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Abstract:

The narrative that asylum seekers coming to Australia by boat should be stopped —and
either turned back or imprisoned —in order to ‘prevent children drowning at sea’ is one that
has proved resilient in Australian political discourse over the course of the twenty first
century. In this paper | will critique and historicise this narrative, showing its origins in the
post-Children Overboard ‘crisis’ in 2001, and the way it developed during 2007, before
becoming firmly entrenched in the 2010s. By examining this narrative as it has played out in
politicians’ words, the media, and cultural representations, | will explore the ways that
displaced children are imagined in, and by, the polity, working to understand the racialised
ideas of refugee childhood that this narrative instantiates. This narrative will be unpacked
and understood as a moment of exemplary settler-colonial discourse. In doing so, | will
show that these memories and representations of the place of these children within and
outside Australian society help politicians, the media, and the public, to produce a narrative
of what they imagine and desire Australia to be.
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