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he ‘right of asylum’ —
where a persecuted person 
seeks asylum from another 
sovereign authority or 

foreign country — is a legal concept 
almost as old as humanity. Karl Marx, 
the Dalai Lama, Julian Assange and 
Edward Snowden are only some of the 
more high-profile asylum seekers of 
recent history.

Due to large-scale global unrest, our world 
faces the largest movement of displaced 
people since the end of World War II.(1) 

Before we can assess how the plight 
of asylum seekers and children in 
detention has filtered into the national 
consciousness via our literature, it’s 
necessary to quickly canvass Australia’s 
historical policy towards asylum seekers 
and others from Non-English speaking 
backgrounds.

Australia — colonised from 1788 by 
convicts and free settlers governed by 
English law — has had a troubled history 
with ‘the [non-English-speaking] other’. 
Despite having continuously occupied 
Australia for roughly 50,000 years before 
colonisation, the Indigenous peoples 
of Australia had their rights to their 
lands denied by the doctrine of terra 
nullius (literally, no one’s land). While 
terra nullius was overturned in the 1992 
Mabo decision, Indigenous peoples 
continue to experience discrimination 

and disadvantage.(2) Alongside this, the 
‘White Australia Policy’ — formulated in 
the 19th century in response to violent 
anti-Chinese sentiment and one of the 
drivers of Federation (only formally 
dismantled in 1973) — favoured 
migration to Australia by those who 
could pass racially based selection 
criteria. 

From the 1930s until roughly 1954, 
the number of European refugees (eg 
Latvians, Dutch, Greeks) accepted 
by Australia has been put at around 
200,000.(3) Three subsequent seafaring 
‘waves’ of asylum seekers have been 
identified as: the Vietnamese (1976–81), 
Indochinese asylum seekers (1989–98) 
and from 1999, people of largely Middle 
Eastern origin.(4)

Most of the works discussed below 
were written by people outside the 
culture, ethnicity and/or social/political/
religious background of the characters 
depicted. And while the works were 
created with the best intentions, it’s 
necessary to briefly note key problems 
that bedevil any representation of a 
marginalised group by people outside 
that group. 

At its most basic, ‘cultural 
appropriation’ involves the adoption 
or representation of aspects of another 
culture but, at its most insidious, 
entrenches the dominance of a 
particular culture or gaze and involves 
— to some extent — the use of racial or 
cultural stereotype. 

When a first world writer writes of 
asylum seekers, the usual directive 
to ‘write what you know’ becomes 

problematic. The writer may have no 
direct experience of the traumatic 
circumstances that would cause a 
person to seek asylum. Nor can the 
writer have lived the conditions within 
detention that might give rise to mental 
illness, physical illness leading to death, 
rape, assault or self-harming behaviour 
(eg swallowing razor blades). Even if 
the marginalised are interviewed for a 
work of fiction, the resulting thing is a 
composite artefact: at best, an accurately 
filtered story; at worst, a reconfiguration 
or conflation. And because first world 
voices are predominantly the only 
ones heard in the general silence 
surrounding asylum seekers — 
because asylum seekers lack the skills, 
language, resources and machinery to 
reach us and be directly heard — our 
interpretations of their stories, by 
default, become their stories. 

Readers of Australian YA (young adult) 
and children’s fiction know that there 
is, and has been for decades, a lack 
of diversity in the books making it to 
publication. I don’t just speak of gender 
inequalities — which the Stella Prize 
in Schools Program was specifically 
created to address regarding female-
identifying authors — but diversity in its 
many forms: neurological, physiological, 
physical, linguistic, cultural, socio-
economic, religious, LGBTIQ (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, 
and questioning). The world we see 
around us — reflecting humanity’s full 
spectrum — is not the world presented 
in mainstream fiction. The authorship 
does not adequately reflect the 
spectrum; nor do the stories. 

It’s a diverse world; it always has 
been. Yet stories or authors that 
present as ‘diverse’ are considered 
— by publishers, gatekeepers and 
tastemakers — as potentially more 
challenging, unpopular or less 
commercial than narratives that do not 
feature ‘diverse’ protagonists or stories. 
Asylum seeker narratives — the stories 
of people who aren’t even citizens but 
who are characterised in the popular 
press as ‘queue jumpers’ and ‘illegals’ 
— would therefore possess even less 
currency. As Paula Young Lee has so 
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people smugglers. Boy Overboard 
was published less than a year after 
the infamous ‘Children Overboard 
Affair’ (involving public allegations 
by Howard government ministers that 
seafaring asylum seekers had thrown 
children overboard in a bid to secure 
safe passage to Australia, which a 
Senate select committee inquiry later 
refuted). 

Soraya the Storyteller is told in the first-
person, present-tense by 12-year-old 
Soraya, whose family fled Afghanistan 
because of Taliban oppression. The 
journey in this case is Afghanistan—
Pakistan—Indonesia—detention—
Adelaide (under a TPV). 

Novels like these have certainly played 
a role in drawing attention to the plight 
of asylum seekers and refugees. But, 
in reading them, issues surrounding 
representation — including appropriate 
language use and characterisation (for 
example, the English used by refugees 
from the Middle East as written by 
writers of a European background) — 
constantly arise.  

Morris Gleitzman’s companion novel 
to Boy Overboard, Girl Underground 
(Penguin, 2004), is told in the first-
person present-tense by Bridget, a white 
Australian private school girl. Jamal 
from Boy Overboard is now in mainland 
detention and Bridget and her friend 
Menzies — Jamal’s pen pal — plan and 
execute a detention centre breakout. 
At the end of Girl Underground, for 

one moment at least, asylum seekers, 
ordinary Australians, the media and 
government authorities all mingle ‘on 
the outside’ due to the agency of two 
tenacious children. A fairy tale, you 
might say, but a life-affirming one that 
demonstrates that it is possible to write 
to the experience of others from your 
own perspective.  

What of stories written by refugees 
themselves during this period? 
Several of the stories in Dark Dreams: 
Australian Refugee Stories by young 
writers aged 11–20 years (Sonja Dechian, 
Heather Millar and Eva Sallis [eds], 
Wakefield Press, 2004) operate in 
stark contrast to the descriptive, 
blow-by-blow approach taken by some 
adult writers of asylum seeker fiction. 
Granted Dark Dreams is a work of non-
fiction featuring ‘refugee stories’ retold 
by young people, but the narrative 
journey arc of Afghanistan—Pakistan—
Indonesia—mandatory detention takes 
on a special dimension of immediacy 
and horror when recounted by a teen 
who actually took the journey:

Since I opened my eyes into this world 
I heard the sound of rockets, missiles 
and all kinds of artillery firing around 
my house. Thousands of other Afghan 
infants and children were mourning all 
around my country. All mothers were 
screaming and shouting next to the 
dead bodies of children. All of my mind 
is filled with fearful sounds of weapons 
and portraits of barbarous people’s 
faces and visions of acts and cruelty in 
front of my eyes. 
(Nooria Wazefadost, aged 15)

And this from refugee Mohammad Zia, 
18:

As a fifteen-year-old, that was the darkest 
moment of my life to see the bodies of 
hundreds of people who were executed 
and children the same as my age and 
younger were hanging on the power poles 
in a cruel way. My heart was bleeding to 
see the cruelty of human beings towards 
human beings .... My childhood is stolen 
and I can’t remember one good day 
with other children except being always 
on high alert of security occupation and 
death. 

incisively put it recently, ‘From the 
margins, the sound of writing sounds 
like nothing at all. You’re a mute in a 
black hole, hearing nothing but braying 
in your head.’(7)

Offshore processing was introduced 
during the reign of the Howard 
government. As a migrant child of 
the 1970s, I tend to remember more 
compassion surrounding the reportage 
on Vietnamese boat arrivals than I 
see in more recent media coverage. 
A corollary of offshore processing is 
greater secrecy. If we don’t see bad 
things happening, then maybe nothing 
is happening — and we need do 
nothing. 

During the Howard years, a number 
of non-refugee writers wrote to 
the experiences of refugees from 
a first-person perspective. These 
books include Alwyn Evans’ Walk in 
My Shoes (Penguin, 2004), Morris 
Gleitzman’s Boy Overboard (Penguin, 
2002) and Rosanne Hawke’s Soraya 
the Storyteller (Lothian Books, 2004). 
As Australian Indigenous YA author, 
Ambelin Kwaymullina has explained it, 
use of the first person begs the larger 
questions of: ‘Who speaks for whom? 
Who can tell whose stories? The use of 
first person can be fraught, especially 
when a member of the privileged is 
placing themselves in the shoes of the 
marginalised.’ 

Walk in My Shoes centres around 
Hazara teen, Gulnessa, and her family, 
who flee war-torn Afghanistan. They 
reach Australia by boat from Indonesia 
only to land in mainland detention. 
Told in the first-person, past-tense, it’s 
a highly descriptive, heavily researched, 
event-laden tale told in two distinct 
parts: the family’s life in detention 
(where Gulnessa witnesses suicide 
attempts, instances of self-harm and 
violence) and the family’s life in Perth 
after obtaining a temporary protection 
visa (TPV).  

Boy Overboard is told in the first-
person, present-tense by asylum 
seeker, Jamal, whose family flees 
Afghanistan through a network of 
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Sallis expressly states: ‘Authors [in this 
collection] who use English as a second 
language offer something unique, a 
language put under pressure to express 
their ideas and experiences. This is 
preserved as much as possible.’

Detail and veracity are important 
when writing of asylum seekers. But 
in asylum seeker fiction for teens and 
children, the voice is vital. There is no 
sense of dislocation or distance for the 
reader if the voice rings true — and 
perhaps no truer voice exists than that 
of someone telling their own story.

Asylum seeker fiction post-2007 is 
marked by an emergence of authors 
who were refugees, or are the children 
of refugees.

Probably at the same time I was 
watching images of Vietnamese boat 
people on our black-and-white kitchen 
TV in 1970s outer-Melbourne, Bic 
Walker (née Phan Bic Ngan or refugee 
‘VNKG 2200’) was fleeing Vietnam 
by boat in 1979, as a three-year-old. 
Her picture book, A Safe Place to 
Live (2011), illustrated with her own 
paintings, details her harrowing 
journey.

Along the way, her crowded vessel is 
boarded by pirates who:

took over our little boat and stole 
all our food and petrol. We were left 
to drift for many days and nights 
thinking we were all going to drown. 
Then a large oil tanker came and 
rescued us. We had to climb up 
the large tyres on the side of the oil 
tanker to get up. It was very high.

They are taken to an island:

where there were many other people 
camping for refuge. The island was a 
waiting place .... We just waited and 
waited. Finally we were picked up 
and flew across the world to a safe 
island called Australia.There was no 
fighting or war and we were allowed 
to do what we wanted and go where 

we wanted .... We were as free as the 
birds.

Bic Walker was a ‘first wave’ refugee 
who, when she possessed the ability 
and resources, expressed her personal 
journey in a visually arresting way. 
Her language is simple — to fit her 
audience — but the effect of actual 
memory rendered in words and 
pictures from the refugee perspective is 
both thrilling and immediate. Her story 
is similar to that of Anh Do — beloved 
author/comic and another ‘first wave’ 
refugee from Vietnam, similarly 
attacked by pirates en route to Australia 
— who retells his boat journey in The 
Little Refugee (Allen & Unwin, 2011). 

In Alice Pung’s Laurinda (Black Inc, 
2014), the protagonist, Lucy Lam, is a 
first-generation child of Vietnamese–
Australian refugee parents, who 
wins the inaugural ‘Equal Access’ 
scholarship (for ‘povvo’ kids) to a 
prestigious private ladies’ college. 
Laurinda directly highlights the kind of 
inter-generational traumas that affect 
the children of asylum seekers. Pung 
herself is the daughter of a ‘second 
wave’ Chinese–Cambodian refugee 
who survived Pol Pot’s killing fields 
and has written in-depth accounts of 
her troubled childhood in two widely 
acclaimed memoirs.  

Beside these voices, others are added. 
In Flight (Windy Hollow Books, 2015), 
written by Nadia Wheatley, illustrated 
by Armin Greder, a couple and their 
baby in an unnamed Middle Eastern 
country flee the authorities across 

the desert only to end up in a refugee 
camp where they wait ‘until their cry 
for help is heard’. The power of Flight 
lies in its stark, largely black-and-white, 
drawings. The only clue to its setting is 
in the way the couple are dressed, and 
in the use of the word Inshallah or ‘God 
be willing’ twice in the simple narrative. 

In Neil Grant’s The Ink Bridge (Allen 
& Unwin, 2012), the stories of an 
Australian boy, Hec, and a Hazara teen 
called Omed — who flees the Taliban 
after they cut out his tongue — are 
intricately woven together until the two 
meet, briefly, while working at a factory 
staffed by refugees in outer Melbourne. 
Omed’s journey (Bamiyan—Pakistan—
Indonesia—Australia), and Hec’s 
journey to Afghanistan to reconnect 
with Omed as an adult, are dense 
and exhaustive travelogues of sights, 
sounds and characters. 

Cloudwish (MacMillan, 2015) by award-
winning Melbourne author, Fiona 
Wood — whose work as a volunteer 
tutor at The Friday Night School 
was the inspiration for Cloudwish — 
features a teen protagonist, Vân Uớc 
Phan, the Australian-born and raised 
child of two traumatised Vietnamese 
boat people. It is told mainly in the 
third-person past-tense (a deliberate, 
carefully thought-through technique, 
Wood confirmed). Where Vân Uớc 
does speak in the first-person (eg when 
writing assignments), the author’s 
stance on asylum seeker policy is 
crystal clear:

I wish I hadn’t read the article 
about the fucking government’s new 
legislation on boat people how dare 
they how dare they stand in the 
fortress the high places the towers 
of privilege stamp down rain down 
reign down on the people who can’t 
find the first foothold in the green 
water floating drowning the soft sand 
the sand too far too far far far below 
never making it to shore they are no 
different from us us and them us is 
them we are them.
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Vân Uớc’s mother suffers recurring 
PTSD from all the losses suffered in 
coming to Australia. When Vân Uớc 
tries to express ‘everything she’d 
heard directly from her mother about 
her parents’ exodus from Vietnam to 
Australia’, Wood treats the reader to 
one-and-a-half completely blank pages 
— possibly to demonstrate the absolute 
gulf of anguish and silence surrounding 
asylum seekers.  

In Marlee Jane Ward’s harrowing, 
futuristic, Welcome to Orphancorp 
(Seizure, 2015), unaccompanied minors 
below the age of 18 are bought by 
‘Orphancorps’ and essentially enslaved 
until they are eligible for ‘Age Release’ 
or dispatched straight to a ‘Prisoncorp’ 
at the age of majority and never 
heard of again. In Ward’s frequently 
violent novel, race, gender and sexual 
preference are no longer an issue inside 
the Orphancorps. The kids are simply 
trying to survive an institutionalised 
childhood ruled by State-employed 
‘Uncles’ and ‘Aunties’ who act with 
impunity. Adults frequently brutalise 
children using the excuse ‘Children 
need to know the Consequences of their 
actions’ to commit literal murder. 

All of it feels real because the children 
of Orphancorp could be the children 

currently in detention in Australia’s 
detention facilities; they could be us. 
What refracting the narrative of children 
in detention through a dystopia does is 
that the essential humanity underlying 
us all is brought into sharper focus. If 
we wouldn’t want it to happen to us, 
why would we want it to happen to 
someone else’s child?

Although Ambelin Kwaymullina’s The 
Interrogation of Ashala Wolf (Walker 
Books, 2014) is not considered part 
of the YA ‘canon’ surrounding asylum 
seekers, the futuristic dystopia Ashala 
lives in highlights — to devastating 
effect — issues surrounding diverse 
peoples, the mandatory detention of 
children and institutionalised racism.
In Ashala’s world, people are no longer 
distinguished on the basis of race but 
on whether they possess an ability 
(such as flight or firestarting) that 
will endanger the so-called ‘Balance’ 
the government wishes to maintain. 
Children that have these dangerous 
abilities are forcefully interned. While 
Kwaymullina’s novel has its genesis in 
her own cultural background (she is a 
storyteller from the Palyku people of the 
Pilbara), she told me recently:

In writing the Tribe series I was drawing 
on an older history than Australia’s 
present day treatment of refugees and 
asylum seekers — my series is based 
in the incarceration of Indigenous 
children in the Stolen Generations era, 
and the so-called ‘citizenship’ laws 
applying to Indigenous peoples in the 
40s which purported to offer belonging 
but were actually tools of oppression. 
I’ve found, however, that many refugee 
and asylum seeker teens relate strongly 
to the books. I think their stories meet 
mine in narrative space, and we connect 
with each other at the intersection of 
different experiences of trauma and 
exclusion. But this does not mean our 
experiences equate, such that I would 
ever have the right to tell their stories. 
My task is not to fill the silence where 
refugee and asylum seeker voices should 
be speaking but to decry that silence; to 
do what I can to support those voices 

to tell their own truths; and to continue 
to challenge the structures of privilege 
in literature that are preventing diverse 
Australian voices from being heard.

Where does this leave us? With a canon 
of literature about asylum seekers 
that is centred around a continuing 
silence: the silence of those currently 
incarcerated, and the silence of all the 
past ‘waves’ of asylum seekers too 
traumatised or marginalised to get their 
own stories out. 

Asylum seekers continue to be one 
of the most invisible segments of our 
society. In raising awareness of the 
plight of asylum seekers, our fiction 
for children and young adults should 
emphasise our common humanity but 
also enable those most marginalised, or 
affected by intergenerational traumas, 
to have a direct line to the hearts and 
minds of Australian readers. While they 
wait and wait, we should ask them what 
their stories are, and enable them to be 
heard.
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