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a line in the sea

The Tampa, Boat Stories and the Border

SUVENDCRINI PERERA

1t was almost spring in Sydney the day the M.V Tampa sailed inlo our national consciousness.
At first it scemed like another of those stories we are now accustomed to hearing: people
packed on a ramshackle boat were headed Tor some ocean outpost or other—Ashmore Reef,
Cocos Islands. Chrisimas Island—it didnt much mauer which. But for these voyagers a
difterent {and as 1 write slilt unknown) landing awaited. Perhaps more than any event of
subsequent weeks, the conflagrations in the United States 1that almost, but never quite, eclipsed
i1, the day the Tampa set sail towards us is a day that will change the meaning of Australia.

There are multiple frames through which, depending on who we are, we view the passage
of the Tampa. This is a country full of boat stories. Some are commemorated in museums.
Some live on in jubilee voyages and lovingly crafied replicas. Others are unspeakable passages
10 be relived only in dreams. They are transmitted through the generations in whispers and
silence. The image of a flaming boat sears many Australian memories. The Tampa brings some
of us face 1o face with past terrors. We weep for the ravages and wriumphs that wash us 10
unknown shores.

But on this near-spring morning the frame conveniently 1o huand for many is the colonial
naval adveniure, a tale of national honour and mortal odds, of sovercignty won or lost on the
high seas. There is a distinctly nincieenth-century feel wo things as day after day the image
of the motionless Tampa etches itsell against the Australian skyline. Inan age of DVDs and
satellites, boats again 1ake centre stage. The country slows to the pace of the ocean while we
wait for news to [low in with the tide. As politicians scurry 1o appear on TV screens and
journalists scramble 1o Christmas [sland. satlors, those heroes of a bygone era, ofler insiruction

on the chivalry of the seas. The SAS dues a creditable imitation of a Viclorian gunbom
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expedition. Shades of Margaret Thawchers FalkEunes are unmistakable as Prinme Minisier John
Howard driaws a line in ahe sea. The media speetacle of the Tumpa re-cnacts the colonial
adventure classic as e oceasion for national sell-affirmunion Weare in Joseph Conead erritory

Lond fom: A Tade . Conrads 1900 [able of emipite. is an illumimating stuting point (but only
that) [rom which o read the story of the Tumpa one hundred and one vears later, Lo fim s,
in Conrads words, a tale of the acute consciousness of Tost honows™ ! s delining event is 1
laal decision by a voung English officer, Jimoto jump Trom his damaged ship. the P,
abanconing on board almost a thousand passengers, pilgrims on thetr way o Mecea. The
Patna, miraculously. does not sink: its passengers aned faighlud Malay helmamen are rescued
by a Freneh frigate, whose first mate displavs all the naval virtues kwking in Jim. And here
for the narrator. Martow, is the irresolvable puzzle of the wle: thar the handsome . blue-cyed
Jim, indlubitably ane of us™ by birth and bearing, fails so monsirously 1 recognise what is
right. In stark moral conirast is the heroism of ordinary sailors wha simply stick o their posts
and act by the rules.

[Lis difficult not to see i Lthe incorruptible bearing of the Tampas Norwegian caplain, Arme
Rinnan, a latter-day incarnation of Conrad's steadfast sailors in The Shadow Line or The Seeret
Sharer, men who embody in their actions the weight of larger moral forces. For Ausiralians,
the Tumpa, whose name uncannily echoes that of Conrad's fictional Paing, also represents a
moment of moral decision: a moment at which, like Marlow, we ask: Who are 'we™? Who is ‘one
of us'? What codes must ‘we' live by? Who are we” part of? Whose huinanity do ‘we” recognise as alin
to ours? And a further, terrible, question: What do *we' owe to those whose humanity “we’ fail to
recagnise?

In fate Sepiember 2001 the Border Proiection Bill, onc of seven new pieces of migration
legistation, was rushed through the parliament in two late-night sittings that bypassed
customary legislative processes. Amaong other things, the bill excises the Cocos Islands,
Ashmore Reel and Cartier and Christmas Island from Ausiralian territory as far as people
claiming refuge are concerned.? According to the journalist Paul Kelly. this legislative package
is designed to 'weaken judicial review, remove the key asylum-seeker landing areas from
Australia’s migration zone and from our international refugee responsibilities, channel most
asylum-seckers into a new visa and refugee determination regime, and deny permanent
settlement even Lo people in this system proven to be refugees’.? The legistation changes the
definition ol ‘persccuation’, and imposes mandatory seniences on the ¢crews of boats carrying
asylum seckers. It allows for the use of ‘necessary and reasonable force’ to push off* asylum
seckers boats from Ausiralian waters, a practice, according 1o the United Nations High
Commission for Relugees, that "we arc not aware of any nation currently engaged in' .+

The passing of this legislation brings us to a new moral threshold. Today Australia has

arrogated 1o self, with minimal public debate, a singuiar privilege: to lorcibly push away

2 culturalstudiesreview VOLUMES NUMBER1 MAYZ2007




unarmed people sceking refuge in eur waters. What constella-  Asylum seckers on customs boat alter
being rescued from their boat anchored
off Ashimore Reel, 9 November 2001,

legislation? What public representations and images [acilitale  Source: Megan Lewis. Newspix.

tion of lorces enabled the passage of this ‘Border Pratection’

our imagination of another, circumseribed Australia? What
histovies sustain our new, defensive geography? What moral and cuttural maps chart the
territory this side of the line we have drawn in the water?

Mare than any novelist of the British empire, more than Rudyard Kipling, more than E.M.
Forster, Conrad retains a currency in the contemporary Wests culwural frames of reference,
His Heart of Darkness. afier all, is the literary text most taught 1o undergraduates in the United
States. Francis Ford Cappola’s remaking of Heart of Darkness as Apocalypse Now, Lhe Lrans-
position of ninetéenth-century Belgian imperialism in the Congo to twentieth-century US
imperialism in Vietnam, bears out Conrad’s ongoing currency as we scek to make sense of
the continuities of empire. Paradoxically, this currency is possible precisely because Heart of
Darkness is so thoroughly a tale of fts times; its contemporary resanances only explicable by
the imperial frameworks that still shape cur undersianding of the world, strenuously though
we may disown them. Both Apocalypse Now and Heart of Darkness participate in and reproduce
the seductions and corruptions ol empire. even as they make them visible.

Like Heart of Darkiness and Apocalypse Neve, Lovd Jim is a thoroughly racialised fable. In alt
three stories, the natives ol empire—Alrican, Middle-Eastern or Asian—remain a largely
undifferentiated, unknowable, inanimate mass, against whose slightly repulsive victimage the
drama of the Wests internal moral conflicis are acted out. A turn 1o Conrad 1o cast some light

on a distinctly twenty-first century political question is, in this context, anything but precious
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or whimsical. The wider questions surrounding the Tampa may belong to the twenty-first
century; the tensions between globalising and nationalist forces; the Australian government's
attempts to draw z line in the sea against the incursions of international law; its desire some-
how to 1ake control of a world where the borderless flow of information, goods and finances
also inevitably involves the movement of people across borders. But these contemporary
concerns clearly are also being played out in 2 recognisably colonial and highly racialised
register. The phobias and hatreds that emerged in Ausiralian public life in the spring of 2001

open the door to a much older sterchouse of images, narratives and representations,

Images of a mass of bodics crammed on a beat going nowherr.
The word ‘mass’ is a clue. ‘Crammed” is another:

What do vou sce?

These are not newtral, unmarked bodics,

Think: “carge’. Think: ‘traffic’

The mass movement of peoples is both a precondiion and a product of the business of empire.
Slave ships make the triangular middle passage between Europe, Africa and the Americas;
ships packed with indemured labour and industrial poor traverse the Atlantic and Pacific
vceans; and, yes, convict ships dock in antipodean waters. The traffic of empire is also people
traffic. The business of empire is the control of mebility, enabling the free movement of some
and the forced movement of others.

In Loxd fim, British shipping lines carry pilgrims to Mecca from the Indian subcontinent
and the Malaysian archipelago. These are paying passengers, the customers of empirc’s
muhinationals; yet, as the course of the stary makes clear, they remain mere ‘natives’, char-

acterised solely by the force of racial otherness:

They streamed aboard over three gangways, they streamed in urged by faith and the hope
of parlise. they streamed in with a conmtinuous tramp and shuffle of bare feet, without a word,
amurmur, or a look back; and when clear of confining rails spread on all sides over the deck,
Nowed forward and aft, overflowed down the yawning haichways, filled the inner crevices
ol the ship—like water filling a cistern, like water flowing into crevices and crannics—like

water rising silently even with the im. {9=10)

Conrads Muslims are a relentless, rising, swell of bodies. undistinguished by any trait of
humanity, personhood, individuality. A hundred-and-one vears later, echoes of this passage

confront us in the suggestions of a fload of refugees, an overflowing wave of otherness that

14 culturalstudiesreview vVOLUMEB NUMBERT MAY2002




threatens to swamp and engull all hefore it, Multiple images ol engulfment, swamping and
areientless tide of otherness seem so central w the imagination of Fortress Australia. These
metaphors reappear, again, in the fear of “our wey of life’ heing swamped by the appearance
on the horizen of a lew hundred Muslim asylum scekers.

In Lerd fim, Tslam is invoked only through a repeated phrase, the unconscious pilgrims
of an exacting faith”. In this description the pilgrims’ religion somehow qualifies their claims
to full humanity: Passages from Conrads historical sources resonate even more ominously with
current representations of Muslim asylum seckers, The source materials in the Norton edition
ol Lovd Jim include documents about a historical incident in which a damaged pilgrim ship,
the Jeddah, was abandoned by its officers en route 1o Mecea. In their defence the erew paimed
the pilgrims they lelt o drown as vielent, deranged—and potential rapists of the captains wile.
In 1870, a Caprain Henry Carter wrote to the Londor Times in an another atlempt to justify

the descrtion of the Jeddah:

No one who has net witnessed the pilgrims .. can form the slightest conception of the
unromantic and unpicluresque appearance of these wreiched lanatics. It is a pity that some
philanthropist will not take the trouble 1o make the wur and go on beard with one of the
pilgrim vessels about 1 start on a voyage for Jeddah, There are horrers on board such a ship
which no Christian has ever dreamu of ... wickedness worse, by [ar, than was cver found on
hoard a slaver. Only fancy 1,000 or 1,200 fanatics cooped on the deck of a small vessel for
18 1o 20 days with no room to move and littke or na fresh air . Of course if these wretched
beings dic cn reute to Mecea, their eernal happiness is assured ... You must understand that
my ‘hatch’ consisted of Turcomans, Arabo-Persians, and Bedouins. They all came on hoard
armed Lo the teeth, but of course 1had all the weapons aken charge of by my efficers |

mean all the weapons that we saw, (312)

Here, by a strategic displacement of violence, the abandoned become the aggressors. The
pilgrims, survivors ol'a voyage an which they are first shamelully exploited by the shipping
line, and then lefi 1o their deaths by the crew, are somehow transmogrified into threatening
and violent fanatics, cven mare evil than slave traders,

Historical documents like this illuminate. if they cannot explain, the contradictory repre-
sematiens of the Tampa refugees over a hundred vears later. By extraordinary processes of
signification the asylum seckers become. in certain popular understandings, simultancously
the ebjects and the agents of criminality: criminal and passive, inanimate and violent, wreiched
and millionaires. carge end pirates, contraband and hijackers, traffickers and traffic, vietims
of *people smugglers” and invaders of Australian sovercignty

Representations such as these, that manage 1o position the suffering and banished as

simultancously aggressors and invaders, suggest a continuing, deeply grounded and only
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partly understood. moral ambivalence and culiurad hostility. This ambivalence resonates even
through apparently sympathetic accounts such as a recent keadline, "When the Poor Cry
Freedom and Sell Their Souls 1o People Smugglers'.s An extraordinary serics of oppositions
is packed in: between “poor”and sell’, between “crying for freedam” and “sclling onc’s soul',
Revealingly, the act of buying a chance of freedom is metapharised into selling ones soul:
in the imagery of the Faustian pactinvoked here, people who seil their souls put themselves
heyond the pale. Their penalty is to forfeit any claims to humanity, or 10 being ‘saved’.

An ensemble of images and associations, then, feeds into everyday Australian repre-
sentations of asylum seekers like those on the Tampa. Imperial images of the abject bodies
el rafficked” natives and a tong history of Western representations of Muslims as both violent
and fanatical, mesh with specificaily Anglo-Australian phebias of incursion by sea and
fears of heing 'swamped” by ‘waves” of forcign invaders.o This complex combination provides
lertile ground for anxicties actively cultivated by the governmensts use of 1erms like ‘peuple
trallicking’, "queue jumpers’, “disease carriers’ and “ilicgal immigranis’ o describe relugees and
asylum seekers. These Lerms al once dehumanise and criminalise, placing human lives in the
same category as contraband drugs and other forms of deadly, forbidden cargo.

The Border Protection legislation. introduced a few days after the Tumpa's arrival on our
horizon, was initially rejecied by the Senate. The entire issuc was reignited tess than a weck
later by Defence Minister Peter Reiths efforis 1o link the Tampa to the atiacks on the US by
assailants, the identities of whom were, at that point, unknown. Other politicians quickly
endorsed Reiths idea that asylum seekers from countries like Afghanistan were poteniial
‘lerrorist sleepers’.? In the tumult of emotion that followed, horror at the September 11 attacks
combined with Western jingoism, moral panic and racist aniagonism towards anyone per-
ceived as Arab or Muslim. As hijabed women were reviled in the streets of Sydney and a bus
carrying Islamic school children was stoned in Brishane, the government intreduced a second
Border Protection bill.¥ The Prime Minister’s support rocketed in the polls. The Labor Oppo-
sition succumbed with indecent hasic, not even bothering with a fig leaf of principle 1o conceal
its boundless political opportunism.

Commentators like Richard Glover on ABC radio were quick to point out the sheer irra-
tionality of connccting the September 11 assailants with asylum seekers like those an the
Tampa. The connections are certainly illogical, but far from accidental or inexplicable. The
conflation of the high levels of existing hostility 1owards asylum seekers with the revulsion.
fear and desire for retaliation aroused by mass destruction in the US is eminently explicable
by reference 1o the representational histories drawn on in Lord Jim. The bysterical and vio-
lent response 1o asylum seekers in the days following the destruction of the Twin Towers,
authorised and cultivated as it was in official statements by figures such as Reith, in this context

becomes far more comprehensibie.
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But while the images and discourses of empire provide one  Asylum seekers’ boat anchored off
Ashmure Reel, 8 November 2001,
Source: Megan Lewis, Newspix.

casily accessible framework into which asylum seckers can be
inscrted, what other possibilities and Irames are available for
official understandings of asylum seekers? Are historically explicable responses inevitable and
necessary ones? Our attitudes towards refugees are not incscapably bound up in colonial
representations and racist stereotypes, we are not condemned 10 an endless recycling of
Conradian narratives and images. An aliernative framework based on a discourse of human
rights and international commitment was employed by Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chrétien
when, in the wake of the US attacks, he faced questions about asylum seekers and migrants

as potertial lerrorists:

Let there be no doubt. We will allow no one 10 force us Lo sacrifice our values and traditions
under the pressure of urgem circumstances. We will continue 1o weicome people from the

whole world. We will continue to olfer refuge to the persecuted,?

Chrétien's rhetoric is positioned unequivocally in a discourse of universal human rights,
demacratic freedoms and anti-discrimination, and in the idea of Canada as a country that
offers prowection for the persecuted and suffering regardless of external pressure. This idea
of the nation as a universal beacon of protection is common to seitler societies such as Canada,
the US and {at certain periods) Australia, where it runs parallel with discourses of xenophabia,
racial exclusion and imperial expansionism. While the universalist discourse of rights has its
own problematic history. it can operate as a powerful ethical force 1o mobilise suppornt for

heleaguered groups in a socicty. o
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[n Australia the appeal of hwman rights discourse has heen weakened and discredited in
recent years by the atacks of Hansonism, as well as by the government’s repeated disagree-
ments with the United Nations, the Human Rights and Equal Cpportunity Commission,
Amnesty International and similar bodics. This vitiated righis discourse is not availahle 1o
us now as a unifying element in troubled times, Instead of a locus on equal access for all 1o
the institutions of citizenship (the discourse drawn on by the Canadian Prime Minisier)
Australian ‘multiculiuralism’ in recent years has been confined Lo exhorting the Anglo majority
1o display “Lolerance’ tewards racial and cthnic minorities.” At the same time. the insistence
on ‘decencey” as an innate national characteristic blocks anempis 1o examine past or present
policies from a human rights perspective.

We need anly compare Prime Mimisicr Chrétiens statement with our own Prime Ministers
response Lo the attacks on Mushims in the weeks lollowing Scplember 11, 1o understand how
differently human rights discourse operates in the twe national thetorics, Following the

torching of a Brishane mosque, the Australian Prime Minister commenied:

IMiis an act of vandalisn or vilification. | condemn it unreservedly ... lslamig Austradians
are as entitled as T am e a place in this community 1 teir Toyahty is 1o Australia as s ours,
and their commitiient is 1o this country, we must not allow our nawaral anger at the extremes
of Islam which bave heen manilested in the attack on the World Trade Center Lo spill aver

on o dslamic peeple gencrally. 2

In comirast 10 the absolutes in Chrétien’s speech, Prime Minister Howard's position is modificd
by a string of qualiicavions. Islamic Australians are . .. entitled ... 1oa place in this community.
I their fovalty is o Austrolia as is ours, and their conumiiment is o this country’. (my emphasis)
For Islamic Australians the protection of the state frem racist violence is made conditional
on ademonstration of ‘commitment” and loyalty’, while the commiument ol ather Australians.
'us', is understaod as given. The progressive use of the pronouns T, ours” and "we™, strongly
identifies Prime Minister Howard as speaking as an Arglo-Australian, not as a Prime Minister
presiding over a navion that is racially and religiously non-discriminatory, ‘Naturat anger’ al
the atacks in the US is attributed only 1o some (non-Muslim) Australians, and then nawrally
conflated with the arsonists” anger at the ‘extremes of Istam’ and scen 1o *spill over’ by exiension
‘an e Islamic people generally” 1 The unequivocal assertion of the (as yvet unproven) link
between the aitacks in the US and the extremes of Islamy strongly contrasts with the cantions
and conditional way in which the atiack on the mosquc is desceribed: *if it is an act ol vandalism
or vilifieation”. tmy emphasis) Vandalism” and ~vilification” are at best an inadequate pair of
allermatives w represent the deliberate destruction by five of & place of worship.

And suddenly as Twrite | eel the ouch of a shadow lrom Colombo in July 1983, a moment

no non-racist Sri Lankan Torgets. As mobs, sometimes incited by government MPs. robhed
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burnt, raped and killed Tamils on the streets, our one hope was for a broadceast by Lthe Prime
Ministcr, a strong message of leadership to rein in his supporters and deflect the gathering
avalanche of violence. Instead, Prime Minister Junius Richard jayewardene, considered until
then by my parents and many other Colombe Tamils as an old school, parhamentary type,
spoke about ‘appeasing the just anger” [elt by many at the murder of thirteen Sinhala soldicrs
by Tamil scparatists. Sri Lanka’s Prime Minister had waved a green flag 1o the racist mobs. After
the pogroms of 1983, Tamil separatist groups, which until then had only a small number of
active members, enjoyed a vast surge in recruitment. The deadly and dirty Sri Lankan civil
war, which continues still with littde prospect of a lasting solution, began in carnest.

Of course Chippendale, where [ write this today, is not Colombo (altheugh in the week
of September 11, [ was racially abused on Broadway as I was on Colombos sireets almost
twenty years ago). Australia is not Sri Lanka, But it is as well to remember that multicthnic,
multitacial societics are not geared towards uraveidable conflict. For that 1o happen active
choices must be made: one set of options adopted over another; cenain things said or not snid;
positions actively siaked out; exclusions and inclusions clearly demarcated. As the recemt work
of Heniy Reynolds shows, alongside the strcam of racism, exclusion and violence there alsa
always exists the possibility of dissent and opposition; of critiguing the racial claims and myths
of our seciety: of challenging the stereotypes that would exclude certain groups from full
citizenship. 1+ Hisiorically this sireaum is a source of counter-represeniations and narratives that

resist the powerful, ongoing legacies of cmpire in Australia.

The dissenting siream of Australian socicty with regard 1o asylum seckers includes refugee
activists, religious leaders and some media analysts. Important leaders such as Justice Marcus
Einfeld and former Liberal Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser have chalienged the pelicies that
criminalise asylum scekers and set them apart frem other members of society. Our current
praciice of compulsory, indefinite and indiscriminate detention of all onshore asytum scekers
is accompanted by a number of other measures: the establishment of remotce, privatised
detention camps whoese conditions of operation are protected by ‘commercial in confidenee’
agreements; restricted information abew the increasing levels of violence, break-outs and
inmate deaths in the camps; a lack ef accountability on the part of camps’ operators; limits
on detainees’ aceess Lo independent legal advice: attempis to weaken the appeal process for
detainees: a significant reductions in advocacy and resettlement services by government
funded-organisaiions; and the punitive refusal of relugees” access, even afier their release into
the community as “genuine refugees’, to essential services and rights.

The efficial response 1o the Tampa episode has both further exicnded exisiing policies and

added new dimensions: all information relating o the operation was controlled by the Prime
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Minister. ministers Reith and Ruddock and their advisors, with alicenative sources of infor-
nuion, such as the navys media laison, blocked out. The governments decision (o recover
legal vosts [rom the pro bone fawvers who sought an injunction on the removal ol the Fampu
asylum seekers will likely Timit lugure legal interventions on Behall ol relugees. All this adds
up 1o a series of measures that ellectively sequesters asyium seckers from the community.
This bundle of policy and ad hoc responses establishes worrving precedems in a society
where the lines berween detainees, asylum seckers, refugees and non-Anglo migrants are
increasingly blurred. What enables many of these moves is precisely the ellective disconney-
tion, quarantine and alicnation of asylum seckers from the rest of Australian socicty—includ-
ing complacem or fearful non-Angle migrant communitics. The process of disconnection
operates primarily through isolation, restriction of information, and by a strikingly suceessful
deployment of terminology. Linguistically, the government has achieved almost toral suceess
in its campaign 1o substituie loaded. pejorative terms like legals’, ‘queue jumpers’, cconomic
migrants’ and “wealthy customers of people smugglers” for the neutral term “asylum secker’.
Despite eflorts by refugees ane their suppoerters w challenge the netion that the imperilled
and persecuted can simply line up somewhere, or attempts Lo explain that the act of seeking
asylum is not a crime under international law, the Minister for Immigration’s language is widely

echoed on1alkback radio and in the 1abloid media. Heavy pressure is excried on other

journalists to drop the deseriptive 1erm “asylum secker’.1* The blockade of information about

life behind the razor wire has been extraordinarily successful—with a few important excep-
tians like the ABC "Four Curners report on the trauma experienced by a six-year-old Iranian
detainee, Shayan Bedraie.te

The terrain of representation, of language, imagery and narrative, then emerges as a crucial
point for contesting the disconnection and separation of refugees and asylum seekers from
wider society. What represemations of refugees. other than official ones, are available in the
public sphere? What are the forms and modalities by which relugee siories are told and made
visible? While individual stories of asybum seckers in the Austratian media (like the previously
mentioned "Four Corners’ report on Shayan Bedraie, performed in a recognisabie televisual
genre) do have break-through eflects, our ways of viewing contemporary refugees and
displaced peoples remain for the most pan enmeshed in the colenial and nee-colonial furms
of representation discusscd in the earlier sections of this essay. Other possible frames, for
example classic popular culiure representations of World War IF refugees from The Diary of
Annc Frank and Schindler’s List 10 the Von Trapp family in the Sound of Music, are scemingly
unthinkable as reference poinis for iiguring todays nen-European refugees. Apart from the
universalist discourse of human rights, a discourse not exempt from its own Eurocentric
biases, where can we look for images and stories that reconnect us with the bodies on the other

side of the razor wire? What other histories and counter-discourses, what alliances and
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interconnections, engender differemt representations? How is - Armed SAS soldiers heading wwards the
Tampa. 29872001
souree: Megan Lewis, Newspix.

a new cultural politics articulated and enacted? What commu-
nicative strategies, modes of address and emergent subjec-

tivities does it materialise?

As the Tampa lay anchored in the waters off Christmas Island, a barrage of telephoto lenses
were trained on its passengers who were almost universally described in the media as ‘human
cargo’. In government speak the Tampa asylum seckers became ‘rescuecs’, although they were
simullancously pirates’, ‘hijackers’ and potential terrorists. Contesting these negative and
negating descriptions, Captain Rinnan referred to the people aboard the Tampa as his ‘gucsis’,
he bid the SAS to take good care of them as they were moved onto the Australian navy's
Manoora for transfer to Nauru. The Christmas islanders, similarly, signalled their willingness
to extend hospitality. A array of organisations on the Island signed up o a petition to bring
the Tampa's passengers ashore, where others had arrived before them.

This discourse of hespitality and care for guests in need is drawn on most strongly by
Indigenous Australians as a powerful assertion of their continuing ewnership of, and respen-

sibility for, this land. Tony Birch writes:

as Ahoriginal prople ... we must also assert moral authority and ownership of this country.
Our legitimaey does not lic within the Tegal system and is not dependent on state recognition.

£ lies within oursclves ... We need o claim our rights, bevond heing stuck in an argument
g ) g g
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about the dominant culture’s view of land righis or identity. And we need 1o claim and
legiimate our authority by speaking ou: and for, and protecting the rights ol others, who

live in, or visit eur country.1?

[n a similar spirit of responsibility and ownership, the Gungalidda etder Wadjularbinna issued
her own media release, repudiating a comment by an ATSIC spokesperson who had supported

the governments stance on the Tampa:

[l we as Aboriginal people are true 1o our culiure and sprritual beliels, we should be telling
the government that what they are doing to refugees is wrong! Our Aboriginat cultures do
not allow us 1o ireat people this way ... Those people were out an the water. The old women
where [ come from said, "Look at this big river, where we're fishing, look at this big Jand.”

There's room for all of us, if we learn to live simply, within our countrys means ... Culting
down on the way we live, saving the land and embracing others in need. Giving them refuge.
This is a spiritual country and we are a spiritual people, we are ready to embrace other people
in their need ... Belore Europeans came here, (illegally), in the Aboriginal world. we were
all different, speaking different languages .. Our religion and culural helicls teaches us that
everyene is a part of us and we should care about them, We can't separate ourselves from

other human beings—its a duty. 1#

Captain Rinnan’s brief parting remarks; the petition by a 1ouching assortment of Christmas
Islander groups oflering safe harbour; the gentle movements of Nauruan dancers welcoming
travellers 1o makeshilt shelier: the wisdom of Gungalidda female elders: all these signal
breaches in the carceral farces separating asylum scekers from the rest of us. They link inside
and owiside, these and those hodies, our stories and their siories: they make simple reciprocal
gestures belween guest and host, sheltered and homeless, harbour and 1raveller,

Wadjularbinna’s words locate the seemingly alien bodies on the Tampa in a distinctly
Australian history of successive arrivals by sea and their reception by the Indigenous owners.
She rejects a cireumscribing and closed Australia, an Australia of ever shrinking, heavily
defended horders. Grounded in the authority of her firmly located, Indigenous and gendered,
space in Gungalidda country, her embrace opens outwards: “The old women where | come
from said "Look at this hig river, where we're fishing, look at this big land.™ Her narrative of
Aboriginal hospitality does not erase trespasses and incursions of the past, but recognises
nenetheless 1the “duty” not o “separate ourselves from other human beings'. It rebuts the
repressive tolerance of official muliiculiuralism and affirms the differences that have always
coexisted in “an Aboriginal woerld',

Wadjularbinnas is not some nostalgic invocation of a bygone age. It is an astute recognition

of current political realitics. She claims responsihiliy as an Indigenous Australian for the treatment

22 tulturalstudiesraview VOLUMES NUMBER1 MAY2002




JANUARY 1788: Boatloads of illegals arrive off Australia’s castern
seabaard, Many are criminals, expelled from their own couniry.
Many are sick and have chronic diseases unknown bere, None possess
valid travel docoments. Locals oppose them coming ashore...

of guests in her country: This assertion of ownership links the  Sowrve: cwwwbogt-peopic.ongs
palitics of Indigenous rights 1o ether claims fer justice. na
previous stalement at a conference on reparations for the stolen generations Wadjularbinna
addressed Minister Philip Ruddock as the representative of a government that refused o
acknowledge responsibility lor past pelicies. She called on him w reckon with Anglo-Australians'
own place in this country: You are descendams ol the First Fleet of Hlegal heat people. How dare
you treat the nugrants who come here as refugees like that in this day and age?™e

In these remarks Wadjularhinna takes the Howard Government's recent decision to com-
bine the responsihilities of Ahoriginal affairs, recenciliation, immigration and ethnic allairs
into one giant Ministry of the Gther, and wirns the logic of that decision around on itsell,
making an inescapable link hetween the politics of Indigenous rights and migrant and relugee
rights. As the newspaper headline, Ruddock Gets the Refugee Treatment’, 20 recognisces,
Wadjularbinna foreshadows an alliance that positions Minisier Ruddock as himself the alien
and interloper.

Along with Wadjularhinna, others are also calling on Anglo-Australians Lo remember and
account for their own histories as boat people. An unsourced image circulating on the Internet
shows an Indigenous man shouting out a warning as a ship sails into Sydney Harbour I the

manner of a newspaper repert the caption below reads:

January 1788, Boatloads of illegals arrive off Australias casterm seahoard. Many are criminals,
expelled Tram their owit country. Many are sick and have chronic discases unknewn here.

None possess valid travel documents. Locals oppose them coming ashore.
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Against the infinitcly consumable images of Anglo-Australias maritime history, the trium-
phalist parades of tall ships and glorificausns of the harbour, these represenations tell other
buoat stories.

Whether as oppositional, satiric counterpoint in Indigenous retellings or in the testimony
of migrant communities, the boat story, in forms as diverse as the media release, the personal
essay or performance a1, makes its appearance again and again as a means of reaching om
to the newest asylum seckers 2! Through their dilferent boat steries diverse migrant popu-
lations interconneet, and identify imaginatively and pohitically with ane another. [n the recent
Citymoon Theatre preduction Soft Silk ... Reugh Linen Lua Ong ... Vai Tho, Vietnanmese-
Australians bring the testimony of their own histories te todayvs debates. The plays text
combines current media reports on asylum seekers with Vietnamese-Australian poetry. In the

program composer Ngoc-Tuan Hoang includes an autobiographical note, "Toans Story™:

L am a refugee, a boat person. 1 have no choice ...

From 1977 10 1983, 1 escaped by boat twenty-six times, bul none was successful .. Fwas
labelled “traitor” and had to spend totally five and a hall years hehind the iron bars of four
detention centres and finally the notorious "A.30 re-edueation camp’ ... Musical imagination
was my best vitamin, and § could secretly compose many songs during my years in jail, Then,
in May 1983 1 got an opportunity o cscape again ... Without any knowledge of navigation
we wandered on the sea [or eight days ... we were luckily rescued by a Philippine fishing
ship. The kind-hearted Fifipinos oflered us food, water and petrol, and showed us the way
ter the Philippines ...

Larrived at the Sydney airport on the 22nd of December 1983, Aflter having examined my
refugee visa, the immigration officer said 1o me:

“Welcome Lo Australia.’

‘Thank you very much,’ I said.

‘Forget the past, and s1art a new life here,” he added.

I thanked him and walked through the gate. How can I ever lorget my past? But, yes, [
will start a new life as a baby with my bare hands at the age of iwenty-eight. | am 100 fortunale,
am I not? Finally, I am here on this land with some new melodies on my mind, while

numerous others are still in refugee camps, waiting day by day.2?

Despite the immigration officers well-intentioned recommendation, the new melodies Tuan
contribules 1o Australia are not songs of a ‘new life’. How could they be? They are songs that
recogniise not a rupture but a continuity with the past and the responstbilities it eniails, Tuan’s
story is a testimony. keeping faith with the numerous others of various religions and races,
waiting in siilt more camps; his personal narrative is a means of countering public ignorance

and ties.
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The play connects Tuan as 2 refugee from Vietam with today’s Middle Eastern, Arabic and
South Asian asylum seckers, forging a politics of inter-cthnic refugee solidarity. It signals new
forms of coalition where shared boat stories and camyp stories ground the articulation of
diflferent subjectivities C1am a refugee, d bogt person’). 1t enables inter-cthmic alliances in a
climate where relations between Arabic-Australians and Vietnamese-Australians are dominaed
by adversarial images of ‘gang warfare” and violence. For prosperous and self-absorbed migrant
communities content (0 accept mainstream imagges at face value, stonies like Tuans act as a
bridge 1o the suflering of refugees today, making direet connections with those communities’
own past experiences. They link migrants and refugees within and across communitics
through a sel of recognisable tropes and motils of displacement, persecution, internment,
wandering and arrival.

Alternative understandings of lodays relugees, then, are ofien grounded in the marginalised
or dissidens histories of Indigenous and nen-Anglo migrant cemmunities. Derived from
personal histories (Vietnamese boat stories) or aliernative practices and knowledges (Gungalidda
tradition) they prumote responses of recognition, empathy, identification and responsibitity.
As such they hold the potential for forms of inter-cthnic and inter-racial coalition, alliance and

collaboration.

In 1993, after the then Labor Government adopted a policy of compulsory incarceration for

asylum seckers, the novelist Bernard Cohen wrote with frightening prescience:

There are [oreign people in Australia thinking foreign thoughts. Some are locked up in
Villawood, a1 the detention centre. Some are restrained in Penth. In those places, you se,
they are not really in Australia. They are in the cmlply ungoverned space of their bodies, |
gucss, confined within not-Ausiralia. Some people in Villawood have scen much of not-
Australia—sites in Broome, Darwin, Melbourne, as well as Sydney—ilying from no placc 1o

no place in Utopian airlincrs. 23

Not-Australia has expanded since Cohen first named. and so made visible to us, this ever-
present shadow sociely. Not-Australia now spreads beyond Australia’s mainland, to an
exhausted phosphale ficld on Nauru and Manus Island off Papua New Guinea. [t annexes the
territories named in the Border Protection Bill.2+ Christmas Island, whose inhabitants pro-
claimed their welcome 1o the Tampa only a fow weeks before the passage of the bill, is now
part of not-Australia, marked owt as the site for our newest detention camp—all of ifty metres
from the local garbage dump.

Lines in the water are such weighty and such ephemeral things: a mile this way or that is

the line between lile and death, safety and terror. Yeu these all-important lines are a creation
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of yesterday or the week befare. Christmas Island has heen on this or that side of 1oo many
maps and preclamatiens; the subject of lines and fealties drawn, erased and redrawn. On these

ambiguous shores the locals have seen enough to know that 'sivanger” and “loreigner are
contingent, shilting words, and ‘onc of us” announces at best an cquivecal kinship,

Christmas or Cocos Iskands were not always foreign ground in the Indonesian archipelago.
Visiting Indonesian MP Amin Rais remincled us at the end of 2001 that *people smuggler’ is
an emotive and misleading descripnon [or poor fishermen whose ancesters always plied the
walers around what we now call Indonesia, Papua New Guinea and Australia.2s Contact
hetween the fishing communities of the Indonesian archipelago and the indigenous peoples
of Arnhem Land and the Torres Strait long predates British arrival in these paris. Yes, lines
in the water are such weighty and such weightless things. A desire, Canute-like, 1o command
the (low of oceans flouts the currenis of history, its multilarious, shifting tides of arrivals,
castaways and withdrawals.

[ortress Australia, a contracting, defensive, shouting creature, [olds in on sclf. As Ausiralia
diminishes. not-Australia expands. Like sinister twins, one is fceding off the other. Not-
Australia consumes Australias sell-identity: we have become the nation that, in Prime Minister
Howards words, will not be ‘held hostage to our own deceney™. Qur sell-definitions, like our
coastlines, shrink 1o a barrage of rebuttals, But isnl it not-Australia now that helds us hostage,
cerdoned off in our sea ol delusions, with a few unarmed asylum seckers we have tricked out
as 'the enemy’? A hundred years ago, at Federation, Australians locked themselves in a prison
housc of whiteness, consumed by phobiss of marauding Aboriginals within and encroaching
Asians without. Blockaded anew by our own overwrought terrors, will Australians choose
again (o become prisencrs, the ultimate hostages of a line we decided wo draw in the sea, in

the first spring of our new cerury?

October 2001
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