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Judith Bessant’s opinion article titled ‘Soul searching is needed over child detention’, published in 
The Age on the 25th of January 2012, contends that the High Court’s ‘continuing incarceration’ of 
the four ‘young Afghan asylum seekers’ is unjust and ignorant of the effects the detention has on the 
‘unaccompanied minors’. The title itself is an attack on the Australian government’s compassion and 
concern for the welfare of children and calls to action for ‘soul searching’. This intends to evoke 
sympathy and disgust towards the Australian treatment of refugees and has included the use of the 
word ‘child’ to further evoke concern and disbelief towards the ‘High Court’s decision’.  
 
The author states that the four ‘underage’ detainees have been in detention since February 2010 
and this ‘unlawful’ detainment saw ‘injurious effect[s]’ on the boys. In an outraged and pleading 
tone, she immediately portrays the government as heartless and cruel with connotation describing 
the boys as ‘unaccompanied minors’, to make readers aware of the vulnerability of the four asylum 
seekers. Bessant also appeals to a sense of community responsibility saying that ‘Australia has lost 
its way’.  
 
The author refers to the judge, Justice Susan Crennan, who ‘concluded’ that the ‘detention of these 
children is lawful’ in an effort to convey to the reader the ‘sick’ and cruel justice system that is in 
place in Australia. With the use of an appeal to logic, she goes on to question how Crennan could 
agree there was ‘strong and uncontested evidence’ of the ‘psychological and other harm’ that could 
be caused to the boys if they are not released, yet decides against it. This intends to attack the 
government and the legal system of Australia and conjure concern and disappointment with the 
country that has agreed to protect and conserve the rights of asylum seekers.  Bessant mocks the 
High Court’s decision to ‘reject Sister Bridge Arthur’s ‘case’ in a blunt and angered tone, using short 
sentence structure to also convey how ‘clear’ and straightforward the case was, contrasting this with 
how close minded and inconsiderate the government is acting. Persuading the readers to feel 
alarmed and outraged, Bessant further repeats the word ‘clear’, in an effort to remind readers of the 
unbalanced law system at work in Australia.  
 
An appeal to evidence is also used as Bessant refers to the ‘Migration Act’ that states that 
‘mandatory detention’ are required for all asylum seekers. She states how this ‘definition made no 
exception for children’ and appeals to guilt using hyperbole to convey how the court must have 
‘closed its eyes’ and disregarded the ample evidence available to suggest these boys were in 
danger. The author uses a ridiculing tone to suggest how unreasonable the idea of ‘detaining 
unlawful non citizens’ who, in this case, are ‘minors’. This aims to attack the governmental justice 
system and further accuse the government of disrespecting ‘their humanity’ with use of unfair 
treatment that strays far from Australia’s ‘international obligations’. The author aims to conjure 
disgust for how careless and harsh Australia is towards ‘unaccompanied minors’ seeking protection.  
 
Bessant establishes a blunt and factual tone as she recalls the ‘clear’ evidence of the instability of 
the four young asylum seekers.  She goes on to say how the ‘first underage detainee’ starved 
himself for four days, how the second has ‘attempted suicide’ and how the third ‘plaintiff’ starved 
himself also. Bessent uses an appeal to authority, with reference to the Royal Children’s hospital 
and their diagnosis of ‘depression’ to the third boy, further proving the severity of the situation. 
Endeavouring to make readers sympathise even further with Bessant’s outrage, in regards to the 
High Court’s disregard for the safety of the young boys, she uses such confronting evidence and 
repetition of the word ‘stable’. The author uses this to contrast the effects of ‘mandatory detention’ 
upon the children both before and after their detainment .The repeated use of the word ‘children’, 
alongside the use of this evidence aims to attack the government and call for action to ‘[search]’ 
their ‘soul[s]’ for compassion and empathy. This further reinforces the unexplained and unlawful  
  



disregard for such ‘strong’ evidence by the high Court, which amplifies the attack Bessant places 
before the government and their lack of concern for the welfare of such traumatised individuals.  
 
With an appeal to unity, Bessant endeavours to include Australia as a cohort within the problem as 
well as the solution of this brutal treatment of unaccompanied minors whom come seeking asylum. 
This sets up a way for Bessant to appeal to patriotism through her outrage and disappointment with 
the society that ‘endlessly proclaims our’ commitment to the rule of the law, yet does not uphold this 
through fair and just court action. Bessent attempts to bring shame to the people of both the 
governmental parties and the people of Australia as she says that as ‘a resourced and modern 
society’ ‘we’ should be educated and well aware of the ‘legal provision’ in the Migration Act that 
does supports the ‘detainment of children’ as a ‘last resort’. Bessent reasons that as a ‘well 
resourced and modern society’, ‘we’ have the means to care for such ‘trauma[tised]’ children outside 
detention centres. This calls for an appeal to action, mocking the government’s pride and appealing 
to common sense, as the government should be well aware of its ‘obligations’.  
 
Bessant also appeals to patriotism and the morals of Australia as she suggests that the ‘detention of 
these children’ breaches ‘Australian laws’.  The author appeals to the law with reference to the 
Detention of Children Document, further reinforcing the ‘horrific’ abuse and trauma of children within 
mandatory detention. She then uses this to slam the government, maintaining the determined and 
factual tone throughout. She talks of how the ‘federal government’ is ‘open to the charge of child 
abuse’, as it breaches the ‘jurisdictional standards’ with full knowledge of the dangers incarceration 
of young children can bring. This intends to appeal to shock from the reader as Bessant as 
portrayed the government as hypocritical in regards to the way it implements and upholds the law. 
This author angles the government to appear as a bullying figure in comparison to the ‘vulnerable 
children’, conveying the government as the parental figure of the ‘unaccompanied minors’, who 
would have been ‘subject to possible persecution’ based on the standards of care. This also aims to 
attack the government and conjure a sense of outrage and uneasiness towards the government that 
‘we’ trust.   
 
Bessant concludes the article with an appeal to moral values, aligning legal and moral questions of 
her contention. The author uses emotive language to talk of the ‘equal dignity’ and the ‘cruelty’ that 
has been demonstrated by the Australian government. She calls for ‘our’ contemplation of ‘our’ 
actions on one another. This also appeals to human rights, uniting the human race, regardless of 
age or place of birth. This intends to target the government to induce a sense of guilt and attack the 
government who Bessent believes should treat all- refugees or not- equally as ‘we’ all possess 
‘equal dignity’. In a calmer yet condemning tone, Bennet talks of how ‘our society’ makes her ‘sick’, 
using anecdotal opinion to conclude the article and persuade readers to leave with the same 
judgment of the shameful actions of ‘our’ government.  
 


