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For the past six months we’ve heard almost daily reports of 
the Syrian refugee crisis: gripping accounts of human tragedy, 
shocking reports of human cruelty, and hopeful tales of human 
compassion.

The Illegal reflects this tragedy, cruelty, and hope as well as the 
complexities of what it means to be a refugee or undocumented 
migrant in the world today.

The reader immediately tumbles into the crisis as it is being 
lived by Keita Ali, one of the millions fleeing persecution by 
their country. Swept up in the fear and instability of his life on 
the run, we learn gradually of the grave human rights violations 
that spurred his flight. At the same time, we are touched by the 
dignity and ingenuity with which this man approaches his ordeal.

As the world is coming to grips with how to respond to the 
largest human displacement crisis since the end of the second 
world war, The Illegal reminds us that every one of the almost 
60 million people forcibly displaced in the world today, is an 
individual not unlike ourselves with family and friends, hopes 
and dreams. Keita’s flight and exile in Freedom State is a story 
known by refugees the world over, and could well be the story of 
a refugee’s experience in Canada.

“Since the government got elected, they’ve been deporting 
people as fast as they can,” a man in a bar tells Keita. “I don’t 
know what you’re running from, brother, but be careful of what 
you are running to.” Lawrence Hill directly confronts xenophobia 
with the edgy title of his book, remarking, “To categorize a person 
as illegal is thoroughly offensive to the concept of humanity. I 
use it to represent the worst of human thinking about the plight 
of migrants and refugees.”

Thank you for being part of the Amnesty International Book Club. 
If you have any questions, suggestions or comments, we’d love to 
hear from you. Just send us an email at bookclub@amnesty.ca.

 —The Book Club Team

APRIL 2016 BOOK: THE ILLEGAL

About Amnesty International
Amnesty International is a global movement of 
more than three million supporters, members 
and activists in over 150 countries and 
territories who campaign to end grave abuses of 
human rights.

Our vision is for all people to enjoy all the rights 
enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and other international human rights 
standards.

We are independent of any government, political 
ideology, economic interest or religion, and are 
funded mainly by our membership.

Until everyone can enjoy all of their rights, we 
will continue our efforts. We will not stop until 
everyone can live in dignity; until every person’s 
voice can be heard; until no one is tortured or 
executed.

Our members are the cornerstone of these 
efforts. They take up human rights issues 
through letter-writing, online and off line 
campaigning, demonstrations, vigils and direct 
lobbying of those with power and influence.

Locally, nationally and globally, we join 
together to mobilize public pressure and show 
international solidarity.

Together, we make a difference.

For more information about Amnesty 
International visit www.amnesty.ca or write to 
us at: Amnesty International, 312 Laurier Ave. E., 
Ottawa, ON K1N 1H9.

BOOK CLUB

“To categorize a person as illegal is thoroughly offensive to 
the concept of humanity. I use it to represent the worst of 
human thinking about the plight of migrants and refugees.”

—Lawrence HIll

March 24, 2016:

We’re excited to announce Lawrence 
Hill’s The Illegal is the Canada Reads 
2016 champion.This is Hill’s second 
win, after claiming the title in 2009 for 
The Book of Negroes.

The Illegal wins 2016 
Canada Reads title!
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About this month’s 
guest reader,

Tracey Lindberg
Tracey Lindberg, a woman of Cree-Métis ancestry 
from northern Alberta, is a professor of law and an 
Indigenous-rights activist. She has a doctoral degree 
in law as well as law degrees from the University 
of Ottawa, Harvard Law School and the University 
of Saskatchewan. She was awarded the Governor 
General’s Gold Medal, the most prestigious award 
given to a doctoral student in humanities (other past 
recipients include Pierre Elliott Trudeau, Robert 
Bourassa and Gabrielle Roy).

She has been professor of law at the University of 
Ottawa and is currently at Athabasca University, 
where she is Chair of the Centre for World Indigenous 
Knowledge and the Canada Research Chair of 
Indigenous Traditional Knowledge, Legal Orders and 
Laws.

Professor Lindberg has published many legally 
based articles in areas related to Indigenous law and 
Indigenous women, and she is also a fiction writer, 
with stories published in a number of literary journals, 
as well as a blues singer. As she describes herself, she 
is next in a long line of argumentative Cree women. 
Birdie is her first novel.

About this month’s 
featured author,

Lawrence Hill
Lawrence Hill is the son of American immigrants 
— a black father and a white mother — who 
came to Canada the day after they married in 
1953 in Washington, D.C. Growing up in the 
predominantly white suburb of Don Mills, Ontario 
in the sixties, Hill was greatly influenced by his 
parents’ work in the human rights movement. 
Much of Hill’s writing touches on issues of 
identity and belonging.

Hill is the author of ten books. His 2007 
novel The Book of Negroes (also published 
as Someone Knows My Name and Aminata) 
won the Rogers Writers’ Trust Fiction Prize, the 
Commonwealth Writers’ Prize for Best Book 
and both CBC Radio’s Canada Reads and 
Radio-Canada’s Combat des livres. In 2013, 
Hill wrote the non-fiction books Blood: the Stuff 
of Life (which formed the basis of his 2013 
Massey Lectures) and Dear Sir, I Intend to Burn 
Your Book: An Anatomy of a Book Burning. 
Along with director Clement Virgo, he co-wrote 
a six-part television miniseries based on The 
Book of Negroes, which appeared on CBC TV in 
Canada and on BET in the USA in early 2015. 
His fourth novel, The Illegal, was published 
by HarperCollins Canada in 2015 and by 
WW Norton & Co.in the United States in  
January, 2016 and has won CBC Radio’s  
Canada Reads, 2016. 
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The world created by Lawrence Hill in his work The 
Illegal is conceived of as both foreign and all - too - 
familiar. Zantoroland is the homeland of the Ali family, 
each member of which houses a gift. For father Hassane 
Moustafa (Yoyo) Ali, it is fierce intellectualism and 
the drive to enunciate the political corruption in his 
homeland. For mother Lena it is less observable, but she 
houses the family glue. Daughter Charity has inherited 
her father’s intellectual capacity (and is able to negotiate 
that intellectualism in trade to study abroad). Finally, we 
have Keita whose gift of athleticism is the one which he 
carries with him.

The younger generation use their gifts to escape the 
oppressive political regime in their homeland. Family 
trauma and loss at the hands of the corrupt government 
allows/forces Keita to consider escape. Escape in this 
context involves running, and his gift, long observed and 
coveted by an unscrupulous profiteer (Anton Hamm) 
is the springboard that launches him from his nation to 
Freedom State, an independent country that - while it 
values runners - does not value the people who run or 
the economically less established countries that produce 
runners.

Once in Freedom State, Keita finds that what he was 
running to (home, or its cousin, safety) is hard to find. 
While the promised and partial freedom (transport 
from Zantoroland to Freedom State but contingent/no 
citizenship) that Hamm funded continues to haunt him 
through the novel, it really is the absence of home, the 
alienation from family and the potential harm that people 
who are forced to leave home (legally and illegally) that 
haunt and chase Keita through most of the novel.

The work itself is sometimes unsettling, and it should be. 
As readers, we are able to feel the constancy of chase 
and the upset and fragility of away. Away from family. 
Away from country. Away from home. The book owes 
much of the tension to this distancing and the anxiety 
and constant wariness that running (metaphorically) 
produces in Keita and in us as readers. Paired with the 
breathlessness of distance running, the work confidently 
leads us from place to place, the impermanency adding 
to our concern and empathy for Keita.

Trust is a hard 
earned battle in 
places where safety 
can be found in a 
brothel and danger 
in a little old lady’s 
house. Where family is hard 
to create and community includes people who 
threaten most (police officers, reporters). There is some 
kind of honour in place and honouring of place where a 
career criminal can both facilitate a murder and build a 
lunch program, lobby for water and power, and provide 
for those who are without family. Home, in this instance, 
becomes a place where many people without homes 
gather.

This place, AfricTown, becomes a character in the book. 
Alive, vibrant and on the borderland, people from many 
diasporas and whose homelands have not offered them 
safety find the community which exists on the outskirts 
(of the city, of the law, of the cultural imagination) of 
Freedom State. Impermanent, rich and economically 
struggling, filled to the brim with people living outside 
of freedom (and Freedom State), AfricTown is indeed 
on the border of permanence/temporary, home/
homelessness, visibility/erasure, safety/danger, and 
familiarity/invisibility occupy the crowded and shared 
space. From this place, we think about and learn about 
the impermanence and danger of illegality as imagined 
by Hill. The contrast of Keita Ali running for freedom 
within and from the territory imagined as illegal by the 
leadership of Freedom State is striking and moving.

All in all, we are invited into this imaginary world and 
find that there are few rules, fewer followers of rules, and 
that there is no possibility of home while the instability 
caused by greed continues to flourish. Happy endings 
are few and largely consist of survival. Survival assured 
will have to, for many people, take the place of home. It 
is in this difficult space where success is equated with 
survival, as readers, we are forced to ask: what price are 
you willing to pay for home? For yourself? For others?

—Tracey Lindberg

 Tracey Lindberg on THE ILLEGAL
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1 What does running represent to Keita? To the 
children of Zantoroland? To Freedom State? How 
does this compare with the understanding of 
running that the children of AfricTown possess?

2 Illegality in the work refers to illegal entry, illegal 
residency. These seem to be collapsed into a 
category of Illegal personhood by people who 
possess legal citizenship. What other ways does 
the idea of The Illegal manifest in the work?

3 In the book, what role/responsibility do 
international human rights groups have in 
the lives of Keita and Charity? Are these roles 
fulfilled? What does this book tell the reader 
about advocacy and human rights?

4 What is / where is home to Keita? What does 
citizenship mean in this context?

1 Which character in The Illegal inspired you? 
Why?

2 Do you think Keita took unnecessary or 
foolish risks? Do you think the portrayal of 
Keita is realistic or believable?

3 Is Lulu a hero or a criminal?

4 What risks would you be prepared to take 
to save your life?

5 Do you agree that refugees have the right 
to seek asylum?

6 Do you think racism and xenophobia are a 
major concern in Canada?

Discussion questions 
from Tracey Lindberg

Discussion questions 
from Amnesty

“...it really is the absence of home, the alienation 
from family and the potential harm that people who 
are forced to leave home (legally and illegally) that 
haunt and chase Keita through most of the novel.”

THE ILLEGAL
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The Illegal
The Amnesty International Book Club is featuring The 
Illegal in celebration of Refugee Rights Day which takes 
place in Canada on April 4th.

Refugee Rights Day commemorates the Supreme 
Court’s 1985 decision that the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms protects the fundamental rights 
of refugees. “Everyone” includes refugee claimants 
in the statement: “Everyone has the right to life, 
liberty and security of the person and the right not to 
be deprived thereof except in accordance with the 
principles of fundamental justice.”

According to the 1951 Refugee Convention a refugee 
is someone who “owing to a well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and 
is unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that country.”

It is only when a person crosses a border into a second 
country in search of safety that their rights as a refugee 
can be protected under international law. However, many 
countries are not willing to grant refugees their rights and 
put a lot of time and energy into creating barriers and 
walls to stop refugees from crossing borders and claiming 
their rights. Due to our geographic location, Canada is 
largely isolated from large flows of refugees. But in its own 
way Canada too has implemented barriers designed to 
limit the number of refugees who arrive in our country.

• Citizens from every major refugee producing country in 
the world require a visa in order to travel to Canada.

• Under the ‘safe third country agreement’ refugees 
cannot enter Canada directly from the United States in 
order to seek protection. They are required to request 
refugee protection in the United States.

• Refugees from so-called ‘safe’ countries of origin have 
less time to prepare their refugee claim after they arrive 
in Canada.

©
 Am

nesty International

BACKGROUND

‘’I am a pediatrician. I tried to stay  
in Syria for as long I could so I can help 
until no place was safe for us anymore 
and left,” said Rami, pictured here with his 
12-year-old son Hussein. “We fled death.’’ 
His wife and three other children are still 
in Syria, at the borders with Turkey but 
cannot cross yet.
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The ability to keep a myth like this alive over a long 
period of time, suggests that there is a significant amount 
of work to be done in Canada to combat hostility towards 
refugees. Refugees come to Canada in different ways, 
but no matter the category, refugees receive very limited 
income assistance from the government.

Refugees in Canada
In the past five years Canada has resettled approximately 
14,000 refugees each year. These refugees are pre-
screened and selected outside of Canada, and arrive 
in Canada with permanent resident status. They may 
be sponsored by the Canadian government or private 
sponsors.

Canada is the only country in the world which allows 
private groups to sponsor refugees.

Over 16,000 people came to Canada in 2015 and asked 
for protection as refugees. These “refugee claimants” 
go through a process to decide whether or not they are 
refugees and can remain in Canada. In 2015, 58% of the 
people who asked Canada for refugee protection were 
recognized as refugees.

Living without status
Much of The Illegal focuses on the precarious status of 
Keita as he lives ‘illegally’ in Freedom State. The book 
importantly reminds us that that “it was fair to accuse 
somebody of doing something illegal but not to say that 
they were illegal”. (71) There is nothing illegal about 
seeking refuge.

There are many people in Canada who like Keita, live 
without legal immigration status. Estimates range from 
20,000 to 500,000 people - Goldring et. al. Most people 
in Canada without status enter through a legal pathway 
such as a visitor permit, temporary work permit or as a 
refugee claimant and stay in Canada after their permit 
expires. City of Toronto.

History
Canada’s history in receiving refugees is uneven. There 
are notable moments to celebrate. In 1986 the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees awarded the people of 
Canada the Nansen medal in “recognition of their major 
and sustained contribution to the cause of refugees.” 
This honour recognized Canada’s response to the 
resettlement of refugees from South East Asia.

There are also moments to grieve our response to 
refugees. In 1939 Canada turned the St. Louis away from 
its shores. The ship was carrying Jewish refugees from 
Germany, fleeing Nazi persecution. The St. Louis was 
forced to return to Europe, where over 250 are believed 
to have lost their lives in concentration camps or in their 
efforts to evade the Nazis.

Canadians’ responses to refugees and newcomers 
continue to be mixed.

In November 2015, following the attacks and killings 
of civilians in Paris, France, a Peterborough, Ontario 
mosque was set on fire, an apparent hate crime. In 
response, local politicians, community members and 
churches banded together, raising the funds necessary to 
rebuild the mosque.

For many years, a persistent message has been 
circulating the internet and across social media, claiming 
that refugees receive significantly more money in income 
assistance than Canadians collecting a pension. The 
information is false. Despite repeated efforts to correct 
the myth, including efforts by the federal government, the 
myth continues to circulate.

©
 Am

nesty International
Refugees arriving by boat to Lesvos, 
Greece, from Turkey.

“It was fair to accuse 
somebody of doing something 
illegal but not to say that they 
were illegal.” (71)
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It is easy for well-established Canadians to be critical of 
those who remain in Canada without immigration status, 
but it is important to understand the reasons why many 
choose to do this despite the risks. Like Keita, they are 
constantly at risk of being discovered, detained and 
removed. They do not have access to health care, and 
in order to survive are forced into work which is often 
dangerous and very poorly paid. They are also vulnerable 
to being lured into situations where they may be 
trafficked and completely lose their autonomy and ability 
to choose where they live or conditions of work.

Those without status feed an entire industry, from 
employers who rely on cheap labour and job recruiters 
who take their cut, to payday loan managers who charge 
fees to cash paycheques. Many Canadians are unaware 
of this situation while others are complicit in maintaining 
a system which allows or perhaps even relies on a 
vulnerable work force.

Those without status believe that the risks they take 
outweigh the challenges they would face if they were 
required to return to their country of nationality. Many 
migrants, such as those travelling from Central America, 

through Mexico in the hope of entering the United States, 
embark on life threatening journeys. Like most of us, they 
want a better and safe life, for themselves and for their 
children.

Refugees and migrants wait at the Macedonia border near the 
village of Idomeni, Greece, 24 August 2015.

Please 
take action 
to reunite 
refugee 
families 
page 9
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Amnesty International believes that refugees and 
migrants must be protected. This includes the 
right to seek asylum and not be forced to return to 
a country where they are at risk of human rights 
abuses. They also must be free from racist and 
xenophobic violence and protected from exploitation 
and forced labour.

Amnesty International Canada has undertaken a 
collaborative campaign with its sister organization, 
Amnistie internationale Canada and the Canadian 
Council for Refugees. The Refugees Welcome Here! 
campaign aims to foster welcoming communities 
from coast to coast to coast in Canada. We are 
focusing on the issues of refugee family reunification, 
welcoming refugees from all regions, and fairness for 
those seeking refuge like Keita Ali.

This month Amnesty International is promoting a 
pledge calling on our readers to help make refugees 
welcome in their communities.

TAKE THE PLEDGE!
 I am proud to open Canada’s doors 

to those fleeing grave human rights 
abuses.

 I will strive to keep Canada’s doors 
open now and into the future.

 I will challenge and rebut negative 
stereotypes about refugees.

 I will support speedy reunification for 
refugee families.

 I will demand fair procedures for 
refugees in Canada.

 I will make a gesture of welcome to 
refugees in my community.

 I call on Canada to be a leader for 
refugee rights.”

 @
 Susanne Ure

REFUGEES 
WELCOME 
HERE!

     @refugeecampaign

Take the pledge at www.amnesty.ca/campaigns/refugeeswelcomehere

Conseil canadien pour les réfugiés
Canadian Council for Refugees 

AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL   |   AMNISTIE  INTERNATIONALE  |    CANADIAN COUNCIL FOR REFUGEES
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For further reading

• Does this undocumented family deserve to 
stay in Toronto? - The Toronto Star 
http://on.thestar.com/1UI5T3r

• Mexico, a death-trap for migrants: ‘It was the 
worst day of my life’ - Madeleine Penman, 
Mexico researcher at Amnesty International 
http://bit.ly/1eCLVEw

• Mexico becoming a ‘no-go zone’ for migrants 
as gruesome massacre remains unresolved 
five years on - Amnesty International 
http://bit.ly/1JbJLUJ

In the waning months of 1956, while Russian tanks roll into the 
public squares of Budapest to crush the Hungarian Revolution, 
brothers Robert and Attila Beck flee with their family to the Paris 
townhouse of their great-aunt Hermina. As they travel through 
minefields both real and imagined, Robert and Attila grapple with 
sibling rivalry, family secrets, and incalculable loss to arrive at a place 
they thought they’d lost forever: home.

In beautifully crafted writing that burns with intensity and humour, 
Joseph Kertes explores displacement and uncertainty in a dark time 
from the perspective of two boys filled with wonder at the world 
around them.

The discussion guide will be sent out in early May
In the meanwhile, if you have any questions or comments, please 
contact us at bookclub@amnesty.ca.

COMING UP IN IN MAY
The Afterlife of Stars 
by Joseph Kertes
Recommended by guest reader Terry Fallis

BOOK CLUB

• Facebook: 
Amnesty International Book Club

• Twitter: 
@AmnestyReads

• Instagram: 
@AmnestyBookClub

• And join our 
discussion group 
on Goodreads.com

Tell others about the book club!
Share the Amnesty International Book Club online
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Bonus: A do it yourself door hanger 
• Print page out on heavy card, cut out and hang on any door handle. 

• Put on your front door, your office door, anywhere! 

MY DOOR
IS OPEN
FOR REFUGEES

CUT THIS CIRCLE OUT


