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No Place for Truth? Credibility and
Dis/belief in Asylum Storytelling
La vérité a-t-elle une place ? Crédibilité et culture du doute dans les récits des
réfugiés

Jessica Small
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TEXT

Across the nation- states of the global north, asylum inter views
consti tute an essen tial and determ ining stage in the processing of an
asylum claim (see Miller III). During these inter views, asylum seekers
are required to recount the story of their escape from their country
of origin to the repres ent ative(s) of the nation present. The nation- 
state will then either accept these stories, resulting in the granting of
refugee status, or reject them, resulting in appeal or expul sion.
Asylum inter views are there fore moments of coerced storytelling in
which “refugees must narrate them selves into exist ence” (Wooley 18).
By stereo typing asylum seekers within a “bogus asylum seeker” /
“genuine refugee” binary (Kushner 257), contem porary media and
polit ical discourses often imply that truth within asylum storytelling
is the determ ining factor in shaping the outcome of asylum
inter views. Such an implic a tion stands in stark oppos i tion to the
find ings of studies on the asylum adju dic a tion processes in the US,
UK, France and Ireland (Conlan et al., Anderson et al., Bögner et al.,
Reid, Shuman and Bohmer, Holland) which indicate that asylum
seekers’ stories are instead subject to a series of hostile and elusive
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cred ib ility criteria within a systemic “culture of disbe lief”
(Anderson et al.).

This article exam ines how the complex rela tion ship between
cred ib ility and truth in asylum adju dic a tion contexts is repres ented
and prob lem at ised within contem porary works of refugee literature.
An alto gether different form of asylum storytelling than that of
asylum inter views, refugee liter ature has been defined as “a body
of texts by and about refugees which represent migra tion as part of a
shared world” (Stan 795, emphasis added), where the term “refugees”
encom passes all those subject to forced displace ment. In this sense,
the term tran scends the narrow confines of its internationally- 
recognised legal definition 1 and is instead in accord ance with the
frame work of the emer ging inter dis cip linary field of Crit ical Refugee
Studies (Crit ical Refugee Studies Collective, “Who we are”),
within which:

2

Refugees are human beings forcibly displaced within or outside of
their land of origin as a result of perse cu tion, conflict, war, conquest,
settler/colo ni alism, milit arism, occu pa tion, empire, and
envir on mental and climate- related disasters, regard less of their legal
status. Refugees can be self‐iden ti fied and are often unre cog nized
within the limited defin i tions proffered by inter na tional and state
laws, hence may be subsumed, in those instances, under other labels
such as “undoc u mented”. (Crit ical Refugee Studies Collective)

In contrast to the coer cive context and the “limited defin i tions”
within which the stories of asylum adju dic a tion proced ures are
produced, works of refugee liter ature consti tute creative expres sions
of refugee agency, and renew the epistem o lo gies through which
asylum is addressed.

In partic ular, I will seek to examine here what select works of refugee
liter ature have to say about the place given to truth within asylum
adju dic a tion, where truth is under stood as denoting the multi fa ceted
complexity of lived exper i ence. In this sense, truth cannot be
singular. To borrow Adrienne Rich’s phrasing in a 1975 essay, “there is
no ‘the truth’, ‘a truth’—truth is not one thing, or even a system. It is
an increasing complexity” (187). Indeed, forced displace ment is often
caused by inter secting geo- political factors that have erupted into
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chaotic viol ence. The latter is exper i enced trau mat ic ally on an
indi vidual level, so that such factors can be diffi cult to under stand
and artic u late. Making sense of the truth involves an informed and
attentive focus on its multi tude of inter con nected threads, as Rich
observes: “the pattern of the carpet is a surface. When we look
closely, or when we become weavers, we learn of the tiny multiple
threads unseen in the overall pattern, the knots on the under side of
the carpet” (187).

Mean while, by inter rog ating what place is given to truth in these
contexts, I evoke implic a tions of place as a “posi tion in some scale,
order or series”; place as a “standing”, “merit” or “rank”, encap su lated
in the phrase “to know one’s place” (“Place” 938–939). Exploring the
kind of place afforded to truth entails examining the extent to which
the complexity of truth is acknow ledged as important and prioritised
in repres ent a tions of asylum adju dic a tion. Indeed, the use of the word
“place” is also intended to invite a concep tion of the asylum inter view
as a place, not tethered to any partic ular geopol it ical boundary but
nonethe less attached to a partic ular exper i ence (of asylum
storytelling) within a partic ular encounter (between nation- state
repres ent at ives and asylum seeker). Is any truth to be found in the
literary repres ent a tions of such a place?

4

I apply these ques tions to a selec tion of texts by two refugee writers:
Dina Nayeri’s The Ungrateful Refugee (2019) and Who
Gets Believed? (2023), hybrid works combining auto bi o graphy and
creative non‐fiction with fictional passages, and Melatu Uche
Okorie’s short story “Under The Awning” (2018). Nayeri’s works offer
narrative repres ent a tions of asylum inter views and storytelling that
draw from her lived exper i ences as well as her extensive research and
volun teer work in the field of forced migration. 2 Okorie’s story
consti tutes a forceful parallel to the asylum storytelling process. By
means of an embedded narrative struc ture, “Under The Awning”
recounts the exper i ences of a migrant woman in Ireland who attends
a creative writing group and reads aloud her auto bi o graph ical story
of racial ised perse cu tion, only to be met with disbe lief and criti cism
by the other parti cipants. All three texts offer repres ent a tions of
refugee storytelling in which truth is side lined or rejected due to
oppressive precon cep tions and preju dices, oper ating within the
systemic “culture of disbe lief” iden ti fied by Anderson et al.
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Cred ib ility criteria
Two implic a tions lie behind the rhet or ical ques tion that consti tutes
the title of Who Gets Believed? The first is that truth is subor dinate to
credibility, one’s “capa city to be believed or believed in” (“Cred ib ility”).
The second, as demon strated by the unusual passive struc ture, is that
one’s cred ib ility is reliant on external factors beyond one’s control. In
her study on the recep tion of asylum stories in the context of
US asylum adju dic a tion proced ures, Madeline Holland confirms the
reality of these implic a tions within asylum inter views. In partic ular,
she demon strates that there is a prede ter mined narrative criteria of
cred ib ility applied to asylum stories, that hinders the expres sion and
recog ni tion of truth: “Western literary stand ards shape our
under standing of what a ‘true story’ should sound like; this confla tion
of literary story- telling and truthful story- telling in the context of
asylum proceed ings can result in the failure to recog nise ‘true’
stories” (86). Holland’s study compel lingly outlined three narrative
criteria required of asylum applic a tion testi mony: detail, plaus ib ility
and consist ency. Studying the social- scientific liter ature on the
asylum adju dic a tion processes in the US, UK, France and Ireland in
line with Holland’s approach reveals the import ance of the following
criteria in asylum narrat ives: linearity, the theme of perse cu tion, an
equi lib rium of tone, a victim ising form of char ac ter isa tion, and an
atten tion to detail and origin ality. These criteria are depicted and
prob lem at ised in Nayeri and Okorie’s writ ings as leaving little place
for truth to be expressed, let alone recognised.

6

Linearity

The afore men tioned liter ature suggests that linearity is one of the
most prom inent require ments of asylum narrat ives, in contrast to the
supposed discrep an cies they might present. Holland
quotes Aristotle’s Poetics as a reminder of the pref er ence for cause- 
and-event struc tures in plots at the origin of Western thought: “of all
plots […] the epis odic are the worst […] in which the epis odes or acts
succeed one another without prob able or neces sary sequence” (87).
In order to abide by this cultural pref er ence, asylum stories should
follow a logical, causal and chro no lo gical pattern. This pattern should
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be firmly situ ated within a Western temporal frame work (Schuman
and Bohmer 396). In her work calling for post co lo nial analyses of the
domin ance of the Western linear temporal frame work in the field of
inter na tional rela tions, Kath arina Hunfield denounces the way in
which “the colon isa tion of time”, which she defines as “a process
within which the time of the European colon isers was
insti tu tion al ised as the Green wich Mean Time of norm ativity”,
created “a discourse of other ness through time that helped to
construct the racial and cultural inferi ority of non‐Europeans as well
as the margin al isa tion and suppres sion of non‐European ways of
narrating and relating to time” (101). Such discourse is apparent in the
suspi cion afforded to asylum seekers who are unable to narrate their
stories according to the norms of Western tempor ality. Presenting
the find ings of their research on US asylum adju dic a tion, Amy
Shuman and Carol Bohmer discuss the diffi culties faced by applic ants
“unfa miliar with the use of calendar dates”, citing “one Afghan
applicant [who] knew nothing about the Western calendar” and
“Malay clients [who] had no concept of time in Western terms” (396).
In the Irish context, a report from the Irish Refugee Council found
that asylum decision makers are often tempted “to conclude that the
account presented to them is simply not plaus ible according to their
know ledge or under standing of events which occur in coun tries
which have […] very different cultures” (Conlan et al. 3).

In Who Gets Believed?, author Dina Nayeri draws from her lived
exper i ence to illus trate how “refugees draw suspi cion by fumbling
over dates” (119):

8

When my family landed in Dubai from Iran, the first leg of our asylum
journey, we calcu lated my Western birthday. I was nine years old and
my birthday was in Ordibehesht, the second month, which roughly
equaled May, the fifth month. I scru tin ized my mother’s calendar and
converted the date. But here was a confu sion that frus trated us. In
the Persian solar calendar, the leap day is added on March 20, just
before the equinox. In the Gregorian calendar, it is added on
February 29. So, the leap day adjust ment happens twenty days later
in Iran than it does in the West. Every leap year, they have a different
birthday in the Gregorian calendar. They must trans late their
birthday from a calendar year of the year they were born. If they
check this year’s calendar, they could be off by a day. (119)
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There is a strong under cur rent of irony in Nayeri’s descrip tion of a
nine- year-old girl who is capable of compre hending concepts of
cultural differ ence in a way that her surrounding envir on ment is not.
This is under lined by the didactic tone with which Nayeri exposes
and explains the problem using simple, logical struc tures—“but”, “In
the Persian solar calendar”, “In the Gregorian calendar”, “So”,
italicising her key point for further clarity. Indeed, in
The Ungrateful Refugee, she offers her readers a lesson in
inter cul tur ality on the topic of Iranian storytelling:

Iranians have no problem with spoilers—the ending isn’t the pleasure
of a story for them. They don’t start in the middle of the action (as
Western writers are taught to do) or even at the begin ning (where
Western logic may take them), they start long before the begin ning:
‘Let me tell you about modern Iran’, they say, because that is how
they are trained to begin. And those are the savvy ones; the rest
begin with the creation of the universe. But you start philo soph ising
and you’ve lost your Western listener. (242–243)

In this passage Nayeri assumes the pedago gical role of cultural
medi ator, trans lating Iranian storytelling norms for her Western
read er ship. Through the use of clauses inserted in brackets, she
repeatedly situ ates Iranian norms in compar ison to Western
coun ter parts, creating a consistent, visual parallel between the two.
In so doing, she uses her writing to demon strate the cultural
relativity, inherent to percep tions of truth, that is often over looked in
contexts of asylum adjudication.

Melatu Uche Okorie’s story “Under The Awning” uses a different
conceit through which to demon strate the unjust domin ance of
Western notions of chro no logy when applied to asylum storytelling.
The story that the prot ag onist presents to the writing group,
narrated in the second person, focuses less on the speaker’s flight
from Nigeria than on the racially- motivated hostility she has
exper i enced since her arrival in Ireland, although, as we see in the
group’s reac tions to her story, the same cred ib ility criteria are rigidly
applied. The woman’s story could be described in Aris totelian terms
as “epis odic”; she eschews coherent chro no logy in favour of a series
of emotive impres sions and memories that conjure her isol a tion and
loneli ness in the face of racism. New occur rences in the narrative are
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presented abruptly, without any temporal indic ators for context: “You
stood under the awning outside the spar shop” (40); “You got on
your bus” (41); “On tele vi sion a man was talking”. The other members
of the group do not fail to criti cise her lack of linearity, calling for the
story to be “rewritten in chro no lo gical order” (55), to “observe
chro no logy” (55). Echoing the rejec tion of asylum claims that do not
conform to Western temporal frame works, her story is not
accept able to them because it does not meet their expect a tions of
narrative tempor ality, and this narrative gap prevents her from
finding a place in the group.

Theme
Theme is also crucial to the accept ance of asylum stories. More
precisely, asylum stories must have at their core the theme of
perse cu tion, since the Geneva Conven tion defines as refugees only
those who justify “a well- founded fear of being perse cuted” in their
country of origin. “To meet the criteria for polit ical asylum”, as
Schuman and Bohmer write, “applic ants need to reframe what they
often under stand as a personal trauma into an act of polit ical
aggres sion; […] rape victims, for example, see their rape as a personal
attack rather than an example of gender viol ence” (396). In their
exper i ence, “many victims never reach the stage of being able to use
a polit ical narrative to describe their personal situ ation” (397).

10

This phenomenon is demon strated in a passage from
The Ungrateful Refugee in which Nayeri quotes the oral testi mony of
Parvis Noshirrani, an Iranian refugee and volun teer cultural medi ator
in the Neth er lands who helps his compat riots in Amsterdam prepare
their asylum stories. Noshirrani recounts the failure of a Kurdish
refugee and rape victim to recount her rape as an act of persecution:

11

I once helped a badly raped Kurdish girl. Soldiers came through her
village and raped her in the stable beside the horses. She kept
weeping, “I wish I could find a pill to forget the past. I wish I didn’t
remember.” She was losing her mind. They rejected her claim. Do you
know why? They said “You are not an inter esting person for the
govern ment. It was a random act and you were in the wrong place.
You don’t have a cred ible fear that the soldiers will return for
you.” (177)
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Even though its storyteller belonged to an acknow ledged perse cuted
group, the story was rejected because its main theme was that of
personal trauma, as evid enced by the repe ti tion of the first- person
pronoun and the focus on her own inter i ority. Contrast ingly, Suketu
Mehta’s case study on asylum storytelling, published in The
New Yorker, includes the example of a refugee from the Central
African Republic who success ively claimed asylum in the United
States. Whilst the latter was also claiming asylum on the basis of rape,
she was able to recount her story according to the theme of polit ical
perse cu tion: “The Pres ident of my country was about to be
over thrown. My father worked with the previous govern ment. They
arrested my father, and tortured every body at home. […] People are
not allowed to express their opinion if they’re against power” (“The
Asylum Seeker”). She then describes the rape in graphic detail, before
concluding “[If I return] I might be killed on the road, because I am a
member of the oppos i tion.” Her story is clearly framed in polit ical
terms, begin ning by estab lishing the context of polit ical turmoil,
clearly demon strating the connec tion of the events in rela tion to this
context, and concluding by artic u lating her fears in expli citly polit ical
terms. As Mehta muses: “The system demanded a certain kind of
narrative if she was to be allowed to stay here, and she furnished it.”

12

In The Ungrateful Refugee, Nayeri reflects upon the import ance of
selecting the appro priate theme for asylum stories through the plot
trajectory of Kaweh, a Kurdish- Iranian asylum seeker in the UK.
Nayeri’s imagined rendering of his ulti mately successful asylum
inter view is narrated in expli citly polit ical terms:
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I was a member of the Kurdish Demo cratic Party of Iran for over
three years. I was approached by the Iranian author ities to be a spy
and I refused. They gave me money that I accepted and used for my
personal needs. I never repaid them. They found me in Turkey. My
life is in danger in Iran and also in Iraqi Kurdistan and Turkey. (208)

Like the young woman of Mehta’s case study, Kaweh frames his story
within the polit ical context and its consequences, expli citly
refer en cing the nature of his polit ical affil i ation and the fact that the
state is the source of his perse cu tion. It works, as Kaweh is granted
asylum. Nayeri’s inclu sion of this story is demon strative of the
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them atic imper ative under lying successful asylum storytelling within
asylum adjudication.

Tone
A further char ac ter istic of storytelling that can prove prob lem atic for
asylum seekers is that of tone, and in partic ular emotivity. Research
suggests that for an asylum story to be deemed cred ible, it must
strike an extremely delicate balance in its expres sion of emotion. One
the one hand, a certain amount of emotion is expected: Schumer and
Bohman report that recounting the story “too calmly” can “negat ively
affect the claimant in the B.C.I.S inter view”, because “the inter viewer
is less likely to believe the account if it is not accom panied by suit able
emotional expres sion, even though such emotion ally flat
present a tion is char ac ter istic of the posttrau matic disorder suffered
by many applic ants” (400). On the other hand, they warn of the
dangers of telling a story with “too much emotion” (394). This, too,
“will have a negative impact in that the inter viewer may dismiss the
claimant as simply hyster ical […] our legal system values ration ality
and objectivity in the narrat ives presented in court” (394). An
advanced under standing of the legal and cultural context of the
listener is thus essen tial to striking the elusive equi lib rium in tone
neces sary for meeting this narrative criterion.

14

In Who Gets Believed?, Dina Nayeri compares the composed emotion
expected by asylum adju dic ators to the literary pref er ences of a
Western readership:

15

Western readers are taught that it is always more digni fied, deeper,
to swallow your drama […] drama is bad. Big emotions are lowbrow,
and to under stand events complexly, one must be emotion ally
unsure. Subtle pain is deeper pain; better to show a trem bling hand,
though even that is too much. (158)

In the same work, Nayeri draws from her own life story to illus trate
this phenomenon. One of the book’s central subplots recounts the
story of her mentally ill brother- in-law Josh, whose threats of suicide
are regarded with cynicism by narrator- Nayeri. Josh even tu ally takes
his own life, leading the former to grapple with the precon cep tions
and preju dices that led to her misplaced disbe lief. This process is

16
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didactic, intended to demon strate how such biases impact cred ib ility.
Prior to Josh’s funeral, narrator- Nayeri is “nervous” at witnessing his
mother’s grief:

How would his mother’s agony mani fest? I kept imagining myself in
her shoes. I would be like my father’s cousin in Iran, who, on the day
of her husband’s funeral, threw herself on the floor. She thrashed her
bed, other mourners’ chests. She screamed and rejected all
sympathy. She wailed and ripped out her hair by fist fulls, demanding
that God return him to her. (191)

When her mother- in-law instead demon strates emotional
composure, remaining “gracious and serene”, even “consoling friends
and neigh bours”, narrator- Nayeri is impressed: “I sensed a new kind
of respect for her taking root”; “Well done, Flo” (191–192). There is an
under tone of negat ivity in her descrip tion of the Iranian cousin’s
mourning, that she imagines as her own, through vivid evoc a tions of
phys ical viol ence—verbs such as “threw”, “thrash”, “ripped”.
In contrast, the adject ives she uses to describe her mother- in-law are
decidedly compli mentary. Narrator- Nayeri has inter n al ised Western
distaste for the overtly emotional mourning prac tices of Iran, while
writer- Nayeri exposes her own biases in the service of demon strating
and prob lem at ising culturally- based predis pos i tions to her readers.

Melatu Uche Okorie’s “Under The Awning” also demon strates such
biases, through the responses of the creative writing work shop
parti cipants to the narrator’s account of her prot ag onist’s sadness.
The latter is engulfed by her emotion: “you cried for a long time on
your bed […] confused at how alone you felt” (50). Her emotional
display fails to move the parti cipants, who brand the scene as
“melo dra matic” (53), “bleak and negative” (51) and instruct the
narrator to “work on the bleak picture” (55). Like the asylum seekers
cited in Schumer and Bohnan’s study, she has failed to regu late the
tone of her writing and her story is criti cised accordingly.

17

Perhaps the element of the narrator’s story that most displeases the
work shop parti cipants, however, is her failure to write a char acter
that appeals to their sense of how a victim should behave. This too is
an important criterion in the eval u ation of asylum storytelling: Emily
Reid’s research into asylum adju dic a tion in France found that asylum

18
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seekers were required to “perform their victim hood” if their stories
were to succeed. She cites the example of a woman referred to
as “Bimpe”:

As [Bimpe] was preparing her appeal testi mony, she expressed hope
in the fact that she was busy recon structing her life, having found
employ ment and a new community in Nice; however, the de facto
oblig a tion to embody an “ideal- type” victim meant she was
counseled to focus upon the tragedy of her exper i ences, rather than
her continuing strength in survival.

Schumer and Bohman come to the same conclu sion, quoting the
advice that US asylum attorney Lea Green berg repeats to her clients
to never talk about their lives in terms other than suffering, “never
volun teer anything except maltreat ment suffered by you and your
family” (394). These find ings echo what Vanessa Pupavac describes as
“the prevailing cultural image of the refugee” as being “a femin ised,
trau mat ised victim” (1). The latter’s study into common sympath etic
repres ent a tions of refugees before and after the Cold War charts a
move ment away from repres ent a tions of refugees as cour ageous
polit ical dissid ents towards figures who are “trau mat ised, scared and
in shock” (1). To elicit sympathy, then, the narrative “I” of asylum
stories must be char ac ter ised along these lines.

19

Okorie’s narrator fails to conform to this archetypal char ac ter isa tion.
Her story gets off to the wrong start when the sensory trigger of
rain fall prompts fond memories of life in Nigeria: “you knew that back
home, life would not stop over ‘this small rain’”; rather, street sellers
would continue selling fragrant foods; there would be a joyous
caco phony of “singing in pidgin English, Igbo, Hausa and Yoruba”;
“there would be corn sellers lined up along your street selling your
favourite fresh roast corn” (40–41, italics in original). Nostalgia for
home is incom pat ible with the figure of a long- suffering-victim that
the narrator is required to embody.

20

The ending, too, is prob lem atic: she concludes the story on a note of
resi li ence, as the narrator “went […] and bought a diary” (50),
implying agency and self- expression in writing. Yet, one parti cipant
reveal ingly comments: “some thing […] prevents me from caring about
the char acter. I always know I’m reading a work of fiction” (51). By

21
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refusing to char ac terise her prot ag onist as a passive victim figure,
Okorie’s narrator alien ates her audi ence, whose stereo typed visions
of refugees as help less are such that demon stra tions of agency are
perceived as lacking in verisimilitude.

Detail
The chal lenge of verisimil itude is reflected in a further criterion that
carries narrative weight in the context of asylum storytelling: that of
detail. Holland cites Roland Barthes’ essay “The Reality Effect” in her
discus sion of the import ance of this factor in lending cred ib ility to
asylum seeker testi mony (88). Just as Barthes applauds the realism of
Flaubert’s intricate depic tion of “an old piano [that] supported, under
a baro meter, a pyram idal heap of boxes and cartons” in his depic tion
of a room in “A Simple Heart” (qtd in Barthes 141), so one immig ra tion
officer in the US explained his criteria for cred ib ility: “[asylum
seekers] have to give me detail. He could answer my ques tions. He
could give me details […] if you lived it you can give me the answers”
(qtd in Holland 88). In her research in the French context, Reid found
that lack of detail was the most frequently- cited reason given to
accom pany the 75% refusal rate in 2019, the year of her study, with
rejec tion letters repeating the phrases “not detailed enough”
or “vague”.

22

This criterion can be partic u larly diffi cult to fulfil when asylum
seekers suffering from Post- Traumatic Stress Disorder are forced to
recount trau matic events. Not only does trauma elude linear
narrat ives, but recounting such exper i ences can harm the
recu per a tion process and trigger post- traumatic instruc tions
(Schock et al.). Nayeri uses narrative to demon strate the hard ship of
being forced to recount—and in so doing, relive—deeply
trau matic experiences. Who Gets Believed? opens with a graphic
torture scene, in which a char acter known only as “K” or “KV” is
brutally inter rog ated in a prison in his native Sri Lanka for being
falsely suspected of collu sion with the Tamil Tiger insur gency.
K’s storyline is one of the central narrative threads of the book, and is
based on the true story of a man who, having suffered brutal torture
in Sri Lanka, was not only disbe lieved by the British Home Office after
claiming asylum in the UK but was accused of hiring another person
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to inflict grievous wounds on him in order to gain refugee status
(United Kingdom Supreme Court). The descrip tion is harrowing in its
detailing of K’s suffering:

K was taken into the inter rog a tion room with ten men who
demanded to know where the Tamil Tigers hid their gold. As he
knelt, panting, trying to convince them that he knew nothing, he felt
a heat near their shoulder. He turned to see a soldier with a metal
rod approaching. The end of the rod glowed red; even through a
terri fied grey haze, it was easy to make out the glow in the room.
Before K could think, the rod sank right into his arm, an instant heat
shot through his body, and he passed out to the sound of his own
distant screams. He woke to more ques tions about the Tamil Tiger
gold, and to the sensa tion of new wounds: now his back, too, was
badly burned, though he didn’t remember it happening.

Then the gaggle of men held him down and poured gasoline over his
face, his back, covering his fresh wounds. They threatened to set him
alight unless he revealed the loca tion of the gold. “I swear I don’t
know”, he said, for the hundredth time. “I’m not LTTE. I’m a jeweler’s
assistant.” As K choked on gasoline, an itch crept up his back and
arms and distracted him from the foul taste, the smell. Then the itch
became searing, and the screams poured out of him again. He
glanced at his arm—strange the details one remem bers—and saw the
dry skin of his long confine ment now wet and slimy and peeling
away (6).

The vivid mental images that Nayeri conjures for her readers such as
the rod penet rating K’s arm, the pouring of gasoline on his wounds,
and the sight of his skin peeling away, are intens i fied by the ample
sensory detail. All five senses are evoked through the “red” “glow”, the
“smell” of gasoline, the “sound” of screaming, the “itch” and “searing”
sensa tion and “slimy” skin, “the foul taste.” K’s terror is repres ented in
the lack of control he has over his screams, from which he appears to
disso ciate himself, so that they seem “distant”, “pouring” out of him.
Struc tur ally, the progres sion of pain from the initial “heat”, to “itch”,
to “searing” agony, intens i fies the reader’s sense of K’s torment.
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The striking nature of this passage is such that the reader is
reminded of it when, later on in the book and after the reader’s
atten tion has been diverted else where by the intro duc tion of
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different plot lines, K is forced to recount his torture to UK asylum
officers “during the inter view with the Home Office” (23). K’s retelling
echoes words and phrases from the original passage:

In that small office, he repeated the whole story: that in August 2009,
his captors burned his arm with a hot soldering iron. That he felt
a heat on his arm, turned and saw the glowing rod. That the burning
intens i fied, he fell forward, and passed out. That his captors branded
his back cleanly while he was uncon scious and, when he woke,
poured gasoline on his wounds to increase the pain.
(23, emphasis added)

The repe ti tion of the distressing story is not neces sary for the
reader’s compre hen sion of the plot, for which the clause “he repeated
the whole story” would have sufficed: its inclu sion can thus be
inter preted as a textual demon stra tion of the suffering that asylum
seekers exper i ence when obliged to recount trau matic exper i ences.
By using the same words and images that she used in her initial
passage, Nayeri makes her readers recall their reading of the latter;
this is an illus tra tion of the flash backs that the asylum inter view can
trigger in PTSD sufferers and that can render the criterion of detail
so diffi cult to fulfil.

Originality
The require ment for detail func tions jointly with the require ment for
origin ality. In her research, Emily Reid notes that asylum claims are
likely to fail if the stories told are “‘too similar’ to other seekers’
exper i ences”; Shuman and Bohmer explain that “[Offi cials] think that
similar stories are evid ence of fraud” (396). Holland quotes one
US asylum officer’s suspi cion when confronted with stories that are
“so boil er plate, there’s nothing anything unique about the claims, it
makes you wonder” (88). Dina Nayeri expresses the entwined nature
of these criteria when, in The Ungrateful Refugee, she remarks that
“the [asylum] story must be compel ling, full of strange, but not too
strange, details. It must not mimic other stories” (251).
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Nayeri employs heavy irony to under line the combin a tion of
chal len ging narrative demands required of asylum stories:
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To satisfy an asylum officer takes the same narrative soph ist ic a tion it
takes to please book critics. At once logical and judg mental of
demeanour, both are on guard for manip u la tion and emotional
trickery. Stick to the concrete, the five senses, they say. Sound
natural, human, but also dazzle with your prose. Make me cry, but a
whiff of senti ment ality and you’re done […] Go ahead. Try it. It’s not
so hard, you penni less, trau mat ised fugitive from a ravaged village,
just write a story worthy of The New Yorker.
(The Ungrateful Refugee 243)

The irony of the final sentence under lines the contrast between the
require ments imposed on asylum narrat ives and the testi mony that
can be reas on ably expected of trauma survivors, whilst the persistent
use of the imper ative mode reflects the coer cion through which such
stories are extracted. Mean while, the refer ence to the iconic
Amer ican magazine func tions as a reminder of the Western stand ards
that are indis crim in ately applied to asylum stories of all cultural
origins in adju dic a tion contexts of the Global North. In Nayeri’s
repres ent a tions of asylum adju dic a tion, as well as in Okorie’s short
story, truth is releg ated behind a series of inter con nected
precon cep tions and requirements.
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Narrative capital
Of course, writing “a story worthy of The New Yorker” also requires a
signi ficant amount of “narrative capital”, to borrow the term coined
by Ivor Goodson in his book Devel oping Narrative Theory (14).
Goodson intended the term as a refer ence to Bour dieu’s own triad of
economic, social and cultural capital, to reflect how these
inter secting forms of capital are involved in the construc tion of
narrative. In Goodson’s view, contem porary discourse of both the
personal and polit ical fields has taken a “narrative turn”: in this
context, it is a matter of pressing import ance that “stories and
storylines need to be under stood, not just as personal construc tions
but as expres sions of partic ular histor ical and
cultural opportunities” (6, emphasis added). The “oppor tun ities” that
determine how a narrative is constructed can also determine the
preju dice, or lack thereof, with which it is received. Dina Nayeri and
Melatu Uche Okorie’s literary repres ent a tions demon strate that
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percep tions of truth are asso ci ated with the storytellers’ reserves of
narrative capital, thus disclosing how inter secting forms of priv ilege
are involved in the cred ib ility granted to an indi vidual’s story. 3

For instance, the following tran script of an exchange between two
asylum officers in the US provides rare evid ence of the profound
impact that class and educa tion level can have on the like li hood of an
asylum claim to be accepted:

30

Asylum Officer 1� When I get some body from China who I know is a
PhD, I’m much more generous with them than I am with some guy
who I may think is cooking in the back of some kitchen. And it’s not
because—it’s not—that’s not how I’m thinking either. But I’m thinking
that oh, this person is very artic u late. Their claim is very— 
Asylum Officer 2� Well of course, it makes it easier to under stand it.
(Qtd. in Holland 89)

Such dispar ities are further compounded by an unequal access to
medi ators such as lawyers. Under standing the intric a cies of foreign
legal systems without a lawyer requires a level of special ised
know ledge avail able to very few. In Who Gets Believed?, Dina Nayeri
under scores this point with a quote from US asylum attorney Ana
Reyes, who claims that “the real issue [in asylum stories] isn’t
cred ib ility versus non cred ib ility. The real issue is whether you have
an attorney. I’d say that the biggest predictor of whether you will get
asylum is whether you have an attorney” (81). Nayeri adds that
proving cred ib ility in a court “isn’t hard if you have a degree from
Harvard Law, as Reyes does” (83), hinting at the further vari ation in
degrees of narrative capital that exists amongst legal
profes sionals themselves.
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She also explores this issue through her depic tion of Kaweh’s
exper i ence of legal repres ent a tion prior to his asylum inter view, in
The Ungrateful Refugee. Well- educated, informed, and confident in
his know ledge and rights, Kaweh is able to turn down the “young
soli citor, a trainee in immig ra tion law” whom he first consults, when
the latter states “he would be removed to Turkey, since he first
claimed asylum there” (209). His assertive response illus trates his
convic tion: “‘No,’ he said, ‘you have it wrong. I didn’t claim asylum in
Turkey. I did it through UNHCR. That makes a material differ ence.’
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When had he learned this? He hardly knew; one of the many long
nights of reading and obsessing” (209–210). After a second soli citor
makes “the same error”, Kaweh’s room mate’s brother arranges a
meeting with a “London soli citor”, which he “borrow[s] money” to
attend (210); the refer ence to the UK capital is intended to evoke
metro pol itan prestige. This soli citor proves superior to the previous
two and Kaweh’s asylum claim is ulti mately successful. Kaweh’s
effective legal repres ent a tion is thus the product of a combin a tion of
priv ilege and chance, dependent upon know ledge, training, self- 
confidence, social networks and the ability to procure funds, in
addi tion to sheer serendipity of circum stance. By including this story,
Nayeri invites her readers to ponder upon the fate of those asylum
seekers who do not benefit from such advant ages and there fore upon
the injustice that oper ates when it comes to the legal medi ation of
asylum stories.

Nayeri’s fiction tends to focus on Persian char ac ters and does not
dwell on the disparity in exper i ences created as a result of
racial isa tion; in Okorie’s story “Under The Awning”, however, this
consti tutes the central theme. Indeed, the short story can be read as
an illus tra tion of the way in which racial preju dice negat ively impacts
narrative capital. In the story that she shares with the group, Okorie’s
protagonist- narrator outlines a series of racist micro ag gres sions that
she has suffered: from finding that fellow passen gers avoid sitting
next to her on the bus (41), to being subject to racial slurs (42, 50),
derog atory stereo types about “Africans” (46) and racial
fetish isa tion (48). Her story is branded unreal istic: the group’s
comments repeatedly criti cise the prot ag onist’s “para noia” (52) and
accuse her of “completely misread[ing]” events. One partic u larly
violent comment goes so far as to suggest that her percep tions of
racism are the fabric ated result of her own “self- loathing and self- 
hatred” (53). In so doing, the members of the group demon strate their
own failure to under stand a key message of the story: the nature of
racism is such that its targets are made to feel constantly aware of
their racial isa tion. It is precisely because of the narrator’s race that
her story is criti cised by the group, since she is recounting
exper i ences that they cannot relate to and subsequently deny.
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In the end, the narrator inter n al ises the parti cipants’ criti cism and
re‐writes her story accord ingly. The end of her re‐drafted version
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sees her attempt to appease her audi ence by expli citly artic u lating
the possib ility that the micro ag gres sions were not
intended maliciously:

Your class- mates who asked their friends to mind their bags were
not actu ally doing anything wrong; the bus driver who dropped you
two stops away from your bus stop could have done so due to road
works; the man in the super market who asked your mother for a BJ is
just sick; and the chil dren who called out “Blackie” at you whenever
they saw you passing by could just be what they were, chil dren. (54)

This rewrite is still insuf fi cient to convince some of the parti cipants.
One comment asks her to “temper the racism”, judging—iron ic ally—
that “there is so much bias, so much preju dice, that it almost
swal lows itself” (54). Okorie explained in a podcast that the story is
intended to reflect the viol ence that accom panies discus sions of
racism, in which the dismissal of one’s accounts of exper i ences of
racism is a second “form of abuse”; to the point that “it’s easier if a
person with white skin talks about it” (Scholes). In “Under The
Awning” she portrays a situ ation in which racial ised people’s stories
are system at ic ally disbe lieved, no matter how much their author
attempts to adapt them to please the demands of their (white)
audi ence. When it comes to narrative capital, the short story
suggests, the skill and training of the storyteller cannot coun teract
the limiting factor of racial isa tion. Both writers thus illus trate how
injustice and preju dice can prevent truth from being heard in places
of asylum storytelling.

Culture of disbelief
Finally, Dina Nayeri’s repres ent a tions of asylum inter view proced ures
situate rejec tions of truth within what human it arian workers and
researchers working in the field of British asylum adju dic a tion have
termed “the culture of disbe lief”: an envir on ment char ac ter ised by
“incon sistent decision- making, insens it ivity and bias” that works
against asylum seekers (Anderson et al.). In her ethno graphic study of
the day- to-day work ings of Immig ra tion Officers in the UK Home
Office, Olga Jubany outlines the impact of this culture on the work of
asylum officers as follows:
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[Asylum officers’] roles are increas ingly aimed at identi fying threats
and enfor cing social control. Asylum seekers represent a menace to
the state and society that officers must identify, be that a welfare
cheat, asylum shopper, bogus refugee, crim inal or terrorist. (5)

As part of her research, she was given the rare oppor tunity to attend
the full six- week training program provided to those whose role it is
to determine the validity of asylum claims made in the UK: she was
struck by the way in which “officers are tacitly encour aged to
repro duce a world that connects asylum and migra tion to threats and
fears” (30). In other instances, the Home Office’s incentiv isa tion of its
workers to dele git imise asylum stories is rather less tacit: this is
notably the case for their contro ver sial policy of awarding gift
vouchers to officers who achieve a 70% or above refusal rate in
asylum appeals (Taylor and Mason). Struc tural disbe lief “is not an
indi vidual or excep tional process”, Jubany insists, “but one that takes
place within a socio- cultural, polit ical and organ isa tional context, in
which a very specific subcul ture develops” (7).
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Nayeri’s literary repres ent a tions demon strate how this subcul ture
pervas ively impedes the recog ni tion of true exper i ences. The Home
Office itself regu larly appears as an anthro po morph ised figure in her
writing. A minis terial depart ment with a diverse and complex
manage ment struc ture supported by twenty‐nine agen cies and
public bodies (UK govern ment), the Home Office is person i fied in
Nayeri’s writing as a single, unified and villainous char acter. In
The Ungrateful Refugee, the Home Office is afforded the capa city of
speech when it ejects refugees for their human it ari anism: “people
had been rejected for doing charity work out of boredom. ‘You
worked’, the Home Office would say. ‘You broke the
rules’” (214). In Who Gets Believed?, the “Home Office” is repres ented
as being capable of vision, when the latter func tions to facil itate the
expul sion of refugees: “the Home Office zeroed in on the doctor’s
clearly hyper bolic point about anaes thesia” (180, my emphasis). Nayeri
employs the third person to suggest that the Home Office is a
homo gen ised actor. Commenting on the decision made to deny
asylum to KV on the basis that his torture wounds could have been
self‐inflicted, Nayeri writes:
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The cruelty and auda city of KV’s rejec tion shook the human it arian
community. Activ ists and lawyers saw it as a chilling new low in
disbe lief culture, a warning that stand ards had shifted away from
refuge toward barred gates. […] The Home Office was now openly
teaching its gate keepers bad‐faith tech niques, incentiv ising and
training them to trap survivors in surreal logic games. If they offered
a place to anyone, it was because they had lost. (263–264)

Here, the “Home Office’’ is expli citly repres ented as the origin of
“disbe lief culture”: it is portrayed as a malevolent ruler, whose
workers are pawns in the exten sion of its power, as demon strated by
the use of the possessive pronoun “its”. Asylum adju dic a tion is viewed
as a “game”, the rules of which the Home Office determ ines and the
aim of which is to issue rejec tions; the odds are inev it ably stacked in
the game- creator’s favour. The Home Office thus func tions as a
metonym for the culture of disbe lief at large, in all of its harmful
cynicism. Nonethe less, there is a subtle shift from singular to plural
pronouns at the end of the quota tion, as “it” becomes “they”; despite
the homo gen ising force of viol ence symbol ised by the Home Office,
Nayeri reminds us that it is built up of a multi tude of indi vidual actors
who each have a part to play.

The meta phor of asylum officers as “gate keepers” in the previous
quota tion is repeated throughout Nayeri’s work (e.g.
The Ungrateful Refugee 66; Who Gets Believed? 124). At the end of Who
Gets Believed? Nayeri confirms the inter tex tual asso ci ation
with Kafka’s The Trial that the image was intended to evoke. 4

In partic ular, the term evokes a char acter in an embedded fable
entitled “Before the Law” (Kafka 153–155), in which a man seeks entry
to the law but is stopped by a gate keeper: after spending his entire
life waiting to be granted permis sion to enter, the man asks the
gate keeper before his death why it is that no one else has sought
entry. The gate keeper explains that the door was meant only for him
and is now closing. Beyond its evident under lining of the destructive
power of bureau cracy, the signi fic ance of the refer ence lies in
Nayeri’s inter pret a tion of the role of the gate keepers in Kafka’s
parable: “Kafka seems to say that we have some power: to reject
authority, to look away, to refuse to play a part or even to twist the
knife” (260). Nayeri’s vision of asylum officers as Kafkaesque
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gate keepers, far from absolving them of respons ib ility, serves to
high light their role as active agents within the bureau cratic system.

Else where in Nayeri’s work, the term “asylum officer” is employed as
a byword for cynicism. Writing from a refugee camp in Katsikas,
Greece, Nayeri states in The Ungrateful Refugee that “it is widely
under stood here that, in becoming an asylum officer, you relin quish
all imagin a tion and wonder” (158). Becoming an asylum officer
according to Nayeri means becoming a “cynical reader” (The
Ungrateful Refugee 245) and a “dishonest listener”, who “grabs the part
[of a story] that helps their case, and ignores all else” (Who
Gets Believed? 227). In so doing, she refuses to fall into the trap
outlined by Olga Jubany, in which “most accounts [of the encounter
between states and asylum seekers] under play the roles played by
those indi viduals and groups who embody state power, partic u larly at
borders” (4) and instead emphas ises the fact that “it is the
immig ra tion officers them selves who are the Charon of refuge,
determ ining who passes to the next stage of the process and filtering
out the majority” (Jubany 5).
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Nonethe less, Nayeri does not do so without exploring the socio- 
cultural context in which such cynicism is engendered. If Olga Jubany
laments “the paucity of research into immig ra tion officers’
worlds” (12), Nayeri’s fiction al ised account of an immig ra tion officer’s
life and work in Who Gets Believed? contrib utes to recti fying this
absence at least in the realm of the imaginary, and adds nuance to
her own repres ent a tions of the cynical gate keepers to asylum. In the
passage in ques tion, Nayeri’s narra tion invites us to imagine the
asylum officer respons ible for the hand ling of KV’s asylum claim:

40

I imagine it like this: 
Some where in London, a young woman gradu ates with a two‐year
degree. She casts about for jobs. It’s rough out there, competing with
univer sity and masters gradu ates. She sees an ad for a Home Office
case worker. She can be part of some thing good. If she’s preco cious,
she reads up on the Refugee Conven tion, studies the harrowing
photos of over packed dinghies on a black Aegean night. Maybe
she thinks, I’ll save some of these wretched people. (174)
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Nayeri’s imagined case worker must navigate a chal len ging economic
envir on ment in which she struggles with a relative amount of
disad vantage. She nonethe less demon strates altru istic intent in the
face of the repres ent a tions of refugees that inform her imagin ings of
what her work will entail. She exper i ences trep id a tion when, on the
first day of the job, she is met by a superior—“a senior case worker”—
who greets her with an intim id ating “Welcome to the toughest job of
your life” and instructs her to be distrustful: “Get ready to be lied to.
A lot” (74). She under goes training in which she is ingrained with the
message that “her job is to root out incon sist ency” (74).

Over time, the Home Office envir on ment begins to impact both her
well‐being and the gener osity with which she listens to
asylum testimony:
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A ritual begins, a drum beat of danger and despair that over weeks
and months wears her down. The ritual changes her. How can so
many people come out of the same country with the exact same
injuries? How can so many people have crossed the same bridge, met
the same smug gler, worn out their shoes on the same treach erous
moun tain? It seems impossible that she should meet twenty men a
day, all dark, all with the same face, the same stature, branded with
the same scar patterns, running from the same village. […]

The young case worker goes back to her office. She stares at the
bottom less pile of night mares on her desk. Later today, she will hear
three new Sri Lankan cases, all identical to KV’s—his captors back
home have wounded so many brothers. None of this is special to this
English woman; by now, the rituals have worn down her senses. The
droning stories, one after the other. She is tired. A single rote
response has crystallized. What dramatics. Maybe he did it
to himself. (174–175)

Her newfound cynicism is repres ented as being inter twined with a
mental fatigue that “changes her”. The repe ti tion of the verbal phrase
“wears (her) down / worn down” rhyth mic ally mirrors the exhausting
cycle of routine she seems caught in. Besides, the allit er a tion of the
plosive “D” in the descrip tion of the “drum beat of danger and despair”
of her working life func tions as an aural mani fest a tion of such
repeated hard ship. She appears to be impacted by the trauma—or
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“bottom less pile of night mares”—that she encoun ters daily, and as a
result, “she is tired”, the short sentence further emphas ising the
limited capa cities that result from exhaus tion. The reminder of her
“English” nation ality under lines the cultural distance between her
and the “Sri Lankan cases” she is working on, that involves grap pling
with subject matter outside the realm of her lived exper i ence. In her
tired ness, she accepts the simplest solu tion to the string of rhet or ical
ques tions that plague her, the one that has been engrained in her like
a “rote response”; the stories that she is hearing are lies, “dramatics”.
By the end of the passage, to KV’s detri ment, the optim istic graduate
has become a weary cynic:

Then KV enters her inter view room carrying photos of his mutil ated
back that looks like every other mutil ated back, and medical reports
that read like all the others, from the same NGO doctors. The
case worker sighs: another Tamil Tiger, limping and scared. (175)

Nayeri’s imagined case worker is not inno cent of becoming a
Kafkaesque gate keeper. The latter’s dismissive sigh in the face of a
suffering indi vidual is a gesture of hostility that only she is seems
respons ible for—nor is she inher ently mistrustful of asylum seekers.
Rather, Dina Nayeri depicts asylum officers as the result of their
polit ical and socio- cultural envir on ment. They end up enga ging in
the “culture of disbe lief”, in which hostile cynicism is bred, fostered
and repro duced until it prevents recog ni tion of truth.
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Conclu sion: a place for truth
in fiction
Dina Nayeri’s multi fa ceted portrayal of an asylum case worker is
test a ment to the power of fiction to afford multiple perspect ives; or,
to once again borrow Adrienne Rich’s phrasing, to tease out “the tiny
multiple threads unseen in the overall pattern” (187). As demon strated
by Dina Nayeri and Melatu Uche Okorie’s repres ent a tions of the
fraught exper i ences of asylum storytelling, fiction is a place in which
complex phenomena can be gently yet power fully untangled, thus
giving truth an important place. Their repres ent a tions illus trate the
hostility of asylum inter views, in which asylum seekers’ stories are
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poverty or envir on mental destruc tion. It also neces sarily excludes
asylum seekers.

2  For a broad intro duc tion to Nayeri’s back ground and work, including the
novels not studied in this paper, see the inter view published in this journal
in 2019 (Small).

3  Goodson’s term carries a second, thera peutic, meaning, pertaining to the
capa city of an indi vidual to imagine prom ising narrative traject ories within
their own lives. For the purpose of these analyses, my use of the term here
excludes this element.

4  Who Gets Believed? is indeed scattered with refer ences to The Trial, such
as the inclu sion of the section title “The Rule of the World”—a refer ence to a
quote from The Trial’s prot ag onist K—and indeed the repeated choice to
refer to KV as “K”.

ABSTRACTS

English
Across the global north, asylum inter views are incid ents of coerced
storytelling in which asylum seekers must narrate their flight from their
country of origin to repres ent at ives of their host country, in the hope of
being granted refugee status. Whilst media and polit ical discourses often
imply that truth within asylum storytelling is the determ ining factor in
shaping the outcome of an asylum claim, socio- scientific research into
asylum adju dic a tion processes in the US, UK, France and Ireland reveal that
asylum seekers’ stories are instead subject to a series of hostile and
preju diced cred ib ility criteria within a systemic “culture of disbe lief”. This
article exam ines the place of truth in asylum storytelling in a compar ative
approach that draws socio- scientific research together with the literary
portrayals of asylum inter views by authors Dina Nayeri and Melatu Uche
Okorie. These works of refugee liter ature emerge as altern ative forms of
asylum storytelling that denounce the injustices of asylum adju dic a tion all
the while creating a place for truth within fiction.

Français
Dans l’ensemble des pays du Nord global, les récits sont au cœur des
entre tiens d’asile, pendant lesquels les deman deurs d’asile doivent raconter
leur fuite de leur pays d’origine aux repré sen tants de leur pays d’accueil,
dans l’espoir d’obtenir le statut de réfugié. Alors que les discours poli tiques
et média tiques laissent souvent entendre que la vérité au sein du récit
raconté constitue le facteur déter mi nant de l’issue des demandes d’asile, les
recherches socio- scientifiques sur les processus d’arbi trage des demandes
d’asile aux États‐Unis, au Royaume‐Uni, en France et en Irlande révèlent
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que les récits des deman deurs d’asile sont au contraire soumis à une série
de critères de crédi bi lité hostiles et biaisés dans le cadre d’une « culture de
l’incré du lité » systé mique. Cet article examine la place de la vérité dans les
récits de demande d’asile, à travers une approche compa ra tive qui met en
rela tion les recherches socio- scientifiques et les repré sen ta tions litté raires
des entre tiens d’asile par les auteures Dina Nayeri et Melatu Uche Okorie.
Ces œuvres de litté ra ture des réfu giés — « refugee lite ra ture » — émergent
comme des formes alter na tives des récits d’asile qui dénoncent les
injus tices systé ma tiques tout en créant un lieu où la vérité peut trouver sa
place, au sein même de la fiction.
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