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Introduction 

The idea of this anthology was to ask some of our most admired 

Australian writers to bring a different perspective and depth to the 

public debate on asylum seekers. 

The language of this discussion has been debased to such an extent 
that spin-doctor flacks and people on the extremist fringes of 

Australian politics are largely responsible for the tone and direction of one of the central moral issues of 

our time. 

Even senior politicians have used inflammatory and inaccurate descriptions – detainees throw their children 

overboard, they are terrorists and fraudsters, and people smugglers are lower than paedophiles. 

The fact that they are talking about the most marginalised people on earth – deeply traumatised refugees 

who have lost their countries, homes and families through disasters of every kind – is lost in this storm of 

venom and cliché. 

We believe that the best writers can get to the heart of things in a way that almost no one else can 

because of the truthfulness, power and clarity of their language. 

We were looking for these qualities in our choice of writers and the result has been extraordinary. Some 

of Australia's most distinguished novelists, poets and thinkers have focused their forensic intelligence on 

this issue. 

What has become clear from these writers is that the Australian attitude to asylum seekers, their down-

to-earth, personal experience of it is quite different from that of the artificial world of spin. The stories and 

poetry in this anthology confirm that the experiences of seeking asylum – the terrible journeys of escape 

from death, starvation, poverty and terror to an imagined paradise – are part of our mindset and deeply 

embedded in our culture and personal histories. 

Les Murray's poem about his wife's journey from Hungary as a child immigrant during the war is so tender 

and perfectly observed that boat people of any age or time would recognise and respond to it. 

Geraldine Brooks' and Sue Woolfe's stories, both about fathers who remained illegal immigrants all their 

lives, are poignant portraits of the millions of people around the world who live daily with the fear of 

discovery. 

Judith Wright's daughter Meredith McKinney describes how her mother was haunted by her meeting with 

a young Jewish man desperate for asylum from the Nazis. Wright wrote about this experience in a painfully 

truthful section of her autobiography Half a Lifetime. 

In writing about their personal histories these writers through the power of their language illuminate the 

larger picture of asylum seekers with eloquence, depth and compassion. 
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Passionately imagined fiction from writers like Gail Jones, Rodney Hall, Debra Adelaide, Kathryn Heyman, 

Christos Tsiolkas, Eva Hornung and Anna Funder memorably conveys the pain, joy and pity of asylum 

seekers' lives. 

Each of these stories achieves an intensification of reality, an authentic glimpse into the interiority of an 

individual life in a way that only the best fiction can. In each story we are introduced to new, often startling 

worlds whose authenticity and originality are radiantly apparent. 

Cogent and knowledgeable pieces on Australian policies for asylum seekers by Alex Miller, Raimond Gaita, 

Tom Keneally, Anna Funder and Elliot Perlman argue convincingly and passionately for a more humane 

approach. Kim Scott analyses the connection between Indigenous experience and that of asylum seekers in 

his lyrical and thoughtful essay. Fiona McGregor draws a deft and incisive portrait of a dancer and 

humanitarian forced to flee from his home in Sri Lanka. 

Stephanie Johnson's sardonic dystopia throws a whole new light on Australia–New Zealand relations; 

Arnold Zable and Denise Leith tell moving and insightful stories of what it means to be a survivor; Bella 

Vendramini vividly describes an epiphany she goes through when she and her boyfriend help some Somalis 

to escape detention. 

Haunting poems like John Tranter's lament on the damage of war and the dispossession of the battered 

people of Europe, Judith Rodriguez's sensitive portrayal of asylum seekers, Dorothy Hewett's evocative 

vision of the horrors of families fleeing from war, Ouyang Yu's ironic take on the cultural meaning of 'boat 

people' and Judith Wright's celebration of love in a threatening environment express the world of asylum 

seekers in unforgettable images. 

In the beginning we approached these writers with apprehension, knowing they all had large workloads and 

were deluged by requests. Worse, a topic like asylum seekers is so fraught it is not easy to write about. 

Yet the majority of writers accepted immediately with enthusiasm and modesty. 

It was inspiring to find such a communality of feeling and generosity among Australian writers. 

Australians have a reputation for plain speaking, irreverence and sympathy for the underdog. Only a 

generation ago bipartisan support allowed thousands of Vietnamese refugees to be resettled here without 

fuss or acrimony, and at present count there are more than one hundred Australian organisations giving 

help to refugees. So it's not too much to hope that we can meet this crisis with compassion and optimism 

instead of cruelty and despair, constructiveness instead of damage, honesty instead of lies. 

In this rich anthology the writers have made their contribution to the debate by addressing the lives of 

refugees with truthfulness and grace. Their stories show how closely our own histories mirror those of 
asylum seekers and how our fate is only a heartbeat away from theirs. These writers prove through the 

power of their language that workable and compassionate ideas about this human tragedy are not only 

possible but essential for us as a nation. 

– Rosie Scott, 2013 

 


