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Boat People editor Carina Hoang, above, being processed
as a refugee at the age of16 in 1963.

PC,OPLF

Each story is unique
and compelling.
However, if there is a
weakness, it is that
Hoang offers us
morsels rather than
mains. It might have
been more satiating to
have included fewer

forces were committed to a professed fight against
tyranny. Australia resettled almost 111.000 Indo-
Chinese refugees from 19 75 to 1995 and, while there
was a great deal of debate and consternation over this
historic intake of foreigners. these boat people did not
evoke the sort of uproar and controversy that we have
seen in recent years.

The shift in perception towards boat people is alluded
to in Hoang's book. By international decree, those who
landed on foreign shores before June 15, 1989, were
presumed to be -refugees" and therefore did not have to
fear forced repatriation. Those who came afterwards were
"asylum seekers" who were screened to ensure that they
were not economic migrants and in it for the money.
During the Cold War, entrepreneurialism was a sign of a
displaced person's commitment to liberal capitalist
freedoms; after the Cold War, it was a sign of greed. Boat
people have since dropped even further in our esteem so
that today they are commonly referred to as "illegals"
and sometimes perceived to be threats to our security and
wellbeing.

Another important difference between then and now is
that the vast majority of Indo-Chinese boat people who
Australia took in came in a somewhat orderly process via
camps in South-East Asia. Only 1 750 arrived directly on
our shores. So, clearly the issue of who decides who
comes to this country and the means by which they come
is of great significance to many Australians.

In years to come, there will surely be books and works
like Hoang's that reflect upon the ordeals of
contemporary boat people, if only because there is always
someone who must bear witness. One wonders what they
will say, and how they will judge us.

Kim Huynh is author of Where the Sea Takes Us: A
Vietnamese-Australian Story (Fourth Estate, 2008). His most
recent article, "Refugeeness: What's good and not so good
about being persecuted and displaced?", appears in Local-
Global journal.
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