
 
Asylum Seekers 
 

 
We are constantly encountering adversity. Ours seem so much more fickle than when we consider 
what many of our other fellow human beings are going through. The human spirit however is never 
without hope. The will to continue on even in the most difficult conflicts is characteristically human. 
In our lucky nation one of the foremost conflicts is our national attitude to asylum seekers. When 
you hear the word asylum seeker, what is the first word that jumps to your mind?  

 
Illegals? Queue jumpers? Terrorists?  

What about fathers, mothers, children?  
What about scared, uncertain, desperate? 

 
The current pervading Australian attitude to asylum seekers is uncharacteristically Australian. For 
the land of “a fair go”, we seem to be acting in the opposite manner. Legislation to “turn back the 
boats” and “indefinite detention” have been spouted by both sides of politics without considering our 
national values and the human stories behind those who flee their homes. Public discussion is 
needed to re-examine our core values as a society  
 
Imagine if you were the victim of circumstantial conflict – it sought you out. Imagine if your family 
was massacred before your eyes – what vengeance would you dream appropriate? Would you 
have the courage to take up arms in response and actively perpetuate the conflict inspired by hate? 
Many do. If rockets fell upon your house at night and left your home destroyed but your family alive, 
would you flee to safety? Many do. Conflict is cyclical and it seems to reoccur not just throughout 
history but also globally. At the balance point of struggle, we are forced to make one of three 
decisions. To decide to actively respond physically to conflict and in turn promote its continuation by 
heightening it, with the hope you will be victorious ultimately. Or you can sit by and passively 
observe it. In our modern world, the connectivity afforded by digital communications and the internet 
can provide great insight into global struggles that we are not involved in. The final option, the 
option taken by asylum seekers who hope to be granted refugee status, is to flee. To remove 
yourself from conflict in the unguaranteed hope that a better life awaits you elsewhere is a 
desperate option that is so often the final chance of stopping disputes within your country 
overwhelming oneself. Flight is typically preceded by either observation or fighting back. When no 
other options remain, flight always provides hope even in the most difficult conflicts. 
 
Everyday, the human rights of our brothers and sisters around the globe fall victim to the oppressive 
circumstances of others’ immoral acts. In times of conflict there is an overwhelming trend of 
abandonment of morality. This lack of tolerance and respect crumbles any sense of solidarity and 
understanding and the dehumanisation of one’s opposition. Najaf Mazari’s “The Rugmaker of 
Mazar-e-Sharif” recounts his experiences in Woomera Detention Centre. With a wife and child still in 
Afghanistan and unaware whether or not he was still alive, Mazari recalls the daily inner struggle 
this situation caused. Housed in a desert so unlike his own, to be held for an unknown period of 
time, Mazari recounted the overwhelming feeling of “never being so sad without a body to bury”. 
This longing for his family to join him in safety combined with a constant concern for whether he 
would be accepted into Australia caused November Camp to be at a constantly high tension. Yet 
Najaf never gave up hope. His love for his family and experience one afternoon of cleaning the 
Darwin Town Hall inspired him to continue on optimistically despite the emotionally straining 
circumstances he found himself in. 
 
All over the world, lucky countries like ours, encounter the issue of how to best treat asylum seekers. 
Hotspots globally see countless people flee their homes in short periods of time and can strain 
neighbouring nations. To date, over two million men, women and children have fled Syria. It is from 
observing other situations and how other countries deal with this same issue that we can better 
ourselves. At present, 60 Syrian refugees are occupying a French ferry terminal. 20 of them have  



been desperate enough to go on hunger strike and 2 sit on the highest portion of the building 
threatening to jump off if the police remove them. These are desperate people who are hoping for a 
future. Amongst them, are a number of English speakers, none of them speak French. Yet, it has 
been the French that have offered them sanctuary and refugee status at Calais only 20km from the 
shore of England. A number of them are university students. 25 year old Mohammed al Kayd was 
studying economics in Damascus until Assad strongmen forced him from his home. 19 year old 
Tarik, a former law student from the southern city Deraa described the French attitude as being a 
“country where human rights are respected”. They are grateful for the offer from France, but desire 
to live in England because of their language skills where they can contribute sooner. It seems 
therefore, that a global solution is needed to listen to the human stories and act in their best 
interests. The UNHCR is yet to comment or get involved in this particular situation and perhaps one 
observation we can draw is that they need more support. This situation in France provides us a 
chance to observe how the rest of the world tackles this issue and re-examine the human stories 
behind asylum seekers who refuse in this desperate final bureaucratic stage not to give up hope. 
 
Over the last few decades, Australian legislation has been increasingly harsh on asylum seekers. 
Access to legal help is limited, detention is mandatory and indefinite, and the navy and air force are 
introducing a new maritime surveillance effort to stop boat loads of asylum seekers even reaching 
our shores. Conflict is certainly cyclical and yet Australia seems to have fallen out of this cycle. In 
WWII, the Korean War, the Malayan counter-insurgency, the Vietnam War and Timor Intervention 
we have deployed soldiers to bring peace and give hope of prosperity and a stable future to those 
local inhabitants who haven’t fled their homes. Those who did flee to Australia have all been 
welcomed. We even ratified the UNHCR’s original Convention on the treatment of Refugees in 1951. 
However, with over 10 years of war in the Middle East with soldiers deployed across three countries 
in the Middle Eastern Area of Operations, our approach to Afghanis seeking refuge has been the 
polar opposite of our previous behaviours. We are now under observation from the rest of the world. 
Amnesty International has demonstrated that we are breaching our international obligations and as 
citizens of Australia are responsible as international criminals for allowing both major sides of 
politics to pass legislation that oppresses asylum seekers. For people viewing us from the outside, 
we must appear as bigots, racists and hypocrites. We are a nation of migrants who declare multiple 
times a year that “for those who’ve come across the seas, we’ve boundless plains to share” and yet 
we claim we are supposedly full. How can we expect people on boats coming to our nation “girt by 
sea” to maintain a sense of hope when we keep making the situation more and more difficult for 
them? Our supposedly egalitarian society that has toiled “with hearts and hands” seems to have 
forgotten about the “hearts” bit. The sense of solidarity with asylum seekers has gone. After our 
Vietnam withdrawal, RAN ships still sailed into South East Asia to pick up those who wanted to seek 
asylum in Australia. Now RAN ships get ready to force asylum seekers back into South East Asia. If 
we continue in this manner we will most definitely become “renowned of all the lands” albeit for the 
great Australian hypocrisy. We’ve fallen out of our typical welcoming cycle, but it is not too late to 
start righting our wrongs.  
 
It is undeniable that “in history’s page” our present attitudes to asylum seekers will in the future be 
looked at with regret. We are certainly not advancing Australia. However, we’ve shown that we have 
historical form for welcoming asylum seekers. Those who are granted refugee status are still treated 
quite well in Australia. It is the stage in between that is causing some asylum seekers to question 
their sense of hope. It is time for us to act. We must be inspired by the centrality of human dignity 
and the obligation to care for our brothers and sisters who, in their desperation, ask for our welcome 
and assistance. To overcome this conflict and provide hope and a future for these distressed and 
displaced people we must be flexible. To entertain the ideas of others when encountering a dispute 
is critical in conflict resolution, especially in testing times. There is a danger at these critical 
junctions in our society, when we are making history and setting precedence, to make absolute 
statements. Having strayed so far from the human stories behind asylum seekers, it is time to make 
an absolute statement as a nation to the world. The real challenge is to persuade our fellow citizens 
that each person matters, not because of the choices they make or the qualities they possess, but 
because they are human. Society is measured by the quality of its relationships, so we must “with  



courage…all combine, to advance Australia fair by daring to say, “We will welcome you. You can 
join us and become our fellow Australians.”  
 


