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Recent development of cross-
cultural-comparative psychiatry 
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The Division of Social and 

Transcultural Psychiatry is a 
network of scholars and 
clinicians within the 
Department of Psychiatry, 
Faculty of Medicine, McGill 
University, devoted to 

promoting research, training and consultation 
in social and cultural psychiatry. 

The Division traces its history to 1955, when 
Drs. Eric Wittkower and Jack Fried set up the 
section of Transcultural Psychiatric Studies as a 
joint venture between the Departments of 
Psychiatry and Anthropology at McGill. In 
1956, they began a newsletter to bring together 
an international network of clinicians and 
researchers interested in exchanging 
information and observations about the effects 
of culture on psychiatric disorders. The list of 
people involved in this early network includes a 
veritable ‘who’s-who’ of cultural psychiatry as 
well as such key figures in psychological 
anthropology as George Devereux and 
Margaret Mead. The newsletter subsequently 
became Transcultural Psychiatric Research Review 
and, in 1996, Transcultural Psychiatry—an 
interdisciplinary, peer-reviewed scientific 
journal, published by Sage (UK). Among the 
many scholars of cultural psychiatry who taught 
at McGill in the 1950s and 60s were Norman 
Chance, Henri Ellenberger, H.B.M. Murphy, 
Raymond Jean-François Saucier, and Ronald 
Wintrob. In 1981, a Division of Social and 
Transcultural Psychiatry was formally 
established to integrate research and teaching in 
these fields. 

Drs. Wittkower, Murphy, Prince and other 
members of the Division conducted path 
breaking research on a wide range of topics, 
including cultural variations in psychiatric 
disorder and culture-bound syndromes; cross-
cultural and cross-national epidemiology of 
psychiatric disorders; cultural variations in 

illness beliefs and healing practices; patterns of 
psychoactive drug use (alcohol, cannabis, coca); 
a1ttitudes toward the mentally ill; and the 
healing functions of trance and religious 
experience. Members of the Division were 
instrumental in establishing cultural psychiatry 
as field of study recognized by American and 
Canadian Psychiatric Associations and H.B.M 
Murphy founded the World Psychiatric 
Association Section on Transcultural Psychiatry 
in 1970. 

In recent years, with the changing 
composition of Québec society, Division 
members have come to focus their attention 
not only on international mental health but 
equally on the mental health problems of 
immigrants, refugees, Aboriginal peoples and 
the many ethnocultural communities that 
comprise the Canadian mosaic. Canada has 
been called “the house of difference” and 
owing to its high proportion of newcomers and 
explicit policy of multiculturalism, is ideally 
suited to developing mental health research and 
models of practice to address cultural diversity. 
The study of psychiatric theory and practice 
itself as a cultural construction is also a major 
focus of research. A strong tradition of open 
collaboration across disciplines has made it 
possible to link qualitative ethnographic 
research, psychiatric epidemiology, cognitive 
social psychology, and social studies of science. 

There are three main research centers 
associated with the Division: (1) the Culture & 
Mental Health Research Unit of the Sir 
Mortimer B. Davis-Jewish General Hospital 
(Director: Laurence J. Kirmayer); (2) the 
Psychosocial Division of the Douglas Hospital 
Research Centre (Director: Suzanne King); and 
the Immigrant and Refugee Children's Mental 
Health Research Unit of the Montreal 
Children's Hospital (Director: Cécile Rousseau). 
Current research at these units includes projects 
on: the impact of racism on the mental health 
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anthropologists Gilles Bibeau (who was Chair 
of Anthropology at the University of Montreal) 
and Ellen Corin dates back to that time, and 
they have both been tremendously supportive, 
stimulating and challenging colleagues. In the 
late 1980s, GIRAME and its journal wound 
down as other forms of networking and 
collaboration took their place.  

In the early 1980s, with the help of Margaret 
Lock, I undertook some brief fieldwork in 
Japan, but clinical and family responsibilities 
sidelined plans to continue. In 1989, I had the 
opportunity to do psychiatric consultations for 
the Inuit in the arctic region of Quebec and this 
began an ongoing involvement in Inuit mental 
health. Struck by the high suicide rate among 
young men, I began a series of epidemiological 
and ethnographic studies aimed at 
understanding the impact of internal 
colonialism and culture change on Inuit mental 
health. This led to a broader interest in and 
involvement with the mental health of 
indigenous peoples and, eventually, the 
founding of a National Network for Aboriginal 
Mental Health Research, which I co-direct with 
Dr. Gail Valaskakis, the Director of Research 
for the Aboriginal Health Foundation. 
Currently, I am leading a cross-national 
research program on resilience among 
Indigenous peoples, with colleagues from New 
Zealand.  

In 1991, Raymond Prince retired and I took 
over the direction of the Division and 
editorship of the journal. !"#$%&'()'"#(*+%,&-.#)".&*
/0%0#"&-* /01.02 was the oldest journal in the 
field, but because it published mainly abstracts 
and reviews of other articles, did not have 
much visibility outside its circle of devoted 
readers. I was mandated to make over the 
journal as a peer-reviewed publication and 
arranged to move from in-house publication to 
an arrangement with Sage (UK), a leading 
publisher of social science and other journals. 
This arrangement has allowed the journal to 
grow and to become an arena for current 
research work in cultural psychiatry. We remain 
committed to maintaining its diversity both in 
terms of the geographic origins of contributors 
and the many disciplines represented. As an 
international journal that cuts across psychiatry, 
psychology, anthropology and other social 

sciences, !"#$%&'()'"#(* +%,&-.#)", occupies a 
unique interdisciplinary niche. 

Since the early 1990s, my thinking about 
culture and psychiatry has been strongly 
influenced by ongoing conversations with the 
medical anthropologist Allan Young, whose 
critique of the cultural construction of PTSD 
has provided a model for the careful 
ethnographic, historical and philosophical 
analysis of psychiatric research and practice. My 
clinical perspective owes much to my colleagues 
Jaswant Guzder and Cécile Rousseau. I feel 
extremely fortunate to have such innovative 
and committed scholars and clinicians as 
friends and colleagues. In addition to 
continuing work on Aboriginal mental health, 
healing and resilience, I am engaged in a range 
of other projects on models of mental health 
services for multicultural societies, the use of 
the cultural formulation in cultural consultation, 
the conceptual integration of cultural and social 
neuroscience research, and the role of 
metaphor in illness and healing. At the center 
of my work in cultural psychiatry are two 
fundamental concerns: the power of poetic 
language to transform experience and the 
politics of empathy and alterity in clinical 
practice.  

 
E-mail: laurence.kirmayer@mcgill.ca 
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training I also undertook training in 
psychoanalytic psychotherapy, another 
paradigm for democratic criticism of dominant 
ideologies.  

 
My interests in cultural psychiatry enabled me 

to conduct a critical re-analysis of how mental 
health services were indeed discriminatory and 
often failed to provide culturally appropriate 
care. Proponents of radical service re-design at 
that time (1990s) were Drs Parimala Moodley & 
Suman Fernando and Prof. John Cox, who 
further supported and legitimated my interests 
as being of immediate and widespread 
relevance to psychiatry as a whole and not just 
to minority ethnic groups.  

 
Since my first consultant jobs and my 

academic appointment at the Medical School in 
East London (2000), I have seen cultural 
psychiatry become a major force in critical 
thinking about service users, ethics, philosophy 
of psychiatry, and now, even enshrined in 
national policies that advocate training in 
cultural competency for all mental health 
professionals. Prof Goffredo Bartocci has 
almost single-handedly raised the profile of 
cultural psychiatry in Europe within the last five 
years. The formation of WACP is therefore 
timely, as it offers the potential for our subject 
matter to be understood in its richest and 
fullest context, as a core ‘philosophy’ in 
psychiatric practice and research, and to bring 
together different schools of cultural psychiatry.  

 
I currently serve as Chair of the Transcultural 

Special Interest Group of the Royal College of  
Psychiatrists (2004-2008) which has some 1650 
psychiatrist members in the UK. I am also a 
member of the World Psychiatric Association 
Transcultural Psychiatry Section, and a member 
of the founding Board of Directors of the 
World Association of Cultural Psychiatry. I am 
also a member of the British Association of 
Psychotherapists and a Fellow of the Royal 
Society of Medicine (UK).  

 
I am Director of MSc Transcultural Mental 

Healthcare at Queen Mary College, University 
of London.  

This innovative Masters program is focused 
on health services’ research and practice, 

ensuring that there is transfer of knowledge and 
skills to routine mental health practice. It is a 
multi-disciplinary course (teachers and 
students), and is in its fourth successful year. 
We are about to embark on an e-learning 
process for our future international students. 
We have 35 MSc students and 5 PhD students 
in our post-graduate program, as well as 
medical students. 

 
My research interests include:   
 
! South Asian’s pathways to care and 

recognition of mental disorder in 
primary care (funded by the Wellcome 
Trust) 

! African Caribbean mentally disordered 
offenders in Brixton Prison and their 
pathways to care (DH funded) 

! Somali Refugees and risk factors for 
mental disorders (NHS funded) 

! Mixed sampling methods using 
qualitative and quantitative methods, 
specifically the interface between 
anthropology and epidemiology (NHS 
& Home Office funded) 

! Cultural Capability of Services for ! lack 
and " inority # thnic (BME) Groups 
(New Zealand Research Council 
funded) 

!  Policy formulation for effective 
services for BME groups in the UK 
(DH funded) 

! Racism as a risk factor for mental health 
problems  

! Adolescents’ risk of mental disorder by 
ethnic group and cultural identity (DH, 
ELCHA funded) 

! Eating disorders and ethnicity 
! Explanatory models of mental 

disorders, and use in clinical assessment 
and diagnosis (Barts and The London 
Research Board) 

! Suicide & Ethnicity in the UK (DH 
funded, Charitable foundation of Barts 
& The London) 

! Dual Diagnosis and Ethnicity (Mellow 
Campaign funded) 

! Improving Pathways to Care for BME 
groups (DH funded) 
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The Centre for Psychiatry has strategic 
alliances with the Royal Free Hospital & UCL 
School of Medicine (Centre for Health 
Improvement & Ethnic Services: CHIMES), 
and with the Faculty of Health Sciences at the 
University of Auckland (Centre for Asian 
Research and Evaluation: CARE-UK and 
CARE-NZ). I have also worked with national 
DH policy leads and NIMHE (UK) to develop 
improved services and care for black and ethnic 
groups in the UK. I have published numerous 
peer-reviewed research and educational papers 
in international journals, and have authored 
and/or edited five books.  

 
The main studies our research group is 

undertaking as part of our future strategy 
include:  
! Adolescents’ mental health: prevalence and 

cultural risk factors including cultural 
identity. 

! Studies of refugee and asylum-seeker 
mental health, especially Somali refugees 

! Studies of mental health problems among 
Asian populations (Chinese and Indian-sub-
continent origin) across continents 

! Cultural Competency Training, and our 
Masters Program 

! Suicide Prevention and Ethnicity 
! Improving Pathways to Recovery 
! Studies of Common Mental Disorders 

among adults: risk factors and interventions 
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! Religious Values and Coping with Mental 
Distress 
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Psychiatric Association, where I chaired the 
Standing Committee Reviewing the Abuse of 
Psychiatry and received cases from many parts 
of the world. 

 
Almost at the same time I decided to leave 

my position as Head of the Department of 
Psychiatry of Copenhagen University and 
become the Medical Director of the Danish 
Rehabilitation and Research Center for Torture 
Victims, with projects helping traumatized 
people in a number of countries.  

 
After the reorganization of the Center, I 

decided in 2001, to return to psychiatry and 
became Head of the newly established National 
Center for Transcultural Psychiatry at the 
Department of Psychiatry, Rigshospitalet, 
Copenhagen; with the aim to set cultural 
aspects on the psychiatric agenda. 

 
Cultural issues are central in my work in the 

establishment of a Nordic Transcultural 
Network of Psychiatrists and Psychologists, as 
well as with my membership of the WPA-
Transcultural Psychiatry Section and now the 
WACP also. 

 
I welcome the inauguration of WACP and 

look forward to fruitful collaboration with 
colleagues around the globe who share the 
same interests. 
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