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R efugees and asylum  seekers in  Australia: 
border-crossers of the postcolonial imaginary+

Sonia Magdalena Tascon*

Introduction
O n sh o re  re fu g ees ,* 1 or th o se  w h o  arrive b y  boat, threaten to 'flood ' th is n a tio n  it is  
reported  in  the m ed ia  (The West Australian N ovem b er 2001), yet the actual n um bers belie  
this. O nshore refugees represent som e 3-5 per cent o f the total m igratory intake for 
A ustralia , and  constitute a third o f the p laces allocated for its hum anitarian program  
(that is, a llocated  for onshore and  offshore refugees).2 The fear of invasion  recalls sim ilar 
fears o f  the 'ye llow  hordes' in  the latter parts o f the 19th century, from  w h ich  the W hite 
A ustralia  p o licy  w a s b o m . W hat is occurring to and in relation to  asylum  seekers and

+ This article was previously published in M o t  P lu r ie l and is reproduced here with permission.
* Sonia teaches and studies at Curtin University of Technology, Perth, Western Australia, in the School of 

Social Work and Social Policy. Her doctoral studies involve researching official and unofficial responses 
to onshore refugees who arrive by boat, or 'boat people', and the use of postcolonial theory to 
understand these events. Her research also involves gathering personal stories of refugees who have 
been granted temporary protection visas. Sonia has ongoing contact with refugee families through 
volunteer work in this area, and is a political advocate for refugees though active involvement with 
Amnesty International Refugee Team in Perth. Sonia has presented her work at a number of conferences. 
She was recently involved in the organisation of a discussion panel, which included panellists Philip 
Adams, Carmen Lawrence and Fred Charey, and presenting a series of workshops through the 
University of Western Australia in May-June 2002.

1 The terms refugee and asylum seeker refer to different statuses given to people fleeing their nation of 
origin. Asylum seeker refers to those people arriving in another country, whether by land, air or sea, 
seeking asylum. The receiving countrv then follows a process of establishing whether these people are 
genuine refugees and assigns them this term if considered to be so. I use the term refugee from here on 
simply for purposes of economy, and because much of the treatment I mention in this article refers to 
that meted out to those already classified as refugees but not allowed to 'settle' in the emotional and 
material sense. These are people who have been given temporary protection visas of three years' 
duration and have various restrictive conditions attached to them.

2 I include a further distinction here, which is probably fairly obvious by now however. Onshore refugees 
are those people entering a nation-space without prior arrangements and are granted refugee status with 
time. Offshore refugees are those refugees who have already been granted refugee status by UNHCR 
and are then 'picked' by the official bodies of a nation to settle there.
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refugees w ith in  Australia, h ow ever , has n ever b een  about num bers. It is not even  
specifically or so le ly  contingent o n  the v io lation  o f territorial borders, a lthough  the 
'nation as sovereign' d iscourse d o es m ake th is appear a v iab le  p o in t o f origin  and  
closure. A sy lu m  seekers are en titled  to be here, seek in g  asylum , according to the U n ited  
N ations H igh C om m ission  for R efugees (U N H C R ) C on ven tion  to  w h ich  Australia is a 
signatory. T hose classified as refu gees are entitled  to  the protection  an d  rights p rovid ed  
to other citizens o f this nation . The events running through an d  around  asylum  seekers 
and refugees in  A ustralia h a v e  a succession  o f m ulti-layered  m ean in gs. Events that h ave  
conflated  the borders of the 'im aginary' (A nderson  1991), th ose  constructed  d iscursive  
borders of defin ition , w ith  geographical borders an d  produce m ea n in g s, anxieties, and  
responses that enact the fear o f a p ossib le lo ss from  an 'attack' o n  the collective self.

National borders
B orders are m o tifs  o f p o w e r fu l sw ay. T h ey  are c o n st itu te d  as p h y s ic a l and  
m etap h ysica l constructs a n d  th u s  justify  the e x c lu s io n  o f th o se  o u ts id e  'the lin e'. A t 
the national le v e l, th ese  b o rd ers n o t  o n ly  p r o v id e  territorial lim its; th ey  a lso  d efin e  
w h o  is  to be con sid ered  to  l iv e  w ith in , and w h o  is  to  be e x c lu d e d . T h ose  w h o  d o n 't  
ex ist in  the 'national im a g in ary ' b eco m e border-crossers:

B orders are se t  u p  to  d e f in e  th e  p la ce s  that are sa fe  a n d  u n sa fe , to  d is t in g u is h  u s  from  

them . A  b o rd er  is  a d iv id in g  l in e  ... a v a g u e  a n d  u n d e te r m in e d  p la c e  created  b y  the  

e m o tio n a l r e s id u e  o f  an  u n n a tu ra l b ou n dary. It is  in  a co n sta n t sta te  o f  tran sition . The  

p roh ib ited  a n d  fo rb id d en  are its  in h ab itan ts. L o s a tr a v e sa d o s  l iv e  here: th e sq u in t-e y e d ,  

th e  p erv erse , the queer, th e  tro u b le so m e , th e m o n g r e l, th e  m u la tto , th e  h a lf-b reed , th e  h a lf  

d ead; in  sh o rt th o se  w h o  cro ss  over, p a ss  over, or g o  th r o u g h  th e  c o n f in e s  o f  th e 'n orm al' 

(A n za ld u a  1999: 25).

N a tion a l borders actualise  th e E m its o f the n a tio n 's  id en tity  a n d  its geo g ra p h ica l 
integrity; the tw o  are n o t separatable. W ith in  th em  is  c o n ta in e d  the 'im a g in ed  
co m m u n ity '3 (A n d erso n  1991) as the E n lig h ten m en t d rew  it: w h o le , u n itary  and  
in tegral, and  projected  to th e rest o f the g lo b e  v ia  E u rop ean  c o lo n ia lism  and  
im p eria lism  (H o b sb a w m  1994). T he n o tio n  o f n a tio n  (Y ew ah 2001) ga th ers the  
co llectiv e  im ag in ation  a n d  n arrates itse lf in to  u n ity  (B habha 1990), gathers p e o p le

3 This is an important concept for this article and therefore deserves a little explanation. Benedict 
Anderson coined this term to refer to what he described as collective conglomerations of people into a 
perception of community, a sense of solidarity- He saw this sense as something constructed, not real 
outside our own social construction of it. 'Imaginary' therefore does not refer to a position that is not 
real, but a construct that has been socially constructed and very real for those who live it.
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w h o  m a y  n ever  m eet each  oth er (A n d erso n  1991) in to  a fan tasy  o f co n tin u ity  and  
so lid arity; the p ast and  th e fu ture co llid e  a n d  co lla p se  in to  a h o m o g en eo u s , un itary  
p resen t. T he p h y sica l a n d  m e ta p h y sica l co n fla te  and  p ro d u ce  a construct so  robust, 
so  u n if ie d  that it form s a s in g le  se a m le ss  lin ear p ro g ress io n  th rou gh  tim e a n d  space  
for th o se  w h o  b e lo n g  to  it:

N a t io n  is  a so u l, a sp ir itu a l p r in c ip le . T w o  th in g s , w h ic h  in  tru th  are b u t on e , co n stitu te  th is  

s o u l  or sp ir itu a l p r in c ip le . O n e  l ie s  in  th e  p a st , o n e  in  the p resen t. O n e is  the p o s s e s s io n  in  

c o m m o n  o f  a rich le g a c y  o f  m em o r ie s;  th e  o th er  is  p re sen t-d a y  co n sen t, the d esir e  to liv e  

to g eth er , the w ill  to  p e r p e tu a te  th e  v a lu e  o f  th e  h er ita g e  that o n e  h a s  rece iv e d  in  an  

u n d iv id e d  form  (R en an  1882 , in  B h ab h a, 1990: 19).

In a m o d ern ist m anner a ll m u ltip lic ity  is  co lla p sed  in to  'one'. P lace a n d  space, 
id en tity  a n d  b e lo n g in g , 'b e in g ', are c o lla p sed  in to  one. Sp ace b eco m es an object for 
ferv en t attachm ent an d  th ereb y  p ro v id e s  th e  group  w ith  a sen se  o f co llective  
b e lo n g in g  (D u m m ett 2001), a n d  b ord ers are co n stru cted  as that w h ich  d e fin es  the 
lim its  o f  th is sp ace o f b e lo n g in g . T h ese  form u late  the 'safe spaces' w ith in  w h ich  
id e n tity  can be h a n d ed  o n  a n d  'practised '. Id en tity  then  b eco m es the co n n ectio n  of 
c o m m o n a lity  b e tw een  th e 'practitioners' in  th e  grou p , that w h ich  g iv es  th em  a sen se  
o f c o n tin u ity  a n d  solidarity . T he n a tio n -sp a ce  a n d  id en tity  b eco m e fu sed , p ro v id in g  
the il lu s io n  o f unity, d e fin it io n  a n d  lim its: th e con stru ction  o f sa fety  for th o se  ex istin g  
w ith in  it. O nshore re fu g ees  v io la te  all o f  th ese  em b ed d ed  n o tio n s o f n ation -sp ace, 
id en tity  and  safety. T h ey  v io la te  the m o d ern ist n eed  for unity.

Race and whiteness w ithin  the borders
A u stra lia 's borders h a v e  h is to r ica lly  b e e n  racia lised  a n d  p rem ised  on  w h iten ess. 
T h ey h a v e  p ro v id ed  the p aram eters for th e  in c lu sio n  a n d  ex c lu s io n  o f certain  p eo p le s  
a lo n g  racia lised  lines. R ace a n d  w h ite n e s s  are m o st co m p lex , e lu s iv e , a n d  ever- 
c h a n g in g  con cep ts (H age 1998; S tratton  1999). R ace u su a lly  refers to  the m ark ing  of 
p e o p le s  for ex c lu sio n , a n d  w h ite n e s s  a s  th e 'norm ', th e p r iv ileg e  that is in v isib le  
(F rankenberg 1993; M oreto n -R o b in so n  2000). A lth o u g h  race as a construct and  
practice h as sh ifted  o v er  tim e to  b e c o m e  w h a t h a s n o w  b een  term ed  'the cultural', 
a n d  as a practice as 'cu ltu ra lisin ', th e  'n eo  racism '4 (Balibar 1991; M o d o o d  1997;

4 This new racism has transformed the language of race from biological determinism to cultural 
determinism: '[s]ince World War II, and especially the past fifteen years or twenty years, the cultural 
conception of race has tended to eclipse all others' (Goldberg 1993: 71). Thus when I mention from 
hereon race, racialisation or racism, I am referring to this new way of marking for exclusion.
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M arkus 2001), w h ite n e ss  has rem ained  the p o sitio n in g  o f p o w e r  that grants p r iv ileg e  
and  choice. W h iten ess grants the ability  to construct o thers at w ill  and  the a b ility  to  
construct borders o f  d efin ition  u sin g  racia lised  p aram eters o f 'd ifference7 to en act  
in c lu sio n  and exclu sion .

A ustralia , as a n a tio n  w ith  'its roots in  the h isto ry  o f E uropean  co lo n isa tio n  w h ic h  
u n iv ersa lised  a cu ltural form  of W hite id en tity  as a p o sitio n  o f cu ltura l p o w er  at the  
sa m e tim e as the c o lo n ised  w ere in  the p rocess o f b e in g  ra c ia lised 7 (H age 1998: 58), is  
d e e p ly  inscribed  w ith  racialised  ex c lu sio n s an d  th e n eed  to d eterm in e  w h o  crosses  
the borders. It is a n eed  that attem pts to protect its w h iten ess . There are e th n ic /  
re lig iou s d im en sio n s  to  th is w h iten ess  —  in c lu d in g  the p reserv a tio n  o f A n g lo -C eltic  
an d  Judeo-C hristian  traditions (Stratton 1999).

Im m igration  p o lic ies , as part o f the 'national narratives [that can] o n ly  be re so lv ed  
in to  a [racial] u n ity  th rou gh  the state's in terv en tio n 7 (P ease 1997: 4) h a v e  a lw a y s b een  
em b ed d ed  w ith in  m etanarratives o f a ssim ila tion , in tegration  in to  the larger grou p  
(K ym licka 1995). M ain ta in in g  u n ity  and  m o d ern ist order, a particu lar form  o f order, 
h a s b een  a central ro le o f  the A ustralian  state sin ce  its in cep tio n . The Immigration 
Restriction Act 1901, w h ic h  in  its practise barred the en try  o f n o n -A n g lo  C elts  in to  
A ustralia , is a clear exam p le. E ven the m u lticu ltu ra list p o lic ie s  in tro d u ced  from  1972, 
w h ich  b egan  to accep t a m ore p luralistic society, h a d  a som bre h istory. T hey h a d  b een  
in tro d u ced  from  'a b o v e 7 w ith in  th e c o n fin e s  o f  lib era l d is c o u r se s , th r o u g h  
con versa tion s b e tw e e n  in tellectuals and  p o licy  m akers, in  an  a d m in istra tive  search  
for so lu tio n s to the 'p rob lem 7 o f 'd ifference7 after th e d r iv e  to  'p o p u la te  or p e r ish 7. 
M igrant g rou p s w ere  n o t con su lted  (L opez 2000).

M ulticu ltura l d iv e r s ity  creates a p arad oxica l sp a ce  (B habha 1990) w ith in  the  
u n iversa l m etanarrative of nation  (Pease 1997). Balibar (1991) su g g es ts  th at th is 
paradoxica l sp ace requires an exc lu sion  o f n ation a l O thers in  order to effect the  
n ation 's in tem ality . A ustra lia  realised  in ternality  n o t by  ap p aren t ex c lu sio n , b u t b y  
in trod u cin g  a n e w  w a y  o f 'm arking7 d ifference at the v ery  m o m e n t d iv ers ity  w a s  
offic ia lly  accepted . W h ite  p r iv ilege  has the ab ility  to  m ark d ifferen ce in  n e w  an d  
in v en tiv e  w a y s. 'E thn icity7 b ecam e the n e w  m arker (Stratton 1998) and  o n ly  a p p lied  
to  n o n -A n g lo  C elts (D ix so n  1999). This in v ests th e ex c lu s io n s  w ith  an  air o f  natural 
necessity . 'C u lture7 th ereb y  b ecam e the n e w  w a y  o f n o tin g  th ose  w h o  w ere  
outside[rs] (Stratton a n d  A n g  1998). Indeed  cu lture co n tin u es to  b e  in v o k ed  to d a y  to  
m ark irreconcilable d ifferences b e tw een  'u s7 a n d  'th em 7. In an  in terv iew  o n  A B C 's  
Four Corners (13 S eptem ber 2001), the M inister for Im m igration  related  the se lf-h arm  
o f the d eta in ees in  Port H ed la n d  D eten tion  C entre to their 'cu ltu re7: 'the sorts o f  
th in gs p e o p le  from  th o se  parts o f the w o r ld  are u sed  to  d o in g 7. In m y  o w n
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conversations w ith  a loca l from  Port H ed la n d , culture w a s  ag a in  in v o k e d  (in  relation  
to the riots occurring in  the d eten tio n  centre in  January 2001): 'it h as to d o  w ith  w h ere  
th ey  com e from; it's w h a t th ey  d o  over  there'. D uring  th e  'ch ildren  o v erb o a rd  affair' 
in  2001 w h en  a sy lu m  seeker ch ildren  w ere  su p p o se d ly  th ro w n  in to  th e  o cea n  from  
their boat b y  their parents, M r H o w a rd  a s  Prim e M in ister  an d  M r R u d d o ck  as 
M inister for Im m igration , sp o u ted  their h orror at 'the so r ts  o f  th in g s th e se  p eo p le ' 
w ere capable o f d o in g . It h as sin ce b een  rev ea led  that th is  d id  n o t occur. T he dark  
irony of the truth h a s m a d e the 'cu ltu ra lisin ' and  th ereb y  the ra c ism  o f th ese  
statem ents so  m u ch  starker.

Retaining nationalist borders
Stratton and A n g  (1998) su g g e s t that m u lticu ltu ra lism  is  a sy m p to m  'o f th e  fa ilure o f  
the m o d e m  project o f the n ation -state , w h ic h  em p h a sised  u n ity  and  sa m e n e ss  —  a 
trope of id en tity  —  o v er  d ifference an d  d iversity ' (p  138). W h ile  m u lticu ltu ra l 
p o lic ies  and practices are the a c k n o w le d g m e n t of a v e r y  real w o r ld , th e  m o d e m  
project of the n ation -sta te  h as n o t fa iled . A t the sam e h istorica l m o m e n t th at its 
borders are m a d e  p erm eab le  for the transfer o f  capital an d  in fo rm a tio n , th e y  b eco m e  
im passab le for re fu g ees and  a sy lu m  seek ers  across m o st o f  the d e v e lo p e d  w o r ld  
(Sassen 1996) and  p articu larly  A ustralia . In  a p o stco lo n ia l con tex t o f  p o litic ised  
ethnic fragm entations and  m u ltiv a r io u s uncertainty, n a tio n a lism  is  in v o k e d  to  
protect the n ation 's borders. A fg h a n  n a tio n a lism , Iranian n a tio n a lism , a n d  Iraqi 
n ation alism  are all an  a ttem p t at p ro tec t in g  territories from  fu rth er W estern  
incursions, and  contrast w ith  A u stra lia 's n a tio n a lism , b u t are in v erted  v e r s io n s  o f  the  
sam e p h en om en on . T h ese n a tio n a lism s are the p reserv a tio n  o f u n if ie d  id en titie s  
w ith in  the 'real' sh a p e  o f territorial b ord ers, at a tim e o f  p erce iv ed  p o s s ib le  lo ss  o f  
id en tity  for th ese  n ation s. T hose d ista n t T hird  W orld n a tio n [a lism js sh a p e d  as they  
h a v e been  b y  E uropean  co lo n ia lism  an d  im p er ia lism  (H o b sb a w m  1990; 1994) return  
to  haunt the First W orld.

R efugees as g lob a l rejects are o ften  th e d irect resu lt o f  n ations' s tr u g g le s  for 
in d ep en d en ce , a n d  th e u p h ea v a ls  th ese  p ro d u ce  (Said  1993). R e fu g ees  arrive in  
A ustralia  and  m ake th is n a tio n  forcib ly  face an  Other, p resen t b u t n o t im p r in ted  on  
our national p sy ch e .5 In d eed  'forgetting ' w ith in  A ustralia  d o e s  n o t en d  w ith  certain  
m igrant presences. T he treatm ent o f A b o r ig in a l p eo p les , a n d  their in v is ib ility  w ith in  
the archives o f our co llec tiv e  m em o ries, a tte st to a sy stem a tic  s ile n c in g  o f  certain

5 Here I refer to the Afghans brought to help develop the West's northern regions, whose presence is all 
but erased from our national memories. The Afghans return as onshore refugees, and the nation is 
forced to 'see' them.
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p resen ces  (M arkus 2001; C u rth oys 2001). A ustra lia 's unitary borders then fin d  a 
ch a m p io n  in  a p o litica l p arty  in terestin g ly  en o u g h  seek in g  o n en ess, and  b y  our  
n a tio n a l lead er  su rrep titio u sly  tak ing  on  the o n en ess  m antle.

Refugees as border-crossers
B raw ley  (2001) h a s  sa id  that refu gees are the n e w  international p a w n s and border  
p ro tectio n  o n e  o f  th e p ro b lem s o f th e  21st century as g lobalisation  hera lds the d em ise  
o f th e n ation -sta te . D a v id so n  (2001) see s  refu gees as at the 'bottom  o f  the p ile' 
th ro u g h  the forces o f  g lo b a lisa tio n  an d  as v ic tim s o f the nation-state princip le. 
M cM aster (2001) m a k es sim ilar  co m m en ts in relation  to refugees:

[t]he predicament and vulnerability of refugees were intensified by the growth of the nation-state. The 
nation-state had structures that could legitimately exclude those it did not want, opening spaces for 
policies that could discriminate against its 'other' (p 19).

N a tio n a l b ord ers im p a ct s ign ifican tly  o n  refugees. O nshore refu gees as border- 
crossers c o llid e  w ith  th e  b o u n d a r ies  set b y  the m o d ern ist in ven tion  o f the n a tio n 
state, an d  b e c o m e  th e u n w a n ted . T h ey  interrupt u n ified  m ean ings o f n ation , a n d  the  
ch o ice s  a n a tio n  h a s to  m ain ta in  th ese  unitary m ea n in g s. The racial d im en sio n  is an  
in tegra l part o f  th e  b ord ers that d e lim it the A u stra lian  nation. But for A ustralia  
g e o g ra p h y  h a s a lso  h a d  a sig n ifica n t role to play. T he territorial borders h a v e  b een  
h ig h ly  co n tro lled , b o th  b y  the state as the ex ecu tiv e  arm  of the nation , and  b y  its 
p lace . T his p la c in g  h a s  m a d e  A ustra lia  the fortress it h as been  for over 200 y ears and  
a d d e d  to  th e 'sp a tia l/r a c ia l' fear m en tion ed  b y  w riters in  relation to A ustra lia 's  
in v a s io n  a n x ie ty  (A n g  1999; Burke 2001). R efugees attack th is m odern ist, con tro lled  
sp ace . T his 'sp a tia l/r a c ia l' an x iety  w a s  m o st apparent in  the Liberal Party's s lo g a n  in  
the 2001 fed era l election : 'W e d ec id e  w h o  com es to  th is country and h o w  th ey  com e  
here'. It w a s  a s lo g a n  m a n y  concur w o n  the current A ustralian  Federal G o v ern m en t  
a n oth er term  in  office . T h ose  refu gees w h o  enter th is nation-space as b o a t p e o p le  
th en  b eco m e  b ord er-crossers o f a m u ltip le  k ind, o f  the im aginary and the territorial 
sp ace.

M o st a sy lu m  seek ers  w h o  h a v e  arrived  in  A ustralia  w ith in  the last fiv e  y ears h ave  
b een  from  th e  M id d le  East and  A frica, p la ces 'of great post-co lon ia l an d  im p eria l 
co n flic ts ' (S a id  1994: 402). P la ces a lso  'd ista n t' to  A ustralia . D ista n t in  th e  
g eo g ra p h ica l se n se , and  in  the id en tity  sense. A ustralia , during the K eatin g  era 
particularly, b e g a n  to  co m e  to  term s w ith  its p roxim ate neighbours, and  accelerated  
th e p ro cess o f  reco n c ilia tio n  w ith  its in d ig en o u s p o p u la tio n  (the ou ts id ers w ith in ). 
T he n a tio n  at la rg e  h a s  h a rd ly  b eg u n  the p rocess o f  facing  the challenges p o se d  to its
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borders o f id e n tity  b y  M u slim  B lack O th ers h o w ev er . Or p erh ap s it h as n ot w ish e d  
to  b eg in . W o lfg a n g  Kasper, a form er P rofessor o f E con om ics at th e U n iversity  o f N e w  
S o u th  W ales, recen tly  a rgu ed  that M id d le  E astern  m igran ts sh o u ld  b e ex c lu d ed  
b eca u se  th ey  im p o se d  u p o n  u s  u n a ccep ta b le  'transaction  costs' (q u oted  in  M arine 
2001(b)). John S ton e , the form er h e a d  o f T reasury recen tly  m a d e  the co m m en ts that 
A rabs w ere  n o t  w e lc o m e  in  A u stra lia  b eca u se  o f their su p p o se d  inab ility  to  
assim ila te  to  w h a t h e  ca lled  A u stra lia 's  'Judeo-C hristian  c iv ilisa tion ' (q u oted  in  
M arine 2001(b)). T he A u stra lian  im a g in e d  c o m m u n ity  h as b een  sh a p ed  in  su ch  a w a y  
that a cco m m o d a tio n  to th is 'd ifference' is  to o  p rob lem atic . I co n ten d  that the racial is  
d e e p ly  e m b e d d e d  w ith in  th is 'p rob lem atic '.

I d iv erg e  s lig h tly  here to  illu stra te  m y  la st p o in t. T he e v ery d a y  practices o f a p eo p le  
sp ea k s v o lu m e s  o f  the d isco u rses  th at in fo rm  th em . I w a n t to  illustrate th is w ith  a 
p erson a l o b serv a tio n . I recen tly  a tten d ed  a d a n ce  concert w h ere  on e  o f m y  n ieces  
w a s  p erform in g . O n e o f the tro u p es  d a n c e d  a p a ss io n a te ly  stirring Irish dan ce a n d  a 
dancer a m o n g st th em  w a s  b lack. T h is o f  itse lf  is  in terestin g , th e am b iva len ce in  su ch  
a scen e. T he w o m e n  dancers' c o s tu m e  w a s  a g ra cefu l p u rp le  v e lv e t  trad itional Irish  
d ress that ap p ea red  to be to o  lo w -c u t  to  sta y  so  secu re ly  as th ey  perform ed  their  
m o v em en ts . T he secu rity  w a s  a c h ie v e d  b y  an  a ttach m en t o f sk in -co lou red  fabric 
from  the en d  o f  the u p p er b o d ic e  to  n eck . I b eca m e  aw are o f th is p iece  o f fabric on  
th e b lack dancer; it w a s  n ot v is ib le  o n  th e o th er  d an cers. A p p aren tly  it is  n o t p o ss ib le  
to  b u y  th is p ie c e  o f fabric in  h er sk in  co lo u r  in  Perth . Such  artifice, so  n ecessary  for 
d an cers to p erfo rm  in  com fort, b eca m e  an  in co n g ru o u s  p resen ce  on  th is w o m a n 's  
body. The s u p p o se d  in v is ib ility  o f  th is  p ie c e  o f fabric m a d e  h er v is ib le , p h y sica lly  
m arked  her for n o n -in c lu sio n  in to  th e  larger grou p ; in  that sen se  she w a s  a lso  m a d e  
in v isib le . I w o n d e r e d  w h a t the s itu a tio n  w a s  e ls ew h ere  in  A ustra lia  in  relation  to  
dan cers an d  th is  cloth . W as her p resen ce  an  a n o m a ly  in  the nation a l im aginary?

Let m e  p r o v id e  an oth er ex a m p le , o n e  m o re  re le v a n t to the th em e o f th is article. 
A u stra lia  is  th e  o n ly  d e v e lo p e d  n a tio n  w ith  m a n d a to ry  and  in d efin ite  d eten tio n  o f  
refu gees . A r g u m e n ts  across th e  p o lit ic a l d iv id e  for the p reserv a tio n  o f d e ten tio n  
cen tres fo cu s o n  th e n ation 's a b ility  to  con tro l a sy lu m  seekers' m o v em en ts , to  k n o w  
th ey  can b e  se n t  a w a y  easily; th e  'threat' th e y  p o s e  to  n a tio n a l security  is  so  great. 
Yet so m e 84 p er  cen t o f th o se  in  d e te n t io n  w ill  b e  a sse sse d  as g en u in e  re fu g ees  
(E d m u n d  R ice C entre 2001). U p o n  re lea se  from  d e te n t io n  th ese  refu gees are gran ted  
tem p orary  p ro tec tio n  v isa s  (T P V s) an d  c o n tin u e  their in v isib ility : T h ey  w ill  n o t  
sp ea k  ou t p u b lic ly  for fear o f d a m a g in g  th eir  a p p lic a tio n s  for p erm a n en t v isa s . T hey  
s e w  their lip s  m etap h orica lly . T h e n a tio n 's  trea tm en t o f refu g ees (M ares 2001; 
M cM aster 2001) en a cts  ser io u s  fears. A u stra lia 's  a n x ie t ie s  o f in v a s io n  o f th e borders  
are en acted  o n  re fu g ees' b o d ie s , a n d  so  w e  p la ce  th em  w ith in  ev en  tigh ter  bord ers  
o f control. T h ey  are m a d e  in v is ib le , s ilen t w ith in  th e se  bord ers. Their p resen ce  is  an
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in c o n g r u o u s  p resen ce  w ith in  th e  n a tio n a l im a g in a r y  a n d  th e y  rem ain  
u n a c k n o w le d g e d .

Postcolonial anxieties
I argue that A ustralia 's p o lic ie s  and national practices describ ed  a b o v e  are a form  of 
p o stco lo n ia l nationalism . T he tw o  term s stan d  a n tagon istica lly  in  m y  u sa g e , one  
an n ota tin g  d iversity ,6 the other an id eo lo g y  o f unity. In the A u stra lian  se ttin g  th is 
p aradox, th is ten sion , the anxiety, has a lw a y s b een  there. 'Fortress A ustra lia ' has  
largely  so u g h t to resist 'b e in g  d is lo d g ed  from  "tradition" (P ollock  et al 2000: 577), as 
th is trad ition  has b een  A n g lo  C eltic, Judeo-C hristian  (Stratton 1999) w h ite . R efu gees  
h a v e  s im p ly  co m e to represent the latest ch a llen ge  to  m ain ta in in g  th is  tradition . 
A u stra lia 's treatm ent o f refu g ees has sh o w n  that the 'tolerance' S tratton  (1998) and  
H a g e  (1998) m en tion  as a lw a y s  p rem ised  on  the n ation 's ability  to  w ith d r a w  it, is  
b e in g  w ith d ra w n . A u stra lia 's borders are b e in g  'tigh ten ed ' and  th e  fear o f the  
ou tsid e[r] is b u ild in g  y e t again .

W h en  territorial borders w ere  in vok ed  in  the 2001 A ustra lian  fed era l e lec tio n s , w e  
heard  m ore than the cry for national so v ere ig n ty  in the territorial sen se . W e heard  an  
a n x iety  that has run th ro u g h  parts o f the A ustra lian  p sy ch e  for th e  term  o f its  
ex isten ce  as a u n ited  n a tio n , as a federation  o f sep araten ess jo in ed  as o n e . It is an  
an x iety  b o m  o f fracturings that go  u n a ck n o w led g ed . R utherford (2000) calls it a 
contrad iction  in  the n ation a l p sy ch e  that fragm ents action , a desire to  d o  g o o d  at the  
v ery  m o m en t w e  d o  ev il —  a k ind  o f sch izop h ren ia , or is  it n eu rosis?  T he 2001 
e lec tio n  w afts w in d s  o f the p a st to the present, o f a h u n d red  years a g o  at F ederation , 
rem in iscen t o f the federal e lection  at th is other tim e, and  w h ich  re su lted  in  the  
Immigration Restriction Act 1901. In Septem ber 2001 am en d m en ts to th e M igration  A ct 
p reced ed  the election , b u t a set of sim ilar a n x ie t ie s /q u e stio n in g s  u n d e r w r o te  them  
(M arine 2001(a)). The a m en d m en ts resu lted  in  the p o ss ib ility  o f a c tiv e  e jection  from  
the m ain lan d  o f boats carrying a sy lu m  seekers, w h a t h as n o w  b e e n  term ed  the  
'Pacific so lu tion ', and  the co n tin u o u s ex ten sio n  o f TP V s. The a m e n d m e n ts  brought

6 It is important to note that the term 'postcolonial' is a highly contested term, and does not suggest one 
meaning alone. It has been used to speak of that which comes after colonialism, decolonisation, and in 
a more general sense 'all the culture affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization 
to the present day' (Ashcroft et al 1989: 2). It has also been used to speak of colonial power, the 
structures of power that survive until today as a heritage of the colonial era (McClintock 1993). Homi 
Bhabha tends to use 'postcolonial' to denote the hybrid moment, the creation of the 'in-between' 
although he has in recent times moved to speaking more of 'cosmopolitanisms'. It is this Bhabhalian 
sense that I have tended to use in this article.



V o l u m e  8 ( 1 ) R e f u g e e s  a n d  a s y l u m  s e e k e r s  i n  A u s t r a l i a 1 3 3

the borders closer, A u stra lia  en c lo sed  itself. O n sh ore refu g ees w ere  th e  ca ta ly sts  for  
th is q u estio n in g , this la test fear o f the ou tsid e[r] in  2001.

Hope in the 'in-between'
T he op era tio n  o f m o d e m  borders is a lm o st a lw a y s  partial. B orders are a fa n ta sy  
p o sitio n  o f w h o len ess , o f  un ity; th ey  rely  o n  facile  b inaries o f  o p p o sitio n . T he so -  
ca lled  h yb rid s, the b ilin g u a l, th e  m u ltilin g u a l, the m ulticu ltura l, th e in -b e tw een s, th e  
n eg o tia ted  n e w  sp aces, an d , in  fact, m o st o f  u s, ch a llen g e  them . R efu g ees  as border- 
crossers, forcing th em se lv es  o n  the borders o f th e n ation -state , ch a llen g e  th em  m o re  
so . T h ey  ch a llen ge  the fantasy.

W e liv e  in  a w o r ld  o f in tegrated  variety, o f  m u ltip le  id en tities , o f 'Janus-faced  .. .  in -  
b e tw e e n  sp a ces through  w h ic h  the m ea n in g s  o f cu ltural and  p o litica l a u th o r ity  are 
n eg o tia ted ' (Bhabha 1990: 4). I turn to  th e  B habhalian  co n cep tio n  o f p o stc o lo n ia lity  
here, as that w h ich  accen ts on  the 'in -b etw een ', that 'd ifficu lt b ord erlin e , th e  
in terstitia l experience' (B habha 1998: 36), that p la ce  w h ere  resistan ces, n e g o tia tio n s , 
p a ss iv e  a n d  active, create n e w  form s. I turn  to it to  form ulate an  A u stra lian  v is io n  
sim ilar  to  that p ro p o sed  b y  G eld er and  Jacobs (1998), for the o p e n in g  o f  th is n a tio n -  
p lace to  am bivalence:

w h e r e  d ifferen ce  a n d  'recon cilia tion ' co -ex is t  u n e a s ily  ... T h e c o n v e n tio n a l c o lo n ia l  

d is t in c tio n s  b e tw e e n  se lf  a n d  other, h ere  a n d  there, m in e  a n d  y o u rs , are n o w  b y  n o  m e a n s  

to ta lly  d eterm in ab le; a certa in  u n b o u n d e d n e s s  o ccu rs w h ereb y  th e  o n e  in h a b its  th e  o th e r  

at o n e  p o in t, d isen ta n g le s  itse lf  at an other, in h a b its  it ag a in , an d  so  o n , in  a r e la tio n sh ip  w e  

h a v e  d es ig n a ted  as so lic it in g  ... w e  w a n t  to  co n tem p la te  the p o ss ib ility  o f  p r o d u c in g  a 

p o stc o lo n ia l n arrative w h ic h , rather th a n  fa llin g  in to  a b in ary  that e ith er  d is t in g u is h e s  'u s' 

from  'them ' or b r in g s u s  a ll to g e th er  a s th e  sa m e , w o u ld  in stea d  th in k  th r o u g h  th e  u n c a n n y  

im p lica tio n s o f b e in g  in  p la ce  a n d  'ou t o f  p la ce ' at p rec ise ly  the sa m e  t im e  (p p  138-9).

T his am b iva len ce , th is s ittin g  togeth er 'so lic itin g ', the 'certain u n b o u n d e d n e ss ', th e  
o p e n in g  o f borders o f d e fin itio n , is n ecessa ry  if  th is n ation  is  to  face th is g lo b a l  
h u m a n  ch allen ge. There are m a n y  p e o p le  w ith in  A ustralia  w h o  a lread y  en a ct a n d  
liv e  th is p o sitio n  o f the in terstitia l, o f a m b iva len ce: th o se  w h o  q u estio n  a n d  c h a llen g e  
the officia l p o lic ies  in  relation  to  a sy lu m  seek ers an d  refu gees. A n d  b eca u se  it  is  
p e o p le  w h o  liv e  policy, it is  p e o p le  w h o  create an d  liv e  the in terstitia l, p e o p le  w h o  
illu m in a te  the politica l w ith  the p erso n a l, I p ro v id e  a story o f 'in terstitia l ex p er ien ce ' 
and  n e w  n egotia tion s.

T here is  an Iraqi fam ily  w h o  is  h ere b eca u se  o f p ersecu tio n  a n d  m u rd er at th e  h a n d s
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o f the current reg im e  in  Iraq. The father w a s a p rom in en t in tellectual w h o  o p en ly  
critic ised  S a d d a m  H u s se in 's  G overnm ent. The parents esca p ed  to a E uropean  
cou n try  b efore their c h ild ren  w ere b o m , and their ch ildren  w ere  born there. The 
ch ild ren  w ere  n o t  g ra n ted  c itizen sh ip  in  th is nation , h o w ev er , sin ce  they w ere  Iraqi. 
S o m e few  y ears a g o  th e y  a ll returned to  Iraq, th in k in g  it w o u ld  be safe. The father  
w a s m u rd ered  b y  th e  G o v ern m en t, th e m other esca p ed  and  arrived in  A ustralia  as  
an on sh ore  re fu g ee . S h e  a rr iv ed  before Septem ber 19997 and  therefore w a s granted  a 
p erm a n en t v isa . H er ch ild ren  (tw o o f th em  y o u n g  w o m en ) fled  to Iran and liv ed  
there as re fu g ees  u n til th e y  to o  cou ld  p a y  a sm u gg ler  to bring  th em  to A ustralia  so m e  
few  m o n th s a g o . T h ey  h a d  n o t b een  granted  Iraqi c itizen sh ip  w h ile  in Iraq d u e  to  
their fa ther's b e lie fs . O n  arrival in  A ustra lia  the y o u n g  p eo p le  h a v e  b een  granted  a 
TPV w h ich  d o e s  n o t en tit le  th em  to  th e norm al range o f c itizen sh ip  rights nor  
se ttlem en t serv ices. T h ey  rem ain  n ation less .

T h ese y o u n g  p e o p le , r e u n ited  w ith  their m other, fee lin g  a sen se  o f p lace, w ish e d  to  
fo llo w  their fa th er 's  d r e a m  a n d  further their education . T hey  are not en titled  to  th is  
u n d er  the p r o v is io n s  o f  a TPV. O ne o f th e social serv ice  ag en cies , the on ly  on e  in  fact 
en a b led  b y  th e  le g is la t io n  to  p ro v id e  TPV refu gees w ith  serv ices, ad vocated  for th em  
and  th e e ld e s t  h a s  b e e n  o ffered  a p lace  in  one o f our u n iversities. There are n o w  a 
n u m b er o f sc h o la r sh ip s  th at h a v e  b een  offered for TPV h o ld ers b y  other W estern  
A u stra lian  u n iv e r s it ie s . T h is is  in  sp ite  o f  the federal p o lic ies .

Conclusion
O n sh ore re fu g ees , 'b o a t p e o p le ', in tersect w ith  the A u stra lian  border in its m a n ifo ld  
m a n ifesta tio n s in  a m o s t  v io le n t m anner. We can n ot n a m e it an  interaction, as that 
w o u ld  im b u e th e  co n ta ct w ith  an eq u a lity  it d o es  n o t p o ssess . T hese refu gees are 
so m e o f the m o s t  v u ln e r a b le  p eo p le  o n  the g lobe, n ee d in g  to lea v e  the safety  o f their  
o w n  borders to  cross o th ers ', to enter sp aces p o ss ib ly  h o stile  to  them . A ustra lia 's  
sp a ce  h as b e e n  h o s t ile  to  th em . We h a v e  to ask o u rse lv es  w hy, w h e n  w e  u n d ertook  
at the in tern ation a l le v e l to  p ro v id e  th ese  p eo p le  w ith  a sy lu m  sh o u ld  they  seek  it o f  
u s, a n d  e n v e lo p  th em  w ith in  the sa fe ty  o f th ese  borders. Yet our borders h a v e  
b eco m e  m ore  r ig id  rather th an  m ore elastic in  relation  to them . This n ation -sp ace  
accep ts so m e  o f  th e  sm a lle s t  n u m b ers o f refu gees, per capita, in  the w o rld  (A ustcare  
2002), y e t the n a tio n 's  o ffic ia l r esp o n ses are sim ilar in  m anner as that sh o w n  to  lep ers

7 This was the date when the legislation was amended so that certain categories of refugees, hugely 
onshore refugees, could be granted temporary status rather than the permanent status granted 
previously. This type of visa disallowed most of the settlement services like language lessons and 
accommodation assistance, as well as minimal employment assistance.
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in  th e  past. W hat lie s  b en eath  th is treatm ent, th is active rejection, h a s  n o t e m b ed d ed  
w ith in  it fear o f  n u m b ers, b u t w h o  constitu te th ese  num bers. B ecau se  re fu g ees  
ch a llen g e  too  m a n y  d im en sio n s  o f th e  borders as th ey  h a v e  b een  con stru cted  for  
A u stra lia  since B ritish  co lon isation . T he geograph ica l or territorial d im e n sio n s  h a v e  
b e e n  b u t a part o f  th e  co lon ia l construct, a part o f the entire picture th at h as a llo w e d  
w h ite  p r iv ileg e  to  rem ain  a fairly in tact fantasy  p osition . In a reverse  m anner to  the  
First F leet o f 1788, w h ere  p o w er  la y  w ith  British tech n o lo g y  a n d  an  o n to lo g ica l 
p o s it io n  o f superiority , onshore re fu g ees rep lay that in itia l co lon ia l con tact an d  b rin g  
w h ite  colon ia l A u stra lia  face to face w ith  its o w n  actions, and  fra ilties in  the face o f  
a g lo b a l s itu ation  it is  u nab le to staunch . A n  extrem e n ation a list p ro tectio n  is all that 
so m e  p o w erfu l g ro u p s h a v e  left, b u t a p o w erfu l too l it is at that. W h at is  at stak e for  
th e se  grou p s is  far greater than the m ere crossing  of territorial borders; it is th e fear  
o f  th e  co llap se o f  u n itary  and im a g in ed  id en tities as im p o sed  and m a d e  d o m in a n t b y  
B ritish  co lo n ia lism  (Y oung 2002). #
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