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In Cruel Care: A History of Children at Our Borders, Jordana Silverstein brings together
the recollections of Australian policymakers. Silverstein is a senior research fellow at
the Peter McMullin Centre on Statelessness at the University of Melbourne. Cruel
Care was the co-winner of the Oral History Australia book prize, it was shortlisted in
the Victorian Premier’s Literary Awards, and it received a highly commended in the
NSW Premier’s History Awards. Cruel Care argues that the preservation of Australia’s

borders has taken precedence over the ‘best interests of the child’ (p. 48) and that the
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asylum seeker child has not received the same care as the ‘citizen [child]” (p. 140). This
is a text about Australian immigration policy, policymakers, and the asylum seckers
whom those policies impact. In Chapter 3 Silverstein describes the experience of being
welcomed into the home of a former ministerial advisor in the Immigration port-
folio and being told about ‘a reluctance in [...] the Immigration minister’s office and
the department to release those who were self-harming, as they believed this would
be considered a “reward” (pp. 92-93). This was uncomfortable to read and surely
distressing for Silverstein to hear. These words indicate that those with the power to
intervene chose not to and justified this choice. In Chapter 5 Silverstein quotes former
prime minister Scott Morrison, ‘There is no decision that you make in this space that is
free of moral burden’ (p. 185). In Cruel Care we hear about the experiences of asylum
seckers primarily through the voices of those, like Morrison, charged with their care/
management. Silverstein describes how this ‘moral burden’ (p. 185) is grappled with by

policymakers.

While Cruel Care primarily considers the functioning of child asylum seeker policy from
the 1970s until around 2022, the author explains this in the context of a government that
has exerted control over its Indigenous population since Australia was first colonised.
The negative treatment of asylum seckers by the Australian government is positioned
within Cruel Care as comparable to the treatment of Indigenous Australians. As a white
immigrant woman (I emigrated to Australia from England in 1995 at the age of 11), I do
not feel qualified to comment on the experience of asylum seekers or Indigenous Austra-
lians. However, I think that it is appropriate and necessary to reflect upon the Australian
government’s treatment of asylum seckers and Indigenous Australians. I think Silverstein’s
comparison would be enriched by the inclusion of stories relating to the experiences of
Indigenous Australians. Some specificity is provided in relation to her discussion of the
experiences of asylum seekers. Silverstein connects asylum seckers and Indigenous Austra-
lians primarily in relation to the way in which they have been treated by the Australian
government, while other researchers have made comparisons between the experience

of asylum seekers in their country of origin (which they fled) and the experience of
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Indigenous Australians in Australia.! Silverstein refers to Aileen Moreton-Robinson’s
description of the ‘possessive logic of patriarchal white sovereignty™ (p. 28), seemingly to
illuminate the illogic of the white Australian government fiercely policing the borders of
a land which is not theirs. The author’s comparison of the experiences of — and policies
which have impacted — asylum seekers and Australia’s First Nations Peoples illuminates

the lasting impact of government policy upon those they police.

Silverstein draws upon Sara Ahmed’s concept of ‘orientations™ (p. 201) to interpret the
discourses and emotions at work in policymakers’ management of child asylum seekers.
The engagements with Ahmed in Silverstein’s text effectively support Silverstein’s framing

of the complexities she considers. Despite this, one issue stood out as problematic.

Children’s voices have a limited presence in Silverstein’s text. Researchers have high-
lighted the complexities involved with interviewing lone asylum secking and refugee
children’* Yet, despite the justifications Silverstein provides, I felt the absence of chil-
dren’s voices in Cruel Care was a loss. The voices of asylum secker children (gathered

through oral history interviews) would have enriched this publication.

Nevertheless, Cruel Care is an important text. It takes stock of the choices made about
immigration policy by policymakers over the past 50 years. It demonstrates too the
humanity of the policymakers, who show that they recognise that they have not made
perfect choices but feel that there was no perfect choice which could be made. I read
Cruel Care because I wanted to learn about the experiences of asylum seeker children
after their arrival in Australia. I learnt more about their experiences through reading

this book, and I learnt about the policies that influenced those experiences.
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