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even though I didn’t know where that was. Being a 
halfie isn’t having the best of both worlds; it often 
means facing the prejudices of each side. I could talk 
White, think White, dress White, but I was still only a 
child in grown-up’s clothing. My skin doesn’t fit me, 
in either shade.

When my short story Kuntilanak was published in 
the March inaugural edition of Pencilled In, a journal 
for Asian–Australians, I questioned whether I can 
really call myself Australian. I traded in my New 
Zealand citizenship only three years ago. Did I have 
a right to write an Indonesian short story when I 
culturally identified with my Western friends?  
Did I have a right to write Asian? But can I 
authentically write ‘White’?

The concept of racial identity is an important 
topic to writers. As we continue to expand our 

awareness of racial stereotyping in Commonwealth 
Literature, the issue becomes explored in terms of 
binary opposition. In interrogating white privilege, 
we have created a fear of representing a race we don’t 
belong to where well-meaning writers can be met 
with accusations of appropriation, misrepresentation 

or theft. As a biracial writer, I don’t exist in binary 
opposition, but as an outlier. Writing both Eastern 
and Western races leaves me with the constant 
dread of misrepresentation, as I’m often defined 
by what I am not. Every time I describe the colour 
of a character’s skin, I ask myself for permission to 
represent a race I never felt complete allegiance to.

As a biracial writer, words do not exist in brown 
or white, but a shade in-between. I have been told 
that I cannot identify as European, nor can I identify 
as Asian; the invalidation of my identities leaves  

me in a state of conflict. I can’t even legitimise  
my own ethnicity.

On Swiss National Day, my father dressed me 
in a red and white traditional dress, with edelweiss 
patterns embroidered into the bodice. What stood 
out for me in the sea of white faces was my brown 

skin. My father always made a point of boasting about 
his children being raised ‘the Swiss way’, but when 
his white arm went around me I felt my dark skin 
was a stain against him. He wouldn’t understand 
my hesitancy to wear the dress. ‘Aren’t you proud of 
being Swiss?’ he asked me. That wasn’t the problem. 
The problem was that no one else thought I was.

My skin is only one shade lighter than my 
Indonesian family, yet they’ve always treated me 
like a superior caste to them. Most Sundays at my 
grandmother’s house, we would order nasi goreng and 
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When I was fourteen my youth worker laid a 
world map on the floor and asked all the kids 
in my youth group to stand where they felt they 
belonged. Everyone took their places, most of them 
congregated on New Zealand. I grabbed a chair, 
moved it to the edge of the map and stood on it. 

‘Where are you supposed to be, Jess?’ he asked. I 
made a joke, saying I belong in the stars, but the truth 
is that I didn’t know where to stand.

My father is as European as they come, with a 
harsh Swiss—German accent and a love of the word 
schatz. When my partner and I went to visit him in 
New Zealand, he introduced us to his friends. They 
always extended their hands to my partner first and 
each time raised their eyebrows when my father 
pointed to me.

When I visited my mother’s country—the place of 
my birth—the Indonesian locals would stutter when I 
spoke in the native tongue. They would nod and say 
‘setengah’, meaning half, then continue to refer to me 
as ‘miss’.

Growing up, my Indonesian family judged me 
by the privileges of my Western, upper-middle class 
upbringing, but when we moved to New Zealand I 
faced the same racial discrimination as my Eastern 
peers. I was told to go back to where I came from, 

FEATURE BY JESSICA ZIBUNG

ILLUSTRATIONS BY MARIANNE BRAVO

Growing up, my family had a term 
for me: ‘kopi-susu’, which translates 
to ‘coffee-milk’. It always made 
me aware that I was different; not 
belonging to one race or the other. 
As a writer, this leaves me with the 
question of how to write race,  
when neither are truly mine.
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Dystopia used to be my favourite type of fiction. I 
would immerse myself in these furious realities, 
relishing the idea that they would never be mine.

At school when I read The Handmaid’s Tale I  
found the story eerie, but knew we were beyond  
the period in human history where women were  
vessels, defined by their reproductive ability. I was 
sheltered by the utopian privilege of my private girls 
school, naively thinking ‘we have feminism—this 
could never happen.’

When Katniss Everdeen from Suzanne Collins’  
The Hunger Games put herself forward as a tribute, 
I was disturbed by the violent concept of child 
sacrifice. In Panem, the poorest were treated the 
worst, exiled to the edges of society, murdering each 
other’s children for the scraps of the rich. How had 
Collins thought of such a concept?

Lauren Oliver’s Delirium painted a world driven so 

mad by the torment of war and conflict that love—the 
emotion that motivates humans to irrationality—is 
banned. Imagine that.

I consumed this literature in a blissful state of 
contemplation. It wasn’t until recently that I stopped 
enjoying it so much and began to be afraid.

My sister recently moved to Japan and was telling 
me about her life there. In Japan there is a lack of 
children. In no previous time has there been such a 
low birth rate.

The government has been searching for answers 
to this stagnation of growth. They lay blame on 
women working too much, unfocused on family. 
Male fertility, on the other hand, is taboo. According 
to the voices of those in power, the responsibility of 
making babies lies with women. My sister has stopped 
watching The Handmaid’s Tale; it hit a bit too close to 
home for her.

Low birth rates mean eventually there won’t be 
enough workers to sustain the economy. The science 

industry is attempting to resolve this immediate 
problem with technology. They are developing robots 
to undertake tasks otherwise performed by human 
workers. To be bestowed with such responsibility 
they require some element of artificial intelligence. Self-
awareness was Terminator’s Skynet first step on the 
path to global destruction.

As much as I wish Australia was free from guilt; 
harsh realities lie close to home. While Melbourne 
and Sydney joust playfully for the title of most 
liveable city, Indigenous communities are constantly 
dealing with the repercussions of colonisation. 
Australia’s shameful and horrific treatment of its 
First Peoples is an ongoing reality. As with The Hunger 
Games, these communities live in outer regions where 
integral resources are harder to access. Refugees in 
detention fare no better. In the meantime the Capital 
continues to prosper.

The fight for marriage equality goes on more 
loudly. We hear out hurtful rhetoric, forcing the 
LGBTQI community to maintain a civil debate over 
their fundamental human rights while a trans person 
can’t even change their name on Facebook. Imagine  
a world where you have to hide who you love and 
who you are?  But this is our reality; we exist in a 
society where acceptance lies in being straight, cis, 
white and able.

As a writer of dystopian fiction it is no stretch of 
the imagination to find inspiration for my stories. I 
look to scientific journals and read the warnings of 
what our planet faces in the next half century. For a 
wild twist or something cruel to do my characters I 
read the news.

We are here and we are living it. We are in  
the dystopia.

They tried to warn us but we never took  
them seriously.  

Living the Dystopia
BY ALEXANDRA MILNE

‘I consumed this literature in a blissful state of contemplation.  
It wasn’t until recently that I stopped enjoying it so much 
and began to be afraid.’

Star Signs as 
Famous Novels
BY KATERINA CAPEL

Rusted
He was the only one on the street, or at least, he 
assumed he was the only one. A scarf covered his 
mouth, knotted at the nape of his neck, but dust still 
slipped through. It tasted like stale cigarettes. 

He coughed, inhaling his own spittle, then 
trudged across the empty road. His feet sank into the 
thick layer of dust; it came up to his ankles. The wind 
kicked up and tawny particles stung his eyes. He 
flinched and shielded his face from the onslaught. 

Once on the other side of the street, he ducked 
into an alleyway and out of the whipping wind.  
His chest heaved, lungs burning. Fatigue seeped  
deep into his bones as a siren blared, ringing in his 
ears—an alert. 

He flexed his fingers, pressing his spine against 
the cool brick wall; a remnant of a time long 
forgotten. A rusted fire escape hung from the side of 
the wall like burnt ivy and a mechanical whir echoed 
from the sky above. The siren didn’t stop. Pain pulsed 
behind his brow. The sirens were getting closer. The 
droning in the sky louder. He ignored the oncoming 
headache and ran. 

Rusted & Clean
BY OLIVIA MORFFEW

It was always dirty, the bitumen coated in 
ochre dust. Remnants of buildings settled 
on the footpaths and the metallic shells of 
cars sat there, corroded and abandoned. 
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Clean
It was too clean. Leaves were organised on trees, 
not a single strand of green out of place. He strolled 
down dirt-free footpaths to the monotonous tempo 
of the footfalls of other citizens. They walked left 
towards the end of the street; the others were on the 
right and heading in the opposite direction. They 
were in single file. 

He reached the corner and turned sharply, as 
though he was being tugged by an invisible cord. 

Windows gleamed under the brightness of the sun. 
The sleek, silver bullet trams glided down the roads 
with a slight shudder. A sheen of sweat dotted his 
upper lip, but he ignored it as static crackled in his 
ear. His implant was almost undetectable, until 
moments like this when the voices whispered. They 
spoke of order and chaos; to have one is to prevent 
the other. He tried shutting it out, tried to block the 
words that trickled into his ear. It never worked. 
His rhythmic walking didn’t ease, not when the 
seduction of stability was sighed into his ear. 

Despite the gentle warmth, he stuffed his hands 
into the pockets of his suit jacket. He ground his 
teeth together, jaw clenching, then crossed the road. 
The whispers continued. Even as people turned into 
other buildings, he kept walking straight, towards  
his final location.  
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satay ayam from a tek-tek vendor across the road. I 
would always go along, convincing myself that I was 
one of them, dressed in my Billabong shorts and Rip 
Curl T-shirt. My mother, aunties and cousins would 
all squat on my grandmother’s living room floor; 
their fingers would curl into claws as they shuffled 
rice from the brown paper wrapping to their mouths. 
One of my aunties would always make a fuss to 
organise cutlery for my sister and me. Every time I 
said no, and mimicked my family’s way of eating, but 
the cutlery was always placed next to me—just in case.

I have been told my experience of racism and 
racial identity is different. While that is true, it doesn’t 

make my experience invalid. I can’t truly understand 

racial tribalism because I exist outside of either tribe. 
It is a different form of marginalisation. So when I 
write, I don’t know what voice to use. Should I speak 
with the voice of the oppressed or the voice of the 
privileged? Unfortunately, the answer will lie in the 
point of view of the reader and their definition of 
race. With the emphasis on cultural appropriation in 
Australian literary culture, this becomes troublesome 
for biracial writers. When I have no fixed allegiance to 
one race, the very act of writing about racial identity 
can feel like misappropriation.

One of the inherent issues in representing  
biracialism in writing, is the truth that no experience 

is the same. The allegiance to race for biracial 

people exists in a spectrum. The extent of our 
cultural identity is determined by our genetics––
which features we’ve inherited from the dominant 
race. Or in many cases, how well we can pass as 
White. How much of my cultural identity that I can 
claim is often judged by how much of the culture’s 
physical attributes I am judged to possess, which is 
problematic as we primarily notice what is foreign. 
For me, race is a constant negotiation between  
myself and those who try to define it for me. The 
only truth I can write is based on my individual 
experience of biracialism.

Perhaps with multi and biracial identities 

becoming increasingly common, a new exploration of 

the issue will arise in our literary scene. The truth of 
biracialism is unique and the subjective nature of the 
experience makes it impossible to define in a culture 
that exists in binaries. But the invalidation exists, 
and continues to exist, as we focus on tribalism but 
don’t give thought to those who don’t quite fit into the 
requirements of the tribe. Until the issue is explored 
to the extent that it deserves, it is my hope that we 
can begin to validate the experiences of people like 
me: those who feel that the experience of biracialism 
is subordinate to the issues that our parents faced.
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Great 
Expectations
BY NINA MONTERO

Eight tropes TV gave us about 
the life of a writer.

(1)–   Location and Residence
You’ll have a place in New York. Whether it’s Carrie 
Bradshaw’s apartment on the Upper East Side or 
someplace cosy in the heart of Brooklyn, like Dan 
Humphrey’s family loft in Gossip Girl. 

(2)– Critical Reception
People might resent you once you write about them 
in a revealing exposé or a career-defining personal 
essay. It’s okay. Secretly they’re probably flattered 
that you’re writing about them anyway––even if you 
do reveal most of their secrets. Bonus points if it gets 
you in the New York Times. 

(3)–  Reaping Rewards
Don’t worry too much about potential slander or 
how revealing information might affect those around 
you. It’ll be worth it in the end. Besides, it’s for a 
noble cause––your writing is going to change the 
world or become the masterpiece of your generation. 

(4)–  Social Outcomes 
You’re an outsider by nature. That’s okay, because 
that makes you observant and interesting. Everyone 
else you know is too busy watching football games 
and going to parties to realise. Like Jughead, you’re a 
‘weirdo’ who doesn’t fit in. Not an obnoxious,  
self-aggrandising creep.

(5)–  Securing Access
Making it big in the writing world usually involves 
sleeping with the ‘right’—or ‘wrong’—people. Take 
just about any reporter or ghost writer in the series 
House of Cards. To reference Carrie Bradshaw, think 
of yourself as ‘a sexual anthropologist’. 

(6)–  Bartering and favours
Money isn’t everything, but it helps if you want to 
jump-start your career. A big shot lawyer dad will 
come in handy if you want to start out like how 
Carrie did. Land an internship for a law firm and you 
might bump into the editor of an off-brand Vogue. 
You’ve scored yourself a writing column. Luck? Let’s 
call it what it is: privilege.

(7)–  Unforeseen Failure
No matter who you bribe or how generation-defining 
your manuscripts are, you might find yourself in a 
low-level copywriting job. Elaine Benes is an example 
of this literary path gone wrong. She greets potential 
partners with, ‘Hi, I’m miserable’.

(8)–  Resisting Defeat
Failure is an anomaly for most writers, according to 
my research on Netflix. We can’t all be Pulitzer prize-
winning novelists. Hannah, from Girls, finds her way 
out of an unpaid internship after her parents refuse 
to keep funding her creative postgrad lifestyle; at 
least the real-life Lena Dunham had nepotism to  
fall back on.  

A Force of Her Own
BY DANNIELLE BAULCH

‘She tells us how closing off one sense opens the others.  
How sensorial writing can only come from real sensory experience.’

Azri sits beside me, legs crossed and arms folded, listening to a panel 
discussion on whether writing can be taught with what appears to be 
detached reserve. Yet her body is always centred towards whomever is 
speaking at any given moment; shifting in fractions like a wind gauge  
teased by a breeze. 

At the end of the session, Azri puts her hand up and addresses the panel— 
a boomerang on the return. Her hands sweep and slice the air in front  
of her as she declares writing cannot be learnt exclusively within the four 
walls of a classroom. It cannot be reduced to the principles of craft. She 
tells us how when she was a child, she was taken to the hills and left to sit 
blindfolded on some slope, whipped by the wind. She tells us how closing  
off one sense opens the others. How sensorial writing can only come from 
real sensory experience. 

Her words settle over us like winter’s first snow painting the landscape 
anew. Members of the panel are nodding and one picks up the thread and 
runs with it until the session draws to a close. 

Azri Zakkiyah is a twenty five-year-old ‘Muslim–Indonesian woman’.  
She proclaims this after an emphatic pause at Lunchtime Lit: Stories from the 
Archipelago. Azri considers her novels to be a product of ‘Javanese wisdom’. 
For Azri, being Javanese is fundamentally rooted in a profound and mystical 
connection to God. ‘God is the director; I am the actress. He gives me many 
roles: scientist, writer, teacher.’ 

She is passionate about her commitment to the Islamic faith. As she 
converses, it becomes clear that for Azri, being bound to an omniscient 
and transcendent God means she alone is responsible for her own future. 
For example, in response to whether she employed a translator when she 
participated at the Ubud Writers and Readers Festival; she was indignant. ‘All 
the other emerging writers used translators, but I decided not to’, she says. ‘I 
was afraid the translator[‘s words] would be more beautiful than mine!’

 She is adamant about calling her faith ‘spirituality’ rather than ‘religion’, 
lending it a porousness that enables her to remain open to all possibilities. It 
is as if the world is God’s open palm and Azri traverses it without fear, because 
he is always holding her and watching.

At one point in the Lunchtime Lit discussion, Azri sweeps her hands 
outward as if summoning a path to be cleared and says, ‘I am you, you are me 
... [we] become one with God.’ Later, it becomes clearer what she means. In 
the post-event interview, I ask her about her parents and what role they have 
played in her success. She leans over the table, eyes glistening. She tells me 
that at boarding school she had to sleep on a mattress on a hard floor and as a 
show of solidarity her mother did the same. 

Azri wrote her first book at age 15 because she wanted to make a name 
for herself amid a sea of talented students at high school. But she kept 
her ambitions a secret from her parents, so that on the day the novel was 
published, it could be revealed as her greatest gift.  

Blissful dreams ending in codeine. 
A fragmented marshmallow world, floating on a 
pink cloud as it evaporates. Waking up to a distorted 
reality of sanity. Calm and clarity is disarming. 
Working 7–3 to get home early in time for the 
infomercials. 
Amazing ladder. Wonderful blender. 
Remote dangles from hand, eerie glow engulfing the 
room, mouth agape, slightly drooling. Switch on the 
news. Two people dead. Shed a tear because that’s the 
right thing to do. 
Don’t be distraught.
Watch sport because that’s the right thing to do.  
Don’t be different. 
Order takeaway. Breathe. Numb fingers slide over 
the remote. Light a candle so the lights are dimmed, 
saving electricity. More infomercials. 
Don’t be afraid. 
Maybe it’s time to sleep.  No exercise. Utopian 

paradise is boring. 
Don’t understand the movie that’s playing on public 
access but tweet about it anyway.  A reward is a 
necessity, not a privilege. 
Drooping eyelids. Dance with elves that are 
mechanical even though their heartbeats are 
ticking. Message acquaintances so as to not become 
estranged. Vivid lucidity in chaos. 
Don’t be alarmed. 
Blissful dreams ending in codeine. 
I wouldn’t mind to die like this.   

Blissful  
Dreams
BY BEN KNIGHT

A fragmented marshmallow world. 
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A totalitarian government has one goal for its 
subjects: subservience to the state. The most alarming 
thing about this idea is that it obliterates the need  
for the individual, and consequently, individual 
freedom of thought. Protagonist Winston Smith’s  
first act of rebellion is the writing of a diary. This 
practice is one that challenges the regimen of the 
ruling party, Ingsoc, as it provides a means for self-
expression, something the government boycotts. 
In the process of removing the individual self, a 
dystopian state—the force that leaves citizens afraid 
and censored—is achieved. 

A crucial way in which dystopia infiltrates the 
lives of Orwell’s characters is in the suppression of 
language, accomplished by enforcing the invented 
vernacular, Newspeak. As Orwell states, ‘Newspeak 
is the only language in the world whose vocabulary 
gets smaller every year.’ It shortens phrases and 
discourages the use of a myriad of words when just 
one will do. This oppression is dangerous because 
it extinguishes specific meanings from words. As a 
result, emotions cannot be efficiently articulated, 
erasing those emotions entirely. Concepts are lost, as 
there are no words to describe them: ‘Science, in the 
old sense, had almost ceased to exist. In Newspeak 
there is no word for science.’ This domino effect leads 
to the grouping of people, all experiencing the same 
basic feelings and in turn, the same basic thoughts. 

In banning the use of complex words, outlet for 
expression is abolished and individuality stolen. 

Parallels between the oppressive government 
in 1984 can be made between Donald Trump’s 
administration and the way language is employed to 
manipulate. Throughout the 2016 election campaign, 

authoritarian propaganda was Trump’s MO and has 
served him well as a scare tactic since. This method 
sees a leader create a fiction and follows on by 
explaining that nations (in this instance, America) 
are experiencing problems as a result of the rival 
other. The stratagem suggests that there is a simple 
solution to specific dilemmas, usually advocating 
the disempowerment of another group. A crucial 
component of authoritarian propaganda is the 
repetition of said fiction, in order to embed it in 
the minds of the people, thus having it accepted—
somewhat like brainwashing.

The most effective way to engage in nefarious 
deeds is to prevent their documentation. Enter 
Trump’s war on media, which made headlines  
in February. A tirade against free speech and 
individual thought, the President labelled  
prominent organisations such as CNN, ABC and 
The New York Times ‘fake news’ and the ‘enemy of the 
American people’, banning their representatives 
from entering The White House’s daily press meeting. 
This is all too familiar.

Did Orwell just predict the wrong year? Is this the 
2017 real-life version of Newspeak? What does this 
desired suppression of media mean for the press and 
creative writers? How do we maintain our humanity 
within a world that seems every day to have less 
appreciation for unique identities? 

If public media outlets are being threatened, 
our revolt against this level of censorship must be 
a personal one. Thankfully, the year is not 1984. 
Thanks to social media, everyone can be a writer. 
We have self-publishing. Our society is ravenous 
with the desire to know everything about everyone. 

Whether you want to summarise a trip to work in 
140 characters on Twitter or write a 2,000-word blog 
post on WordPress about your aunty’s ex-boyfriend’s 
brother’s dog’s party on the weekend, it is out 
there for anyone to read. We are overstuffed with 
information, bursting at the seams and we’re still 
hungry for more. 

Not all of George Orwell’s dystopian imaginings  
in 1984 have come to fruition. Our version of  
Big Brother was a reality television show (equally as 
mind deadening, but ultimately less sinister). I only 
experience Two Minutes Hate when my housemates 
forget to hang up our bathmat. Synthetic meals in 
the current day come only in the form of Lite n’ 
Easy. But when discussing the use of language and 
the denial of freedom of thought, the comparisons 
to Orwell’s world and our own are undeniably real. 
If the author had one lesson to teach his readers, 
it was the importance of being vigilant. It is the 
citizen’s responsibility to recognise the ways in 
which government and systems of power aim to 
overshadow the needs of the individual in order to 
service their own agenda. Attention is often strained 
when it comes to language because it is something 
that we engage in effortlessly each day, so it’s easy 
to forget its impact and power. In a political arena, 
communication is one of our greatest allies as a tool 
to represent ourselves, but also one of our greatest 

enemies if used against us. Our control of language 
is paramount, as in its use our humanity and 
individuality is at stake, because as Orwell insisted,  
‘If thought corrupts language, language can also 
corrupt thought.’   

Thoughtcrimes: 
Language in a  
Post-Trump 
World
BY SARAH DUNWOODIE

Perhaps the most unnerving concept 
in George Orwell’s 1984 is not that 
humankind is destroyed in the novel, 
but instead the reality that humanity  
is tossed aside. 
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