
PANEL DISCUSSION 

Women refugees: telling stories about lives at sea. 

 

The way in which we imagine our lives is the way that we will go on living 

our lives. For the manner in which we tell ourselves about what is going on 

is the genre through which events become experiences 

                                  James Hillman 

   

Traditional stories, whether folk or fairy, deal with a kind of settled narrative that 

reflects a world in which seismic change is not usually the result of personal exertion 

but either of external events or personal shocks. The protagonist is excluded, vilified, 

misunderstood and damaged apparently beyond repair but, as we see from stories 

as different as Snow White or patient Griselda, if lucky, the abjected protagonist 

regroups in a new stable self. They differ from the novel in this exploration of the 

general rather than the individual narrative and suggest ways of telling the stories 

that do not result in an acceptance of abjection. These value of such stories is that 

they offer their readers templates, routes to understanding both ourselves and others 

in an uncertain world. All life stories straddle this territory, dealing with a loss of 

childhood and the movement, whether successful or not, to an adult self but in some 

stories the natural progression to the expected and approved version of the adult is 

smashed. People who lose this continuous narrative face difficulty in putting the 

pieces together into a recognisable narrative that will affirm their sense of a self they 

can recognise; find it difficult, in Hillman's terms, to imagine their lives in the way 

that enables them to go on living them.  

   

A sense of brokenness can be caused by many different kinds of trauma – from domestic 

violence or war, from traumatic loss of loved ones to relocation to a strange and alien 

place: the effect on a stable continuous life story is the same. Such individuals are 

dislocated from their earlier selves, stranded in a strange place, lost at sea. 

 

To be ‘at home’ is to know who you are, to speak to others in exchange and trust. Of 

course this is not how all homes are but it is the ideal, what Elaine Scarry describes as 

expressive of ‘the most expansive potential of the human being, his ability to project 

himself out of his private, isolating needs into a concrete, objectified, and therefore 

shareable world.’ 

For those who have lost their home and seek refuge, situations of abandonment and loss 

are endemic. This is why consideration of these issues has always provided the 

starting point for the occasional Writing Workshops I have been running with 

women asylum seekers and refugees over the past ten years. The workshops began 

by thinking of the value of writing in imposing a shape on a life story that has 

shattered, but we went on to think also of the question of genre. it is important to 

acknowledge suffering, to mourn the lost self but to focus only on the moment of 



trauma may lock the speaker into perpetual return, revisiting that moment and 

halting the development of new stories. The choice of this, the moment of rupture is 

a refusal of the other choice, of an earlier self. So we thought also about the wider 

purposes of those stories. To whom are they addressed for example? to their own 

self? to their future self? to their own children? to readers who know nothing of the 

situation? And why write? - to inform? Or to make a human connection? None of 

these options excludes the others but I wanted us to consider them so the 

significance of the act of writing, the act of asserting the right to speak and be heard, 

is seen in its many complexities. It is so much more than saying what happened.  

 

The poems that have been written in the workshops seek to find ways of dealing both 

with the immediate trauma of the initiating event but also that wrenching loss of not 

only a recognisable self but all the potential that self once had. (Maria 'What could have 

been done', Hannah, 'The Waiting Game')  

 

Despite their extremities, the human connections remain and the poems that they 

wrote are accessible to us all: a shattered self, (Maria, 'There was nothing but 

dreams', Hannah, 'The Moon'); a lost childhood stability ( Maria, 'Childhood in 

Karachi', Aliya, 'The Photograph'); a sense of fragility and broken lives (Hannah, The 

Door Poems, Sliva, 'Syria, my beloved country').   

 

The experience of being an exile is always says the Egyptian writer, Andre Aciman, an 

experience of instability, seeing double – what is there and its shadow, that is not, or no 

longer, there. And in the refugee this effect is multiplied.  The image of bodies washed 

up on the Mediterranean coast, of people drowning in their quest for a new life, has 

dominated the news for the last year or so. Although not all refugees come by sea the 

image allows us to imagine from safety, the terror faced by those seeking new lives, 

thrust without firm co-ordinates into the vagaries of a bitter sea. And finally, if lucky, to 

imagine a new point of stillness and conversation (Hannah, 'Life in the Future'). 

 

 

The selection of poems, 

These are grouped under a series of subheadings that suggest a narrative in its own 

right with the possibility of imagining new stabilities as its conclusion. Both imagine 

relocation and rediscovery: Sliva 'Syria, my beloved country', Hannah, 'Life in the 

future' And they offer us the starting point in poems of love and exchange ((Amani, ‘I 

journey towards you’, ‘’And you say’).   


