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Abstract:  

This essay considers radical modes of writerly resistance, or ‘asylegies’, in recent Australian 

poetry arising from Australian governments that, in Richard Flanagan’s words, have “competed 

in cruelty” in relation to immigration policies (ix). I explore how recent Australian poetry 

portrays refugees and asylum seekers. More specifically, I show how contemporary poets such 

as Behrouz Boochani, Kit Kelen, Ann Elvey, Marion May Campbell, Ahmid Hashim, Sarah 

Day, Mohammad Ali Maleki and others “counter-frame” (Maley 193) negative representations 

of refugees as expressions of ‘fearless speech’ (Foucault, Fearless Speech) that challenge 

aporias of sovereignty (see Burke). The purview of this essay includes writers formerly in 

detention such as Boochani, and writers who are still in detention such as Maleki, as 

‘Australian’ or at least ‘Australasian writers’, drawing attention to writing ‘inside the wire’ and 

to the fact that poets are differently situated, and differently able, to risk speaking truth to power. 
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1. Introduction 

Literary critic Eileen Battersby points out that “[global] displacement has moved beyond a 

literary theme or trope: for millions, it is reality … The notion of war has been overtaken by 

upheaval, which forces desperate people to flee without hope of a final destination, allowing 

history to repeat itself, relentlessly.” Battersby made her comment in her review of Jenny 

Erpenbeck’s 2017 [2015] realist novel Go, Went, Gone, a scathing indictment of the failings of 

immigration bureaucracy within the German state. A differently constructed political 

counterpoint to Go, Went, Gone is Mohsin Hamid’s influential 2017 novel Exit West, in which 

fabulist, cinematic images of time and space interrupt tropes of displacement, short-circuiting 

hackneyed media tropes of marginalised peoples forever fleeing war-torn contexts without ever 

coming to a point of rest or home. 

 

The bureaucratic burden that refugees now face globally is monstrous; asylum seekers’ rights 

to resettle, work and access basic healthcare have been wound back, with “strident demands 

from the right of the political spectrum for intensified border control and the expropriation of 

refugees’ meagre assets” (Maley 1). In addition, there have been global depictions of refugees 

“as either not really refugees at all, or as potential fifth columnists disposed to harm the West 

in the name of religious extremism” (Maley 1). In recent decades in the Australian setting, 

tropes of the boat, the queue, the journey and the border have been politicised to death, refugees 

demonised, the language describing flight from persecution and economic privation divested of 

reality, legality and justice. 

 

Differences between refugees (economic refugees, climate refugees, refugees from theatres of 

war, and combinations of all of these) continue to be eclipsed by such negative, over-circulated 

tropes. Contesting these tropes, Suvendrini Perera has long asserted that the refugee embodies 

“the forms and limits of a coming political community.” For Perera, acknowledging refugees 
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as nascent or emergent communities requires “the dissolution of the citizen as the privileged 

repository of rights;” it also requires “the dismantling of the lethal structure of the camp on 

which the nation-state depends.” Writing in parallel with Perera, Anthony Burke writes that 

“responding to aporias of sovereignty with creativity rather than negativity” is crucial (25). 

Following Derrida, Burke nominates that the idea of a stranger crossing the threshold of a 

foreign land alters the experience of that place or threshold irrevocably and positively (see 25). 

Burke demands consideration of 

 

the way Derrida imagines the very idea of aporia, as a stranger crossing the 

threshold of a foreign land who in doing so ‘affects the very experience of the 

threshold ... to the point of annihilating or rendering indeterminate all the distinctive 

signs of a prior identity, beginning with the very border that delineated a legitimate 

home and assured lineage, names and language’ (Derrida, 1993, p. 16). It would 

also mean responding creatively to the aporias of modern humanism, in which the 

very possibility of the human is held hostage to its subsumption in the larger identity 

and power of the state. (25) 

 

Australian poets and writers are responding to the demolition of human rights by the state, 

vigorously contesting tropes of the incarcerated camp inmate, the fifth columnist religious 

extremist, the refugee as burden on the state and the refugees as passive victim. I will show how 

poets in particular, on both sides of the wire, are deploying diversely calibrated, imaginative 

modes of ‘fearless speech’ (see Foucault, Fearless Speech) as acts of writerly resistance to such 

tropes—creating what I call ‘asylegies’ or ‘activated elegies of displacement.’ 

 

Foucault’s perennially important term ‘fearless speech’ derives from his lectures delivered at 

the College de France in 1980–81. As with the ancient notion of hospitality, or xenia, fearless 

speech is a concept that originates in Euripides via the notion of the ‘parhessiast’ as truth teller. 

Foucault investigates “who is able to tell the truth, about what, with what consequences, and 

with what relations to power,” suggesting that “knowing who is able to tell the truth, and [in] 

knowing why we should tell the truth, we have the roots of what we could call the ‘critical 

tradition in the West’” (Fearless Speech 6). The concept of fearless speech retains crucial 

currency for practitioners of exilic poetry. 

 

In the neo-colonial Australian setting, a calculated carceral political and bureaucratic discourse 

continues to demonise refugees and strip them of ordinary rights, though these ongoing 

depredations have been masked in public discourse by the exigencies of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Accordingly, I explore how contemporary Australian poets are practising the art of 

‘fearless speech.’ The poets discussed include those on temporary protection or bridging visas 

and incarcerated refugee poets. These writers are producing exilic (or anti-exilic) poems as 

deeply felt personal and collective threnodies. As I will show, the poems discussed variously 

explore heightened intertextual and polyphonic strategies. Several forge radical critiques of 

neo-colonial immigration archives by incorporating “secondary speech genres” (Bakhtin 72). 

These can be variously characterised as fragments extracted from newspaper reports, 

immigration policies, statistics, personal letters, and government proclamations (or allusions to 

these) as part of a general citational strategy. In certain instances, these quotations function as 

productive parodic insertions within confessional, elegiac lyrics. 

 

For Julia Kristeva, theories of Bakhtinian dialogism—the idea of voices in ceaseless reply to 

one another—automatically confront the monological codes of power, volleys of intertextual 
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citations building a sense of a collective voice. She reflects in relation to the risks undertaken 

by Russian poet and playwright Mayakovsky under state duress that 

 

The poet is put to death because he wants to turn rhythm into a dominant element; 

because he wants to make language perceive what it doesn’t want to say, provide it 

with an eminently parodic gesture that changes the system. (213) 

 

The poets discussed in this essay refuse death and despair as an outcome of state-run carceral 

regimes, forcing language to ‘perceive what it doesn’t want to say’ and thereby flagging 

systemic change. I hope to demonstrate that their poems speak fearlessly to monological neo-

colonial carceral discourse. As Burke notes in relation to the urgent and ongoing need for 

creative responses to oppressive sovereignty:  

 

What is required is a new kind of encounter with Otherness, which does not seek 

either to fix Others onto a plane of sameness and citizenship, or prevent them from 

entering its physical, economic and existential space. This merely produces the 

nation as an immense prison, at one end spiritual, at its other physical: the state 

space of assimilation connected to the non-space of the camps, immigration prisons 

and ‘temporary protection visas’; the nation as a space of non-space. (25) 

 

Not surprisingly, elegy plays a crucial role for these writers. Australian poet–academic David 

McCooey has usefully distinguished between ancient elegy as formal lament for the dead and 

the elegiac mode, equally ancient, as “the more general attention to loss, mortality, and 

mutability” (41). At the same time, he observes that modern elegy “calls attention to the 

particular elegiac conditions of our contemporary moment” (41). Lamentation and threnody 

memorialise the refugee present (inclusive of flight and displacement experiences, manifesting 

as flashbacks and flashforwards). A danger for poets, but more particularly for refugee victims 

of political discourse, is that elegy may conveniently play into the cultural hand of monological 

cultural discourses that suppress or stereotype refugee subjectivities and cultures in order to 

mythologise ethnically simplistic, neo-colonial visions of nationhood. For example, while 

national leaders sometimes publicly mourn the loss of refugee lives in transit, such 

declamations, in Patrick Brantlinger’s words, may proleptically express “even in [their] most 

humane versions, the confidence of a self-fulfilling prophecy, according to which new, white 

colonies and nations arise as savagery and wilderness recede” (4).  

 

A complication here is that nation itself is no stranger to certain modes of elegy. As Jahan 

Ramazani notes, “the twinning of nation and elegy is hardly new” (134), while Benedict 

Anderson’s seminal work on nationhood has shown how imagined cultural communities are 

created as expressions of settler nationalism, and that even nations themselves always loom 

“out of a memorial past” (82). As I have previously noted: “As a complex, multi-textual 

discourse,” extinction discourse’s “generically diverse expressions arise and consolidate 

wherever and whenever there has been a collision or encounter between white European people 

and indigenous peoples” (Johnson, Archival Salvage 201; see also Brantlinger 10). Given this 

knowledge 

 

acknowledgement of suffering and difficulty is crucial, but without a concomitant 

acknowledgement of refugee agency, resilience and humour, poetic evocations of 

collective and individual ‘scar tissue’ run the danger of collapsing into elegiac 

excess, risking problematic extinction discourse. (Johnson, “Poetry after the Epic” 

11) 
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Hence, I emphasise the following poems as complex, and therefore activated, elegies of 

displacement, or ‘asylegies’. For UK poet and critic Iain Twiddy, “elegies effect an emotional 

change, even if that change is not from desolation to consolation, but merely in the sense of 

entering a community of grief from a position of isolation” (261, qtd. in McCooey 42). 

 

The proposition that asylegies are written on both sides of the wire also requires that those 

writing outside the wire, within communities sanctioned by the state, locate their subject 

positions clearly. For example, how do I locate my own advantages as a white, Anglo-Saxon 

poet–academic–author in my making and reading of contemporary exilic poetry by non-

settlers? What particular kinds of attention can settler poets bring to urgent representations of 

exile, notwithstanding that the colonial settler state is responsible for sending First Nations 

people into different forms of exile across the last two hundred years? 

 

Academics experience negligible risks in speaking out to power, observes Caroline Fleay, co-

founder of the Curtin University Centre for Human Rights Education. But Fleay emphasises 

that “learning [does] emerge as we attend to one another.”1 Following Michael G. Flood, Brian 

Martin and Tanja Dreher’s work “Combining Academia And Activism: Common Obstacles 

And Useful Tools,” Fleay also believes academia can remain a site for activism and encounter. 

In prioritising care for one another, Fleay’s approach, which I follow, can be described as 

Levinasian. Thus, I also examine, adjacent to the analysis of refugee poetry, how settler poets 

in the Australian setting participate in forms of ‘attentive’ activism, creating poetic expressions 

of resistance and solidarity. Elegies become activated by virtue of attention given—thus 

mourning becomes dynamic and political in the asylegiac mode. 

 

To that end, I acknowledge the ground-breaking Australian poetry anthology Writing to the 

Wire (Dan Disney and Kit Kelen), where settler and incarcerated poets as well as asylum seeker 

poets on temporary protection visas reflect in provocative and moving ways on the politicisation 

of asylum seeking, “the pandering and politicking [that] have desensitised and dehumanised the 

Australian polity at large” (Disney and Kelen 1).  

 

This anthology features diverse poetry made in response to the questing situation of those who 

have come to Australia by whatever means available in order to “exercise the human right of 

seeking asylum” (Disney and Kelen 4). It is, the editors observe, also very much a book about 

“the idea of being Australian—for Australians, for Australian poets and for those who are or 

who could be becoming Australians” (4). Ideas of national identity, negative and positive, are 

shaped by poets who mull over a “collective burden of shame” in regard to government policies 

on immigration; in short, the editors tell us, it is a book about “who we are and who we would 

rather not be” (4). The book also meditates on the rise of weasel words and on how public 

discourse voids, de-legitimates and conceals quests, so that heroic, journeying men and women 

are continuously hidden from plain sight. This situation means that the exercise of simple 

cosmopolitan duty—that is, the extension of hospitality to strangers—has largely become an 

impossibility. 

 

At the time of writing, an anthology of refugee writing across the genres, Writing Through 

Fences, edited by activist–poet Janet Galbraith, is forthcoming from the publisher Pan 

 
1 Fleay has set up specific scholarships for asylum seekers in Perth, thereby consolidating their chances 

of obtaining bridging visas and eventual re-settlement.  
 

https://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1088&context=lhapapers
https://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1088&context=lhapapers
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Macmillan. I anticipate that his anthology will provide an important counterpoint to, and update 

of, Disney and Kelen’s Writing to the Wire. A Facebook message posted seven years ago 

enabled Galbraith to incept a writing group bringing hope and a sense of community to refugees. 

Galbraith has worked closely with refugees over time and built the online site Writing Through 

Fences (www.writingthroughfences.org) into a dynamic interdisciplinary refugee advocacy site 

supporting refugee writing, art, music, translation, and publishing. The achievements of 

Galbraith and colleagues cannot be underestimated. As she notes: “small group of non-refugee 

artists and writers resident in the stolen lands now called Australia, are involved in 

collaborative, amplification and resourcing roles” (www.writingthroughfences.org).   

 

As springboard to the following close readings of poems, it is worth noting that brilliant young 

Somali spoken word poet Hani Abdile’s book I Will Rise was supported and published by 

Writing Through Fences in 2017. As part of Australia’s policy of mandatory, indefinite 

detention of asylum seekers arriving by boat, Abdile was originally detained on Christmas 

Island in 2013 for eleven months as an unaccompanied minor. She describes writing as enabling 

her to survive and exist in deleterious detainment conditions, even though “my name was 

changed into a number.” She asserts: “Writing poetry was the only way I could escape my own 

nightmares … being detained, the depression that every asylum seeker faces” (interviewed by 

Julia Baird, The Drum). One month after eventual resettlement in Sydney in 2014, Abdile 

performed her stirring poem “I Will Rise” (“I may have bad memories / rooted in pain / but one 

day / I will rise”) in front of hundreds of people at The Rocks. Abdile’s speech is fearless, yet 

residual post-trauma fostered by the demonising language of Australian immigration debates 

remains: “I was so afraid of how my new world would see me … I knew that I was a refugee 

and an asylum seeker; those words sometimes can be haunting labels” (Abdile, qtd. in Maddox). 

It is an enduring indictment of current political discourse that these terms haunt displaced, 

vulnerable people. William Maley reminds us in his introduction to What is a Refugee? that 

‘asylum seeker’ and ‘refugee’ are legal, and just, recognitions, though these terms are not 

interchangeable: 

 

An asylum seeker is someone seeking to be recognised as a refugee. A person can 

be both a refugee (on the basis of the circumstances surrounding his or her flight or 

exile) and an asylum seeker (seeking the protection of the authorities in state of 

which he or she is not a citizen. (9) 

 

Abdile’s work expresses hope for the future with verve, but she also maps universal residual 

post-trauma. This binary may be a moving and intrinsic feature of contemporary ‘asylegies’ as 

penned by both asylum seekers and settled refugees. Many poets are mindful of the ways in 

which refugees are often abstracted as lacking agency when in fact they are courageous, 

cooperative, even entrepreneurial in planning a dangerous crossing far from home and 

imagining a better life beyond through jobs and community (see Maley 150). To take the 

decision to leave the ‘garden’ of home at the age of sixteen was a traumatic decision for Abdile. 

As Maley reminds us further, such trauma consists of multiple sub-traumas; it  

 

can involve separation from family and other loved ones, the need to learn a 

completely new language in order to be able to function in a new society, and a loss 

of social status if one’s achievements and qualifications are not recognised in a 

country of asylum. (10)  

 

Resiliently and against the odds, Abdile and several poets I will soon discuss continue to 

advocate for themselves and others, despite experiencing years of panoptic violence. Australian 

http://www.writingthroughfences.org/
http://www.writingthroughfences.org/
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poet Felicity Plunkett has likened these writers’ courageous speaking to that of Auschwitz 

survivor, poet Paul Celan, who observed: “Only one thing remained reachable, close, and secure 

amid all the losses: language. Yes, language. In spite of everything, it remained secure against 

loss” (qtd. in Plunkett). Celan, against the odds, championed the enduring power of words, 

reminding us that imaginative writing, then as now, may be one of the last embassies of those 

whose rights of asylum have been summarily stripped away. 

 

2. Fearless speech 
In a context where governments contest or deny truth in order to advance ideological spin 

around so-called ‘refugee problems’, simple moral instructions about how we can tell the truth 

seem ever more relevant. The importance of telling the truth is something we learn as children, 

but sometimes forget as adults. Foucault reflects on the positives and negatives of truth telling, 

while showing it to be both critical risk and necessity and differentiating fearless speech from 

Cartesian notions of truth as evidence (see Fearless Speech 14). Additionally, the ‘parrhesiast’ 

or interlocutor aims for frankness, rather than persuasion and rhetoric, truth instead of flattery, 

and moral duty instead of self-interest and moral apathy. The speaker is a confessor of sorts, 

and her confession may invite criticism or even death. Imbalances of power between the speaker 

and the recipient persist; the tyrant arguably takes a small risk compared to the speechmaker.  

 

But beyond Euripides and the Greek circle up to the fifth century AD, Foucault does not discuss 

or analyse contemporary cultural manifestations of free speech, as protest or prison literatures, 

despite his comprehensive examination of ideologies of power underpinning carceral systems 

(see Discipline and Punish). But via his analysis of the Greek plays, his thinking demonstrates 

that expressions of ‘parrhesiastic’ speech, or frankness, can be supported by diverse language 

styles and poetic techniques—beyond purely rhetorical, oratory modes. Deploying composite 

genres and styles is certainly the approach favoured by Behrouz Boochani in his great work of 

witness, No Friend but the Mountains. 

 

The poets I cite below are makers of fearless speech, writing from inside and outside the wire. 

They use words in diverse ways to take risks in the face of power, with poets and writers 

confined to detention regimes self-evidently taking the greatest risks of all. These writers are 

not only sincere in their opinions but, following the second characteristic of parrhesia, they 

propose an exact coincidence between belief and truth. As Foucault observes: 

 

Parrhesia means ‘to tell the truth’ But does the parrhesiastes say what he thinks is 

true, or does he say what is really true? To my mind, the parrhesiastes says what is 

true because he knows that it is true; and he knows that it is true because it is really 

true. The parrhesiastes is not only sincere and says what is his opinion, but his 

opinion is also the truth. He says what he knows to be true. The second 

characteristic of parrhesia, then, is that there is always an exact coincidence 

between belief and truth. (Fearless Speech 13-14) 
 

3. Recent Australian poetry as fearless speech 

Applying the concept of fearless speech, settler Australian poet Ann Elvey produces a counter-

reading of the spread of English as an act of colonial dispossession and linguistic genocide, also 

alluding to Australia’s long history of carceral regimes and convict servitude. This poetic fatal-

shore history is subtly and deftly linked to the dispossession of the legitimate claims of asylum 

seekers and refugees in Elvey’s metafictional poem “Dear Citizen X,”: 

 

There’s nothing I can do to frighten these 
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words into submission. The Empire tried 

putting them in detention in Van Diemen’s  

Land but they mutated and have them- 

selves spread across the mainland like  

a virus, infecting other tongues. 

(in Disney and Kelen 53) 

 

Elvey shows how early colonial carceral regimes link to contemporary offshore detention of 

refugees. In her absurdist, historically aware poem, it is words, not bodies, that are incarcerated, 

as if to say people have become mere signifiers. But words, she also seems to suggest, cannot 

be contained, can mutate, and join with other words until new meanings are made. Words, like 

human beings, can be released. Can survive and flourish. Infection here may be typed as a good 

thing—the sharing of words standing as a metaphor for intercultural experience between human 

beings in the best Levinasian sense. Thus, Elvey nuances and contaminates both colonial and 

neocolonial xenophobic discourse with imaginative cosmopolitan ideas of belonging. 

Following Elvey’s line, Australian poet Kit Kelen has written:  

 

I came in a boat     you came in a boat 

(that’s the simple past) 

it’s a long way back      we ruled the seas 

 

this is someone else’s island 

 

came in a boat – in and on, at someone’s throat 

(it’s all done with prepositions) 

(“the brush off (Pleasant Island, 32 South)”, in Disney and Kelen 73-76) 

 

Kelen also alludes, in this short, sharp metafictional poem, to the long hand of colonial 

experience and dispossession, linking it to the present, breaking down stereotypes of so-called 

‘boat people’. While he carefully and respectfully acknowledges First Nations sovereignty, he 

also draws attention to what colonial immigrants have in common with asylum seekers fleeing 

war, destitution, and persecution. Thus, he aims to strategically weaken the state’s claim to 

authority over the nation space. He shows with simple repetitions, broken spacing and a final 

metafictional flourish how even the very smallest words have enormous political power—and 

how poetry can exploit, jam up, ‘misuse’ small words such as prepositions to destabilise 

empire’s foundational narrative of dispossession and colonial Australia’s ongoing willingness 

to incarcerate those who offer perceived threats to colonial regimes of power. Kelen’s poem 

may be read, like Elvey’s, as a postcolonial ‘asylegy’. Kelen speaks of “someone else’s land,” 

carefully acknowledging the illegality of colonial occupation and fictions of terra nullius.  
 

Melbourne poet Marion May Campbell deploys hyperbolic strategies of intertextual citation in 

her poem “I know subtle cartographies,” riffing directly on Wallace Stevens’s iconic, allusive, 

lyric poem from 1954, “Thirteen ways of looking at a blackbird,” where Stevens writes: 
 

VIII 

I know noble accents 

And lucid, inescapable rhythms; 

But I know, too, 

That the blackbird is involved 

In what I know. 
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(136) 
 

Campbell, the parodic quotationist, reversions Stevens, writing: 

 

I know subtle cartographies 

of silence & fatal 

shoreline deletions 

but I know too 

that the orange life-boat 

is involved 

with what I know 

(17) 

Here the poet speaks to the fact that we permit ourselves to be “protected” by a rule of law such 

as the Australian Border Force Act 2015. Her poem throws out a satirical lifejacket that brings 

us back to ourselves and to the thorny contemplation of this truth, to our complicity with the 

actions of the state. How is it, the poet asks, that we continue to think ourselves not at risk? 

Campbell’s poem becomes a quiet act of political force and a confessional examination of 

accountability.  

 

Kevin Brophy’s satirical poem “From the Book of Examples” also reveals the illogicality of 

the state’s insistence on order. Aside from the satirical confessional tone, Brophy deploys 

allusions to the crushing bureaucratic paper chase experienced by refugees seeking asylum. 

Letters to embassies and “orderly” authorities are wishfully described but are examples of 

Bakhtinian secondary speech genres that inject the confession with parodic investment. Boldly, 

perhaps controversially, Brophy ventriloquises the silenced other:  

 

You have made an example of me 

for I should not have run so quickly 

when my husband was killed 

and my older brother too –  

no, I should not have escaped, 

I should have queued  

or appealed to you in a letter 

of reasoned prose, delivered  

to an embassy, to an orderly authority. 

(“From the Book of Examples”, in Disney and Kelen 82-83) 

 

Satire, as shown in this example from Brophy (and as theorised by Julia Kristeva in relation to 

the state-compelled suicide of Russian poet Mayakovsky), threatens regimes of power; the act 
of expressing what is possible to those who are more powerful builds moral authority for the 

poet and for his incarcerated subject. Brophy shows this through strategies of interpellation, 

allusions to secondary speech genres (letters of reasoned prose) and personification. 

To reprise Foucault (see Fearless Speech), certain risks for the poet–speaker endure, but such 

risks are so much greater for those behind the wire. To date, Australian poets have not been 

gaoled or tortured for speaking out to power, though until recently, section 42 of the Australian 

Border Force Act ensured that doctors, teachers, and other workers could not speak out about 

conditions on Nauru and Manus without fear of reprisal. Government-led attacks on the 

credibility of the media and, in particular, the national broadcaster continue. 
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The poet known as PH writes of the Papuan island that remains ever distant from our moral and 

emotional imaginaries. PH also writes of the trauma of seeing children drown at sea, while 

recalling children playing at the Manus Island camp. But who is PH addressing? A loved one? 

A deceased loved one? The distant readership? A collective Australian audience?  

 

My dear, 

Today was a very good day (for me). 

I wrote beautifully. 

I was writing about those children at Manus before us. 

Did you know those children wrote some poems on the wall of my room? 

( “Child’s Poem”, in Disney and Kelen 46) 

 

In this intimate, epistolary style, the ambiguous address is a poetic technique that PH uses to 

close the distance between us and them, whereby otherness is destabilised, and the narrator 

crosses the ‘threshold’ to enter collective existential space. 

 

Mohammad Ali Maleki, a former Manus detainee now living—still in detention—in Brisbane, 

dedicates his poem “Expectations” to the Manus detainees who have lost their lives. Iranian 

lecturer, researcher, and translator Omid Tofighian documents that at least fifteen people have 

lost their lives in offshore detention on Manus Island (in Boochani, No Friend but the 

Mountains xii). These are crimes that have been committed in a “zoo of cruelty,” to use Richard 

Flanagan’s phrase—a place where lives are “stripped of meaning.” Maleki’s personification of 

freedom as an “absolute darkness” is a devastating reminder of the difficulties people face in 

the limbo of detention: 

 

Hey, Freedom. 

You are not colour. 

You are not smell. 

You are not shadow. 

You are not sunshine. 

You are absolute darkness for me, 

with no beginning or end. 

 

In which part of the world can I find you? 

If someday you pass through this city 

tie a red scarf around your neck 

so I can recognize you. 

I’ll sit on the train tracks waiting 

for you to descend. 

 

The poet’s direct interpellative address devastates; there is a tenderness to Maleki’s poems that 

forges gentle commemorations for deceased detainees such as Hamed Shamshiripour, who died 

by hanging on Manus in 2017. Maleki’s powerful lyric poems have been widely published 

online in Australia, including in Verity La and Rochford Street Review as well as Other Terrain 

Journal.  

 

As with Maleki’s poem, Boochani’s epic No Friend but the Mountains conveys anxiety, terror 

and also critique through a dramatic montage of poetry, official proclamation (another form of 

secondary speech genre) and memoir: 

 

http://www.otherterrainjournal.com.au/contributors/mohammad-ali-maleki/
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Under moonlight / 

An unknown route / 

A sky the colour of intense anxiety. 

(1) 

 

In this instance, anxiety is conveyed through poetry and dramatic montage (the translation is a 

multi-perspective, multi-generic collaborative project with many people, but has been 

particularly assisted by the work of multilingual translator Omid Tofighian). Prose is spliced 

with poetry; fragments of official communiques and letters (secondary speech genres) are in 

turn spliced with poetry and literary prose. This disjunctive montage stands as a metaphor for 

the fragmented experience of incarceration. In Boochani’s text, grounded metaphors of home 

cannot be given; Boochani’s world is one of policed routine, bureaucratic violence and random 

episodes of physical violence:  

 

The message arrives. 

       They had killed Reza. They had killed the gentle giant. 

(No Friend but the Mountains 356) 

 

We do not learn what the message is or how it has come to the inmates. But this too is 

presumably part of the bureaucratic volley of communications within the centre. Elsewhere, 

Boochani has assertively rejected officious-sounding and mendacious terms such as “Manus 

Island Regional Processing Centre”—a detention centre that closed in 2017 after it was declared 

illegal by the PNG Supreme Court. The mendacious naming of remote, carceral locations, 

places, and operations, cited anew within poems and stories, forms another kind of intertextual 

citation or secondary discourse that aims to destabilise the power of an oppressive carceral 

nomenclature fashioned by the neo-colonial state. Here Boochani’s writing is in tune with 

prison literatures that have spoken back to the repressive apparatus of states past and present; 

witness the gulag novels, poems, diaries, epistles and memoirs of Arthur Koestler, Alexander 

Solzhenitsyn, Antonio Gramsci, George Jackson, Bernard Malamud and Wole Soyinka.  

 

The regime of terror inside the prison on Manus derived from the relentless, dehumanising 

routines to which prisoners were subject. The enumeration of these Kafkaesque routines is 

shown by Boochani in Proustian detail; the reader is invited into detainees’ routines in 

something close to real time. As one reviewer has noted, “Colonialism sets the stage on which 

the tragedy plays out, manifest in the histories of Kurdistan, Australia, Manus Island and the 

‘border-industrial complex’ itself” (CG 22). Readers vicariously experience the daily 

debasements, the hunger and beatings, the distorting psychology of hunger, and the fears of 

reprisal for any kind of fearless speech raised with Australian officers and Papuan warders. 

 

Prison literature may recall and witness past violence, but texts that comprise this literature 

continue speak to the panoptic regimes of the present, as plea, protest and caution. Boochani’s 

book exposes regimes of Australian panoptic violence in the present. “Boochani is as unsparing 

of Australian feelings as Australia has been of his,” CG observes, but Boochani reserves 

compassion and poetic sentiment for his fellow inmates, where and when this is due. He reveals 

their human truth. As Richard Flanagan notes in the forward to Boochani’s book, Australian 

notions of “decency, kindness, generosity, and a fair go” are entrenched as mythical norms: 

“None of these qualities are evident in Boochani’s account of hunger, squalor, beatings, suicide 

and murder” (ix).  
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In documenting his experiences in detention within the carceral regime of Manus Island, 

Boochani risks a complicated, multi-generic speech that is always, as Foucault (see Fearless 

Speech) would have it, fearless, frank and scornful of moral apathy and/or grand rhetorical 

flourishes. There is a haunting poetic austerity and plainness to the writing of Boochani, and of 

PH and Maleki. What has been shown is that contemporary Australian poets (including settler 

poets, poets on temporary protection or bridging visas and incarcerated refugee poets) often 

incorporate both poetic intertexts and secondary speech genres into polyphonic intertextual 

poetry. That is to say, newspaper reports, statistics, letters, article fragments, language 

fragments and fragments of government proclamations, operate as parodic insertions in poems 

that are also formed by strong lyric confessional and elegiac features. Indeed, the combination 

of different kinds of intertexts may be the source of the power of these poetic acts of resistance 

and distinctive to the notion of ‘asylegies’ proposed here. Thus, recent exilic poems, focusing 

on the experience of refugees and asylum seekers arriving in Australia, manifest textual 

polyphonic power, speaking fearlessly to monological neo-colonial carceral discourse. 

 

4. Conclusion 

Refugees and asylum seekers have, often, only mobile phones and memories. Sometimes a little 

music. In Jenny Erpenbeck’s novel, Visitation ([2008] 2010), an old woman observes that “… 

in the end there are certain things you can take with you when you flee, things that have no 

weight, such as music” (102). Refugees arrive from all over the world with incredible libraries 

of poems and stories consigned to memory. Great risks are experienced by entrepreneurial 

travellers and fearless speakers, as Maley and Foucault differently suggest. While Australian 

politicians and nation states often abstract asylum seekers and refugees as threat and/or a drain 

on resources, “refugees are products of the system of states, rather than threats to it” (Maley 

11). As Maley observes, they are painted as lacking agency, when 

 

on the contrary, many are resourceful and energetic, not something for which they 

should be scorned. Indeed, the willingness of people to part with the life savings 

may serve to establish just how severe is the threat that those who are in flight 

actually face. (8) 

 

This resourcefulness, and willingness to make a social contribution, is observed with sensitivity 

by Tasmanian poet Sarah Day in her epistolary threnody “To Hassan”: 

 

And to the other men from Afghanistan,  

and Iran and Iraq, who prepared a feast for me 

one midday, years ago on my way to work, 

laid the clean sheet smooth 

on the worn carpet of the furniture-less house, 

placed dishes of spiced rice and chickpeas, 

and slid a plate towards me –  

there were not enough plates 

to go around – and with upturned palms 

urged me to eat first, 

I want to thank you and say 

I’ll always remember that meal, 

your hospitality and kindness, 

the cool of the empty room 

as I stepped off the busy street  

and out of the sun to join you 
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for what I thought would be 

a glass of black tea. 

 

The confessional lyric as poem of witness devastates in the same way that Erpenbeck’s novel 

Go, Went, Gone devastates. In Day’s poem, gratitude is expressed, but imbalances in power 

and security between host and visitor are made clear. The exchange of politesse is gentle and 

courteous, is indeed an act of shared attention, but the reader cannot be entirely sure that the 

“letter” is received by Hassan. It may well be a lamentation without a post box, a poem delivered 

to the page. And yet the poem personalises “Hassan” and the memory of relationship, however 

ephemeral. The poem’s broader reach is one that subtly indicts the failures of settlers and of 

mainstream political discourse to fully engage with, and empathise with, refugees and their 

plight. Or, where empathy exists, for that empathy to be reflected in policy. The polity, and the 

mainstream it purports to represent, are shown as incapable of extending hospitality or xenia. 

The searing irony of this poem is that those who have so little, and who have been through so 

much, are the ones who extended hospitality in the form of a meal. The poem shows us 

unspoken communities of grief on both sides; there is “a more general attention to loss, 

mortality and mutability,” to reprise McCooey—an elegaic mode quite different to a formal 

lament for the dead. The expression of “grief on both sides” may also characterise or underpin 

the ‘asylegy’ itself.  

 

For poets now, on either side of the wire, making language say what it does not want to say, 

within repressive mainstream Australian political discourse, is a crucial, if modest, political act 

and one that is both Kristevan and Foucauldian in its expressions of resistance. Ethically 

imaginative poems (or asylegies) lay the foundation for enacting xenia. The poems discussed 

are differently compelling and inspirational examples of Foucauldian fearless speech, 

foregrounding the interpersonal and intercultural encounters that Australian political discourse 

denies us. As the philosopher Levinas asserts: 

 

The situation of the face-to face would be the very accomplishment of time; the 

encroachment of the present on the future is not the feat of the subject alone, but 

the feat of the intersubjective relationship. To seal ourselves off from one another 

is to diminish other people and also ourselves—to become heirs of nothing in 

particular. (79) 

 

I hope not to become a daughter of a nothing state. I hope that in small but tangible ways, 

attentive, activated elegies enable us to rattle the cage of the state; to speak of displacement and 

aftermath, but also of community and collective welcome. 
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