and raises critical questions about how the past shapes the 

present.

ali Kazimi is	 an	 award-winning	 filmmaker	 based	 in	

Toronto,	Canada.	His	films	include	Shooting Indians—

A Journey with Jeffrey Thomas	 (1997),	 Passage 

form India	 (1997),	Some Kind of Agreement	 (1998),	

Documenting Dissent	 (2001),	 and	Runaway Grooms 

(2005).	 	Continuous Journey won the Golden conch 

award at the Mumbai international film festival, 
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