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ABSTRACT 
 

 
This thesis is based on a particular domain of anthropological inquiry, the 

anthropology of policy, which proposes that policy be contemplated as an 

ethnographic object itself. The policy I consider is Australia’s refugee policy, which 

advocates the mandatory detention of “unauthorised” asylum seekers.  

 

Throughout this research, I have aimed firstly to explore and understand Australia’s 

political responses to asylum seekers, and secondly to examine how the policy of 

mandatory detention is produced and enacted by bureaucracy. In light of Foucault’s 

analysis of the concept of power, Herzfeld’s argument that bureaucracy produces 

indifference, and Giddens’ concept of structuration, I investigate the ways in which 

policies work ‘as a form of power which [operates] upon the individual’s sense of 

self’ (Shore and Wright 1997: 29), and, to borrow Foucault’s words, how policies are 

used as ‘political technology’. For such purposes, I intend to explore the rhetoric and 

practices of the policy of mandatory detention. More specifically I reflect on the 

disparities existing between the Federal government’s rhetoric on the policy of 

mandatory detention and asylum seekers, and the ways in which detention is lived 

and experienced by detainees. I also acknowledge and explore the role of the media 

in this “policy drama”, and contemplate the extent to which the media are 

“knowledge producers”. Lastly, I examine the way in which this policy is enacted by 

bureaucracy, more specifically by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship 

(DIAC).  

 

This research, located in Perth, Western Australia, is a ‘study up’, which has been 

conducted following a ‘methodologically ecclectic approach’ (Serber 1971). The 

traditional anthropological methods of interview, and participant observation, have 

been used. However, given the challenges and difficulties I encountered accessing 

my site of study, these techniques needed to be augmented by other techniques, such 

as discourse and textual analysis (Shore and Wright 1997: 15), more appropriate to 

the study of policy. This thesis emphasises the need to move away from conventional 

ethnographic methods when studying policy, so as to adopt more diverse methods 

which acknowledge the particular nature of an anthropological analysis of policy. 
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This thesis illustrates the ways in which the government’s rhetoric on mandatory 

detention and asylum seekers, the misinformation in the media, and a hostile and 

indifferent bureaucracy towards “unauthorised” asylum seekers, have led to a harsh 

and controversial treatment of asylum seekers reaching Australia’s shores. It also 

shows how policy works as an instrument of power subjectifying individuals. Indeed, 

through my fieldwork experience with the Department of Immigration and 

Citizenship (DIAC), though admittedly limited, I noted that individuals whom, I 

believe, do have the power to exert their agency no matter how constraining the 

structures in which they operate are, seemed to be guided and manoeuvred in their 

everyday conducts. They chose to comply with DIAC’s structures and culture, thus 

reproducing the forces that constrain them.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 iii  

 
TABLE OF CONTENTS  

 
Abstract          (i) 
Table of Content         (iii) 
List of Figures          (vi) 
Acknowledgment         (vii) 
 
 
Chapter 1  
Introduction                  1 
 
Refugees and Asylum seekers, a global phenomenon    2 
Interest in this topic         4 
Aims of Thesis                     7 
Definitions considered        8 
Some Perspectives on the Literature                 10 
Chapter outline                   11 
 
 
Chapter 2  
Methodology                           13 
 
Field of Study: Anthropology of Policy                  13           
Methodological Implications: the necessity of “Studying up”                14 
Practical implications: a ‘methodologically eclectic approach’ (Serber 1971)         17 
Experiences in the Field: The Search for Participants              19 
Positioning of Self                   24 
 
 
Chapter 3  
Theoretical Considerations                        28 
 
3.1 Policy as Political Technology, the Legacy of Michel Foucault                    28 
Defining Power                    28 
Government and Power                  31 
Government, Power and disciplined subjects                32 
Policy and Power                   33 
 
3.2 Policy and Bureaucracy                             34 
The legacy of Max Weber                  35 
Herzfeld and the social production of indifference               36 
 
3.3 Policy, Structure and Agency                            39 
 
 
Chapter 4  
Historical and Contemporary Construction of the “Other”           45       
                 
4.1 The Historical Construction of the “Other”                45                                                                                
White Australia                   46 



 iv 

The first Refugee Policy                  49 
Boat People and Detention                  52 
The Mandatory Detention era                  52 
Tampa and the Pacific Solution                 53 
 
4.2 The Current Construction of the “Other”: The Government’s  
Rhetoric on Asylum Seekers                                                56 
Policy, Language and rhetoric                 56 
Constructing the rhetorical devices on Asylum seekers                                            57                           
     The rhetoric of invasion                   58 
     The rhetoric of illegality and unlawfulness               61 
     The rhetoric of criminality and terrorism                62 
     The rhetoric of queue jumper                 63 
The Impact of these rhetorical devices: the production of distance  
& indifference                    64
            
 
Chapter 5  
Mandatory Detention: Theory and Practice                     67  
 
5.1 Mandatory detention in theory: DIAC’s narratives on detention           67 
Detention Facilities                  67 
Offshore Processing                  68 
Population in Immigration Detention                   69 
Immigration Detention Standards/Services               73 
External Control/Scrutiny                 74 
 
5.2 Mandatory Detention in Practice: The Reality of Detention             74                     
Everyday Life in Detention                                74 
Impact of Detention                  78 
External Control or Discretionary Power?               80 
 
Summary                    81 
 
Chapter 6  
Representing Asylum Seekers in the Public Sphere                         83 
 
Defining the “public sphere”                 84 
Theorising the media                  85 
Historical perspectives                            88 
Media representations of asylum seekers in Australia             92 
Responses of the Australian Population             100        
 
Summary                 110
       
 
Chapter 7  
The Well Managed Entry                  112 

 
6.1 The Rhetoric & Practice of Control             115 
The rhetoric of control               115 



 v 

The control principle as/in practice                         117 
 
6.2 The Rhetoric & Practices of Accountability, Openness  
and Transparency                121 
The rhetoric of accountability, openness and transparency           121 
Accountability, openness and transparency in practice           122
                  
6.3 The Rhetoric & Practice of Employee Agency in DIAC                  124       
Independence of Judgment               124 
Agency of DIAC employees in practice             125 
 
6.4 Rhetoric & Practice of DIAC compared            129 
Bureaucracy, a system constraining human agency?            129 
DIAC, a politicised environment?              133 
The (changing?) nature of the public service             135 
 
Chapter 8  
Conclusion                       138 
             
 
 
APPENDIX  List of Prime Ministers and Immigration ministers  

           in Australia since 1945             141 
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY               142 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 vi 

List of Figures 
 
 

Figure 1  
Territory excised from Australia’s Migration Zone     54 
 
Figure 2   
Detainee Caseload by Arrival Type as at 25 August 2006    60 
 
Figure 3  
Map: Main detention facilities (excluding Nauru and Papua New Guinea)  68 
 
Figure 4 
Table: Population in immigration detention – March 2007       69 
 
Figure 5 
DIAC Detention Statistics – March 2007       70 
 
Figure 6 
Graph: DIAC Detention Statistics – March 2007      71 
 
Figure 7 
People in immigration detention by period detained- as at 2 March 2007   71 
 
Figure 8 
Advertisement: “Emigrate to Australia for ten pounds”     91 
 
Figure 9 
Daybreak in detention (1), Fremantle, 18 June 2005              106 
 
Figure 10 
Daybreak in detention (2), Fremantle, 18 June 2005              107 
 
Figure 11 
Media reporting of Daybreak in detention (1), 18 June 2005             108 
 
Figure 12 
Media reporting of Daybreak in detention (2), 18 June 2005             109 
 
Figure 13 
Media coverage of the World Refugee Day March in Perth, 19 June 2005           110 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 vii  

Acknowledgments 
 
Though writing is largely a solo effort, this thesis could not have been written without 

the contribution of the following persons: 

 

First and foremost, I am especially thankful to my supervisors, Associate Professor 

Loretta Baldassar, and Dr Martin Forsey, for their guidance in the completion of this 

project. I am particularly grateful for their input, support, positive thinking and 

encouragements, which have kept me motivated throughout the difficult times.  

 

I wish to thank Dr Cheryl Lange for the time she spent discussing and proofreading the 

various drafts I presented to her during the past two years.  

 

I also wish to thank my fellow postgraduate students and friends, especially Alison, 

Lois, Taz, Ghislaine, Gillian and also Anne Sophie, Cathy, Peggy for the great comfort 

they have brought me at various times.  

 

Although my fieldwork, in particular my search for participants, proved to be 

challenging, I am thankful to those who accepted my invitation to participate in the 

research. The experiences and insights they kindly shared with me were valuable in the 

development of the overall thesis argument.  

 

I also would like to acknowledge my family, without which I would not be here. Thank 

you to my parents for their love and financial support and never doubting that I would 

complete this project. Thank you to my brothers for their positive thinking.  In times of 

doubts and challenges, their encouragements and belief in me have inspired me to 

persevere.  

 

Last, but not least, I would like to thank my partner Chris, for his support throughout 

this long journey. I am sincerely appreciative and thankful for his patience and great 

nature which I treasure and which was invaluable, especially in the final stages of this 

project. 

 

This thesis could not have been completed without all of you. My profound thanks to 

you all. 



 viii  

 

 

 



 1 

CHAPTER 1 
 

Introduction 
 
This thesis is a study of Australia’s policy of mandatory detention of “unauthorised” 

asylum seekers, and the ways in which it is enacted and “practised” by the organs of the 

state – in this case, the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC). 

Consequently, while my research contributes to the field of refugee studies (Black 

2001), it is also a study of bureaucracy, which is an ignored area of investigation in 

anthropology (Fuglerud 2004: 38). On this point Blom Hansen and Stepputat (2001: 17) 

observe that ‘one obvious, if very underdeveloped type of study is that of bureaucracy 

itself: its routines, its personnel and their internal cultures, gestures and codes, its mode 

of actual production of authority, … and so on …’. This project represents an effort and 

desire to begin to remedy this underdevelopment, albeit in a small way. The research 

was challenging to conduct, as it proved nearly impossible to access the site of study: 

the Department of Immigration and Citizenship.  Though I discuss this issue in detail in 

chapter 2, I should stress that, despite my endeavour and enthusiasm to study this 

bureaucratic organization, I was unable to successfully approach DIAC employees and 

was repeatedly stopped by the closed doors of this “public” service. While the lack of 

openness and accessibility trigger some interesting questions about bureaucracy, the 

agency of bureaucrats and the nature of the public service (see chapter 7), the problems 

I encountered during my fieldwork were extremely frustrating, as I outline in the 

following chapter.  

 

This project also contributes to the development of a particular domain of 

anthropological inquiry: the Anthropology of Policy, further discussed in chapter 2. I am 

interested in understanding and documenting the ways in which policy works in 

practice. In this context, Australia’s controversial refugee policy, with the disparities 

existing between what the policy advocates and what is actually happening at a practical 

level, offers great insights into the way(s) in which policy is enacted. Hence, in this 

thesis, policy is analysed as a cultural phenomenon (a point discussed in chapter 2). 

 

This introductory chapter contextualises my overall research project located in Perth, 

Western Australia. It also provides brief information about refugees and asylum seekers. 

Even though my thesis is not solely part of the field of refugee studies per se, and is 

simultaneously a study of policy in practice, such considerations are useful since it 
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helps situate Australia, in particular its response to refugee and asylum seeker flows, 

within a global context.  Next, and before outlining the aims of my thesis, I explain how 

and why I became interested in this topic. I also clarify the meaning of the terms 

“refugees” and “asylum seekers”, which are often used interchangeably with other 

terms, and the term “rhetoric”, which is central to my overall argument. I conclude this 

chapter with a brief discussion of the literature I draw on and an outline of the chapters. 

 

Refugees and Asylum seekers, a global phenomenon 

Refuge and asylum have been recurring phenomena throughout human history 

(Tazreiter 2004: 45; see also Loescher 1993). It has been argued that nation-states are 

the source and/or raison d’etre of refugee and asylum seeker flows. Indeed, Arendt 

(1958: 297) asserts that ‘[refugees and asylum seekers] form the most symptomatic 

group in contemporary politics, a symptom of the nation-state and the borders that are 

now well defined’. In a similar vein, Keely (1996: 1056) notes that ‘refugee production 

originates in the nation-state as the mode of geopolitical organization’. Such arguments 

arise from the fact that every state has a distinctive and specific identity, which 

inevitably leads to the differentiation between national and non-national. In other words, 

the concept of national identity determines who belongs and who does not. It includes 

some and excludes others (see McMaster 2001: 18).  As noted by Aleinikoff (1995: 

257), ‘the modern world operates under the motto of a state for everyone and everyone 

in a state’1.  This identification process is problematic for refugees and asylum seekers 

who are “stateless”. Since they have left their country, asylum seekers have “lost” the 

national protection and identity that states are theoretically meant to provide, and cannot 

claim the protection of another state (McMaster 2001:19). Subsequently, they are 

outside the nation/identity nexus and are “forced” to wander between states and/or 

countries. Nowadays, this issue is affecting the world in its entirety. 

 

At the beginning of 2006 there were 20.8 million people ‘of concern’ to the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Refugees and Asylum seekers 

represented respectively 8.4 million (40%) and 773.500 (4%) of this worldwide mass 

population movement (UNHCR 2006).  The rest of these ‘people of concern’ are 

returned refugees, internally displaced people, stateless people and ‘others of concern’ 

                                                 
1
 However, Aleinikoff (1995:271) points out that ‘this is not to say that the world lives up to its motto, but 

it is precisely those situations in which the actual deviates from the ideal that present such deep problems 
for the international regime (e.g, The Palestinians, Vietnamese boat people in Hong Kong)’. 
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to UNHCR. The differences existing between these “categories of people” will be 

clarified later in this chapter. 

Refugees and asylum seekers, the majority of whom come from developing countries 

(UNHCR 2006), are spread all over the world. United Nations High Commissioner for 

refugees, Hocke (1989: 37) notes: 

No region is spared the agony of the tragic movements of scores of men, 
women, and children, uprooted from their homes and land because of armed 
conflict and intolerance…Whether viewed in terms of numbers, causes, or 
geography, the world today is faced with a refugee problem, the dimensions of 
which have never been experienced before and the consequences of which, if 
left unchecked, will be profound. 

 
Countries have addressed this global reality by developing techniques to manage the 

mass displacement of people. Though originally classified as a military problem2 

refugees and asylum seekers are today addressed as a humanitarian problem (Malkki 

1995: 499; see also Tazreiter 2004:46 - 48). The technique, or tool, commonly used by 

governments today to manage these ‘unscheduled arrivals’ has been, and still is, policy. 

Following an instrumentalist view of government, which conceptualises policy as a tool 

to regulate a population from the top down, policy can be defined as ‘an intrinsically 

action-orientated instrument that decision makers use to solve problems and affect 

change’ (Shore and Wright 1997: 5). On this point, Titmuss (1974: 23 cited in Shore 

and Wright 1997: 5) notes that ‘policy denotes the principles that govern action directed 

towards given ends’.  

Hence, for the states/governments who have to decide whether to accept or reject 

asylum seekers and/or refugees, policy, as the tool of regulation and control, plays an 

essential and significant role. Nowadays in Australia, the Federal Government applies a 

refugee policy which advocates the systematic and mandatory detention of all 

                                                 
2
 Malkki (1995: 499 -500) observes that, during the last years of World War Two and in the post-war 

years, asylum seekers and refugees were classified as a military problem and were under the jurisdiction 
of the Displaced Persons Branch of the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF). 
Indeed, throughout the war the control of civilians and refugees was considered a combat problem and the 
benefits of organizing refugees “for useful service behind the combat lines” were recognized by military 
forces. Toward the end of WWII it was anticipated that, upon victory, masses uprooted during the War 
would become a “refugee problem” concentrated in Germany. Policy began to be drafted by the Allied 
military in 1944, but it was clear from the outset that the refugees were to be first of all a military 
responsibility. SHAEF administration of the refugees was followed by several different civilian 
international organizations, such as the Intergovernmental Committee on Refugees (IGCR) and the 
International Refugee Organization (IRO). Finally, in 1951, the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) was established and asylum seekers and refugees began to appear more clearly as an 
international social humanitarian problem, rather than a primarily military one. 
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unauthorised arrivals reaching Australian shores3. This policy, its rhetoric, practice and 

bureaucratic enactment, is the object of my study.  

 

Interest in this topic 

Australia is a nation of immigrants4 and the product of continual immigration (see Jupp 

2002:5). Immigration has been, and still is, an essential ingredient in Australia’s 

political and economic processes of “nation-building” (Tazreiter 2004: 15). Yet, 

Australia has always been concerned with controlling and regulating its borders to 

prevent the entry of certain foreigners (see Mares 2001:5), a point further discussed in 

greater detail in chapter 4. This protective and hostile attitude towards foreigners, 

particularly towards asylum seekers who wish to come to Australia, has often been 

described as contradictory and paradoxical (Mares 2001:5; see also Jupp 2002:5), 

especially given the fact that without immigration Australia would not have become the 

modern, urbanised, and affluent society it is today (Jupp 2002:5). One would imagine 

that a settler society like Australia, which relied on immigration for its development and 

growth, would arguably be more open and receptive to asylum seekers, and would have 

a deep understanding and acceptance of people from refugee backgrounds. 

 

However, one could argue that the paradox, or contradiction, of Australia’s stance on 

asylum seekers and refugees does not lie in the fact that Australia is a nation of 

immigrants. Indeed, the fact that Australia regulates, administers and control its borders 

is not a paradox or contradiction per se. It is actually a prerogative, and a right, that 

every nation-state and government in the world has, and exerts, in accordance with the 

legal principle of national sovereignty accepted in Australian and international law (see 

McMaster 2001: 67, Crock 2002:8) – a point further discussed in chapter 7. Rather, the 

paradox arises when one considers Australia’s commitment to a “fair go”, 

egalitarianism, and “boundless plains to share”, as epitomized respectively in John 

Howard speech on Australia Day 2007 (Howard 26 January 2007), and in Australia’s 

National Anthem (Howard 2007).  

 

 Australia takes pride in its national value of a “fair go” for all which promotes the idea 

of ‘equality of opportunity’ as stated by Prime Minister Howard on Australia Day 

                                                 
3
 The circumstances in which Australia came to adopt detention as the way to deal with refugee and 

asylum seeker flows will be considered in more detail in chapter 4. 
4
 Australia has the highest proportion of permanent immigrants of all contemporary Western societies, 

where one in four of Australia’s twenty million people was born overseas (DIAC, Fact Sheet 8). 
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(Howard 26 January 2007). This notion finds one of its expressions in immigration 

policy, where current laws aim to give a ‘fair go and equal opportunity’ to all non-

citizens who apply to enter in Australia (Crock 2002:8). This principle of non-

discrimination is presented as the foundation of Australia’s modern and culturally 

diverse society (Crock 2002: 8-9). It is noteworthy that in the lead-up to Australia Day 

2007, a new national initiative called Australia Fair outlined the overwhelming support 

by Australians of ‘a fair go for all’. A poll conducted in 2006 by Roy Morgan Research 

revealed that 91% of Australians5 thought that ‘a fair go for all Australians’ was an 

important Australian value (Australia Fair 25 January 2007). In addition, Australia is 

also apparently strongly devoted to the idea of egalitarianism, which is presented as 

another defining element of what it means to be an Australian (Howard 26 January 

2007). On this point Prime Minister Howard (26 January 2007) commented on 

Australia Day that ‘we [Australians] believe very passionately in the equality of men 

and women [that is egalitarianism]. It is something that Australia strives very hard to 

practice and it's something that Australia believes in very strongly’. 

 

Despite this commitment to a “fair go for all” and egalitarianism, which could be 

described as the Australian values par excellence, Australia has adopted a tough stance 

on asylum seekers who are regarded with hostility. This is the real paradox of 

Australia’s stance on asylum seekers reaching its shores, which has partly triggered my 

interest in this particular policy. In a similar vein, Australia’s refugee policy appears to 

contradict the second verse of the official version of Australia’s National Anthem, 

reproduced below: 

“Beneath our radiant Southern Cross, 
We'll toil with hearts and hands, 

To make this Commonwealth of ours 
Renowned of all the lands, 

For those who've come across the seas 
We've boundless plains to share, 
With courage let us all combine 

To advance Australia fair. 
In joyful strains then let us sing, 

Advance Australia fair” 
(my emphasis). 

 

                                                 
5 On October 9/10, 2006, Roy Morgan Research conducted a survey of 672 Australians aged 14 and over. 
Further results of community consultations and polling are found in a report “A Fair Go For All” on 
www.australiafair.org.au 
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This verse suggests that Australians are willing to welcome newcomers and share with 

them the national resources. And yet, “unauthorised” asylum seekers reaching 

Australia’s shores are not only unwelcome, they are also treated with aggression, 

suspicion, reluctance, distance, enmity and distrust, as further outlined in this thesis. 

This practice, epitomised in the policy of mandatory detention, is in direct contradiction 

with the 1951 UN Refugee Convention and related Protocol of 1967 to which Australia 

is a signatory. Every country that adopts this Convention and related Protocol makes a 

commitment to protect the rights of refugees (Tazreiter 2004:2-3). Australia’s treatment 

of asylum seekers seemed even more paradoxical when considering the fact that it was 

Australia’s ratification of the Refugee Convention that finally brought it into force (see 

Marrus 1985:357). 

 

The controversies surrounding the policy of mandatory detention have also sparked my 

interest in this topic. Since its adoption, this policy has had its supporters and critics. 

The resultant tensions have triggered and “fed” passionate debates about Australia’s 

treatment of asylum seekers. Indeed, numerous studies have reported and emphasised 

the negative aspects of Australia’s detention regime (see for example Mares 2001, 

McMaster 2001). International organizations - such as the United Nations, the Human 

Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC), and Amnesty International – 

have questioned and condemned the system (see McMaster 2001:189, see also Amnesty 

International 1997). The policy has often been defined as punitive, tough, inhumane, 

unfair and unjust (see Mares 2001:8 and 66; see also McMaster 2001:foreword), as well 

as being described as a policy of control and discrimination (McMaster 2001:97). 

Nonetheless, despite strong and persistent opposition and criticism, successive 

Australian governments have allowed this policy to remain (see McMaster 2001:67). 

 

Lastly, when considering and comparing the policy of mandatory detention as presented 

and outlined by the Federal government - more specifically by the Department of 

Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) - with the way(s) in which this policy is 

experienced by asylum seekers, a number of disparities can be noted. Actually, the 

experiences of people in detention, as reported by Human Rights organizations and/or 

advocacy groups, contrast strongly with the official portrayal of the detention regime. 

This discrepancy is of great interest when considering policy as a social construct, with 

the gaps existing between theory and reality and/or rhetoric and practice, which leads 

me to overview the aims of my research. 
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Aims of thesis  

This thesis aims to investigate how policies work as a form of power that operates upon 

individuals in their everyday lives, or to borrow Foucault’s words, how policies are 

used as ‘political technology’. Drawing on the expertise of Foucault, Herzfeld and 

Giddens (see chapter 3), I contemplate the ways in which policies are used as 

instrument of power and control to manipulate and shape individuals. This inquiry will 

be realised through the analysis of three components: 

 

Firstly I consider the policy of mandatory detention itself. More specifically, I 

contemplate the rhetoric and practice of this policy and the rhetorical devices that the 

Federal government has produced to justify the perpetuation of this regime. Secondly, I 

explore the role played by the Australian media in this “policy drama”. I consider the 

power the media actually have in reporting what is happening around us and I highlight 

the way in which the media, by cultivating and re-producing the rhetoric of the 

government, are “knowledge producers”. For this purpose, and following the call made 

by several scholars to broaden the traditional ethnographic methods of participant 

observation and interviewing (see Serber 1971, Gusterson 1997, Shore and Wright 1997 

(a point further discussed in the next chapter), a media analysis will be carried out as 

part of this anthropological inquiry of policy. Thirdly, I explore the ways in which the 

policy of mandatory detention is enacted and “practised” by bureaucracy, more 

specifically by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC). I investigate the 

role played by DIAC in the enactment of this policy. I also examine the rhetoric 

produced by DIAC and the culture existing within it, which has been labelled by some 

as a ‘culture of control’ characterised by a ‘siege mentality’. Lastly, I study the ways in 

which DIAC employees interact with DIAC structure. This leads me to reflect on the 

debate existing between structure and agency and Giddens’ insightful contribution on 

this issue. 

 

Thus my research is an example of studying “up” (see chapter 2), as I explore the 

government’s rhetoric on the policy of mandatory detention and the role of DIAC in this 

phenomenon. This wish to investigate the “dominant” rather than the “dominated”, as is 

more traditionally the case in anthropology, lies in the realisation that while there is an 

abundant literature on the policy of mandatory detention in Australia, most of which 

opposes and criticises mandatory detention; very little has been said about what has 
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motivated successive governments to maintain this controversial policy. Few have 

studied “up” and investigated why Australia’s policy-makers have adopted detention as 

the way of regulating refugees, and how they are implementing such a controversial 

regime. This is what I propose to explore in this thesis. 

 

Overall, this research illustrates the ways in which the government rhetoric about 

asylum seekers, the misinformation delivered to the broad Australian public by the 

media, along with an apathetic bureaucracy, have contributed to cultivate a hostile 

attitude and indifference towards asylum seekers trying to reach Australia’s shores. In 

this thesis I document the ways in which the Federal government has produced a 

rhetoric about asylum seekers to justify the perpetuation of the controversial policy of 

mandatory detention. This dubious “fiction” has been reproduced by some sections of 

Australia’s mainstream media (see chapter 6), which have, in turn, created a new reality 

or “truth” about asylum seekers. Furthermore, from my experience, though admittedly 

limited, employees of the Department of Immigration and Citizenship seem to comply 

with the Department structures and culture. I argue that the display of such practice 

illustrates a certain indifference to the experiences and motivations of asylum seekers, 

and re-produces the system that is constraining DIAC employees. Such patterns mirrors 

Giddens’ theory of structuration, which I explore in chapter 3. 

 

Definitions considered  

When considering refugee issues and policy, it is important to note the common practice 

of using a set of different terms synonymously. The terms “refugees”, “asylum seekers”, 

“displaced person”, and “stateless” are often used interchangeably, though they have 

quite distinct meanings. It is important to clarify these meanings as the practice of using 

one for the other contributes to misinformation and confusion in the public’s mind 

about issues that are very complex in nature. 

 

“Refugees” are people, who have been recognised as fitting the definition of a refugee 

contained in the 1951 Refugee Convention, to which Australia is a signatory. This 

Convention states: 

The “term refugee” shall apply to any person who[,]…owing to a well-
founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the 
country of his (sic) nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is 
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having 
a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as 
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a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return 
to it (cited in Malkki 1995:501).  

 
People satisfying these criteria are given the status of refugee, as well as certain rights 

set out in this treaty – for example, protection from being sent back to their country of 

origin against their will.  

 

“Asylum seekers”, on the other hand, are people who are seeking this refugee status, but 

who have not yet been identified as such. The terms “refugees” and “asylum seekers” 

are commonly used synonymously. Refugees were asylum seekers, but once their status 

is recognised it is no longer appropriate to use this term. It is noteworthy, that the act of 

recognition of refugee status does not make someone a refugee: s/he has been a refugee 

all along - the granting of status makes it official. This is why it is important to presume 

that asylum seekers are refugees until proven otherwise. Failure to do so can mean that a 

country does not meet its legal obligations to genuine refugees.  

 

An “Internally Displaced Person (IDP)” is a person who is caught up in similar 

situations to that of refugees, but they have stayed in their country and have not crossed 

a national border (see UNHCR 2006). 

 

A “Stateless person” is any individual who is not considered by any state to possess its 

nationality (Malkki 1995: 501; see also UNHCR 2006). It is interesting to note that 

statelessness is not the essential quality of a refugee, though in fact many refugees are 

stateless (Simpson, cited in Malkki 1995: 501-502). 

 

In this thesis, I will mainly use the term “asylum seeker” since the people who are the 

primary target of the government’s actions are not yet official refugees but are seeking 

such status. 

 

Another term that I would like to define is “rhetoric” as it is central to my argument. 

“Rhetoric”  is commonly defined as the art, or practice, of persuasion usually through 

the use of language and speech, or as an ‘artificial or exaggerated language’ (Collins 

2003).  In politics, governments use rhetoric strategically to gain public support. One 

could almost argue that policy would not be viable without rhetoric, and that rhetoric 

and policy are intertwined. 



 10 

In this thesis, “rhetoric” should be understood as a verbal/oral construction/invention 

produced by the Australian government, and re-produced by the media, to influence and 

mould people’s views and attitudes in particular ways. More specifically, I consider that 

the government rhetoric on asylum seekers and detention is constituted of four devices, 

which I outline in chapter 4. Though I mainly use the terms “rhetoric” or “rhetorical 

devices” throughout this thesis to refer to the practice of the Federal government, I, 

occasionally, and interchangeably, employ the term “discourse”. 

  

Some Perspectives on the Literature 

Refugee policy, asylum seekers and refugees in general have received considerable 

attention from scholars from various fields. Hence, for the purposes of my research, I 

employ an interdisciplinary approach that draws on historical, political, legal and 

anthropological literature. Amongst the abundant literature available on the topic, the 

challenge for me was to be appropriately selective in my choices. For the historical 

background of my research, and the circumstances in which the policy of mandatory 

detention came into being, I use the work of immigration specialist James Jupp, 

anthropologist Ghassan Hage, the social work scholar and social policy specialist 

Laksiri Jayasuriya, researcher Don McMaster, and politician Lindsay Tanner. For the 

exploration and analysis of refugee’ issues in Australia, I refer to journalists Peter 

Mares, David Marr and Marian Wilkinson. I also consider the work of refugee lawyer 

David Manne, legal academic Mary Crock, and migration expert Claudia Tazreiter. 

 

In the context of an anthropological analysis of policy, I reflect on the work of social 

anthropologists Cris Shore and Susan Wright. And for my theoretical framework, which 

I further develop in chapter 3, I draw on philosopher Michel Foucault’s notion of power 

and his study of the art of government, as well as sociologist Max Weber and 

anthropologist Michael Herzfeld’s theories of bureaucracy. This leads me to re-visit the 

pervasive debate about the relations between structure and agency, and the contribution 

of Anthony Giddens on this issue. 

 

Since I am interested in exploring the role of the media in this “policy drama”, I explore 

the rich literature existing on media, with a particular focus on Australian media. I draw 

on general texts such as Habermas and Hall’s work, and also refer to specific texts on 

the way(s) in which the media report and represent issues related to asylum seekers in 

Australia (Klocker and Dunn, Saxton, Bishop– to name but a few).  
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Having outlined my interest for this research, established my aims and objectives, 

clarified the meaning and use of terms central to my argument, and pointed to the 

literature I draw on, I now present the structure of my thesis. 

  

Chapter outline/Thesis Structure 

This thesis is divided into eight chapters. Following this one, chapter 2 presents the 

methodology I have drawn on to conduct my research. It provides an overview and 

helps define the particular domain of my inquiry: the anthropology of policy. It also 

explains my choice to study “up”, as well as the practical difficulties that arose from 

such a decision. Lastly, this chapter explains some of the issues I had to face in regards 

to such un-conventional positioning. 

 

Chapter 3 considers briefly the main theories that this research covers. This chapter 

aims to introduce the reader to Foucault’s theory on policy and power and its 

implication for the concept of governance. I also consider Weber’s notion of 

bureaucracy and his idea that this “machinery” overcomes individual particularities, an 

argument which is usefully complemented by Herzfeld’s analysis of the social 

production of indifference in bureaucracies. This leads me to revisit the debate between 

structure and agency and Giddens’ theory of structuration, which links structure and 

agency and suggests that individuals construct the reality in which they live, and are 

simultaneously conditioned and limited by the reality they have created. 

 

Chapter 4 provides the historical context in which the detention regime came into being 

and outlines the four rhetorical devices constructed and used by the Howard 

government to justify the perpetuation of the policy of mandatory detention. Thus, it 

highlights the historical and contemporary construction of Australia’s “Other”. While 

previously epitomised by Asians in the psyche of many Australians, asylum seekers 

have come to personify a new “Other”. 

 

Chapter 5 presents the policy of mandatory detention per se. More specifically, it 

explores the disparities existing between the policy of mandatory detention as presented 

by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship, and the ways in which detention is 

experienced by detainees. In this chapter, I examine the rhetorical devices the 
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government has used in regards to asylum seekers and detention, and how and why 

these rhetorical tools have been produced and constructed. 

 

Chapter 6 explores the ways in which asylum seekers have been represented by the 

Australian media. This leads to a consideration of the role of the media as “knowledge 

producers” and re-producers of the government’s rhetoric. Focusing on selected media 

sources (The West Australian, The Australian and ABC news), and reflecting on the 

role of the media in our everyday life, and the relationship existing between the state 

and the media, I explore the ways in which some sections of the Australian media have 

cultivated particular constructions of the federal government.  

 

Chapter 7 considers the role of the Department of Immigration and Citizenship and the 

ways in which the policy of mandatory detention is enacted. As part of this 

investigation, I consider the power relationship and dynamic(s) existing within the 

Department, which leads me to (re)visit  Foucault’s notion of power, Herzfeld’s 

analysis of the social production of indifference in bureaucracies, as well as the 

structure/agency debate  introduced in chapter 3. I explore the rhetoric developed by 

DIAC - in particular the potential existence of a bureaucratic culture of control - and the 

actual practices of this department. This leads me to question the extent to which 

bureaucracy constrains individual agency, as well the politicised nature of DIAC. I also 

contemplate the nature of the public service.  

 

In Chapter 8, my conclusion, I restate my propositions and review the key points of my 

argument. Drawing on my findings, I make recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Methodology 
 
This chapter provides an explanation of the methodology I employed to conduct my 

research. I begin with an overview of the field of my study: the anthropology of policy, 

and then consider the methodological implications of this particular domain of inquiry – 

the necessity of studying “up”. Thirdly, I explore the practical implications of this 

choice, for example the need to move away from traditional anthropological methods, 

such as participant observation, and draw on more diverse and appropriate techniques to 

the study of policy. Lastly, I reflect on my experiences in the field, my search for 

participants, my positioning given my choice to study “up”, and the issues I had to deal 

with as a researcher. 

 

Field of Study: the Anthropology of Policy 

As noted in the introduction, my research is based on a particular area of 

anthropological inquiry, the anthropology of policy. Although the anthropology of 

policy is a relatively new area of study and “policy” as an object of study has only 

recently triggered academic interest, there is in fact a wide range of policy-related work 

that anthropologists do.  

Wedel and Feldman (2005:159), public policy expert and international migration expert 

respectively, assert that anthropologists have long engaged in research that implicitly or 

indirectly dealt with public policy. Indeed, according to them,  ‘the issues that pertain 

directly to policy lie at the heart of anthropology’ (Wedel and Feldman 2005:19; see 

also Shore and Wright 1997:4 & 6). These issues include: institutions and power; 

interpretation and meaning; ideology, rhetoric and discourse; the politics of culture, 

ethnicity and identity; and interactions between the global and the local (Shore and 

Wright 1997:4). 

 

Despite this broadening of interest in the study of policy, anthropology has ‘little 

institutional presence within the world of public policy’, as social scientist Rob 

Winthrop (2002:161) observes: 

While many anthropologists do policy-relevant work, and many within this 
minority have made effective connections so as to reach decision-makers in 
their areas of expertise, anthropology as a discipline has at best a very low 
profile in the policy world. 
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Social anthropologists Cris Shore and Susan Wright (1997 preface) have called for 

anthropologists to pay greater attention to policy, noting that, although policy is an 

integral aspect of modern society shaping the way we live, act and think; it has yet to 

enter mainstream disciplinary practice, and tends to be ‘under-theorised and lacking 

critical analysis’ (Shore and Wright 1997:6; see also Wedel and Feldman 2005:159). 

 

Policy impacts on all areas of life ‘so that it is virtually impossible to ignore or escape its 

influence’ (Shore and Wright 1997:4). Thus, policy works as ‘an agent…for organizing 

people within systems of power and authority’ (Shore and Wright 1997:35). In other 

words, people and their everyday lives are conditioned according to policies, which 

‘connect disparate actors in complex power and resource relations’ (Wedel and Feldman 

2005:159). 

 

Through its emphasis on actors, organizations, institutions (people) and power, an 

anthropological perspective brings novelty to the study of policy, which has traditionally 

been the domain/realm of other disciplines such as political science or economics. In 

contrast to the way(s) in which policy has been traditionally represented – as ‘a neat 

linear process of “problem identification”, “formulation of solution”, “implementation” 

and “evaluation” (Shore and Wright 1997:15; see also Porter and Hicks 1995), the 

anthropology of policy proposes that policy be considered as an ethnographic object 

itself. An anthropological focus on policy analyses it as a cultural phenomenon (Shore 

and Wright 1997:7), or social process (Winthrop 2002:162), or ‘social phenomena’ 

(Mauss 1954).   

One original, and useful, aspect of an anthropological enquiry into policy lies in the 

research methods that researchers can draw on to conduct their investigation.  

 

Methodological implications: the necessity of ‘Studying up’  

In the past, anthropologists were more inclined to study the “underdog”, the powerless, 

the dominated, and tended to have a downward gaze (see Nader 1974; Marcus 1998; 

Forsey 2007a). However, if policy is perceived as an instrument of power, which is used 

to shape individuals, the study of policy allows anthropologists to move away from the 

traditional and conventional “studying down”, to “studying up”.  

Nader has called for researchers to “study up” and focus on the elites and the power-

holders, as a “remedy” to the classical focus on ‘studying down’. As Nader (1974: 292-

293) puts it: 
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‘… A reinvented anthropology should study powerful institutions and 
bureaucratic organizations… for such institutions and their network systems 
affect our lives and also affect the lives of people that anthropologists have 
traditionally studied all around the world’. 

 
This statement is of particular relevance to policy ethnographers who, given the very 

nature of the object of their study, must be prepared to shift the direction of their gaze 

and abandon their traditional ‘subaltern focus’ (Marcus 1998:85). “Studying up” is 

necessary when considering policy, and provides the researcher with a better 

understanding of the way(s) in which ‘power is actually exercised in social settings’ 

(Forsey 2007a) 

 

By considering policy as the object of study, and an ethnographic object, the field of 

study changes. As Shore and Wright (1997:14) point out: 

By focusing on policy…the anthropologist is seeking a method for analysing 
connections between levels and forms of social process and action, and 
exploring how those processes work in different sites – local, national and 
global. 

 
 This is what Reinhold (1994: 477-9, cited in Shore and Wright 1997: 14) calls 

“studying through”: tracing ways in which power creates webs and relations between 

actors, institutions and discourse, across time and space’. “Studying through”, which 

entails multi-sited ethnography (Marcus 1995, 1997, 1998), is presented by Shore and 

Wright (1997:14) as the most efficient way to ‘trace policy connections between 

different organizational worlds’, and grasp the interactions existing between these 

different sites. In the context of my own research, this methodology was appealing, 

particularly given the nature of my project. Indeed, as noted by Marcus (1995: 83), ‘any 

ethnography of a cultural formation in the world system is also an ethnography of the 

system, and therefore cannot be understood only in terms of the conventional single-site 

mise-en-scene of ethnographic research’. Although I agree with Marcus and concede 

that “studying through” would have been ideal for my investigation of the policy of 

mandatory detention and its bureaucratic enactment, I had to make the decision to “study 

up” due to time and space limitations, and limit my focus to one group of people – DIAC 

employees - rather than the vast array of the field.  

 

The idea of “studying up” often meets resistance, reticence, and reluctance within the 

academic arena in anthropology. Few researchers actually re-orientate their analytical 

gaze upward, and conduct studies “up”. The objections commonly made against such a 
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stance are as follows: When “studying up”, the accessibility of the site of study is often 

presented as problematic. “Power holders” are thought to be out of reach, or 

“untouchables”, for several reasons: they are not necessarily willing to be studied, and 

they do not have much time to participate in research. (Nader 1974:302). As Gusterson 

(1997: 116) observes, accessing elites is challenging in practice since ‘ethnographic 

access is by permission of people with careers at stake, where loitering strangers with 

notebooks are rarely welcome, and where potential informants are too busy to chat’. In 

my own research I certainly experienced difficulties getting access to my field of study 

– the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (a point discussed later in this 

chapter), but I would argue that this “resistance”, and the way it unfolds, constitutes 

valuable ethnographic data. On this point, Hammersley and Atkinson (1995: 54 - 55) 

note:  

The discovery of obstacles to access, and perhaps of effective means of 
overcoming them, itself provides insights into the social organization of the 
setting…Much can be learned from the problems involved in making contact 
with people as well as from how they respond to the researcher’s approach. 

 
In a similar vein, anthropologist Jane Mulcock (2006: 48) observes:  

Intensely uncomfortable experiences, experiences that often feel like 
downright failures, can often be just as informative as any other ethnographic 
data. When analysed reflectively such unsatisfying ethnographic experiences 
can not only contribute to our understanding of anthropological methodology, 
but they can also offer valuable and constructive insights into the cultural 
spaces in which they occurred. 

 
Furthermore, it can be argued that obstacles can be found in any sites of study. Indeed, 

anthropologists have problems wherever they go, and not specifically when they “study 

up” (see Nader 1974: 302).  

 

Another problem also raised in “studying up” is the belief that studying the wealthy, the 

centres of power, and certain elites, is not appropriate. This idea partly comes from the 

belief within western societies that, ‘elites are always suspected of conspiracy against 

the public good’ (Marcus 1983: 22). This is reinforced by the fact that too often 

government agencies do not perform in practice what they say or pretend to do. In other 

words they do not always live up to their standards. A good illustration can be found 

within DIAC in relation to the detention regime, and more specifically the conditions 

under which people are detained. Indeed the description provided by the Department of 

the way(s) in which unauthorised asylum seekers are detained, as well as the rights 
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these people have, contrast strongly with the reality, as reported by ex-detainees and 

several international organizations (a point discussed in chapter 4).  

The above example captures some of the difficulties (of a moral/ethical nature) peculiar 

to elite research, namely the risk the researcher faces of being criticised and seen to be 

“siding with the enemy”. On this point, Marcus (1983: 23), who has written about the 

reluctance of researchers to engage with elite subjects, talks about the researchers’ fear 

of being accused of ‘elitism’, an accusation which holds the idea that elite researchers 

approve of the role of elites in society. This perception is the result of the belief that 

‘anthropologists value studying what they like and liking what they study’ (see Nader 

1974: 303). The prospect of being exposed to a charge of elitism is attributed to a 

confusion between working empathy and ideological empathy with one’s research 

subject, as Marcus (1983: 23) emphasises: 

Working empathy for one’s subjects can be misconstrued as ideological 
sympathy; ideological distancing from one’s subjects, to the point of 
disapproval, is a difficult condition of work in an ethnographic style of 
research…; and ambivalence or silence in judgment on subjects makes the 
ethnographer’s research equally vulnerable to a charge of elitism… 
 

These difficulties raise the question of whether research on elites should be undertaken? 

Or whether discrepancies between theory and practice- as is the case within DIAC in 

relation to the policy of mandatory detention – should be pointed out? (Nader 1974:303-

304). As Nader (1974:304) highlights: ‘these problems… are ethical problems that 

anthropologists have to face no matter what culture they are studying’.  

 

Hence, any researcher willing to “study up” should not be stopped and put off because 

accessibility is difficult, or because of concerns of the above nature. Both studying up 

and studying down should have the same aim, that is, ‘understanding social formations 

in all their imperfect glory’ (Forsey 2007a). On this point, Forsey (2007a) suggests: 

Understanding and comprehending how people come to grips with their 
particular social location and realities, no matter where they are positioned in 
social hierarchies, is surely a key component of our jobs as social researchers 
(my emphasis).  

 

Practical implications: a ‘methodologically eclectic approach’ (Serber 1971): 

My choice to “study up” has had practical implications related to my choice of research 

method. Traditionally, anthropology relies heavily on participant observation, which is 

often thought of as the signature of anthropological work (Nader 1974:306; see also 

Fischer 1969). However when “studying up”, and when studying a policy in particular, 
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the value placed on participant observation has to be attenuated. As Nader (1974:307) 

notes: 

The principal research method of the anthropologist, participant observation, 
is, needless to say, not wholly applicable when one is studying a government 
agency or elite institution and its interaction with various people. 

 
In a similar vein, Gusterson (1997: 115) observes that ‘participant observation is a 

research technique that does not travel well up the social structure’. 

This statement is of special relevance to my own research (as I will later outline), which 

focuses on the policy of mandatory detention, and the role of the Department of 

Immigration and Citizenship in the way(s) in which this particular policy is 

operationalized and put into practice. This study, given its sensitive and delicate nature 

(the policy of mandatory detention is quite controversial and the refugees/asylum 

seekers’ issue in Australia is very politicised – a point further discussed in chapter 6), 

could not have been conducted by solely following traditional anthropological methods, 

and needed to be enhanced by other research methods. Indeed, participant observation 

within DIAC was highly problematic, or I should say impossible, and interviewing 

employees of this department also proved extremely challenging. Therefore, and as 

outlined in the next section of this chapter, I had to rely on secondary sources, and turn 

to people who had interacted with DIAC through their work experiences, and who were 

thus able to provide me with information on the ways in which this Department 

functions. 

 

Hence, in the context of an ethnographic study of a policy and the delicacy of such 

research, it is useful to consider whether other methods – such as media analysis and 

textual analysis of policy documents - might be more appropriate (Nader 1974: 307). In 

fact, a call to broaden the range of anthropological research methods beyond those of 

participant observation and interviews was suggested by Serber as early as 1971 (5-6): 

If the anthropologist is going to make a contribution to the understanding of 
the institutions which in a complex way affect the lives of many people, he 
(sic) must take a methodologically eclectic approach. 
 

In a similar vein, and more contemporarily, Gusterson (1997: 116) comments: 

It may be that anthropologists who want to study up will have to abandon, or 
at least subordinate, the research technique that has defined anthropology as a 
discipline [that is participant observation]. If so, [they] will have to 
rely…more on other research techniques for [their] fields of information.  
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Gusterson (1997: 116) suggests that ethnographers pursue what he calls a 

‘polymorphous engagement’, which implies collecting data from a number of different 

sources and in many different ways (e.g, interview, textual analysis of newspapers and 

official documents).  

 
In the context of the study of policy, Shore and Wright (1997) have also called upon 

anthropologists to consider a wider range of ethnographic materials, such as policy 

documents. According to them (1997:15):  

[Policy documents] can be analysed as cultural texts…and treated as 
classificatory devices, as narratives that serve to justify or condemn the 
present, or as rhetorical devices and discursive formations that function to 
empower some and silence others. 

 
Having outlined the need to follow a ‘methodologically eclectic approach’ (Serber 

1971) when “studying up”, I now consider in more detail the ways in which my own 

research has been conducted. 

 

Experiences in the Field and the Search for Subjects… 

For the purposes of my project, which is located in Perth, Western Australia, I 

employed an interdisciplinary approach that drew on historical, political, legal and 

anthropological literature. 

 

Throughout 2005 and 2006 I participated in, and observed, several events related to 

mandatory detention of asylum seekers, including World Refugee Day 2005 and 2006, 

public lectures and public forums.  The people I encountered during there were mainly 

activists, advocates and lobbyists who were opposed to the current Australian 

government’s detention regime of unauthorised asylum seekers. I had little expectation 

that I would meet any DIAC officials at these various manifestations and one could 

wonder why I attended all these events given that the aim of my study is to understand 

the role of DIAC in enacting the mandatory detention policy. However, the time I spent 

participating in and observing at these events gave me the opportunity to approach 

leaders of the refugee advocacy movement in Australia who later were able to share with 

me their experiences, which often provided me with useful and relevant insights into the 

way(s) in which DIAC works. This proved to be beneficial information given the 

difficulties I faced during my fieldwork, which I discuss below. 
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I also conducted interviews, which were the source of an on-going and deep frustration. 

Indeed my aim was to interview DIAC employees. I wanted to approach people who 

were applying the policy of mandatory detention. However, the reality of the fieldwork 

did not match my ambition. Before entering the field I expected to encounter some kind 

of resistance. I was aware of the challenging aspect of interviewing public servants, or I 

thought I was… Actually, though I knew that people fitting the category – public servant 

- such as DIAC workers would have “moral”, and/or legal, obligations to follow, and 

that most might not feel “free” to voice their opinion on sensitive and controversial 

issues - such as Australia’s detention regime; I had not appreciated enough, the depth of 

their “moral” engagement. Hence, I had extreme difficulties finding DIAC workers to 

participate in my research. I had some contacts within the Department who, I was 

hoping, would recommend me to others, who would then recommend me to others, and 

so on. My strategy was to find interviewees using a “snow-ball” technique. 

Unfortunately, the snow melted almost instantly. None of these contacts responded 

positively, and the door, which I thought was half open, unexpectedly shut. Even though 

I managed to get other contacts through various networks, none of these led to an 

interview and/or exchange of information with a DIAC officer. Some of the people I 

contacted never replied to me. Others – to whom I spoke on the phone – said they had to 

check with the national office before getting back to me, and never contacted me again. I 

felt a certain “holding back”, if not secrecy (a point later discussed in this thesis), 

coming from those I contacted who work for DIAC. Some of my informants with whom 

I shared my difficulties did not seem very surprised by the reactions of the DIAC 

employees. One of them actually told me that current DIAC staff could not talk, since 

without official permission they would be putting their jobs at risk. Adding that ‘It 

should not be that way, but it is’.  This led me to wonder what was, in reality, the role of 

a “public servant”, and what was the exact meaning of the world “public”.  Indeed, I 

tried to access a public service, which from my experience, admittedly limited, appeared 

to me as a “secret service”.  

 

This “wall” I seemed to constantly hit made me question myself and analyse the way in 

which I was approaching potential informants.  Was I doing anything wrong? Was there 

a more appropriate way to invite these people to participate in my research? Was I too 

direct? To this day, I am not sure about the answers to these questions.  I think it is 

probably a combination of different factors, such as the nature of the site as well as the 

personality/characteristics of the researcher (e.g, when I first entered the field I had 
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never had any experiences in dealing with and approaching public organizations, and I 

certainly felt vulnerable about my own migrant status), which account for the difficulties 

I had accessing my site of study. Indeed, Hammersley and Atkinson (1995: 92 – 99) 

argue that the personal characteristics of the researcher, which they refer to as ‘ascribed 

characteristics’ (such as gender, age, race, ethnic identification), can limit and render 

difficult access to certain fields of study. Having reflected on my fieldwork experience, I 

realise now that my lack of experience with public organizations, but most importantly 

my migrant status, added to my difficulties of gaining interviews. Indeed, at times I 

remember feeling anxious about the idea that my research project, given its sensitive 

nature, could affect my personal situation. For example, in circumstances where I should 

have perhaps insisted that potential participants reconsider my invitation to be 

interviewed, I simply accepted their refusal and held back.  

 

Subsequently, I had to find alternative ways of getting useful and relevant data for my 

project. One solution was to target people who had relevant information and the “moral 

freedom” to share it. Indeed in the absence of DIAC employees accepting my invitation 

to participate in my research, I had to locate people who had contacts, in one way or 

another, with the Department. I approached ex-DIAC workers, but as one can imagine 

they were not easy to find. I also contacted several migration agents, who, to my 

surprise, also seemed hesitant to participate in my research. I then decided to interview 

anyone who would be able to provide me with insights into how the Department of 

Immigration and Citizenship works. I interviewed mostly refugee advocates and activists 

who because of their activities either had direct contact with DIAC, or were in the 

privileged position of observing how some DIAC officers work. I also spoke to different 

academics who had particular expertise on the issues I was contemplating, and a 

politician strongly against Australia’s current detention regime. 

 

Despite this approach, the number of interviews I managed to conduct did not match the 

expectations I had before beginning my fieldwork. Overall, 11 people participated in my 

research. I did formal interviews, with a set of structured questions, with six of them, 

and had informal discussions with the rest of my participants. Concerning DIAC 

employees, who were the group I was targeting for my research, I contacted seven 

people who were working, or had worked, for the Department. Unfortunately, only one, 

who had actually stopped working for DIAC, agreed to be interviewed.  Refugees and 

asylum seeker advocates, who are always willing to share their thoughts on the policy of 
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mandatory detention and the bureaucratic machinery of DIAC, were straightforward to 

approach. Five people were part of my study, of which three were formally interviewed. 

For a number of different reasons I did not interview more than five, though I could 

easily have: firstly my thesis is not about the refugee advocacy movement, though I did 

consider their actions, and benefited from their experience. Secondly, throughout the 

interviews I conducted, I was quickly able to identify similar and recurring themes and 

views in these advocates’ discourses. I thought, perhaps unfairly, that I had reached 

saturation point and that further interviews with refugee/asylum seeker advocates would 

yield little new information (see Kvale 1996: 102). I felt that had I decided to keep on 

interviewing refugee/asylum seeker advocates, I would probably have heard the same 

rationale and rhetoric over and over.  As part of my fieldwork, I also interviewed a 

politician from the Australian Labor Party, and a migration agent. I actually approached 

four migration agents, but only one agreed to participate in my research, despite his 

visible anxiety – a point outlined in chapter 6.  

 

The classical ethnographic methods mentioned above have been augmented by other 

methods, more appropriate to the study of policy. As suggested by Shore and Wright 

(1997:15), textual analysis of the policy document itself is one of them. I examined 

DIAC’s internal charters – such as the Charter of Public Service in a Culturally Diverse 

Society, as well as the DIAC Plan, which highlights the changes and reform that the 

department has undertaken, following the Palmer and Comrie Report6. These documents 

were analysed as ‘cultural texts’ (see Livingston1995; Fairclough 2003).  

 

I also considered political discourses, which provided me with a number of insights.  

Political discourse should be understood here in a broad sense, as parliamentary 

debates, broadcast interviews of politicians, etc (see Chilton and Schaffner 2002: 5 & 

6). It is argued that discourse analysis and the study of language are very useful and 

relevant research methods within the social sciences (see Fairclough 2003). As language 

expert Norman Fairclough notes (2003:2), ‘language is an irreducible part of social life, 

[connected] with other elements of social life, so that social analysis and research 

always has to take account of language’. 

 

                                                 
6
 These reports examined the wrongful detention of Australian citizens, and criticized some of the ways 

in which DIAC proceeds with the deportation of individuals (see chapter 7). 
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The official websites of key organizations – such as DIAC, UNHCR, HREOC, Refugee 

Action Network, Amnesty International - were also important sources of data. I 

particularly focused my attention on DIAC’s website which I “dissected”. The data I 

collected from this website were quite volatile. Much of the information I gathered 

throughout my fieldwork fluctuated, sometimes disappearing and then re-appearing on 

the website in accordance with the government’s changing decisions on the policy of 

mandatory detention. Furthermore, DIAC’s current website was only introduced in July 

2006, when the previous version was replaced by the present much more inviting one. 

For example the previous opening page of the Department’s website was mainly in 

black and white, with a very formal setting for the various links available on the 

website. I remember thinking that such a display created a facade of austerity and 

seriousness, which would most likely trigger a feeling of apprehension in people, 

particularly potential migrants, who access the site for information. Being a migrant 

myself I consulted the DIAC website on many occasions, aside from my master’s 

research, and I clearly remember my feelings of anxiety and uneasiness as I “navigated” 

my way through the information available. In contrast, the new website, and the 

opening page in particular, are less daunting and much more appealing. The setting is 

more modern, and each link is illustrated by a colourful photo, creating a welcoming 

feeling. These changes illustrate the overall re-structuring and reforms that DIAC has 

undertaken since 2006, in order to change its public image, from one of control and 

siege mentality, to a more friendly and client focused image (as discussed further in 

chapter 7). Following this “revision”, much of the data I had collected in 2005 and at 

the beginning of 2006 became obsolete and had to be reassessed. Indeed, as noted 

earlier, following the Palmer and Comrie reports, which emphasised and revealed the 

malfunctions and abuses of power committed within DIAC, a reform of the ways in 

which the Department delivered public services was initiated. This project includes a 

softening of the detention regime, which resulted in changes, at various time of my 

fieldwork, of some of the information available on the official website. For example, 

while at the beginning of my fieldwork, children could still be detained in accordance 

with the policy of mandatory detention; nowadays, according to the rhetoric of DIAC 

(Fact Sheet 82), children cannot be detained unless it is necessary (see chapter 5 for 

more details). 

 

I also conducted a limited media analysis of newspapers articles – primarily from The 

West Australian and The Australian newspapers, and TV and radio programs – mainly 
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from the Australian Broadcast Corporation (ABC). The ABC is Australia’s public 

broadcaster and includes national and local television and radio schedules which are 

available on the web. This media analysis focused on media representations of, and 

reports about, the policy of mandatory detention and asylum seekers between August 

2005 and August 2006. The research sample included all editions of The Australian, The 

West Australian, as well as news on line from the ABC. I also considered newspaper 

articles published before August 2005 and after August 2006, when relevant to my 

overall argument. The database included all style of articles (editorials, feature pieces, 

opinion pieces) that made reference to the key theme of my research. As secondary 

sources, I also considered, and referred to, other existing media studies, which have 

explored the role of Australian media in regards to asylum seekers and refugees’ issues 

(see for example Mares 2001, Klocker and Dunn 2003).Government documents were 

also analysed. They were collected from three sources: departmental media releases 

from DIAC, ministerial media releases by Amanda Vanstone, who was for the duration 

of my fieldwork, Minister for Immigration, as well as transcripts of media interviews 

posted on Amanda Vanstone’s website. In the post-fieldwork period, content analysis 

was used to assess the tenor of and key themes within newspaper reports and 

government statements. 

 

Positioning of Self 

“Feelings of awkwardness”… 

Before entering the field, my aim was to position myself from the perspective of the 

Department of Immigration and Citizenship and understand its role in the way in which 

the policy of mandatory detention was enacted. Though I had purposely chosen to 

“study up”, I had to come to terms with my positioning. This stance caused me lots of 

questioning. At times, I wondered whether my study was appropriate and ethical. I felt, 

in a way, that I was playing the "devil's advocate", and was uneasy with my topic, 

which led me to question myself. Why would someone study the architects of one of 

Australia’s most controversial policies, and try to understand them? Or, what kind of 

person would study such a group of people? As someone who does think that detaining 

asylum seekers while their refugee status is determined is reprehensible, I found it 

difficult at times to contemplate DIAC reality, suspending my judgement in order to 

gain an impartial understanding (a point discussed in the next section) of those who 

appeared to support the policy of mandatory detention. This feeling was amplified by 

the fact that through my readings on Australia’s refugee policy, I had only ever come 
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across examples of “studying down”. My various and uncomfortable feelings echoed 

strongly with what Mulcock (2006) refers to as the awkwardness of some ethnographic 

spaces. She comments that, ‘some ethnographic research…does take place in spaces 

that never cease to be painfully awkward for the anthropologist’. 

 

This statement strongly echoes the way I felt, and still feel in some ways, about my own 

field of investigation. This feeling of awkwardness was enhanced by the fact that I did 

not really manage to access directly my site of study. As noted earlier, the difficulties I 

encountered made me question myself deeply. I went through a wide range of emotions 

and feelings, which started with anxiety and fear, and then transformed into frustration, 

anger, inadequacy and incompetence. This mirrors what Wintrob (1969) labelled as the 

‘dysadaptation syndrome’ which some fieldworkers experience due to the discomfort of 

their ‘odd, strange or marginal position’, and which includes a wide range of feelings 

and emotions identical to the ones I experienced: ineptitude, apprehension, strong 

disappointment (cited in Hammersley and Atkinson 1995:113-114). I also felt a strong 

sense of failure, which came partly from the traditional idea that successful fieldwork, 

which includes the ability to develop intimate rapport with participants, is the signature 

of a good anthropologist7 (Watson 1999: 2).  

 

Being neutral… 

When I entered the field, my aim was to distance myself from the debate surrounding 

Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers. Indeed, ever since I undertook to study 

anthropology I believed that the role of anthropologists, despite their personal beliefs 

and inclinations, was to document the reality, in a neutral way, without taking a position 

or being judgemental – even though I concede that such an ambition might be 

challenging, if not impossible, to follow. However, one could argue that neutrality 

and/or impartiality, despite being unachievable (aren’t we all inherently 

subjective/biased?), is an ideal worth aiming for. Consequently, at the beginning of my 

research I positioned myself in a practice of aspiring to neutrality, or the ‘militant 

middle ground’ as Herzfeld (1997: 165) calls it.  

 

In the context of my research and my deliberate choice to study up, I was aware of the 

fact that such ideals would be demanding to live up to, particularly given the passionate 

                                                 
7 It is interesting to note that the belief that ‘fieldwork is the hallmark of anthropology’ (Watson 1999: 
19) has been criticised and debated (see Ingold 1989; Needham 1985; Mulcock 2006: 49). 
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debate existing on the issue I was focusing on. It would be difficult not to adopt the 

narrative(s) of the refugees advocates and not to “fall in the trap” of critiquing the group 

of people I intended to study and understand. In other words, it would be challenging 

not to let my own beliefs interfere. This inner struggle illustrates one issue of 

ethnographic research, which has been the subject of great scrutiny, that of objectivity 

and subjectivity. Watson (1999:4) argues that while in the field, ‘we use ourselves and 

our own personal experience as primary research tools’. He explains: 

We unavoidably bring into our understanding of what goes on around us those 
codes and conventions which we are familiar with from our own culture and 
to which what we observe seems most assimilable…We are playing this dual 
role of investigator and instrument.  
 

It is also a reminder of the need for anthropologists to commit to cultural relativism, an 

essential dimension of any anthropological inquiry, which is too often neglected by 

researchers undertaking elites research (see Marcus 1983:23-24). This phenomenon is 

the result of a confusion between cultural relativism and moral relativism (Fernandez 

1990), which drives researchers to move away from their elite research subject to avoid 

the charge of elitism – a point discussed earlier in this chapter. Such behaviour 

inherently limits the researchers’ ability to understand the people they are studying. 

Hence cultural relativism is, and needs to remain, a doctrine in anthropology8. As 

Fernandez (1990: 149) observes, cultural relativism will be achieved if researchers 

expand ‘their capacity to resist those habitual responses that arise out of the cultural 

conditioning…and group processes of identity formation to which we have been 

exposed’. In a similar vein, Forsey (2007a) notes that ‘in the search for a rigourous 

cultural relativism, [elites researcher need to develop] a mindset attuned to critical 

appreciation of their research sites and the people in them’. 

 

Before entering the field, I believed that my five years training at a French university, as 

a law student aiming to become a prosecutor, would be a valuable asset and would help 

me achieve my intention (possibly utopian) of neutrality, and a necessary commitment 

to cultural relativism. Indeed, during all these years one thing I learnt was not to be 

biased, and to leave my feelings aside (though I have to admit that I often had trouble 

doing so). 

                                                 
8
 One has to acknowledge the fact that cultural relativism as an anthropological “tool” is debated. It is 

argued that some cultural practices are simply unacceptable (e.g, excision of women, see Dembour 2001) 
and cannot be rationalized with the concept of cultural relativism (see for example Washburn 1998; 
Cowan, Dembour and Wilson 2001, to name but a few).  
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Predictably, not long after I started my fieldwork, I realised that it would be very hard to 

follow my objective – particularly given the difficulties I was facing in accessing my 

field of study. My feelings of frustrations and failure were growing and started to affect 

my judgement. I became aware of the fact that, without rigour and vigilance, these 

feelings would end up pushing me to criticize and condemn the group of people I was 

studying, and would push me into a “trap” in which several elites ethnographers have, 

willingly or not, fallen. To avoid this, I tried to remain emotionally indifferent and 

neutral to the people and practices I was observing and documenting. This does not 

mean, however, that I could not be critical of them. 

 

Having outlined the methodology I have drawn on to conduct my research, it is now 

time to introduce the theoretical frameworks which have informed and directed my 

investigations. 
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CHAPTER 3  

Theoretical Considerations 

 

This chapter provides a brief overview of the main theories and/ or themes that will be 

explored and analysed in this thesis, and that have informed my overall research and 

thinking. I begin with contemplating the notion of power and Foucault’s contribution on 

this concept. This is followed by a consideration of theories about bureaucracy, and the 

ways in which such machinery works. Finally I re-visit a central debate in social theory, 

that of the connection between structure and agency.  

 

3.1 POLICY AS POLITICAL TECHNOLOGY, THE LEGACY OF M ICHEL 

FOUCAULT 

Michel Foucault was probably one of the most influential thinkers of the twentieth 

century. Aiming to study and create a history of the ways in which human beings 

become or are made subjects, Foucault’s contribution to the social sciences is wide, and 

includes, but is not restricted to, work on madness, sexuality, history and power. It is his 

exploration and unique analysis of the latter that I am particularly interested in for the 

purposes of my thesis. Indeed as mentioned earlier, I intend to explore the extent to 

which the policy of mandatory detention can be considered a technology/tactic of 

power, or, in Foucault’s words, a ‘political technology’. My intention is to explore how 

policy shapes individuals in particular ways (see especially chapter 7); hence, my 

interest in Foucault’s expertise. This section provides an overview of Foucault’s 

inquiry. It starts with a definition of the term power and follows with a presentation of 

his argument. As a summary of a vast legacy, it does not pretend in any way to cover all 

the particularities of Foucault’s investigations of power9. Rather I concentrate on the 

elements that are relevant to my overall argument.  

 

Defining Power 

Given the academic attention that the notion of power has received and the various 

ways in which it has been defined and articulated, any contemporary study of this 

concept makes it necessary to define this complex notion. According to Foucault, power 

describes relations of forces. He (1979: 93) notes: 

                                                 
9 It is noteworthy that, though his research became strongly involved with the notion/concept of power, 
the general theme of his research is not power but the subject.  
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One needs to be nominalistic, no doubt: power is not an institution, and not a 
structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endorsed with; it is the name 
that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society. 

 
Consequently, in this thesis, power should be understood as a series of strategic 

relations.  

 

Foucault’s analysis of the notion of power is closely linked to the notion of knowledge. 

Power and knowledge are intimately related and connected, each incites the production 

of the other. On this point, Foucault (1980: 52) argues: 

Knowledge and power are integrated with one another, and there is no point in 
dreaming of a time when knowledge will cease to depend on power…It is not 
possible for power to be exercised without knowledge, it is impossible for 
knowledge not to engender power. 

 
Such an argument is particularly relevant to the media analysis I conduct in this thesis. 

As I point out (see chapter 5) in the Australian context of mandatory detention of 

unauthorised asylum seekers, the media, which are the means through which the 

Australian public receive information on what is happening in detention centres, have a 

privileged and powerful position and have become “knowledge producers” (see Forsey 

2007b). Indeed, some sections of the Australians media have represented asylum 

seekers in negative terms, which contributed to the misinformation of the Australian 

public regarding the issue of detention and to the re-production of the government 

rhetoric(s) on detention and asylum seekers. These constructed portrayals have 

produced a new reality and “truth” about asylum seekers, as I discuss in chapter 6. 

 

Resistance is also a key component of power relations; indeed, Foucault (1980: 142) 

argues that ‘there are no relations of power without resistances’. According to him, 

though power dominates and subjects, there is always space for resistance, since power 

is a relation and not a thing (Barker 1998:37). In Foucault’s words (1982:220):  

Power relations can only be articulated on the basis of two elements which are 
indispensable if it really is to be a power relationship: that ‘the other’ (the one 
over whom power is exercised) be thoroughly recognized and maintained to 
the very end as a person who acts; and that, faced with a relationship of 
power, a whole field of responses, reactions, results, and possible inventions 
may open up.   

 
This argument that resistance is an ‘endemic fact’ in the web of power relations 

(Foucault: 2000: xx), and that no subject experiences power and domination without 

resistance, will be tested in this thesis (chapter 7) when exploring the ways in which 
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DIAC officials enact the policy and their “individual freedom” in their everyday lives. I 

should say that from the experience gained through my research, resistance is not 

always possible. In some cases, structural and bureaucratic constraints are so strong or 

difficult to overcome that they significantly limit individual agency and consequently 

resistance, a point further discussed in chapter 7.  

 

At this point, I should make clear the fact that it is my contention that individuals 

always have a certain form of agency in their everyday lives. And despite the different 

forces and factors, which constrain human beings’ behaviour in society, the latter 

always have the ability to express their agency and make a choice10. However, in the 

context of my research, given the fact that I was unable to access DIAC, I do not have 

sufficient ethnographic material to comment on whether or not DIAC employees 

displayed, or not, some form of agency in their everyday work. And if they did, to what 

extent and what kind of choices they made. Did they resist, or comply with, the 

constraining structure of DIAC? One could argue that the simple fact that they are going 

to work is a form of agency, and therefore, implicitly reveals an agreement and 

compliance with the Department culture and practices, a point further discussed in 

chapter 7. Nonetheless my field notes do not allow me to be sure that this is really what 

is happening in DIAC employees’ life.  

 

Given my limited contact with DIAC employees, I can only speculate that DIAC 

workers have chosen to comply with DIAC structures; an argument which was certainly 

illustrated by the refusals I encountered when inviting some DIAC employees to be 

interviewed on the government policy of mandatory detention. I felt on different 

occasions that the people I contacted, and that I targeted as potential participants, would 

rather conform to the Department practice and culture, which is one of control and 

secrecy as I discuss further in chapter 6, than go against it and talk freely and publicly 

of their everyday work. Consequently, in this thesis, I argue that DIAC employees have 

made the choice to comply with the system that weighs on them, which subsequently 

contributes to its reproduction. This does not mean that in reality DIAC employees do 

not resist these structures, even in muted ways, however, through the course of my 

fieldwork, I have not been able to document such potential practices.  

 

                                                 
10
 The structure/agency debate is considered in greater details in the last section of this chapter. 
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I now return to Foucault’s analysis of the concept of power. To understand how systems 

of power work in his eyes, his analysis of the rationality of government or 

‘governmentality’ (1991) is a useful beginning. 

 

Government and Power 

Foucault (1991:100) argues that the eighteenth century marked an important shift in the 

ways in which government was conceived. More precisely the definition of the space to 

be governed and the nature of government itself were re-thought. In the previous era the 

concept of government was closely linked to that of sovereignty, and consequently 

government was mainly confined to maintaining sovereignty over a defined territory 

(Foucault 1991:89-90). As described in Machiavelli’s The Prince, which, according to 

Foucault (1991: 88), is the book around which the whole literature on government 

established its standpoint, governing is ‘the prince’s ability to retain his principality’ 

(Foucault 1991:90). However in the middle of the 18th century, the population became 

the “new” object of government and came to appear as the ‘ultimate end of government’ 

(Foucault 1991:100). This change in focus marked ‘the birth of a new art’ (Foucault 

1991:100), governing through the use of tactics, and/or techniques, to manage a 

population. Indeed, the population was acknowledged as being the subject of needs and 

also the object in the hands of the government, over which power was to be exercised. It 

became the government’s prime field of intervention and an objective of governmental 

techniques (Foucault 1991:102). Such management of the population was made 

possible by the use of economic knowledge and strategies, which allow the government 

to identify problems specific to the population11 and address them. It also highlighted 

that family, from being a model of effective government, had to become an instrument 

for the government (Foucault 1991:92 & 99-100). Foucault (1991:92) notes that 

towards the end of the 18th century, rational and modern government became a question 

of ‘how to introduce economy – that is to say, the correct manner of managing 

individuals, goods and wealth within the family… - into the management of the state’. 

 

Hence the art of government can be defined as the art of managing a population, 

through the use of tactics and/or techniques of power. In this context, discipline, which 

allows for the control of individuals, appears to be a key element. As noted by Shore 

and Wright (1997: 30): 
                                                 
11
 For example the use of statistics made the government aware of the population’s own specificities, such 

as its rate of death and diseases, as well as the different level of poverty and wealth existing between 
individuals and the economic impact of such disparities (see Foucault 1991: 99). 
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The birth of the modern era for Foucault is marked by the onset of a new 
regime of power in which ‘the problem of population’ (its health, wealth, 
fertility, education, moral conduct) and control over the human body become 
central foci of state discipline and surveillance. 

 
Consequently, with the emergence of a “governmentalized” state, a new form of power 

was developed through which individuals were made subjects of the state. Before 

considering this “political technology” – policy – let me explore briefly how a 

population is managed and controlled through discipline (Foucault 1991: 102). 

 

Government, Power and disciplined subjects 

As noted above, with the ‘governmentalization of the state’  (Foucault 1991: 103) 

emerged the need to control the population. One instrument of control is discipline, 

which can be defined as a type of power operating upon the human body which directs 

and organises individual behaviour in everyday life (see Foucault 1977: 137-138). On 

the significance of discipline, Foucault (1991: 102) notes that ‘discipline was never more 

important or more valorized than at the moment when it became important to manage a 

population’; a time when, as discussed earlier, the raison d’etre of government shifted 

from being the maintenance of state sovereignty over a delineated territory, to a focus on 

the population itself and its welfare.  

 

Discipline and Punish (1977), which resulted from Foucault’s analysis of punitive 

society and judicial power, examines how power is exercised over, and within, the 

body. It also explores strategies of power which bodies themselves adopt in relation to 

institutions (Horrocks and Jevtic 1997:112). Thus the body is a target of the state and/or 

government’s actions. In a disciplinary society, human bodies have to be passive, 

obedient, or in Foucault’s words, ‘docile’. He (Foucault 1977:138) notes:  ‘[The] 

mechanic of power [discipline]…produces subjected and practised bodies, docile 

bodies’. This disciplinary technology aims to mould individuals to an established norm, 

and “erase” their individual particularities.  On this point, Foucault (1977: 184) says: 

It is easy to understand how the power of the norm functions within a system 
of formal equality, since within homogeneity that is the rule, the norm 
introduces, as a useful imperative and as a result of measurement, all the 
shading of individual differences. 
 

One important element of the operation of disciplinary subjection is that of surveillance.  

This is the idea that if individuals know or think that their everyday life is monitored, 

they will behave accordingly. Such belief is epitomized in the Panopticon designed by 
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philosopher Jeremy Bentham, which in essence is a tower from which the authority, or 

those in power, can control the behaviour of the subjected population. Individuals can 

see the machinery of surveillance, but never know when they are actually being 

observed. Consequently, they police themselves constantly. 

 

The Panopticon is a metaphor which illustrates the productive effect of a disciplinary 

regime.  It found its most concrete expression in the prison where inmates were aware 

of being observed through their own observation of the surveillance tower. Foucault 

(1977:201) notes: 

Hence the major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the [individual] a state 
of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of 
power. So to arrange things that the surveillance is permanent in its effect, 
even if it is discontinuous in its action; that the perfection of power should 
tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary; that this architectural apparatus 
should be a machine for creating and sustaining a power relation independent 
of the person who exercises it; in short, that the [individuals] should be caught 
up in a power situation of which they are themselves the bearer. 

 
Similarly, Barker (1998:59) mentions: ‘it is the unverifiable probability of surveillance 

that induced the ‘automatic’ function of this kind of disciplinary power’. 

This argument will be useful when I later explore the ways in which DIAC works 

(chapter 7). Bentham’s idea of the Panopticon will be used further in this thesis when 

contemplating the self-regulatory behaviour of some people working for DIAC. 

 

In short, governments have come to identify individuals as the target of their tactics of 

power or ‘political technologies’. Populations need to be controlled and disciplined. The 

way in which government achieves these goals is policy. Policy is a form of power and 

an instrument of power, which works upon the individual’s sense of self (Shore and 

Wright 1997:29). 

 

Policy and Power 

The will to control and/or discipline the subject is achieved by governments through the 

adoption of policies. Governments use policies to achieve control of their subjects. 

Policies are tools used by governments to organize and regulate societies. They are also 

guidelines for everyone to follow in their everyday activities and life. On this point, 

Shore and Wright (1997:5) note: 

Policy [as made and enacted by individuals] is the ghost in the machine – the 
force which breathes life and purposes - into the machinery of government 
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and animates the otherwise dead hand of bureaucracy (see also Koestler 1967; 
Levinson and Sutton 2001:2). 
 

Policy has become a key element of governance. The rhetoric and practices of policy 

provide great insights into the concept of power (Shore and Wright 1997:7). As I 

outline in this thesis, and as mentioned in chapter 2, policy, rather than being conceived 

as an abstract concept, can be studied as a cultural phenomenon, and as ‘a practice of 

power’ (Levinson and Sutton 2001:1). Indeed, Levinson and Sutton argue that policy is 

a tool, or an ‘operating manual’, used by governments to validate and justify the modus 

operandi, or practices, of administration. To borrow their words: ‘Policy serves at 

various levels of governments as a legitimating charter for the techniques of 

administration and as an operating manual for everyday conduct’ (Levinson and Sutton 

2001: 2).  

 

It is through policy that government can subjectify individuals and exert power over 

them. The exercise of this power and the use of this ‘political technology’ enable 

governments to guide individuals in their daily behaviour and habits; it is a ‘conduct of 

conducts’ (Foucault 2000: 341), or a practice of practices. In other words, policy 

reflects to some degree the lived experiences and beliefs of people in everyday life. 

Such a statement makes particular sense in the context of Australia’s mandatory 

detention policy, where the government rhetoric on asylum seekers and refugee policy 

mirrors ideologies and beliefs existing within some parts of the Australian population. 

Hence, the government’s stance on refugee issues is efficient and widely accepted by 

the population, since it reflects to a certain extent the way in which some Australians 

think, or are led to think through media information (see chapter 6). As Foucault (2000: 

341) points out: ‘Power/[Policy] is always a way of acting upon one or more acting 

subjects by virtue of their acting or being capable of action. A set of actions upon other 

actions’. 

 

Having presented a theoretical framework to think about the ways in which 

governments use policy as an instrument of power, which they impose on individuals, I 

now explore theories about bureaucracy, the means through which policy is enacted.  

 

3.2 POLICY AND BUREAUCRACY 

One central element of my study is the bureaucratic practices of the people working for 

the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC). As I will explain later in this 
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thesis one of my interests is to explore the ways in which the policy of mandatory 

detention is played out by DIAC, and the role played by this department in what I have 

called this “policy drama”. In contemplating the study of a bureaucracy I refer to the 

work of anthropologist Michael Herzfeld. His book, The Social Production of 

Indifference, is a penetrating contemporary analysis of bureaucratic societies. However, 

the work of German sociologist Max Weber on the bureaucratic machinery is also worth 

contemplating, particularly his idea of  ‘rational bureaucracy’, its characteristics and 

dysfunctions, from which Herzfeld partly draws his argument. My purpose here is not 

to discuss the formal and/or official properties of bureaucratic organizations. Rather, I 

am interested in the practice of bureaucracy and the way in which bureaucracy works. 

 

The legacy of Max Weber 

According to Weber, bureaucracy is the instrument that has shaped the modern world. 

For him, the term “bureaucracy” was inseparable from the term “rationality”, and his 

concept was that of a “rational bureaucracy”. The features developed to make 

bureaucracies rational, and thus ideal, can be broadly summarized as follows: clear lines 

of hierarchical authority with the duties of distinct offices being specified by written 

rules; ‘staffing by means of full-time, salaried officials; and the selection and allocation 

of officials by impersonal criteria on the basis of qualifications’ (see Giddens 1982: 

201)12 

Weber argues that bureaucracy, as a form of administration, is technically superior to 

any other form of organization13. To borrow his words (1947): 

The decisive reason for the advance of bureaucratic organization has always 
been its purely technical superiority over any former organization. The fully 
developed bureaucratic mechanism compares with other organizations exactly 
as does the machine with non-mechanical modes of production (see also 
Weber 1978 vol.1 p.223). 

 
In the Weberian conception of the word, bureaucracy is a machine, a means by and 

through which government rules. It is technically the most highly developed means of 

power available to those who control it (see Gerth and Mills 1970:232). Weber always 

considered bureaucracy as a tool in the hands of the rulers in society. This argument 

                                                 
12 As mentioned earlier, I do not intend here to explore the characteristics of a rational bureaucracy. 
Therefore the elements listed are only a broad description of Weber’s complex and detailed enumeration 
of the attributes that defined his ideal type of bureaucracy. For a detailed description of Weber’s 
conception of bureaucracy see Gerth and Mills (1977:196-198). 
13 It is interesting to note that according to Weber, the technical superiority (in terms of efficiency) of the 
bureaucratic type of administration has been an internal autonomous force, which has contributed to its 
prevalence (see Mouzelis 1967: 185). 
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makes particular sense in Australia when considering the Department of Immigration 

and Citizenship and the ways in which it is governed by the policy of the Federal 

government. The extent to which DIAC is a tool used by the government to re-produce 

its rhetoric on asylum seekers and detention is of particular interest in this thesis. 

 

Although Weber saw rational bureaucracy as the most efficient way to organize society 

and implement rules, he also acknowledged the dysfunctions of such machinery; one of 

which was that bureaucratised and rationalised systems do not have the ability to deal 

with individual particularities. Individual particularities are overcome by the 

bureaucratic machinery. Weber (1946 cited in Gerth and Mills 1970: 215-216) noted: 

The more the calculability of results – an element ‘welcomed by capitalism’- 
develops, ‘the more the bureaucracy is ‘dehumanized’, the more completely it 
succeeds in eliminating from official business love, hatred, and all purely 
personal, irrational, and emotional elements which escape calculation…The 
more complicated and specialized modern culture becomes, the more its 
external supporting apparatus demands the personality detached and strictly 
‘objective expert’, in lieu of the master of older social structures, who was 
moved by personal sympathy and favour, by grace and gratitude. 

 
According to Weber the bureaucratisation of the modern world has led to its 

depersonalisation. In other words, individuals working in bureaucracies lose their 

personal freedom and personalities and become “machines” in the bureaucratic 

machinery. Such phenomena are also highlighted by Herzfeld who explores and 

emphasises the political roots of bureaucratic indifference in the modern Western world, 

as I am now going to explore. 

 

Herzfeld & the social production of indifference  

Herzfeld’s interest is in the social production of indifference within state bureaucracies. 

Indifference should be understood here as, ‘the rejection of common humanity, … the 

denial of identity, of selfhood’ (Herzfeld 1992:1). He aims to explore and understand 

why bureaucrats seem to become unconcerned about the needs and suffering of others. 

Or to borrow his words, why does bureaucracy transform people into ‘humorless 

automatons as soon as they are placed behind a desk’? (Herzfeld 1992:1). Such a 

description resonates with my experience of the Department of Immigration and 

Citizenship and the challenges I faced in finding participants for my research, as 

discussed in chapter 2.  Indeed, while I was trying to approach DIAC employees in 

order to test this phenomenon of the production of indifference, the restricted human 

agency I encountered (see chapter 7) gave me the impression that DIAC employees 
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were part of the bureaucratic apparatus, who seemed to be working as cogs in a 

machine. Herzfeld (1992: 4) also argues that a bureaucracy should be regarded as a 

social phenomenon and considered a cultural construct. He considers that indifferent 

bureaucracies are the product and reflection of popular attitudes, and depend on the way 

is which the concept of identity is conceived and handled; two points I am now going to 

explore. 

 

To start with the latter, Herzfeld argues that bureaucratic practices are closely linked to 

the notion of nationalism and the way in which it is defined. In some ways, the 

existence of one conditions, or at least shapes, the existence of the other. Bureaucracy is 

a “practice” of nationalism, and nationalism is “practised” through bureaucracies.  

Indeed, nationalist ideologies construct and define the national character in a particular 

way, and their bureaucracies must ‘calibrate personal and local identity to this 

construct’ (Herzfeld 1992:3).  This relationship between the concept of national identity 

and the ways in which bureaucracies handle this very concept has been explained in the 

following ways: 

 

Numerous scholars have suggested that the nation-state is a construction or an invention 

(White 1981; Anderson 1991; Kedourie 1993; Davidson 1997) which needs to be 

sustained to ensure its survival. Herzfeld (1992: 65) suggests that, ‘once in being, a 

nation-state has to establish a pervasive reinforcement of its culturally constructed logic 

in every aspect of daily life’. Thus, the continuity of a nation is realised through an 

identification process, which defines who belongs and who does not, who is a national, 

and who is not (Herzfeld 1992:65). Consequently, the concepts of nationalism and 

national identity create boundaries between belonging and Otherness (Hall 1992:255). 

Similarly, Herzfeld (1992:75) asserts that ‘a consequence of this focus on identity…is a 

concommitant creation of otherness’ (see also Bottomley and Lechte 1990). Likewise, 

Mosse (1985:16 cited in Herzfeld 1992:22-23) points to the divisive nature of 

nationalism. He notes:  

Nationalism…assigned everyone his place in life, man and woman, normal 
and abnormal, naïve and foreigner; any confusion between these categories 
threatened chaos and loss of control. 

 
In this context, one could argue that the way by which a distinct nationalism, or national 

identity, is preserved is through policy; more specifically migration and refugee policies 

which regulate the flow of people coming into a country. Hence, it seems legitimate to 
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contend that migration and refugee policies prevent the disruption of a country/nation’s 

sense of boundedness. On this relationship between national identity and policy, 

Anthony Smith (1991: 144) comments that, ‘national identity today…legitimates and 

often influences policy goals and administrative practices that regulate the everyday 

lives of each citizen’. This link between nationalism/national identity, migration/refugee 

policy, and administrative/bureaucratic practices is clearly visible in Australia, where 

the current refugee policy has been adopted and enacted to protect and preserve 

Australia’s national identity and the Australian way of life. Indeed, since the beginning 

of settlement, Australia has always feared and mistrusted foreigners and been anxious 

about being invaded (see chapter 4). This has resulted in successive governments 

legislating to address these fears and consequently protect the national identity and the 

national interest. These points will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. 

Hence, asylum seekers are caught up in a triangle of nationalism/policy/bureaucracy, 

and Australia’s current policy of mandatory detention epitomizes the connection 

between national identity, and/or nationalism, refugee policy and bureaucratic practice, 

a point I now consider.  

 

According to the concept of national identity, ‘the Other’ is only acceptable if s/he does 

not threaten the established order, or in Herzfeld’s words if ‘[s/he] knows [his/her] 

place” (1992:64). Such classification distinguishing, national from non-national, 

permeates the practices of bureaucracies, leading Herzfeld (1992:37) to assert that 

nationalism is “practised” through bureaucracy, or in his words, that bureaucratic 

actions are nationalism’s ‘most commonplace rituals’. Nationalism legitimates and 

influences policy and bureaucratic practices. And bureaucracies, like nationalism, 

classify and categorize people, and reject those who do not match their little boxes. 

Social indifference partly originates from this bureaucratic categorization and the use of 

stereotypes of what the national character should be like. As Herzfeld (1992: 45) puts it, 

‘bureaucrats put a face of un-emotional neutrality on their every action’. And to ‘[these] 

self-appointed guardians of conceptual, functional, and moral purity, intruders – [who 

do not conform to the national ideal] - must be cleansed or eradicated’ (Herzfeld 

1992:38). Hence, the ways in which nationalism is defined shapes the bureaucracy’s 

ideologies and or culture in particular ways.  Bureaucrats activate a set of stereotypes 

and images inspired by government policies and nationalist ideologies, which contribute 

to a rejection of those who are different and subsequently to a production of 

indifference (see Herzfeld 1992:33). As this thesis illustrates, Australian nationalism 
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has permeated Australia’s bureaucracy in the domain related to asylum seekers and 

refugees issues. 

 

It is also interesting to note that another element that can account for the social 

production of indifference can be found in individuals’ attitudes and beliefs. Herzfeld 

(1992:49) notes, ‘the roots of official intolerance and indifference lie in popular 

attitudes, upon which official discourse builds to make its own case’. In other words, 

bureaucratic indifference reflects the popular beliefs and feelings. Such a statement 

makes sense in the Australian context where the current policy regulating asylum 

seekers and its bureaucratic enactment seem to have the broad support of the Australian 

population, as I explore in chapter 6. How much this public support is fostered by the 

media is a question I also consider. 

 

When considering Herzfeld’s work on the social production of the phenomenon of 

indifference, and his argument that the ‘state bureaucracy’ transforms its employees into 

passive automatons (1992: 1), it is interesting to contemplate the pervasive opposition 

between structure and agency in social thought. This central debate in social theory, 

which I am now going to explore, proves to be particularly relevant when studying 

people working for the Department of Immigration and Citizenship, as I discuss further 

in chapter 7. 

 

3.3 POLICY, STRUCTURE & AGENCY  

The fact that social reality is produced by creative human agents who operate in a pre-

existing structural context is now widely recognised and accepted within the social 

sciences. However, social theorists have been, and are, divided over the way in which 

structure and agency are related. Before exploring this unresolved grand debate, let me 

clarify the meaning of these two terms14. Structures can be defined as ‘constructed 

framework and patterns of organization that serve to constrain or direct human 

behaviour’ (Bilton et al 2002: 15). Agency should be understood as the human ability to 

act in particular ways, or as a ‘purposeful action’ (Bilton et al 2002:16). This is the idea 

that individual actors have the freedom and power to create, change and influence 

events (see Bilton et al. 2002: 16).  

                                                 
14 The two definitions below are only one way of defining these concepts. But I am aware of the fact that, 
others, such as Giddens (1982:9-10), have presented these notions in much more detailed and complex 
ways. However, my purpose here is to contemplate the debate surrounding the relationship between 
structure and agency, and not the notions themselves. 
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The nature of the relationship between structure and agency is the core question that 

numerous social scientists – such as Parsons ([1937] 1968), Giddens (1982, 1984), 

Bhaskar (1986), Archer (1982, 1988, 2000) and Bourdieu (1990), to name but a few - 

have addressed in their work. What determines people’s actions/behaviours and beliefs? 

To put it differently, are we independent active agents in our lives or are we passive 

“slaves” of the structure of the society in which we live? To what extent is our human 

agency constrained by structural forces in society?   

Numerous social scientists have attempted to answer this question, giving rise to a large 

number of social theories. The one I am going to particularly concentrate on for the 

purposes of my thesis is that of leading sociologist Anthony Giddens (1976, 1977, 1979, 

1982,1984) and his theory of structuration. However, I will also draw upon ideas from 

other social theorists, such as Ortner (1989) or Bourdieu (1977), whose work echoes, in 

one way or another, Giddens’ argument. Before presenting Giddens’ structuration 

theory, it is useful and interesting to consider the two traditional schools of thought on 

the issue – Objectivism and Subjectivism – and the nature of their disagreement.  

 

Both objectivism & subjectivism converge on the idea that human agency and social 

structure are necessary, contrasting and conflicting. However, they diverge on how 

structure and agency are related, and which of the two is the more prominent in our 

everyday social reality. Firstly, objectivists, most commonly known as structuralists, 

hold the idea that the power of structure has to be recognised, and thus believe that 

structures are prominent in everyday reality. Social systems are produced by their 

external environment, or by internal or natural forces (‘self-maintaining and self-

transforming nature’). And people interact and express their agency as a result of these 

forces. Objectivism/Structuralism is characterised by an absence of individual subjects. 

As social theorist Parker (2000:54) puts it, social structures have their ‘own system-

reproducting powers’, and history is a natural process. Hence, from a structuralist point 

of view, people are constrained by the system in which they live. They are “victims” of 

the structures of society. Reflecting on structuralism, Parker (2000:54) suggests: 

Actors are constrained to become these functional agents by the system’s 
socialization processes which mould their personalities and values to conform 
to the requirements of “social order”. 
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Hence, ordinary people have limited agency and are typically regarded as passive 

agents, ‘lifeless’ (Clark and Modgil 1990: 73) or ‘cultural dopes’ (Clark and Mogdil 

1990: 64) who are ‘normatively integrated’ (Parker 2000:54). 

 

In contrast, subjectivists or interactionists, tend to privilege human agency and 

acknowledge the power human beings actually have in their everyday social reality. 

Subjectivism is characterised by the idea that society is the creation of individual 

subjects. People are believed to be active agents and are credited with creative power 

and ‘the capacity for voluntary, self - directing action’ (Parker 2000:54). In that context, 

history is the product of active agents willing to interact with one another. To borrow 

Parker’s words (2000: 54-55): 

History is produced by the meaningful, intentional action of human subjects 
pursued in the contexts of interaction…Typically whatever social order exists 
is a temporary outcome of negotiation and is not a given. Actors are socialized 
to be socially competent at participating in interaction, rather than normatively 
integrated. 
 

Thus, objectivism and subjectivism are the two main “camps” of the frequently debated 

opposition between structure and agency. This brief overview does not pretend to be a 

detailed and in depth analysis of what these two approaches are arguing. It is rather a 

way to announce a third approach, which has slowly emerged, and which avoids the 

simplifications and limitations15 of objectivism and subjectivism. This third way of 

thinking about social structure and human agency aims to reconcile the two notions. 

Social scientists who have adopted this path have sometimes been referred to as 

“ Structurationists” , in reference to Giddens’ concept of structuration. As noted earlier I 

am going to focus on Giddens’ work, without excluding the contributions others have 

made (Layder, Bhaskar, Archer, Bourdieu, etc) when complementary to Giddens’ work 

and my thesis argument.  In establishing a theoretical position that gives weight to both 

structure and agency, Giddens wished to avoid and escape the reductionism16 and 

dualism associated with objectivism and subjectivism (Giddens 1984: xxvii). He was 

also responding to numerous demands or desiderata in social theory to have a ‘theory of 

the subject’ (Giddens 1982:8). 

                                                 
15 In regard to subjectivism, Giddens (1982:8) notes that ‘subjectivists conceptions…have not offered an 
explication of the origins of subjectivity, even while stressing the creative components of human 
behaviour’.  
16 For example, in regards to objectivism or structuralism, Giddens  (1984:15) argues that ‘social 
constraints in which individuals “have no choice” are not to be equated with the dissolution of action as 
such. This statement suggests that individuals always have some form of agency and have the ability to 
resist, or comply with, the forces that constrain them. 
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Anthony Giddens’ contribution to the debate surrounding structure and agency has been 

immense and remarkable. Indeed, he revisits in depth the pervasive opposition existing 

between social structure and human agency. To link these two elements, Giddens 

proposed a theory of structuration which holds the idea that human agents in society 

construct the social reality in which they live, but are simultaneously conditioned or 

constrained by the world they have created (Clark and Modgil 1990: 207).  Giddens 

(1982:8) considers that neither human agent (subject) nor society (object) ‘should be 

regarded as having primacy’. He (Giddens 1984:25) notes: ‘the constitution of agents 

and structures are not two independently given sets of phenomena, a dualism, but 

represent a duality’. This is an enunciation of ‘the theorem of the duality of structure’, 

crucial to the idea of structuration. The relationship between structure and agency is one 

of “duality”, which means that ‘neither of the related terms has any independent 

existence (Parker 2000:59). Thus, structuration theory argues that structure and agency 

are merging and interdependent. They cannot exist without each other (Herzfeld 1992: 

178). One is the raison d’etre of the other. To borrow Giddens’ words (1982: 8):  ‘each 

is constituted in and through recurrent practices. The notion of human ‘action’ 

presupposes that of ‘institution’ and vice –versa’.  

 

Individuals are active agents and get their everyday power from the use they make of 

the structures of society, whose existence in turn is conditioned and sustained through 

the use individuals make of them.  In other words, structures are both ‘the medium and 

outcome of agency’ (Parker 2000: 59; see also Giddens 1984: 25). Rather than 

constraining and retaining human action, structures enable and arouse it (see Giddens 

1984:25-26). In Giddens’own words (1977:130), ‘structure and action are inextricably 

linked: structure is both the medium of action’s production and its outcome in the 

reproduction of social forms’. Likewise, sociologist Layder (1981: 73) talks about the 

‘simultaneity model’ in which social structures govern human action, but are 

simultaneously ‘sustained and reproduced only in action’. Similarly Bhaskar (1986:123) 

considers that ‘society is at once the ever-present condition and the continually 

reproduced outcome of human agency’. 

Such an argument strongly echoes Marx’s argument (1852), who over a century before, 

noted: 

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they 
do not make it under circumstance chosen by themselves, but under 
circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past. 
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In a similar vein, and more contemporarily, Ortner (1989:18) argues: ‘Social systems 

and structures are built by actors who creatively use a world that is using them’. 

Consequently, one fundamental element of the theory of structuration is that the 

realisation and organization of social practices by human agents is recursive; ‘Structure 

is both the medium and the outcome of the practices it recursively organises’ (Giddens 

1982:10). 

 

Though Giddens’ concept of structuration and his theorem on the duality of structure 

will be extremely useful for my own argument and my exploration of the ways in which 

workers for DIAC seem to accept, and comply with, the overall structure under which 

they work, another element needs to be taken into account – that of culture, which like 

agency and structure has important social power in everyday social reality. Hence, one 

could re-think the debate between structure and agency and add to it the cultural 

element; and, rather than discussing and exploring which one prevails, admit that social 

reality is constructed by a combination of the three (see Berger and Luckmann 1966). 

Structure, agency, and culture interact on a day-to-day basis to construct social reality. 

This is what Ortner (1989:11) argues in defining what she calls ‘practice theory’, the 

analysis of the relationships ‘between the structures of society and culture on the one 

hand, and the nature of human action on the other’ (see also Bourdieu 1977). Her work, 

which aims to understand how individuals help create the structure that constrains their 

action, is a useful complement to Giddens’ contribution and will be of relevance to the 

argument developed in chapter 7. As I highlight in my thesis (see chapter 7) DIAC is 

not solely and merely a structure and actors, but also a culture, which can partly account 

for the ways in which the policy of mandatory detention is being portrayed and enacted. 

 

Another element of Giddens’ theory of structuration that needs to be taken into account 

is his consideration that every individual in society has got some form of power, 

independently of the structural forces that might weigh on him/her. He (1990: 313) 

insists: 

All agents whatever their position in distributive hierarchies, have irreducible 
powers of agency;.…even the most severely subordinated interpret their 
situation and can influence how it impinges on them.  
 

Such assertion, which echoes to some degree Foucault’s argument that where there is 

power there is necessarily resistance, will be tested and challenged in chapter 7 as I 

explore the role and actions of some DIAC workers. Giddens (Parker 2000:61) argues 
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that human agents should be able to increase their power by using structures. However, 

this is not always possible, and one could argue that any increase in power depends on 

the nature of the structure. This will be discussed later in this thesis, when I consider the 

social reality of DIAC and the (re)productive capacity DIAC employees might have. 

 

In this chapter, I have outlined the theoretical framework, which informs my research. I 

began by exploring Foucault’s analysis of power and his argument that policies are 

instruments of power used by government to shape individuals in particular ways. I then 

examined the link existing between policy and bureaucracy, and considered Weber and 

Herzfeld’s expertise on the issue. More specifically, I focused on the argument that the 

bureaucratic machinery overcomes individual particularities and produces social 

indifference. This led me to contemplate the relationship existing between structure and 

agency and Giddens’ contribution on this central debate in the social sciences. With 

these theoretical perspectives in mind, I now present the object of my study: the 

Australian government policy of mandatory detention, its rhetoric and practice. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
Historical and Contemporary Construction of the “Other” 

 
In order to better understand Australia’s current regime of detention of unauthorised 

asylum seekers, which I outline in the following chapter, it is necessary to examine the 

historical circumstances through which Australia’s refugee policy has developed. The 

rhetoric that the Howard government has constructed to justify the perpetuation of the 

controversial policy of mandatory detention is also worth acknowledging. It is of 

particular importance to consider the ways in which Australia’s “Other” has been 

constructed both historically and currently. I argue that the group of people who 

epitomize Australia’s “Other” has changed over time: once represented by Asians, 

asylum seekers are now perceived as the new “Other”, and consequently the threat to 

Australian way of life. 

 

This chapter provides a summary of the historical context in which Australia’ s current 

refugee policy, the policy of mandatory detention, was developed. It also outlines what I 

consider to be the four main types of rhetoric about asylum seekers produced and used 

by the Federal government to justify its stance on refugee issues. I demonstrate how a 

carefully constructed government rhetoric on asylum seekers and detention has, using 

different rhetorical devices, contributed to misinform the Australian public and foster 

indifference, distance, and hostility towards asylum seekers reaching Australia’s shores. 

These rhetorical devices illustrate how asylum seekers have become Australia’s new 

“Other”.  

 

4.1 THE HISTORICAL CONSTRUCTION OF THE “OTHER”  

 

Policies encapsulate the entire history and culture of the society that generated 
them (Shore and Wright 1997:7). 

 

This section provides a summary of the historical context in which Australia’s current 

refugee policy, the policy of mandatory detention, was adopted. It is an overview of the 

policy responses of Australia’s governments to refugee flows from 1901 to 2006. 

However, the aim of this section is not to detail the history of Australia’s immigration 

policies. Rather, I intend to consider only key historical moments that help account for 

the current regime of detention. 
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As argued by Shore and Wright in the epigraph opening this section, the policies of a 

country are a mirror of its history and culture. This statement makes particular sense in 

the context of Australia’s immigration policies, which have reflect(ed) a cultural and/or 

national quest: to preserve and cultivate a white – preferably British – society. This 

desire to prevent “non-Whites” from settling permanently in Australia found its political 

expression through the adoption of the White Australia Policy embedded in the 

Immigration Restriction Act 1901, enshrined at the moment of Federation, which 

remained “officially” a guiding principle of Australian immigration until its gradual 

abolition between 1966 and 1973. On this point, historian Keith Hancok (1930:59) 

notes:  

Every policy choice in Australia was, [and still is in many ways], conditional, 
either consciously or unconsciously, upon the relationship with the White 
Australia policy, or the maintenance of a white… society. It is the 
indispensable condition of every other Australian policy. 

 

White Australia 

From the early days of the Commonwealth, Australia has always had a hostile attitude 

towards foreigners – Chinese in particular  -  (see Collins 1988; Freeman and Jupp 

1992; Hage 1998; McMaster 2001; Jupp 2002), and a fear of being invaded and overrun 

by “the Other”. McMaster (2001:3) defines the ‘significant Other17’ as ‘a group or race 

that is perceived as the most important threat to the existence of a nation or national 

identity’. Historically, Australia’s “Other” has been the “non-whites”, in particular 

Asian people, but also Aboriginal people. A fear of Asians, or the “yellow peril” as they 

were labelled at the time, which can be explained partly by the geographic presence of 

Australia in this region, shaped immigration policy and later refugee policy in Australia. 

This racial antagonism towards Asians started developing in the 1850s when large 

numbers of Chinese arrived in Australia to work in the gold mines of Victoria. The 

Chinese were different in numerous ways. Jayasuriya (1987: 8) comments that, ‘they 

were different in skin colour, physical appearance and customs, and above all they 

posed a serious economic threat to Australian workers by their number as well as their 

diligence and capacity for hard work’, which caused these groups to be feared, 

                                                 
17 It is interesting to note that, this notion/idea of ‘the Other’ is inspired by Edward Said’s work on 
Orientalism. In his influential book Orientalism (1978), he argues that the West constructed the Orient 
with a system of ideas that structure power in such a manner as to dominate and appropriate the Orient as 
‘the Other’. Hence ‘the Other’ is all that is not national and consequently is perceived as a threat and/or 
potential distraction to a nation’s identity, sovereignty, harmony, social cohesion, and way of life. 
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mistrusted and treated with hostility. As vividly expressed by Charles Price (1974): 

‘Chinese were the anvil on which the new young societies were strongly hammering out 

their national identity’. In a similar vein, Aboriginal people were also rejected, often 

with considerable hostility (see for example, Grenfell 1949, Reynolds 1972, Broome 

1982, Keesing and Strathern 1998, to name but a few). Fear of difference was feature of 

colonial discourse. I am not going to consider further Australia’s racial antagonism 

towards Aboriginal people, since it is Australia’s reactions towards Asians – Chinese in 

particular – which resulted in legislation that enshrined the White Australia Policy (see 

McMaster 2001: 39). Australia’s attitudes towards Asians is emblematic of the way in 

which foreign newcomers were/are dealt with, and also illustrates a fortress like 

mentality towards “non-White” foreigners. However, it is important to note that, it is 

from this formative period of Australian history, that ‘intolerance of the culturally alien, 

ethnic prejudice and discrimination became ingrained as a part of the Australian social 

and cultural ethos’ (Jayasuriya 1987: 7). 

  

Although throughout Australia’s history, the “Other” was/is primarily associated with 

Asian people in the eyes of mainstream Australians, it describes in practice any “non-

White” foreigners. And depending on national and international contexts, the “Other” 

refers to different groups. For example, following 9/11 ‘the Other’ has often come to 

describe Muslim people. Whatever their origins, these ‘Others’ are all perceived as 

potential invaders and a threat to the Australian way of life. It is somewhat surprising to 

contemplate the existence of such feelings within a settler society like Australia, which 

could not have been created and shaped without on-going immigration (Freeman and 

Jupp 1992: preface; Collins 2000:302). Indeed, as mentioned in chapter 1, Australia is a 

nation of immigrants with the highest proportion of permanent immigrants of all 

contemporary Western societies (see DIAC Fact Sheet 2).  

 

This negative attitude towards the “Other” can be explained by the ways in which the 

first Australians treated Aboriginal people and dispossessed them of their land (Tanner 

1999; see also Walker 1999:112).  As Tanner (1999:30) puts it: 

The Australian outlook has been dominated for most of our European history 
by a deep-seated fear that Asians will do to us what we did to the Aborigines. 
Our lack of legitimacy and small numbers render us equally vulnerable to the 
threat of subjugation. 
 

Australia’s anxiety and racism found a response in the enactment of the Immigration 

Restriction Act 1901, which implemented the exclusionary White Australia Policy 



 48 

(Freeman and Jupp 1992: 4), the first policy adopted at the time of Federation. This 

policy was a mechanism aimed to ensure that Anglo-Australians would continue to 

dominate (Freeman and Jupp 1992:16). The preference was clearly given to migrants 

from Britain or more generally for those of British stock (Jayasuriya 1987: 12). As 

Appleyard (1971: 206) notes: ‘Being British in character as well as by allegiance and 

having their policies determined by British governments, the colonies inevitably built 

British types of institutions and favoured British migrants. This practice found its 

political expression in the creation of the assisted passage scheme, which, between 1831 

and 1982, became the most important single incentive for attracting British migrants to 

Australia (see Jayasuriya 1987: 13, see also McMaster 2001: 39, Freeman and Jupp 

1992: 3). Rarely were assisted passages extended to non-British persons, which shows a 

clear policy of preference for Anglo-Saxons (see McMaster 2001: 39). It is interesting 

to note that this tendency to favour “white” people was also strongly influenced by the 

so - called scientific racialist theories of the nineteenth century – which placed whites at 

the top of a hierarchy of “superior” and “inferior” races (Kane 1997: 117- 131). 

Nonetheless, one has to acknowledge that another important determinant of this 

regulated policy of immigration was the economic factor, and the need for labour and 

manpower that Australia needed as a developing society (see Jayasuriya 1987: 12).   

 

During the White Australia era (1901-1973), Australia did not have an explicit refugee 

policy, separate from its general immigration policy, since there was no distinction 

made between immigrants and refugees. Furthermore, any Australian concern towards 

asylum seekers was informed by the everyday reality of racial exclusion, which focused 

on non-white migrants and not refugees. Hence, Australia‘s refugee policy was, at the 

time, framed by decisive factors, such as the need for labour after World War Two, the 

political strategy to stand against the Soviet Union in the Cold War (Department of the 

Parliament Library 2003), and the desire to increase Australia’s population, which 

resulted in a tendency to accept refugees Indeed at that time, immigration policy was 

seen as an aspect of population policy (Jayasuriya 1987: 12-14). However, it is 

noteworthy that the arrival of displaced persons and refugees following World War One 

and Two slowly paved the way for community acceptance of numbers of Europeans, 

and highlighted the refugee as a ‘new factor’ in Australian attitudes towards 

immigration (McMaster 2001:43; see also Morgan 1992). McMaster (2001: 43) argues 

that ‘the acknowledgement and acceptance of refugees [and displaced persons] from 

European countries was a breakthrough in immigration policy’. Nonetheless, those who 
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were accepted were carefully chosen. As Jayasuriya (1987: 13) comments, Australia’s 

decision was a ‘generous and humanitarian response, but not entirely divorced from 

self-interests’. Indeed in a prospect of economic growth, the Displaced Persons who 

were then welcomed were not entirely free settlers and had to conform to government 

work contracts. Thus, Australia was selective in the choice of its refugees, giving 

preference to those with needed manpower skills (e.g., labourers willing to work in 

railway gangs) (see Jayasuriya 1987: 13). 

 

Furthermore, the people chosen had to be of European descent (very few “non-white” 

people were accepted), of good health and character and able to survive on their own 

without being a burden/liability for the country (McMaster 2001: 43). However, it is 

interesting to note that though the people who were accepted had to be of European 

descent, one group was not welcome: Jewish people (see Morgan 1992, McMaster 

2001:44-46). Hence immediately after World War Two, of the 170 000 displaced 

people who arrived in Australia, only 500 were Jewish, while the actual number of 

Jewish people in need “waiting” in German camps was proportionately much greater 

than that (Morgan 1992). This fact is noteworthy since it illustrates that the 

government’s practice, that of rejecting Jewish people, differed from its official rhetoric 

which stated, as noted above, that people of European descent, preferably “white”, were 

welcome to settle in Australia; a criteria which Jewish people met. A similar pattern can 

be observed when considering the current policy of mandatory detention and the 

disparities existing between the rhetoric and practice(s) of the government and DIAC in 

regards to asylum seekers and detention, as I outline in the next chapter. 

 

The first Refugee Policy 

The 1970s marked the beginning of the development of an independent refugee policy 

for several reasons. Firstly the White Australia Policy was officially abolished: ‘race, 

colour or creed would no longer be a basis of immigration control’ (Jupp 2002:10). 

Concomitantly, the Australian government of the time, led by Gough Whitlam from the 

Australian Labor Party (see Appendix), recognised Australia as a multicultural society 

(Greig, Lewins and White 2003:215), thus acknowledging officially that different 

cultural groups existed and coexisted in Australia; and that this diversity was a cultural 

and economic asset.  
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‘Multiculturalism’ was the term for a policy which aimed to correct the wrongs that had 

previously been done to immigrants. It also illustrated that ‘cultural pluralism had 

become the ideology that underpinned national identity’ (McMaster 2001:49). In 

practice, multiculturalism as a policy aimed at reducing racial discrimination and strived 

for greater social equality within Australian society (see the four guiding principles of 

multiculturalism outlined in the Galbally Report 197718). Interestingly, the Whitlam 

government’s commitment to reducing inequalities was accompanied by a reduction in 

immigration and more stringent controls (McMaster 2001: 49). Indeed, with the high 

rate of unemployment of this period, increasing the population was not a priority any 

more, and Australia became more selective about those who would be accepted into the 

country. At that time, the Australian government stopped bringing in immigrants on the 

sole basis that they were a convenient source of labour and started to be interested in 

‘skills-based selection and family reunion’ (DPL 2003). Family reunion became a major 

criterion. This is the second element which contributed to the development of an 

independent refugee policy. 

 

At the same time, Indochinese refugees fleeing the setting up of a communist 

government in Vietnam began arriving in great numbers in Australia. Unlike the 

European displaced persons, these refugees were racially different from most 

Australians, their arrival brought to the surface again the language and attitudes that 

inspired the White Australia debate. On this point, McMaster (2001: 51) reports that 

newspaper ‘headlines [at the time] reflected the emerging unease within the community 

about the increasing numbers of Asian refugees and boat people, predicting “floods” 

and “invasions”’. For example, on November 29 1977, The Courier Mail, fuelled the 

racist debate with the headline ‘It’s the Yellow peril again’ (cited in McMaster 2001: 

51-52). However, the White Australia Policy had been abolished, and so had its 

discriminatory principles. Hence the principle that ‘race, colour or creed would no 

longer be a basis for immigration control’ was applied to the settlement of the Indo-

Chinese refugees. 

 

It is in this context that a separate refugee policy was formulated by the Hon. Michael 

MacKellar MP, the Minister for Immigration and Ethnic Affairs of the Fraser Liberal 

government of the time (see Appendix), who, in a policy statement on 24 May 1977 

stated: ‘Australia fully recognises its humanitarian commitment and responsibility to 

                                                 
18This report was commissioned by the Prime Minister of the time, Malcolm Fraser (see appendix). 
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admit refugees for resettlement’ (McMaster 2001:51). He articulated four key 

principles, which remain a formal and official basis of refugee policy to the present day: 

(i) Australia fully recognises its humanitarian commitment and responsibility to 

admit refugees for resettlement. 

(ii)  The decision to accept refugees must always remain with the Government of 

Australia. 

(iii)  Special assistance will often need to be provided for the movement of 

refugees in designated situations or for their resettlement in Australia. 

(iv) It may not be in the interest of refugees to settle in Australia. Their interests 

may be better served by resettlement elsewhere. The Australian Government 

makes an annual contribution to the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR), which is the main body associated with such 

resettlement (Mackellar 1977:1714). 

This statement is historically significant. For the first time, refugees were formally 

recognised as a separate component of the wider immigration program. This instituted a 

clear distinction between immigration policy and refugee policy. From this point of 

view, it can be argued that the 1977 Mackellar statement marked the beginning of an 

explicit refugee policy (DPL 2003). McMaster (2001:50) suggests: 

The government produced a refugee policy of controlled intake, highlighting 
to prospective boat people that it was not an open-door policy but one of 
controlled entrance. In effect, it was a deterrence policy, but it was also based 
on humanitarian concerns. 
 

It is noteworthy that the fourth principle of the MacKellar statement was a forerunner of 

the 2006 proposed changes to the current refugee policy of mandatory detention which 

aimed to resettle all asylum seekers reaching Australia by boat in a third country. Faced 

with strong opposition, Prime Minister Howard had to abandon this idea (The West 

Australian June 14 2006, p.1 &8). In some ways, it could be argued that principles (i) 

and (iv) are paradoxical: a country, which recognised its international obligations 

towards asylum seekers should not wish to resettle them elsewhere, as proposed 

recently. Principle (i) is presented as the general rule: Australia is welcoming to asylum 

seekers; and principle (iv) is a potential exception offered in the interests of some 

refugees. This is an illustration of the political use of language developed in relation to 

asylum seekers, a point later discussed in this chapter. 

 

With Mackellar’s statement in May 1977, Australia’s first refugee policy and its 

concomitant administrative machinery was created. As mentioned earlier, for the first 
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time the special needs of refugees were acknowledged and particular mechanisms to 

determine asylum seekers’claims, which are still in place, were established (DPL 2003). 

Until the end of the 1980s this system worked well, and the Australian government did 

not display any particular interest in apprehending, deporting or detaining the people 

that DIAC today label “unauthorised” arrivals or “illegals” (Freeman and Jupp 

1992:24). Things changed at the end of the 1980s with the adoption of the  policy of 

mandatory detention.  

 

Boat people and Detention 

In 1989, there was an increase in the number of “boat people” arriving in Australia. This 

uncontrolled influx of asylum seekers increased the workloads of Department of 

Immigration employees and slowed down the determination process for refugee claims 

(Crock 1993:xv)19. The Australian Labor government of the time, led by Bob Hawke 

(see Appendix), responded by expanding the number of staff and facilities related to 

processing asylum seekers and introduced mandatory deportation and detention of 

unauthorised entrants. In 1991, the first detention centre was established at Port 

Hedland in the far North of Western Australia (Mares 2001: 68). Its establishment 

marked the beginning of the systematic detention of so-called “illegal” asylum seekers, 

and detention became the way of dealing with asylum seekers in Australia. 

 

The Mandatory Detention era 

In its early years, the mandatory detention regime proved to be very efficient because of 

the low number of people seeking asylum in Australia. Asylum seekers were processed 

fairly quickly and did not spend long periods of time in detention (see Jupp 2002:193). 

However, the number of arrivals rose enormously towards the end of the 1990s, when 

waves of asylum seekers from Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan fleeing oppressive regimes of 

their home country (e.g., Saddam Hussein in Iraq, the Taliban in Afghanistan), began to 

seek refuge in Australia (see Jupp 2002:193; see also Manne 2003: 163-164, Crock, 

Saul and Dastyari 2006: 37). According to Robert Manne (2003: 164), ‘all were sent, 

after arrival, to the already established system of mandatory detention camps, which 

grew in number and population, and where conditions began to deteriorate accordingly’. 

The large numbers of asylum seekers slowed down the assessment of their claims for 

refugee status and the determination process (see Jupp 2002:194) which started to alarm 

                                                 
19
 For a detailed description of the determination process of refugee status see Crock, Saul and Dastyari 

(2006: 61-83). 
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the Department of Immigration and the Australian public (see Jupp 2002:193). Indeed 

this “human flood”, as the government called it, once again revived the national fear of 

being invaded by foreigners. These factors probably account for the actions taken by the 

Australian government (led by John Howard – see Appendix) in August 2001, during 

the now famous ‘Tampa incident’, when asylum seekers were refused access Australia’s 

shores. 

 

Tampa and the Pacific Solution (later renamed the Pacific Strategy) 

On 26 August 2001, the Tampa, a Norwegian boat, rescued 430 asylum seekers aboard 

the Palapa, an Indonesian fishing boat in distress, not far away from Christmas Island. 

The captain of the Tampa intended to take the asylum seekers to a port in Indonesia, but 

was requested by the passengers of the Palapa to go to Christmas Island, located in 

Australian waters. Ignoring the order of the Australian Federal government and the 

warning of an official from DIAC (see Mares 2002: 122); and fearing for the health of 

its passengers who had not been provided with any assistance as he had requested, the 

captain of the Tampa sailed his boat towards the port of Christmas Island20. He was 

stopped by Australia’s Special Air Services (SAS), forces who secured the Tampa (see 

Manne 2003: 164, see also Mares 2002:121- 141; Marr and Wilkinson 2003; Willheim 

in Shah 2005: 247 – 248). Manne (2003:164) argues that the refusal of the Howard 

government to welcome these asylum seekers onto its soil represents a ‘true turning 

point in the history of Australia’.  

 

Following intense diplomatic activity (see Mares 2002: 124 - 133), some asylum 

seekers from the Tampa were accepted by the New Zealand government and some by 

Nauru, where detention and processing sites were installed at Australian expense. This 

marked the beginning of what was called the  ‘Pacific Solution’, later rename the 

“Pacific Strategy”, the idea of which was to divert asylum seekers trying to reach 

Australia to foreign countries (Mares 2001: 127, see also Jupp 2002:194 – 196; Manne 

and Cortlett 2004: 43-58). This strategy involved removing, or “excising”, certain parts 

of Australian territory, Ashmore and Cartier Islands, Christmas Island, Cocos (Keeling) 

Island, from Australia’s migration zones (see DIAC Fact Sheet 81; see also Jupp 

2002:195-196) (see Figure 1). As defined by DIAC (Fact Sheet 81): 

 
                                                 
20
 The Captain of the Tampa was deeply concerned for the welfare of the rescued asylum seekers and his 

ability to provide for them. The sanitary condition and the health condition were getting worse and worse, 
and food supply started to be scarce. 
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The migration zone is made up of the land area of all the states, the internal 
territories (ie the Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory) and 
some external territories (ie the Coral Sea Islands Territory, the Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands Territory, the Christmas Island Territory and the Ashmore & 
Cartier Islands Territory of Australia and the waters of proclaimed ports 
within those states and territories. The land area starts at the mean low water 
mark. 
The migration zone does not include the territorial sea that is off the coast of 
the Australian states and territories. 
The purpose of the migration zone is to define the area of Australia where a 
non-citizen must hold a visa in order to legally enter and remain in Australia. 
Anyone who enters the migration zone, including Australian citizens, must 
present themselves for immigration clearance. 
 

 

 

Figure 1. Territory excised from Australia’s migration zone (Crock 2006: 119) 

 

At a practical level, the “Pacific Strategy” means that people reaching Ashmore and 

Cartier Islands, Christmas Island and Cocos Island cannot make a refugee application 

and are instead transferred to Pacific island countries – such as Nauru or Manus Island - 

for processing (see HREOC 2005, see also Willheim in Shah 2005: 251-252; Manne 

and Cortlett 2004: 43-58). As Willheim (in Shah 2005:251) outlines, ‘this processing is 

undertaken outside Australia and outside the framework of Australia’s Migration Act 

1958’. The Australian government’s aims were to deter future asylum seekers from 
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trying to reach Australia’s shores, and to reduce the high levels of litigation engaged in 

by asylum seekers in Australian Courts21 (DPL 2003:17).  

 

This change in the detention regime was enacted in the Migration Amendment Act in 

September 200122, and ‘provided the Australian government with the legal authority to 

turn away all future boats’ (Manne 2003:165). On this point, the Howard government 

also received the support of the Full Federal Court, which, in ‘The Tampa Case’, upheld 

the right of the government to act as it did (HREOC 2005: 14-17; see also HREOC 

Annual Report 2001-2002:88-89). 

 

The policy of mandatory detention is still in place (see Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 

7). The toughness and inhumanity of this policy in practice (a point later discussed in 

this chapter), which have been highlighted by several Human Rights organizations and 

advocacy groups (HREOC 1998, Amnesty International 2005, etc), defy Australia’s 

commitment to egalitarianism and a “fair go” for all. This has led many to wonder 

whether this regime is not, in some ways, a return to the fortress Australia mentality and 

the exclusionary nationalism of the White Australia days (Jayasuriya, Walker and 

Gothard 2003: 174). On this point, Gale (2004:334) notes: 

Whiteness has been a significant historical marker of national identity in 
Australia. The…debate surrounding the Government policy and practices 
towards…asylum seekers…reflects the ongoing significance of the social 
construction of whiteness in contemporary Australia. 

 
In this context, one could argue that refugees and asylum seekers are Australia’s new 

“Other”. The fear of the “yellow peril” and the “hordes from the North”, have been 

replaced by the fear of “floods of asylum seekers23”, who are portrayed as 

illegals/unlawful, terrorists and queue jumpers, a point assessed in the following 

section. Indeed, asylum seekers are apatrides or “stateless” since they cannot identify 

with a nation. They are what Arendt (1958) calls ‘outcast in space of non-identity’. 

They are the “unknown”, they are outsiders, unwanted and unwelcomed. They are all 

that is not national and are thus feared and perceived as a threat to national identity, the 

                                                 
21
 In instances in which asylum seekers are facing a negative decision concerning their refugee claim, 

they have the ability to ask for a judicial review of the decision. For further details see Crock (2006:76-
79). 
22 For a full list of the changes to the Migration Act following the Tampa crisis and Pacific Solution, see 
HREOC 2005:14 - 17. 
23
 Numerous studies have revealed that in Australia since 9/11, the fear of Asian people has also been 

replaced by the fear of Muslim people (see Poynting 2002; Poynting and Noble 2003; Poynting et al. 
2004; Manning 2003; Manning 2004; Kabir 2004); a proposition that I am not going to explore in this 
thesis.  
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national interest, ideals, values, order, integrity and social cohesion. Hence, asylum 

seekers, who have come to epitomize, in the psyche of many Australians, the national 

fear of invasion, now represent Australia’s new “Other”. 

 

4.2 THE CURRENT CONSTRUCTION OF THE “OTHER”: The Go vernment’s 
rhetoric on asylum seekers.  
 
This section outlines and explores the different type of rhetoric that the Howard 

government has constructed and repetitively used to justify its controversial policy of 

mandatory detention. I begin with an overview of the ways in which words and 

language are used by politicians to convey particular messages. I then consider the 

different kinds of rhetoric. As mentioned earlier, I have identified four main rhetorical 

devices in regards to asylum seekers which can be summarized as follows: the first 

holds the idea that Australia is being invaded by asylum seekers; the second that asylum 

seekers are “illegals” and “unlawful”. The third associates asylum seekers with 

terrorists; and the last one accuses them of “queue jumping”. I end this section by 

exploring the effect(s) of these narratives on the Australian public. 

 
Policy, language, and rhetoric 

Words are powerful and are the ways through which human beings communicate. They 

represent the essence of communication. As Aristotle once said: 

Obviously man is a political animal in a sense in which a bee is not, or any 
other gregarious animal. Nature, as we say, does nothing without some 
purpose; and she has endowed man alone among the animals with the power 
of speech (The Politics, 1253a7, translated T. A. Sinclair 1992). 

 
In a political context, politicians use particular words to convey certain ideologies or 

ideals, to influence, persuade and shape people’s minds. These words are constitutive of 

a language which is used as a “political” tool. Hence politics and language are 

intimately connected and intertwined. Commenting that policy and politics are largely 

language, Chilton and Shaffner (2002:3) note: 

What is clear is that political activity does not exist without the use of 
language…and that the doing of politics is predominantly constituted in 
language. 
 

The utterer chooses his/her words carefully and cautiously depending on the purpose(s) 

of his/her utterance and the audience. In this sense, language has power, the unique 

power to influence and shape people’s minds and opinions on a range of issues. 

Consequently, it could be argued that language is what Foucault calls a ‘political 
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technology’ (see chapter 3). However, the power of language depends largely on the 

intention of the person conveying the information. The utterer is the real power holder. 

This power is exercised through the use of particular forms of language which is closely 

linked to culture. As Chilton and Schaffner (2002:8) argue: 

‘Language is closely bound up in practice with culture, and culture is in turn closely 

bound up with the practice of politics in a particular society’. In other words, language 

is a cultural artefact, and each culture has its own language. Such a phenomenon is 

clearly visible in Australia where it could be argued that, in regards to asylum seekers a 

“practice” has been invented by a particular section of the political class, a practice of 

dehumanisation and vilification. Indeed, Prime Minister John Howard, with the help of 

some of his colleagues, has successfully constructed a rhetoric on asylum seekers 

deliberately and recurrently using specific devices and words to refer to people seeking 

asylum. As I contemplate below, the manipulation of these words, and the construction 

of these rhetorical devices about asylum seekers has been, and is, used to justify the 

controversial policy of mandatory detention. Examples of the ways in which these 

rhetorical devices are used in regards to asylum seekers in Australia are outlined in the 

next section.  

 

Constructing the rhetorical devices on asylum seekers 

To influence and convince people of their views, politicians have to use words that 

resonate with their population and mean something to them. In Australia, rhetorical 

devices about asylum seekers and mandatory detention have been carefully constructed 

to echo and feed national anxieties about invasion, loss of border control and fear of the 

“Other”. Indeed, as illustrated by the different discourses on asylum seekers created and 

re-produced by the Howard government, fear has been exploited and used to 

marginalise asylum seekers, whatever their origin (Burke 2001; Lawrence 2006). 

Klocker and Dunn (2003: 71) comment that ‘the debate over asylum seekers [has] been 

muddied by rhetoric and the language of fear’. Opposition politician Carmen Lawrence 

(2006) who has written extensively on the use of fear in public policy asserts:  

Ours is a time in which the politics of fear is in full flight… It seems that now 
more than ever before, we are invited to feel insecure, …afraid of terrorist 
attacks and invasion of greedy strangers. 
 

In a similar vein, Gale (2004: 325) highlights that, ‘fear of difference has been a feature 

of colonial discourse and is a recurring theme within political discourse in 

contemporary Australia’.  
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Lawrence (2006:40) argues that such fear has a clear political function, namely 

justifying particular policies. As noted by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 

Ruud Lubbers, at the United Nations meeting on refugees in December 2001: ‘some 

government refugee policies are often based on fear’ (cited in Gale 2004: 325). 

“Fuelling” popular fears – whatever their nature - for political ends, is clearly evident in 

the Australian context of the detention of unauthorised asylum seekers, in which a 

climate of fear and hostile attitude is being cultivated to justify this much contested 

regime. Kindling fear also generates a certain mistrust of asylum seekers. As Daniel and 

Knudsen (1995:vii) observe: ‘From its inception, the experience of  [an asylum seeker] 

puts trust on trial… [And] in the life of [an asylum seeker] trust is overwhelmed by 

mistrust, besieged by suspicion…Mistrust [becomes] a cultural value’.  

 

As mentioned in the introductory chapter of this thesis, asylum seekers who have left 

their country and thus their national protection and identity, cannot identify with any 

specific nation, and consequently do not belong or exist as a citizen of a particular state 

(McMaster 2001: 19). Consequently, when they reach a country to seek protection and 

refuge, they are perceived with suspicion by the host population since they are not 

identifiable; they are “the unknown” and ‘outcast in a space of non-identity’ (Arendt 

1958, cited in McMaster 2001: 20). As a result of this, imagined communities of 

insiders and outsiders are created (Anleu, Martin and Zadoroznyj 2004: 317). These 

“Others” contrast with the idea of a nation, and in Australia’s case with the Australian 

way of life. Thus, in Australia asylum seekers are feared and mistrusted as they 

epitomize the widely felt fear of invasion and of foreigners. On this point, Anleu, 

Martin and Zadoroznyj (2004: 315) put forward the idea that, ‘many people seem to 

loathe or distrust the individuals or wider groups they believe might turn [their] fears 

into reality’. And Australians’ fears are instilled and nurtured through rhetorical devices 

used recurrently by the current Howard government, as I now examine. 

 

The rhetoric of invasion 

One popular rhetorical device used by some politicians suggests that Australia is being 

“invaded”  and/or “swamped” by asylum seekers. This narrative has been exploited 

since the beginning of the 1990s, but more emphatically since 2001 after the now 

famous episode of the “Tampa”. Prime Minister Howard expressing the necessity to 

adopt a harsher response to uncontrolled flows of asylum seekers, said in 2001: 
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If we don’t throw up our hands and say we’re going to stop doing this, we’ll 
be saying to the world anybody can come…And I promise you that would be 
recipe for this country, to be – I don’t want to use the word ‘invaded’, it’s the 
wrong expression – but the shores of this country would be thick with asylum 
seeker boats, thick with asylum seeker boats (cited in The Advertiser, 1 
November 2001, p. 2). 

 
Since 2001, the policy of mandatory detention has been systematically couched in terms 

of defending national sovereignty against an invasion and border protection has been 

presented as part of the “war” against ‘the Other’ (Gale 2004:331). This argument has 

also been used as part of the justification for the perpetuation of the detention regime. 

This type of rhetoric conveys the idea that unless stopped, asylum seekers will slowly 

invade Australia and consequently disrupt people’s lifestyles, the economy and 

institutions (Mares 2001: 28; Coghlan, Minns and Wells 2005: 123). This government 

discourse largely ignores the fact that asylum seekers have only ever been a tiny 

minority of people who arrive in Australia (Keneally 2005: Foreword). Actually few of 

them specifically nominated Australia as a country for resettlement (Crock 2002: 26-28; 

see also Mares 2001: ref). As one Hazara resident in Albany explained in a newspaper 

interview, "When the smugglers brought me to Australia we did not want to come to 

Australia especially. We came out of Afghanistan to go to any country, just for life" 

(Lumbus, 2004: 1). 

 

This rhetorical device also ignores the reality that the largest groups of illegal residents 

are overstayers from Britain and America (see Figure 2). Indeed, according to DIAC 

sources, the number of visa overstayers in Australia at 31 December 2005 was 

estimated to be just under 46 400. The term 'overstayers' describes people suspected of 

remaining in the Australian community unlawfully after their temporary visa expires. 

The estimate does not include overstayers in immigration detention at the estimate date 

(DIAC Fact Sheet 86). In a similar vein, this rhetoric on invasion ignores the fact that 

there is a far greater number of people overstaying their visa than asylum seekers 

arriving in Australia by boat or plane (Keneally 2005: Foreword; see also Crock 2002: 

23-25; Mares 2001; DIAC Fact Sheets 70,74, 75 & 86). According to DIAC sources, 

the number of unauthorised boat arrivals has remained low. As at 1 May 2006 there 

have been only two boat arrivals on the Australian mainland since July 2003: one vessel 

carrying seven West Timorese unlawful arrivals arrived in November 2005, and 43 

Papuan unlawful arrivals arrived in January 2006 (DIAC Fact Sheet 75). 
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As a number of authors have pointed out (see Walker 1999; Mares 2001: 27-29; 

Jayasuriya 2003; Hage 2003; Lawrence 2006), this politicised rhetoric of invasion finds 

its essence in, and exploits, a deep-rooted fear of invasion in the psyche of Australians 

by playing on their emotions.  

 

 

Figure 2 (DIAC Fact Sheet 74). 

 

The rhetoric of invasion which partly targets boatpeople is effective largely because 

these people’s attempt to enter Australia is highly visible in comparison with most 

immigrants who arrive more discretely through airports. This makes it easier to portray 

them as “illegal” and make them the ‘scapegoats for immigration’ (Minns 2005:139-

142).  

The success of such a rhetorical device also comes from the fact that some sections of 

the media cultivate this fear. A good example is the TV program “Border Security” 

broadcast by Channel Seven every Wednesday at 7.30pm, a time when the audience is 

at its peak. This program is described as ‘Australia’s most popular factual show’, and  

attracted 1.82 millions viewers a week in 2005. It features real people charged with 

protecting Australia’s borders against ‘asylum seekers, terrorism suspects, drug and gun 

smugglers and ocean poachers’ (Koch May 2006). Though executive producer Dan 

Meenan insists that this show is more about reassurance than fear - the Australian public 

being shown that their borders are secure and safely guarded - journalist Koch argues 

that ‘there is no question the show taps into growing community fear about 

immigration, smugglers…and even terrorists’. Programs such as this cultivate and re-
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produce the government’s rhetoric that Australia s’ borders are in danger of being 

overrun by asylum seekers, and echo the pervasive national fear of invasion and fear of 

“the Other”. I explore the re-production of the government rhetoric by the media in 

chapter 6. 

 

The rhetoric of illegality and unlawfulness 

I now consider the second government rhetorical device, which labels asylum seekers as 

“illegal” and “unlawful” . Indeed, the Howard government has consistently argued that 

asylum seekers who reach Australia with no entry documents are “illegals” and so refers 

to them as “unlawful”, breaking the law. For example, in a response to an article 

published by the Los Angeles Times, the Immigration Minister Ruddock (2002) 

commented:  

The Australian government does not ‘lock up’ refugees, nor does it detain 
people for seeking asylum. We do, however, place in detention people who 
arrive unlawfully until their asylum claims are determined and we find out 
who they are [and] where they are from…They make a lifestyle choice to 
travel to Australia, breaking the laws of many countries along the way (cited 
in Klocker and Dunn 2003: 79). 

 
This rhetoric, which has been used consistently since the Tampa incident, and which has 

been cultivated significantly in the print media (e.g The West Australian, 21 August 

2001, 22 August 2001, 17 June 2006, p.1) – a fact discussed in the next chapter, ignores 

the fact that no laws stipulate that reaching Australia, by sea or air, with no entry 

documents is illegal or unlawful. On this point, a WA politician, whom I had the 

opportunity to interview on this issue commented:  

[Asylum seekers] are not lawbreakers. Under international law, they are 
unauthorised, but they are not breaking any laws. [This] is evidenced by the 
fact that they are not taken to a court, if they were lawbreakers they would be 
taken to court (my transcription). 
 

In a similar vein, another informant, Sam, strongly involved in refugee advocacy 

observed:‘You can actually come with a boat, without a visa, reach Australian borders, 

and you have not broken a law by doing that, because there is not a law for it’. 

 
The fact that the use of the terms “illegal” and “unlawful are not appropriate to 

characterize asylum seekers was confirmed by the High Court of Australia in November 

2003, in Behrooz & Ors v Secretary DIMIA & Ors, SHDB v Godwin & Ors, DIMIA v Al 

Khafaji, in which it was ruled that the term “unlawful” did not have any legal base and 

was an empty term. Consequently, though the terms “unlawful” and “illegals” have 
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been used very successfully by the Howard government to describe boat people 

reaching Australian shores, such a label does not have any force in law. Despite the 

official rhetoric it is neither illegal, nor unlawful to arrive in Australia by boat (see 

Crock 2006: 9). 

 

The rhetoric of criminality and terrorism 

The idea that amongst asylum seekers there could be criminals and/or terrorists  is 

another rhetorical device which has been cultivated by the Australian government. This 

rhetoric was particularly exploited by Philip Ruddock who warned, as early as 1999, of 

the risk of having terrorist infiltrators amongst asylum seekers (Mares 2001; Crock 

2002:1-2).  Likewise, in 2001, Defence Minister Peter Reith made an analogy between 

asylum seekers and terrorists, when he commented:‘If you have got people moving in 

and out willy-nilly, then this can be a conduit for extremist terrorist groups’ (The 

Australian, September 14, 2001). 

 

The rhetoric of criminality and terrorism worked even more efficiently in the aftermath 

of September 11th when it was strongly exploited by some politicians amidst and the 

growing fear, world wide, of terrorism. In this context, the government played with the 

public’s fear of terrorism and asylum seekers became a security issue.  Flows of asylum 

seekers then began to be constructed as a security problem, which contributed to the 

production and re-production of what Huysmans (1995) calls the ‘security drama’.  

Asylum seekers were also portrayed as the source of insecurity, a threat to national 

security, and more generally a source of disharmony - which should be understood here 

as ‘an undesired disturbance of the way of life to which the natives [are] accustomed’ 

(Huysmans 1995:59).  Thus, with the production, and re-production of this rhetoric over 

the years, the Australian government has efficiently turned asylum seekers flows into a 

security problem (see Huysmans 1995:55), which helps justify the current policy of 

detention.  

 

Though successful, this rhetoric is a pure “construction” of the government since there 

is no evidence that any of the asylum seekers who have attempted to arrive in Australia 

have terrorists connections (Commonwealth of Australia 2002).  However, parallels can 

easily be drawn between the ways in which terrorists and asylum seekers are treated. As 

already noted during the Tampa incident, Australian SAS troops were deployed against 

asylum seekers; and in the ‘war against terror’ elite SAS were similarly positioned and 
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deployed in Afghanistan (Gale 2004:331). The similarities in the ways in which these 

two situations were managed – the use of military force - favour the association of 

asylum seekers as potential terrorists.  Marr and Wilkinson (2003: 198) note that, ‘in the 

aftermath of September 11…the Prime Minister [John Howard] was very effectively 

blurring the distinction between the war on terrorism and the war on boat people’. On 

this point, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees – UNHCR (2001:3) has 

emphasised the ‘special responsibility’ of both politicians and the media to combat 

xenophobia and intolerance and to resist the ‘temptation to scapegoat refugees’ by 

making ‘unwarranted linkages between refugees and crime, particularly terrorism’ (my 

emphasis). Through this rhetoric, facts have been manipulated and, a “new” reality has 

been created, playing on people’s insecurities and fears of terrorism. And as noted by 

Gale (2004: 331), ‘the fear of terrorism is associated and equated with the fear of the 

Other’, which includes, as outlined earlier, the fear of being overrun by flows of asylum 

seekers.  

 

The rhetoric of queue jumping 

Lastly, the Howard government has persistently portrayed asylum seekers reaching 

Australia without valid documents as “queue jumpers” who are abusing the system. 

The idea is that these people are taking the place of other refugees around the world 

who follow official procedures and patiently wait for resettlement. In a television 

interview with Rosemary Church for CNN in August 2001, John Howard, when 

questioned on Australia’s intake of refugees, made the following comment:  

We’re perfectly happy to go on taking refugees provided people are assessed 
and don’t jump their place in the queue…There are proper assessment 
procedures for refugees and we are opposed to a situation where people can 
force their way to the front of the queue, arrive illegally and having got to 
Australia in effect push other people out of the way (Howard 31 August 
2001). 

The notion of a queue existing for refugees is a fiction. There are no queues. Indeed, in 

many countries where persecution takes place, Australia has no official representation, 

so it is not possible for these people to apply for resettlement in Australia through 

official channels overseas (Mares 2001: 24; Crock 2002: 46-47; Green 2003: 9). 

Moreover, it can be very unsafe to travel to capital cities to apply for refugee protection. 

Governments who are persecuting their citizens are not likely to provide them with the 

necessary travel documents, such as passports, to apply for a visa at an Australian 

embassy (Crock 2002:47). Furthermore, following the queue, and conforming to the 

official channels can be a lengthy process (see Human Rights Watch 2002). Thus, 
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amongst the thousands of asylum seekers around the world willing to escape the 

threatening conditions in which they live and hoping for a safer life, many will choose 

to try to reach safety by travelling directly to safe countries. 

This image of queue-jumping is potent since it offends many Australians’ sense of fair 

play (Mares 2001:19) as well as one of Australia’s most valued ideals, that of 

egalitarianism. Why should Australians favour people who are “stealing” the place of 

others, who can afford to buy their way to a safe country? Indeed, another element of 

this rhetoric lies in the idea that these “queue jumpers” are in fact wealthy enough to 

pay people smugglers, instead of lining up in the “official” queue. This effective and 

powerful rhetoric of the “queue-jumper” has been used by the Howard government to 

justify the controversial detention regime. 

 

The Impact of these rhetorical devices: the production of distance & indifference 

I identify the four sets of rhetoric mentioned above as the main devices that the Howard 

government has produced and cultivated since the Tampa crisis. They all portray 

asylum seekers in negative terms and vilify and dehumanise them in the public mind. 

Gale (2004: 335) points out that, ‘representing asylum seekers as illegals, criminals, 

[terrorists], and queue jumpers appeals to ongoing historically based fears of the Other’. 

These representations, which are cultivated by various medias outlets, a point discussed 

in the next chapter, can be traced back to the anti-Chinese sentiments of the 1850s and 

the notions of ‘race’ that shaped the White Australia Policy of 1901. 

 

By presenting asylum seekers as Australia’s new “Others” who could potentially take 

something from Australians, the government has manipulated people’s emotions and 

anxieties. Indeed, whether labelled as “illegals/unlawful”, “terrorists/criminals” or 

“queue-jumpers”, asylum seekers have been portrayed as a threat and a potential 

disruption to Australia’s national cohesion, interest and values. These rhetorical devices 

have made asylum seekers seem untrustworthy, undesirable and unwelcome in 

Australia. Through this type of misinformation and distortion of reality, asylum seekers 

have been categorised and racialised. As Pietsch (2005: 115) comments: ‘a racialised 

“other”, alien to the home culture…[has been] constructed’. This “construction” helps 

the government justify the need to control these uninvited foreigners and perpetuate the 

policy of mandatory detention which, despite its controversies, is presented as 

protecting Australia’s sovereignty, borders, values/ideals, cohesion, national interest(s) 

and way of life. In practice, these rhetorical devices, whose “success” lies mainly in the 
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manipulation of popular fears (fear of “the Other”, fear of invasion and terrorism) have 

created a distance between asylum seekers and much of Australia’s population. Hence, 

a dialectic between “us” and “them” has emerged.   

 

Since asylum seekers have been on the whole denied a face and a voice, it is very 

difficult for the Australian public to see them as people like themselves, and 

consequently to be concerned about their situation (Coghlan, Minns, Wells 2005:11). 

As Crock, Saul and Dastyari (2006:8) comment: ‘it is not difficult to promote the idea 

that these invisible people are a threat’. Thus, Australia’s fear has made some 

Australians not engage with the difficult reality asylum seekers are dealing with, a 

situation which undermines social inclusion and diversity (see Gale 2004:335). This 

phenomenon illustrates Hobbes’s concept of fear, according to which:  

Fear is a movement away from the object [in this study: the asylum seeker or 
refugee]. In fearing it [the asylum seeker or refugee], human beings distance 
themselves from the object  (cited in Hyusmans 1995: 58; see also Blits 1989). 

 
In a similar vein, Bauman (1992:115) suggests: 

The favourite strategy to protect oneself against a [fear/threat/danger] is one of 
creating distance between us and the [fear/threat/danger]. Distancing refers to 
the development of a gap between our form of life and the other form which 
threatens ours. 

 
Huysmans (1995:62) emphasised that this idea is ‘a spatial metaphor, which points 

primarily to exclusion’, a situation which has occurred in Australia where the 

government has adopted a policy that advocates the detention of unauthorised asylum 

seekers in remote parts of Australia away from the rest of the population. This policy, 

which sets the “new Other” – asylum seekers – apart, within the country, and reduces 

significantly the contact between “them” and the Australian population, is argued to be 

‘symptomatic of a social production of distance; a deliberative act which is not only a 

physical isolation, but a psychological one’ (Tazreiter 2004: 206). Distancing asylum 

seekers from the rest of the Australian population has been accompanied by a 

concomitant production of indifference. Indeed, through mandatory detention, and the 

construction and widespread use of an official rhetoric of distance and exclusion, 

asylum seekers are “sealed off” and isolated from the rest of the community, which 

further adds to the possibility of indifference, if not hostility (see Tazreiter 2004: 206-

207). Indifference to the cause of asylum seekers is illustrated by the fact that the policy 

of mandatory detention, which I outline in the following chapter, is broadly supported 

by the Australian population (a point further discussed in chapter 6). Interestingly the 
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production of this social indifference amongst the broad Australian population is 

mirrored by DIAC administrative practices in regards to detention, a point discussed in 

chapter 7. I now contemplate the rhetoric and practice of the policy of mandatory 

detention. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
Mandatory Detention: Theory and Practice 

 
This chapter provides an overview of the Australian government’s policy of mandatory 

detention and highlight what this policy advocates, and is supposed to imply at a 

practical level. In the first part, I primarily focus on official information given by the 

Department of Immigration and Citizenship. In the following section, I examine the 

discrepancies between the official and politicised presentation of the detention regime, 

with the way(s) in which this policy is lived and experienced by detainees. 

 

5.1 MANDATORY DETENTION IN THEORY: DIAC’S RHETORIC ON 

DETENTION 

The policy of mandatory detention was adopted in the early 1990s by the Hawke Labor 

government as the way to deal with asylum seekers reaching Australia’s shore with no 

entry documents, and has since been maintained by successive governments. Under 

Australia’s Migration Act adopted in 1958, which has guided, and still guides, 

immigration/refugee policy, and the ways in which immigrants and refugees are 

regulated, all non-Australian citizens who arrive in Australia without a valid visa or 

entry permit must be detained, while their demand/request to enter or remain in the 

country is determined24. If their claim is unsuccessful, they must be removed from 

Australia as soon as practicable (Migration Act, Sections 88, 89 and Div. 4B; see also 

DIAC Fact Sheet 82, McMaster 2001:67, Crock 2002:76, Crock 2006: 154).  

 

Detention Facilities 

According to DIAC sources, “illegal” asylum seekers are detained in a variety of 

detention facilities, both inside and outside Australia (see DIAC, Fact Sheet 82) (see 

Figure 3). Immigration Detention Facilities (IDFs) accommodate people in breach of 

their visa conditions and people refused entry at Australia’s entry ports. The following 

IDFs currently operate around Australia: Villawood (established in NSW in 1976), 

Maribyrnong (established in Melbourne in 1966), Perth (established in 1981), Christmas 

Island (opened in September 2001), Baxter (opened in July 2002) and the Northern IDF 

in Darwin (established in 2005), which is primarily used for people who have arrived 

unauthorised by boat (DIAC Fact Sheet 82). 

                                                 
24
 For a detailed description of the determination process of refugee status see Crock (2006: 61-83) 
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Residential Housing Centres (RHCs), which according to DIAC were developed in 

2002 as a more domestic and independent environment, provide a flexible detention 

arrangement to enable families to live in family-style accommodation in a community 

setting while their application for residence is processed (DIAC, Fact Sheet 82). 

Women and children can benefit from such arrangements. Participation in RHC is 

voluntary (DIAC Fact Sheet 83). RHCs are located in Port Augusta and Villawood. A 

further RHC is expected in Perth in 2007-08 (DIMA Fact Sheet 83). It is interesting to 

note that though DIAC talks about  “family-style accommodation” only women and 

children are mentioned as possible beneficiaries of such accommodation. Does this 

mean that DIAC’s conception/definition of a family does not include a man?  

Illegal asylum seekers are also periodically detained at other locations (such as prisons, 

remand centres, police stations, hotels, apartments, in foster care, hospitals and watch 

houses), depending upon availability of places in the major detention facilities (Crock 

2002: 79) (see Figure 4). 

 

 

Figure 3  

Main Detention Facilities (excluding Nauru and Papua New Guinea)  

(Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 166) 

 

Offshore Processing 

Following the Pacific Solution, later renamed the Pacific Strategy, and the excision of 

certain parts of the Australian territory (Ashmore and Cartier Islands, Christmas Island, 

Cocos Island) from Australia’s migration zone (see chapter 4 p. 53-55), processing 
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centres have been set up offshore, on the Islands of Nauru (DIAC Fact Sheet 81 and 

Fact Sheet 82) and Papua New Guinea. This strategy aims to divert asylum seekers 

trying to reach Australia to foreign countries (Mares 2001:127; Jupp 2002:194-196; 

Manne and Cortlett 2004: 43-58). People reaching the “excised” territories cannot make 

a refugee application to Australia and are instead transferred to Pacific Island countries 

– such as Nauru or Papua New Guinea – for processing (HREOC 2005; Manne & 

Cortlett 2004: 43-58; Willheim in Shah 2005:251-252). 

 

Population in Immigration Detention 

As at 2 March 2007, it was estimated that there were 585 people in immigration 

detention around Australia25 (DIAC, 2 March 2007) either in IDCs, RHCs, or 

alternative detention facilities (see Figure 4).  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Population in Immigration Detention March 2007 

(DIAC Fact sheet 82) 

 

                                                 
25
 Statistics for the number of people held in detention are updated weekly and are available on the 

official website of DIAC. 
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According to DIAC sources, throughout February 2007 the number of people in 

immigration detention was at its lowest - less than 600 – a situation that has not 

occurred since before the year 2000 (see Figure 5). Indeed between 2000 and 2001, the 

number of unauthorised asylum seekers reaching Australia, and thus being detained, 

was at its peak, with 5936 people in detention (Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 6). 

Interestingly, about 85% of these asylum seekers in detention were recognised to be 

genuine refugees and that they were more likely to be the victims rather than the 

perpetrators of terrorism; a fact which contrasts with the government official rhetoric 

about asylum seekers explored earlier in this chapter (Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 

6). 

 

 

Figure 5: DIAC Detention Statistics March 2007 

(DIAC Fact Sheet 82) 

 

Furthermore DIAC, outlining the fact that in March 2006 there were 828 people in 

immigration detention, also points out the downward trend in the number of people 

detained in Australia (see Figure 6). The blue line in the graph below shows the total 

number of people in immigration detention when illegal foreign fishers are taken into 

account 26, while the pink line shows the continuing downward trend in the number of 

people (excluding illegal foreign fishers) in immigration detention over the period from 

January 2005 to the beginning of March 2007. 

 

                                                 
26
 These illegal foreign fishers are usually from Indonesia. They have been captured in Australian waters 

and placed into detention, where they are held only for a short time (DIAC Fact Sheet 82). 
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Figure 6: DIAC Detention Statistics March 2007 (DIAC Fact sheet 82) 

 

Regarding the period of detention, which has long been a controversial issue (see for 

example Amnesty International 2005), DIAC argues that at the beginning of March 

2007, 47% of people in immigration detention had been detained for less than three 

months, and 56% of people in immigration detention had been detained for less than six 

months (see Figure 7). 

 

 

Figure 7 DIAC Detention Statistics March 2007 (DIAC Fact Sheet 82) 

 

It is interesting to note that the time asylum seekers are kept in immigration detention 

has increased over the years, although the duration of detention has been episodic. For 
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example between 1991 and 1994, a relatively small number of asylum seekers was held 

for up to four years. Crock, Saul and Dastyari (2006: 169) comment that, ‘by early 

2005, most asylum seekers who arrived in Australia by boat without valid 

documentation had been in detention for more than three years’. And at the end of 2005, 

it was revealed that the detainee who had spent the longest time in a detention facility 

was a 31 year old Bangladeshi man detained for six and a half years (Crock, Saul and 

Dastyari 2006: 169). 

 

According to DIAC sources, there are no children in detention centres at present. The 

Department maintains that in July 2005, all families were removed from detention 

facilities into residence determination arrangements. This change in the legislation, 

which until late July 2005 allowed children to be detained if they arrived in Australia 

without permission, followed an incident at the Woomera detention centre early in 

2002, during which the situation of children in detention became critical (Crock, Saul 

and Dastyari 2006: 1999). To protest against the refusal to process the claims of Afghan 

refugees pending an assessment of the situation in Afghanistan after the fall of the 

Taliban regime, a large number of Afghan detainees went on a hunger strike. Amongst 

the protesters were children who had mimicked some adults in sewing their lips 

together, refusing water or food to the point of hospitalisation (see Crock, Saul and 

Dastyari 2006: 199). Following the protests, as Crock, Saul and Dastyari (2006: 199) 

note, ‘some unaccompanied children were removed from detention centre and placed in 

foster care in the community’.  

 

Under the current legislation, when detention is necessary, families with children are 

initially placed in a Residential Housing Centre and later placed in the community and 

assisted with housing and living expenses while their immigration status is resolved 

(DIAC Fact Sheet 82, DIAC 2 March 2007). DIAC works with, and funds, Non-

Government Organisations (NGOs) to make sure that a person who is placed in this 

type of accommodation will be properly supported. As at 2 March 2007, there were 34 

children living in the community under residence determination arrangements (DIAC, 

Fact sheet 82). 

 

The main nationalities of detainees since 2000 have been: Afghan, Iraqi, Iranian, 

Chinese, Sri Lankan, Palestinian, Korean, Vietnamese, Malaysian, Bangladeshi and 

Indonesian (DIAC, Fact Sheet 82). The majority of those in immigration detention from 
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Indonesia are illegal foreign fishers who are held for only a short time (DIAC Fact 

Sheet 82). 

 

Immigration Detention Standards/Services 

All detention facilities are run by a private contractor called Detention Service 

Providers (DSP) – Global Solutions Limited (GSL) (DIAC Fact sheet 82; see also 

Joint Standing Committee on Migration November 2005). DIAC officers monitor 

their performance in each detention facility according to specific standards, namely the 

Immigration Detention Standards (IDS), which have been developed by DIAC, in 

consultation with the Commonwealth Ombudsman’s office and the Human Rights and 

Equal Opportunity Commission (DIAC Fact Sheet 82). 

 

The IDS outline the quality of life detainees can expect while in immigration detention. 

Particular emphasis is placed on the sensitive treatment of people being detained, since 

some of them are survivors of torture and trauma, persons with special needs, persons 

with a fear of authority, etc; acknowledging that these people need particular care given 

their previous life experiences. For example, IDS forbid the use of prolonged solitary 

confinement, which consist in segregating detainees, who are a threat to themselves or 

others, from the rest of the detention population. However, when solitary confinement 

or “separation detention” is necessary for security reasons, the IDS states that the 

detainees segregated are to be visited by a qualified medical officer daily, who should 

ensure that continued separation is not affecting their physical or mental health (see 

Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 199). As I consider later in this chapter this requirement 

is not necessarily followed in practice. The IDS also requires from the Detention 

Service Provider (DSP) that the individual needs of detainees, such as the gender, 

culture, health and age, be taken into consideration (DIAC, Fact Sheet 82).  Once again, 

and as I highlight later in this chapter, this requirement is not always fulfilled. 

 

Furthermore, DIAC (Fact sheet 82) emphasises that, while in detention, detainees are 

provided with a wide range of services, which are expected to contribute to detainee 

development and quality of life. These include:  24 hour medical services (nurses, 

dentists, psychiatrists, psychologists, counsellors), an educational program for adults 

and children – including English-language instruction, cultural/recreational/sporting 

activities, religious services, availability of telephones, newspapers and television. The 
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detainees are also meant to have an unlimited access to chilled water, tea, coffee, milk 

and sugar. 

 

External Control/Scrutiny 

According to the Department of Immigration and Citizenship, Detention Services for 

immigration detainees are also subject to external scrutiny, which includes 

administrative and judicial reviews, and parliamentary scrutiny and accountability. 

Outlining that ‘immigration detention is, in fact, one of the most closely scrutinised of 

government programs’, DIAC (Fact Sheet 82), comments:  

Immigration detention is subject to regular scrutiny from external 
agencies, such as, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 
the Commonwealth Ombudsman, the United Nations High Commission for 
Refugees, and the Immigration Detention Advisory Group to ensure that 
immigration detainees are treated humanely, decently and fairly (my 
emphasis). 

 

This principle of neutral and independent control is a way of making sure that DIAC 

and the subcontractors running the facilities do not have discretionary power, and that 

people in detention facilities are ‘treated humanely, decently and fairly’ (DIAC Fact 

Sheet 82). However, the reality and effectiveness of such control is cause for 

scepticism, especially when we consider the experiences lived by detainees and ex-

detainees while in detention, and reported by numerous Human Rights organizations.  

 

 5.2 MANDATORY DETENTION IN PRACTICE: the Reality o f Detention 

When considering the detention regime as portrayed by DIAC, and the reality of 

detention as lived and experienced by detainees, one has to note the existence of 

important disparities. Indeed, everyday life in detention strongly contrasts with the 

official depiction of what life is meant to be in detention for the detained asylum 

seekers. Several points illustrate this gap between detention in theory and detention in 

practice. 

 

Everyday life in detention 

What many asylum seekers who were eventually granted refugee status relate as their 

everyday reality in detention contrasts strongly with DIAC description of the 

“comfortable” conditions in which asylum seekers are to be detained, and DIAC 

statements that detainees’ needs and differences are to be acknowledged and respected. 

Indeed, it is not uncommon amongst ex-detainees to describe detention centre as prisons 
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with ‘sub-human’ conditions of life (see Mares 2001:13-14, 36, 50). Crock, Saul and 

Dastyari (2006: 191) comments that ‘detention facilities are effectively gaols, both in 

appearance and the way they are run’.   

 

The physical façade of detention centres with their razor wire, electric fence and 

cyclone fencing surrounding the facilities, as well as the presence of video cameras, are 

not unlike that of prisons. For example, I particularly remember the comment made by 

an Afghan man whom I had the chance to listen to during my fieldwork. After escaping 

Afghanistan in April 2001, where he was imprisoned by the Taliban regime, he arrived 

in Australia and was sent to Woomera detention centre in South Australia. He spent five 

months in this facility before being granted a temporary protection visa. He was granted 

a permanent protection visa in September 2004 and his family arrived in Australia in 

January 2006. Reflecting on his “journey” to Australia, and more specifically on his 

arrival at Woomera detention centre he remembers saying to himself after he observed 

the barbwire surrounding the camp in which he had just arrived: ‘I escape from a prison 

in Afghanistan to arrive to another one in Australia’ (my transcription).  

 

Furthermore, and as Crock, Saul and Dastyari (2006:191) observe, ‘the detention 

centres are designed so that sections can be shut down or locked up at short notice’. The 

newer detention facility at Baxter located in South Australia is an insightful example of 

the similarities existing between detention facilities and prisons where criminals are 

detained. Crock, Saul and Dastyari (2006: 192) describe Baxter IDF in the following 

way:  

Detainees are divided into nine compounds, each of which is screened from 
the view of the other. Detainees must seek permission to move between the 
“open” compounds. The buildings are placed to create a rectangular, grassed 
common space. All the compounds look inwards so that the detainees are 
unable to see the horizon or anything outside of the centre except the sky. The 
compound is encircled by a 3,000-volt electric fence and has numerous 
security cameras. All the doors in the camps operate automatically from a 
central control station. The arrangements mean that detainees are supervised - 
and they know they are being watched - wherever they go, whatever the time 
of day or night. 

 

Such depiction is reminiscent of the Panopticon of Bentham (discussed in chapter 3), 

which allows for the control over the minds and bodies of prisoners. This metaphor 

influenced the modernization of prisons in which every human movement could be 

observed thanks to surveillance facilities (video cameras), which were seen by the 
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detainees, who consequently, knew that they were being watched and disciplined 

themselves permanently. Hence, detention facilities, such as Baxter IDF, do seem to 

appear and run like prisons. 

 

Indeed, many detainees and ex-detainees have had experiences which they refer to as 

“prison life”.  For example, it has been reported that asylum seekers have regular 

security checks, set meal times, regulated visits and no contact with the outside world. 

Furthermore, rather than being called by their name, they are identified by a number, a 

practice that particularly shocked one of my informants involved in refugee advocacy. 

After viewing a surveillance tape of 2001 that revealed the ways in which people in 

detention were referred to by numbers, this human rights activist commented on the 

processes at play which she believed were ‘dehumanising’ in these ‘detention centres 

that were run like a prison’. One refugee who spent several years in the Woomera 

detention centre recalls: 

We were without a telephone, a television or a newspaper. We were not 
allowed to mail a letter. We ate, talked and slept. For the first six months we 
saw no lawyers and nobody from the Immigration Department (Coghlan 
2005:90). 
 

The experienced reality is a “far cry” from the immigration standards that DIAC 

described, and whose function is to ensure that the rights and needs of detainees are 

respected. These disparities between DIAC rhetoric on detention, and the ways in which 

detainees experienced detention finds its best expression in the practice of solitary 

confinement or “separation detention”. Contrary to DIAC rhetoric that solitary 

confinement is only used in extreme cases to protect individuals who are a threat to 

themselves and others, and for a period of time which should not exceed 20 hours per 

day, there is evidence that, in practice “separation detention” has been used 

inappropriately as a ‘control mechanism to “manage” detainees’ (Crock, Saul and 

Dastyari 2006: 199). For example, in March 2001, it was revealed that, after going on a 

hunger strike, a 27 year old Palestinian man had been detained in isolation for eight 

months (out of a total time of detention of 13 months), despite suffering from 

depression and having suicidal tendencies (Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 198). Given 

the above considerations, it is not surprising that although the Australian government 

has characterised immigration detention as “administrative”, and not “punitive”, 

detainees themselves experience detention as little different from criminal punishment 

(Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006:205). 
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In addition, there have been several reports of abuses of various types happening within 

the detention facilities (see Mares 2001:36). For example, in June 2006, prominent 

psychiatrist Louise Newman, Head of the Alliance of Health Professionals for Asylum 

Seekers, claimed that sexual harassment and abuse was widespread within immigration 

detention centres and called on authorities to investigate these issues (ABC News 13 

June 2006). Arguing that ‘there is a culture of abuse and voyeurism within the system’, 

Newman recalled interviewing an adolescent girl who had been subjected to ongoing 

sexual harassment for a significant period of time. The girl’s mother was also sexually 

abused in Baxter detention centre. Dr Newman reported to the ABC that such cases 

were not isolated, as she had assessed several detainees who said they had experienced 

sexual harassment at Baxter in 2005 (ABC News 13 June 2006). Asserting that ‘there is 

a culture whereby those difficulties are not investigated or controlled properly’, Dr 

Newman suggested that the investigation which was already under way at Villawood 

detention in New South Wales to be generalised to include all detention facilities. She 

believed there were more cases of sexual assaults, perpetrated by guards and male 

detainees, to be found (ABC News 13 June 2006). Indeed, Dr Newman argued that 

many cases had not been reported or discussed with authorities because detainees feared 

that to do so would jeopardize the determination of their refugee status and 

consequently their future life in Australia (ABC News 13 June 2006).  

 

In a similar vein, reports of mistreatment of detainees have been revealed. For example, 

in September 2004, five detainees who were transferred from Maribyrnong IDF in 

Victoria to Baxter IDF in South Australia in a bus trip of more than eight hours, were 

assaulted, denied food and water and even toilet breaks (Crock 2006: 191). GSL was 

fined $500,000 and the matter was referred to the Victorian police to consider criminal 

charges. As mentioned earlier, such depictions are not isolated. Several refugee 

advocates and activists I met during my fieldwork confirmed this reality having heard 

about it through their work and meetings with ex-detainees. The precarious conditions 

that detained asylum seekers have to face every day were highlighted and denounced by 

the Joint Standing Committee on Migration (2000), and numerous human rights 

organizations – such as HREOC 1998, Human Rights Watch 2002, the Edmund Rice 

Centre 2004 and Amnesty International 2005, all of which were alarmed by the impact 

such conditions would have on asylum seekers. Interestingly, Crock, Saul and Dastyari 

(2006: 193) suggest that these abuses are partly due to the system created by the 
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Parliament, considering the fact that detainees have no rights under the Migration Act, 

and that, on the contrary, the law confers many powers on immigration officials, which 

has a negative impact on detainees. For example, Crock, Saul and Dastyari (2006: 193) 

note:  ‘Amendments to the Act in September 2001 allowed detainees aged 10 years and 

older to be strip searched. At the same time, the penalties for escaping from detention 

were increased from three to five years in prison’. 

 

Impact of detention 

When considering the reality of the practice of the policy of mandatory detention, 

expertise and further research are not necessary to conclude that asylum seekers have 

been, are, and will be, severely affected by such conditions. And the longer the 

detention is, the stronger the impact. Detention impacts on detainees’ and ex-detainees’ 

well-being in different ways: Firstly, their mental health suffers greatly from such a 

regime. Studies have revealed that detainees suffer from stress, depression, self harm 

behaviour and feelings of despair and helplessness (Silove and Steel 1998; see also 

Mares 2001: 80-82, Joint Standing Committee on Migration June 2005). As politician 

Carmen Lawrence (2006) comments: 

Among [detainees], detention produces a well documented range of 
psychological disturbances, including mutism, withdrawing from contact with 
others, bedwetting, refusals to eat and drink, and acts of self harm and 
attempted suicide. 

 

For example, between 2002 and 2005, DIAC recorded 506 incidents of attempted or 

actual self-harm involving 878 detainees (Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 187). 

Psychiatrist Dr Jon Jureidini suggests that these figures could be understated and that he 

had not seen anyone over 11 years old who had not harmed themselves (cited in Crock, 

Saul and Dastyari 2006: 196). Example of self-harming behaviour can be found in lip-

stitching, hunger strike and more dramatically, suicide (see Silove and Steel 1998, 

Mares 2001, Lawrence 2006). Suicide Prevention Australia has argued that attempted 

suicide rates in detention might be at least 10 times in excess that of the rate in the 

general Australian population (cited in Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 196). 

Governments records also show that eight people died in immigration detention 

between 1999 and 2004 (ibid).  

 

Hence detention, particularly when its duration is not clearly defined, has the potential 

to re-traumatise people (see Tazreiter 2004: 199-200, Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 
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195). This effect has been jointly acknowledged by psychiatrists and the Federal Court, 

both of which, have found that the conditions of detention directly contribute to mental 

illness (ABC 22 May 2006). For example, six men detained in Baxter detention centre 

in South Australia were hospitalised with severe psychiatric conditions (post-traumatic 

stress disorder, depression and psychosis) whose root cause was identified as being 

detention. Actually, Dr Hawker, the psychiatrist who treated these men, noted that they 

presented with very similar conditions, a phenomenon which she had never encountered 

before and that she “baptised” the “Baxter syndrome” (ABC 22 May 2006). In a similar 

vein, preliminary research by the Centre for Population Mental Health Research at the 

University of NSW found that asylum seekers who had spent time in detention had 

twice the risk of depression and three times the risk of post-traumatic stress disorder 

when compared to refugees who had not been in detention (cited in Crock, Saul and 

Dastyari 2006: 196).  

 

The effects of detention on mental health have been well documented and denounced by 

the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (2005) and Amnesty 

International (2005). The impact on the mental health of people in detention is, in some 

cases, further increased by the fact that some of the asylum seekers detained are parents 

and cannot provide the care that their children need since they do not have any control 

over their lives. Their parental ability and devotion is strongly limited which can 

(re)traumatise these parents in detention. 

 

The psychological impacts that detention has on detainees have occasionally led them to 

react, and protest, against their conditions of life in more aggressive ways, with 

behaviour such as rioting or the burning of facilities as was the case in Curtin and Port 

Hedland in 2001 and Woomera in 2002. In these instances the desperate actions of 

asylum seekers have been exploited by the government to cultivate the rhetoric that 

asylum seekers are a threat to Australia’s way of life and not worthy to be part of 

Australian society (see Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 201). Such practices do not 

engender sympathy towards the asylum seekers cause within the Australian public. 

Rather, they feed hostile attitudes and the mistrust already existing in the wider 

community. They also reinforce the distinction between “us” and “them”, and the 

persistent distance and indifference existing between Australia and its significant 

“Other”.  
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Clearly, detention has dramatic effects on detainees. Recently (in 2006) the Australian 

government and the Department of Immigration and Citizenship have undertaken 

measures to address the different problems related to life in detention. These measures 

are mainly concerned with improving health care in detention. Indeed, new schemes, 

such as the Detention Health Advisory Group (DeHAG), have been introduced to 

monitor the health of people in detention. This group is comprised of practitioners from 

the fields of psychiatry, psychology, public health, dentistry, refugee services, nursing 

and general practice. In addition, the Ombudsman’s Office has observer status (DIAC, 

Fact Sheet 82). DeHAG, which was introduced in 2006, will provide DIAC with advice 

regarding the design and implementation of improvements in health care (particularly 

mental health) for individuals in immigration detention. Let us hope that such 

innovation will be effective and efficient since there is an urgent problem to be solved 

in this area (see DIAC Fact Sheet 82). Another problem that these new propositions aim 

to solve concerns the control of the performances of the detention facilities, a point I 

now discuss. 

 

External control or discretionary power? 

Another gap between policy rhetoric and practice can be found in DIAC’s claims that 

the way(s) in which detention facilities are run is controlled and consequently that 

whatever happens in the centre is subject to external scrutiny. The reality seems to have 

been different in the last five years. Indeed, the story of life inside the detention centres 

is rarely told and detention centres remain secret spaces where access is, if not 

impossible, extremely difficult (Mares 2001:12 Coghlan 2005: 83). This point was 

stressed by several of my informants engaged in refugee advocacy. A good example of 

the secrecy surrounding detention facilities can be found in Peter Mares’ testimony. 

Throughout his book, which documents Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers, Mares 

notes that the Department of Immigration and Citizenship had emphasised to people 

allowed in and out of detention for professional reasons that contact with the media was 

not appropriate (Mares 2001:52). More specifically, guards working in detention centres 

had to sign a secrecy clause and report any journalists trying to approach the facilities 

(Mares 2001:47). In a similar vein, migration agents contracted under the Immigration 

Advice and Application Scheme are subject to strict confidentiality clauses; and 

speaking about what they see in the centres places their contracts at risk (see Crock, 

Saul and Dastyari 2006: 190). 
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In practice, few are allowed behind the barbed wire. Journalists are usually not allowed 

in, but may be occasionally admitted for formal tours (see Crock, Saul and Dastyari 

2006: 191). The only people authorised to go inside detention facilities are 

doctors/nurses and lawyers (Mares 2001: 12). Furthermore, in all detention facilities, 

visitors, who are only admitted upon the written request of a detainee, can be searched 

and cameras, telephones and electronic devices must be left at reception (Crock, Saul 

and Dastyari 2006: 191). In such circumstances, the extent to which people who run 

these places can be accountable for everything that happens inside detention is 

questionable. Furthermore, these centres are located in remote and distant places, away 

from public scrutiny, and appear as real fortresses. To find out what is happening in 

detention, the Australian public and the wider world have to rely on DIAC official 

sources and the media which have restricted access (a point discussed in the next 

chapter), and which might suffer from a lack of objectivity, neutrality and 

independence.   

 

Such limited access to detention centres raises the question of the reality and efficiency 

of this external control and/or scrutiny. Such scepticism could easily be dispersed if 

neutral and independent observers were allowed regular access to monitor these 

“fortresses” and report their findings (Mares 2001:43).  This might become reality with 

the recent adoption of new measures aiming at effectively controlling the performance 

of the detention facilities (DIAC Fact Sheet 82). The implementation of these measures 

follows the 2004-2005 scandal, which arose over the treatment of citizens and 

permanent residents wrongfully detained as illegal migrants. In this instance, the matter 

was made so prominent that, in the face of public pressure, the Howard government, 

which could no longer ignore the ways in which detainees were treated, announced the 

creation of an Immigration Detention Advisory Group (IDAG) (see Crock, Saul and 

Dastyari 2006: 188). The aim of this group, which has access to detention facilities, is to 

improve life in detention, as well as the supervision of detention and to ultimately 

suggest ways of enhancing the conditions of detainees’ everyday lives 27. 

 

Summary 

                                                 
27
 According to the Department of Immigration and Citizenship, members of the IDAG are ‘able to talk 

with staff, people in detention, the detainee representative committees and a wide range of external 
stakeholders to obtain first-hand information on the operations and environment at each facility and to 
hear their ideas and views on the immigration detention program’ (Fact Sheet 82). 
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In this chapter I have considered the policy of mandatory detention and the rhetoric 

underpinning such practice, and I have attempted to evaluate the actual practice of this 

policy. More specifically, after outlining the policy of mandatory detention per se, I 

have highlighted the differences existing between the detention regime as presented by 

DIAC, and the reality of detention as lived and experienced by detainees.  

 

These considerations help explain why the current detention regime has been, and still 

is, controversial and highly criticised. The controversy surrounding mandatory detention 

has received broad media attention. Moreover, the role of the Australian media in 

regards to asylum seekers issues appears to be significant and primary, a theme that is 

the subject of the next chapter. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 83 

 
CHAPTER 6 

 
Representing Asylum Seekers in the Public Sphere 

 
We should admit that power produces knowledge…that power and knowledge 
directly imply one another; there is no power relation without the correlative 
constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not 
presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations (Foucault 1977: 
27). 

 

The policy of mandatory detention and the controversies it has triggered have been 

widely reported by mainstream media in Australia. Throughout my fieldwork, the 

majority of my informants noted and confirmed the important and pivotal role played by 

the media in Australia’s refugee policy “drama”. Indeed, as discussed later in this 

chapter, mainstream Australian media are the major means through which the 

Australian population is informed about the policy of mandatory detention and its 

enactment. To a certain extent, the media have a certain power over what is reported, 

what is not, and the way in which news and events are reported. Subsequently, in light 

of Foucault’s argument that power and knowledge are intimately connected (Foucault 

1977 and 1980), as illustrated by the epigraph above, this chapter examines the role of 

the media in the production of public knowledge in regards to asylum seeker issues in 

Australia. More specifically, I explore the ways in which some sections of the 

Australian media have represented, and represent, asylum seekers. In fact, the way in 

which asylum seekers are described and represented in the public sphere is an important 

issue to consider since it contributes to the way in which they are perceived, and thus 

welcomed, or not, into Australian society. In this chapter I argue that media 

representations of asylum seekers, which mirror the rhetorical devices that the Federal 

government has constructed in regard to asylum seekers and detention (see chapter 4), 

illustrate the role of the media as re-producers of government rhetoric. I also discuss 

how media portrayals of asylum seekers have influenced the public debate on asylum 

seekers and detention, and more broadly have contributed to misinforming the 

Australian public. 

 

I begin by defining the notion of the public sphere. I then give attention to some general 

and theoretical considerations about the media, their role and the forces that influence 

them. Next, I highlight the ways in which the media have been used by Australian 

governments throughout Australia’s immigration history.  This leads me to a discussion 
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about how the media have represented asylum seekers in Australia, as well as 

Australians’ responses to these representations. 

 

Another element of this media analysis that I would like to mention concerns the media 

sources that have informed this chapter. Since my overall study is Perth based, I have 

mainly focused on the way in which asylum seekers are depicted in The West 

Australian, the primary newspaper for the Perth metropolitan area. Actually, it is the 

most read newspaper in Western Australia with 581,000 readers Monday to Friday and 

975,000 on Saturdays (The West Australian 2007). However, The Australian newspaper 

was also sampled when relevant to my investigation. The Australian is this country's 

only national broadsheet newspaper. The editorial values focus on leading and shaping 

public opinion on the issues that affect Australia. 435,000 people read this newspaper 

everyday (The Australian 2007). The West Australian and The Australian are the most 

popular forms of print media respectively at state and national level. 

 

Defining the “public sphere” 

The notion of the public sphere was theorised by the German philosopher and 

sociologist Jurgen Habermas in his book The Structural Transformation of the Public 

Sphere ([1962] 1989). The public sphere can be described simply as ‘the forum within 

which public opinion is circulated and formed’ (Craig 2004: 50; see also Dahlgren 

1995; Fraser 1990). In Habermas’ words, the public sphere is:  

A domain of our social life where such a thing as public opinion can be 
formed [where] citizens…deal with matters of general interest without being 
subject to coercion…[to] express and publicize their views (Habermas 1997: 
105). 

 
This concept is of course a metaphor that is used to think about the way in which 

information circulates in society (McKee 2005: vii), and to describe the virtual space 

where people interact (Hartley 1992: 1). As Craig (2004) notes: 

It’s where each of us finds out what’s happening in our community, and what 
social, cultural and political issues are facing us. It’s where we engage with 
these issues and add our voices to discussions about them, playing our part in 
the process of a society reaching a consensus or compromise about what we 
think about issues and what should be done about them. 

 

Habermas (1989: 181) names the media as the pre-eminent institution of the public 

sphere in the contemporary world. Such a statement makes particular sense in the 

Australian context of the policy of mandatory detention, in which the major way the 
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Australian public is informed about detention and its effect is through the media – a 

point further highlighted in this chapter. Actually, the media are the means through 

which we find out about the “public”, the rest of the people we share a country and the 

world with (McKee 2005: 7). On this point Habermas (1997: 105) notes:  

When the public is large this kind of communication requires certain means of 
dissemination and influence: today, newspapers and periodicals, radio and 
television are the media of the public sphere. 

 

Thus, the public sphere, or the public domain, is a mediated phenomenon (see Craig 

2004: 5). In other words, “we”, “the public”, are constituted through media discourse: 

we experience public life through our common consumption of the media (Craig 2004: 

47). The public should be understood here as referring to the mass of people coming 

together when they engage in the consumption of media. As Craig (2002: 49) suggests:  

It is important to stress that the public does not have some pre-existing 
existence: it is rather the media, among other institutions, that bring people 
together as a public through their common access to and consumption of 
media content.   

In a similar vein, Anderson (1991: 37-46) highlighted the role of the media in 

constructing a national identity.  

 

The media are integral to the creation of the public sphere and render public whatever it 

discusses. In my study, the media render public views about the detention of 

unauthorised asylum seekers reaching Australia’s shores. Craig (2004: 5) notes: 

While our knowledge and understanding of the society in which we live are 
increasingly the product of television news footage, press stories and talkback 
radio, the public orientation of the media has been instrumental in the 
formation of the public. 

 
Having considered briefly the concept of public sphere and outlined the extent to which 

the public is a mediated phenomenon, I now contemplate the importance of the media in 

our everyday lives, their role and influence. 

 

Theorising the Media 

The media are ubiquitous in our everyday lives. Nowadays we live in a ‘media-world’, 

a world that is strongly influenced and dominated by the media (O’Shaughnessy and 

Stadler 2005: xiii). As noted by former journalist and anthropologist Allen Peterson 

(2003: 2), ‘throughout the world, media have become a part of the rhythms of human 

life’. The Media connect us to the social reality of the world around us and contribute to 

the definition of this world (Gripsrud 2002: 4 - 5). They present parts and dimensions of 
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the world that we ourselves have not experienced directly, and may never come to 

experience directly (Gripsrud 2002: 5). The media are ‘intrinsic to the functioning of 

modern societies’ (Craig 2004: 3). 

 

Consequently, since individuals tend to rely on the various forms of media for their 

knowledge of what is happening in the world (Bessant and Watts 2002: 378), it seems 

legitimate to argue that the media have a certain power, which is exerted on people. 

They have the ability to influence and shape the public’s perception of reality and 

mould attitudes and ideas. As Curran (1991:83) notes, summarising Habermas’ 

argument, ‘the media …[have become] a further means by which the public [is] 

sidelined. Instead of providing a conduit for rational-critical debate, the media 

manipulate mass opinion’. In a similar vein, Allen Peterson (2003: 18) observes that, 

‘all media…explicitly seek to affect human beings…Media messages can persuade 

(seduce, compel) us. They can inform (educate, provoke, brainwash) us’. In other 

words, while the media inform public debate by providing access to various opinions 

and ideas, they can also diminish and weaken public debate by spreading limited 

information, which ultimately misinforms the audience. This is particularly true of 

situations where the main way through which the public is informed is media reporting 

– as is the case in my study of the regulation of asylum seekers in Australia. Hence, 

public opinion is influenced by what the media report, and most importantly by the 

ways in which it is reported.  

An important element to acknowledge in media reporting is the prominent role played 

by the state. Numerous studies have highlighted the fact that the state has a powerful 

influence over which events are reported by the media, and which are not, and the way 

in which events are reported  (See Sparks 1986; Herman and Chomsky 1988; Green 

1991; Goodall et al. 1994). On this point, Klocker and Dunn (2003: 74) note: 

The state is able to exert an influence on the media…as a censor of 
information and as a major source of  “credible information”. These relations 
influence what is emphasised and omitted in the media reporting. 

 
Such a phenomenon is clearly noticeable in Australia in regards to the government’s 

refugee policy advocating the mandatory detention of unauthorised asylum seekers. 

Indeed, the secrecy surrounding life in detention, and the remoteness and inaccessibility 

of these detention centres, make media reporting on what is happening behind the 

barbwire extremely difficult. As Bishop (2003:138) notes, ‘the virtual exclusion of 

journalists from the detention centres exacerbated the problem of reporting on the 
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conditions inside the camps’. Hence reporters were, and still are, reliant upon the 

government and the Department of Immigration and Citizenship for their understanding 

of asylum issues. In this context, government rhetoric on asylum seekers and detention 

influences media reporting on these issues. Indeed, despite being independent 

“watchdogs”, at least in theory, the media are hardly free of political interference in 

practice (a point discussed later in this chapter). This creates what Van Dijk (1991a) 

calls ‘a monopoly-type situation’, in which government sources are the primary 

informants of the media in relation to particular issues.  

 

In the Australian context, this “monopoly of information” places the Howard 

government, and DIAC, in a powerful position, as they control what information should 

be released and what information should not. It enables them to exert a considerable 

influence over the ways in which the media portray asylum seekers and present the 

policy of mandatory detention (see chapter 5 for more details). Hence, the Australian 

media are the “window” into life in detention, and more generally into the government’s 

refugee policy (for mainstream Australians). Indeed, policy formulation and 

implementation alone cannot significantly influence and shape the sentiment of the 

broad public. It is the media who provide the crucial link between policy, its practice 

and public opinion. On this point, American journalist, Radford (2003:11) suggests that, 

‘our understanding…of our culture is based largely upon what we are told by the 

media’.  

 

Consequently, it could be argued that the media are the real power holders. Saxton 

(2003:109) notes: ‘As the general public has limited contact with asylum seekers, the 

media play a powerful role in mediating public discourse concerning asylum seekers’. 

Since the Howard government relies on, and uses, the media to inform the Australian 

population, one could argue that the media are a “technology of power”, or to borrow 

Foucault’s words, a “political technology”, which can be easily manipulated by 

whoever is in control. Indeed, as highlighted earlier, media coverage of life in detention 

and, more generally, of the efficiency of the policy of mandatory detention, depends 

largely on the information released by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship 

and the federal government. This dynamic facilitates the production by the government 

and DIAC, and re-production by the media, of a particular version of reality, a point 

explored in detail in the next section of this chapter.  
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Having considered the importance and role of the media in our everyday lives, as well 

as the power they actually hold in our society, I now contemplate the ways in which the 

Australian media have, at various times in Australia’s history, shaped Australians’ 

opinion of foreigners, particularly immigrants and refugees/asylum seekers. 

 

Historical Perspectives 

A glance at Australia’s immigration history highlights the ways in which mainstream 

media, as “watchdogs”28 of what is happening around us (see Schultz 1998), have 

continuously moulded Australians’ beliefs and attitudes towards foreigners, sometimes 

in positive ways, and at other times in more negative ways. 

 

Following Federation in 1901 but particularly after World War Two finished in 1945, 

Australian policy makers were concerned with populating Australia. In 1945, Arthur 

Calwell was appointed the first Minister for Immigration in the Chifley Labor 

Government (McMaster 2001: 43; see also Tazreiter 2004: 128-129, Appendix). His 

major aim was to find immigrants willing to settle in Australia, and he announced a 

large scale immigration program with the slogan ‘Populate or Perish’ (see Calwell 1945 

and 1949). In the context of the White Australia Policy, and its discriminatory apparatus 

towards non-Europeans, Calwell realised that the only place to find ‘people from the 

right stock’ was in England. Indeed, in November 1946, Calwell stated that, ‘it is my 

hope that for every foreign migrant there will be ten people from the United Kingdom’ 

(Sherington 1980: 128 cited in McMaster 2001: 43). A media campaign, began, aimed 

at showing British people what a great place Australia was (see Morgan 1992). From 

the mid 1940s to the beginning of the 1950s, Australian media projected a positive 

image of Australia. As illustrated in the documentary Admission Impossible29 (1992), 

Calwell, welcoming a ship full of British immigrants, addressed these newcomers in 

front of the media, with the following words: ‘You are welcome as new Australians in 

                                                 
28 This role of being “watchdogs” holds the idea that media practitioners constitute a body, which, in an 
impartial/neutral way, comments on, criticises and investigates what is happening in the world around us. 
This is an ideal, which is rarely followed in practice, since the media are hardly free of political 
interference. Indeed, media studies have shown the existence of fear that the media could be used for 
political ends to control and influence people (O’Shaughnessy and Stadler 2005: 15). On this point Craig 
(2004: 46) emphasizes that, ‘politicians and other political actors are adept at manipulating the media to 
further their interest’. 
29 This documentary, directed and written by Alec Morgan, reveals how anti-immigration sentiments 
have had a long history in Australia and how this antipathy has been exploited and manipulated by 
politicians who ignore the voters' genuine fears. Admission Impossible presents the story of the behind-
the-scenes political forces and propaganda campaigns that attempted to populate Australia with "pure 
white" migrants in accordance with the White Australia Policy.  
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our Australian community. We want to see more of your type coming to these shores. 

We want hundreds of thousands of men like you, and we want many thousands of 

young women too’. Hence, at the time, the media initiated a propaganda campaign 

whose purpose was to convince British people to come and settle in Australia; indirectly 

strengthening the connection between Australian national identity and Britain, and 

consequently affirming a reluctance to welcome immigrants of non-British origins (see 

McMaster 2001: 43- 44, see also chapter 4).  

 

Another opportunity for the media to depict Australia as a great country in which to live 

occurred following World War Two. On finding out about the thousands of displaced 

persons and refugees living in camps in Germany, Calwell decided to welcome some of 

them to Australia in accordance with the Preparatory Commission for the International 

Refugee Organization (see McMaster 2001:44)30. In 1947, the first ship of refugees 

from those camps reached Melbourne. Calwell was waiting to greet them accompanied 

by many people from the press and the radio. A passenger on the ship recalls that a real 

“media show” was organised for the occasion: ‘this show was put up obviously for 

propaganda purpose, to show the Australian public that new arrivals were here and what 

type of people they were’ (Morgan 1992). It was part of a new media campaign to 

outline the relief and happiness felt by these foreigners who had arrived in Australia, 

such a “beautiful” country (see Morgan 1992). This media campaign which covered the 

arrival of the refugees and displaced persons, and also their settlement in Australia, was 

aimed at showing the Australian society’s acceptance of the newcomers. The 

government also used it to show a softening of its previous preference for British 

migrants and to reassure the public that these new arrivals were acceptable (Morgan 

1992).  

 

However, Morgan (1992) notes that what the media reported at the time – that the 

newcomers were assimilating into the society - contrasted significantly with the reality; 

which was one of inequality and everyday struggle for the newly arrived refugees and 

immigrants of non-British descent. For example, it was reported that Calwell signed a 

deal with local trade unions that the immigrant and refugee newcomers were to be given 

the most unattractive work – the work that Australians did not want (Morgan 1992). As 

McMaster (2001: 46) observes: ‘immigrants, including refugees, were seldom accepted 
                                                 
30 In 1947, Australia agreed to accept an annual quota of 12 000 displaced persons, with a provision to 
increase this number to 20 000 if the international body would transport refugees to Australia (see 
McMaster 2001:44) 
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as social equals by Australians, and experienced intense alienation during the immediate 

post-war period’ (see also Kovacs and Cropley 1975). This reality reveals a significant 

gap between the propaganda perpetuated by the media, and the everyday life of many 

immigrants and refugees reaching Australia’s shores. It also illustrates the way in which 

the media shaped opinion in regard to the “desired” assimilation of newcomers of non-

British descent into Australian society. 

 

In the mid 1950s, the need to significantly bolster the labour force was urgent, but in the 

context of the White Australia Policy, preference was given to Europe and its people, 

and particularly to the British. Once again a vast media campaign aimed at “selling” 

Australia, and convincing British families to settle in Australia was organised. An 

example of the type of advertisement promoting Australian life can be found in figure 8.  

 

This campaign was also a way to reassure Australians that their country would not be 

“invaded” by foreigners. British immigration agencies displayed numerous 

advertisements to promote Australia as a great place for families, showing the type of 

people Australia was looking for, and what the “ideal” Australian family should look 

like. This promotion worked well, and rapidly many British people reached Australia’s 

shores by boat. Ron Warden, an Australian journalist based in London between 1949 

and 1953, recalls that ‘in these years of post-war austerity, Australia was almost 

synonymous with migration, and Australia’s publicity had caught the imagination of a 

great part of the country’ (Hammerton and Thomson 2005: 37). It comes as no surprise 

that, by the end of the 1960s, a social survey in Britain confirmed that Australia was the 

favoured destination for British families, who seriously considered migrating 

permanently  (see Richardson 1974: 16-23; see also Appleyard, Ray and Segal 

1988:54). This was the result of the hard and persistent work that the Australian 

immigration authorities had undertaken over the previous twenty years to convince 

British people to travel and to settle in Australia (Hammerton and Thomson 2005: 36).   
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Figure 8. Emigrate to Australia for ten pounds  

(Hammerton and Thomson 2005:38-39) 

 

From the 1940s to the 1970s the government aimed to populate Australia with ‘people 

from the right stock’. During this time, the Australian media persistently portrayed 

Australia as a great country to live in. And this positive publicity influenced many 

British people to emigrate, thus illustrating that the media have the power to positively 

shape public opinion (Hammerton and Thomson 2005: 40). As Hammerton and 

Thomson (2005: 36) note: 
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Most [British people who emigrated to Australia during this period]31 recall 
the alluring publicity for the assisted passage scheme, ranging from billboards 
and newspaper advertisements urging Britons to ‘Walk Tall in Australia’, 
through to glossy information leaflets and film nights which portrayed sunny 
Australia in glorious technicolour (see also Morgan 1992). 

 

The previous example illustrates the way in which the government used a rhetoric of 

assimilation and manpower to “sell” to Australians, through the media, the massive 

post-war immigration intake. Indeed, during this period, and as captured by Morgan 

(1992) in his insightful documentary, the government rhetoric presented Australia as 

needing a labour force, and migrants of South European origin as assimilating, 

belonging and thus, as being like Australians. The idea was that through assimilation 

non-British migrants were made to be like “real” Australians. Interestingly, the current 

government could have done the same with the present day asylum seekers, but chose 

not to, instead vilifying and dehumanising them, as epitomised by the four rhetorical 

devices examined in chapter 4. 

 

Today, the era of mass migration is over. While Australia is still willing to attract the 

right sort of migrants (those with needed skills), those who wish and need to seek refuge 

on Australian shores are a different matter. So-called “unauthorised” asylum seekers are 

not welcome and are portrayed in the media accordingly. Indeed, as I now explore, 

some sections of Australia’s mainstream media represent asylum seekers in a negative 

way. Vilifying depictions do shape public opinion, but in negative ways, and have 

resulted in the broad Australian population considering asylum seekers with suspicion 

and mistrust/distrust (a point discussed later in this chapter). 

 
Media Representations of Asylum Seekers in Australia 

Representation is the production of meaning through the use of language (Hall 1997: 

16). The language I am interested in considering in this chapter is that used by the 

Australian media. As Hall (1997: 3), notes, ‘meaning is constantly being produced… in 

a variety of different media; especially these days in the modern mass media, the means 

of global communication’. ‘Meaning is produced by the practice…of representation’ 

(Hall 1997: 28). ‘Meanings…are also, what those who wish to govern and regulate the 

conduct and ideas of others seek to structure and shape’ (Hall 1997: 4). 

 

                                                 
31 These people are commonly known as the ‘ten pound Poms’. For more details on this point, see 
Hammerton and Thomson (2005). 



 93 

Broadly speaking there are three approaches to explaining how meaning is represented 

through language: the reflective, the intentional and the constructivist or constructionist 

approaches (Hall 1997: 24). According to the reflective approach, language functions 

like a mirror. It reflects or imitates ‘the truth that is already there and is fixed in the 

world’. Hence, this approach is also called the “mimetic” approach. (Hall 1997: 24). 

The second approach to meaning in representation considers that it is the speaker who 

imposes his/her meaning on the world through language. That is, words mean what the 

author intends them to mean (Hall 1997: 25). In the constructivist or constructionist 

approach, things do not have meaning by themselves. Meaning is constructed and 

produced (Hall 1997: 25). 

 

For the purposes of my argument I adopt the constructionist approach – a perspective 

which, as Hall (1997: 15) outlines, ‘has had the most important impact on cultural 

studies in recent years’. While there are two major models of the constructionist 

approach, that of Swiss linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure32, and that of French 

philosopher, Michel Foucault, I choose to examine Foucault’s focus on the relationship 

existing between power and knowledge – a useful argument to explore when 

considering the ways in which the Australian media represent asylum seekers, and the 

extent to which they are “knowledge producers”. 

 

Rather than exploring solely how meaning is produced through representation, Foucault 

is interested in understanding how knowledge comes to be generated in our society. In 

this context, representation of things and/or people is perceived as a source for the 

production of social knowledge (Hall 1997: 42-43). In accordance with his inquiry 

about the concept of power, Foucault (1980: 114-115) is concerned with ‘relations of 

power, not relations of meaning’. Foucault considers that knowledge is constructed 

through what he calls discourse, rather than just language – as is the case in Saussurian 

analysis.  Indeed, he considers that since individuals can only have a knowledge of 

things if they have a meaning, it is discourse, and not the things themselves, which 

produces knowledge (see Hall 1997: 45). Foucault studies discourse as a system of 

representation. “Discourse” should be understood here as: 

A group of statements which provide a language for talking about  - a way of 
representing the knowledge about – a particular topic at a particular historical 

                                                 
32 According to Saussure, the production of meaning depends on language, which should be understood 
as a ‘system of signs’ (see Hall 1997: 31). For a comprehensive description of the legacy of Saussure, 
known as the ‘father of modern linguistics’, on representation and language, see Hall 1997: 30-36. 
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moment…Discourse is about the production of knowledge through language 
(Hall 1992:291). 
 

One has to note that Foucault’s concept of discourse is not purely a “linguistic” concept. 

It is about language and practice, and aims to overcome the traditional differentiation 

existing between what one says (language) and what one does (practice) (Hall 1997: 

44).  On the constructive/productive nature of discourse, Foucault (cited in Hall 1997: 

44) observes: 

Discourse constructs the topic. It defines and produces the objects of our 
knowledge. It governs the way that a topic can be meaningfully talked about 
and reasoned about. It also influences how ideas are put into practice and used 
to regulate the conduct of others. Just as discourse ‘rules in’ certain ways of 
talking about a topic, defining an acceptable and intelligible way to talk, write 
or conduct oneself, so also, by definition, it ‘rules out’, limits and restricts 
other ways of talking, conducting ourselves in relation to the topic or 
constructing knowledge about it. 

 
Hence, Foucault is concerned here with the way in which knowledge, through the 

practice of discourse (which is also a system of representation), is used to regulate the 

conduct of others. Foucault considers that discourse, knowledge and power are 

intricately connected. He sees knowledge as always inextricably enmeshed in relations 

of power because it is always being applied to the regulation of social conduct in 

practice (see Hall 1997: 47).  This triangular connection is well illustrated by the 

media’s representations of asylum seekers in Australia, and their impact on the broader 

Australian population (a point discussed later in this chapter). 

 

Some sections of the Australian media have portrayed and represented asylum seekers 

in negative ways. Broadly speaking, in the media, asylum seekers have been associated 

with crime and/or illegality, and danger, a depiction which mirrors the rhetoric that the 

Australian government has created in regards to asylum seekers, as outlined in the 

previous chapter. This media re-production reinforces the perspective the government 

pursues, that is, vilifying and dehumanising asylum seekers to justify, at least in part, 

the perpetuation of the policy of mandatory detention. 

 

Firstly, the association of people seeking refuge in Australia with crime and/or illegality 

lies in the fact that they are perceived to have arrived in a country in which they are not 

wanted. Since they are uninvited, and not welcome, they are categorised as illegal 

immigrants, unauthorised arrivals and boat people. Furthermore, this “criminalisation” 

continues with reports that asylum seekers deal with people smugglers (who work 
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illegally since smuggling is against the law) to reach a safe country (see for example 

The West Australian 19 September 2001 (a) and (b), 13 October 2003). Rather than 

being represented as desperate people in need of a safe refuge to settle, asylum seekers 

who use people smugglers are portrayed as individuals who have choice and who have 

willingly engaged in criminal activity. Their sincerity and motives are also questioned. 

This was captured in an article in The West Australian (19 September 2001b) reporting 

an incident in which asylum seekers had refused to disembark from the ship 

transporting them to Australia, at the island of Nauru, fearing that they would be refused 

refuge in the country. Journalist Barton commented: 

A hardcore group [of asylum seekers] from the Aceng said they did not want 
to disembark. They paid up to $30,000 each for the journey from Indonesia. 
Mr Ruddock said the refusal to leave the ship suggested that the group was 
more interested in migrating to Australia than in simply finding a safe and 
secure place to live. 

 
The criminality of asylum seekers reaching Australia by boat was, and is, also assumed. 

They are also perceived as queue jumpers and non-genuine, stealing the places of 

genuine off-shore refugees who are waiting in the “refugee queues” around the world 

(see The West Australian 5 October 2001 and chapter 4). This recurrent association with 

crime does not stop once asylum seekers are in detention in Australia. Indeed some 

sections of the media never miss reporting and dramatising riots and rebellion 

orchestrated by detainees (see The West Australian, 28 December 2001, 22 April 2002 

and 23 April 2002). As one of my participants – a human right activist – commented: 

‘when an assault on a refugee is talked about in the paper, it takes 3 lines in the middle 

of the paper. On the other hand, when there are riots, it makes the front page’ (my 

transcription).  

 

Secondly, the association of asylum seekers with danger finds its expression in the link 

created between unauthorised asylum seekers and terrorism. Indeed, following the 

terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the international context of the “war against 

terror”, The West Australian reported that there could be potential terrorists hiding 

amongst people trying to seek refuge in Australia, and that terrorism was a ‘root cause 

for asylum claims’ (The West Australian 1 March 2002). The association, not to say 

identification, of asylum seekers with terrorists helped justify Australia’s tough border 

protection policy (The West Australian 3 May 2002).  
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Associating asylum seekers with crime and danger can account for this vilification. It 

also contributes to their dehumanisation. This is particularly emphasised by the absence 

of contextualising information in regards to the circumstances of asylum seekers. 

Indeed, the majority of media reporting does not explain the ‘push factors’ behind 

asylum seekers leaving their country of origin (Klocker and Dunn 2003: 80). 

Furthermore, the fact that some of them use people smugglers is presented as a criminal 

act and is not explained (Klocker and Dunn 2003: 80). Rather, people seeking refuge 

and protection in Australia are portrayed as illegals, potential terrorists, and queue 

jumpers, who are deliberately abusing the system and stealing the place of more worthy 

and genuine people. Consequently, the absence, in many instances, of any type of 

context, which would give a face and a voice to asylum seekers, enables their actions to 

be presented as deliberately negative (see Klocker and Dunn 2003: 80). It also 

facilitates the re-production and construction by the media of a new reality, a point later 

explored in this section. This mirrors concerns expressed in the literature regarding the 

lack of contextualising information in representations of ethnic minorities (Bell 1993, 

Van Dijk 1991a, see also Klocker and Dunn 2003: 80); a practice which is seen as 

typical of negative media treatment of minority groups (Bell 1993, Van Dijk 1991a). 

Furthermore, this vilifying and dehumanising representation of asylum seekers supports 

most critical research findings that media portrayals of ethnic minorities are largely 

pejorative and stereotypical (Van Dijk 1991a, 1991b) and that representations of asylum 

seekers has been similarly poor (see Klocker and Dunn 2003:85). 

 

It is also noteworthy that these associations with crime and danger create, reiterate and 

reify a certain distance between asylum seekers and mainstream Australians. Indeed, the 

negative media representation of asylum seekers, which is epitomized in the media 

rhetoric of fear, hostility and rejection, which echoes that of the Federal government 

(see chapter 4), creates a psychological distance between “us and them”. The 

characteristics defining asylum seekers as people are presented as being in deep 

contradiction with the Australian way of life, Australian values and morals. 

Consequently, it is easy to reject them as they are seen as unworthy and non-genuine 

refugees. This psychological distancing is accentuated by a spatial/geographic 

distancing.  Indeed, as outlined in chapter 4, as soon as they reach Australia’s shores, 

unauthorised asylum seekers are sent into detention facilities, which are located in 

remote parts of Australia, isolated from the main cities and their populations. Such 

depictions also tend to produce a certain indifference within the Australian population 
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towards asylum seekers and the everyday issues they have to face. Most Australians do 

not seem very concerned about what is happening in detention and the way in which 

asylum seekers are regulated and “policed” when they reach Australia’s shores – as 

outlined in the next section. 

 

From the above considerations, it seems legitimate to argue that asylum seekers have 

been marginalised, and “othered” through a carefully constructed process. Through 

association with crime and danger in some popular Australian media, asylum seekers 

have been denied a voice, and have been dehumanised and distanced from the rest of 

the Australian population. It seems that the political rhetoric about asylum seekers 

constructed by the Howard government (see chapter 4) has infiltrated The West 

Australian newspaper. The “successful” impact of such rhetoric lies in Australia’s 

socio-political context, and Australians’deep-rooted national anxieties and fear. Indeed, 

in an era ruled by the fear of terrorism, any political and media discourse referring to the 

loss of border control and sovereignty is sure to have an effect on audiences. On this 

point one could contend that the government’s rhetorical devices on asylum seekers, 

which have been, and are, re-produced by The West Australian and The Australian 

during, reflect Australia’s attitude towards “the Other”, which, as illustrated by history, 

has been one of fear, hostility, suspicion, mistrust and exclusion. Actually, negative 

media representations of asylum seekers, which problematise and criminalise them, help 

the Federal government justify the exclusion of these people from Australia (Saxton 

2003: 109; see also O’Doherty 2001, Pickering 2001, Anti-Discrimination Board 2003), 

and the adoption and perpetuation of the controversial and contested policy of 

mandatory detention. 

 

Consequently, one could assert that popular Australian media, by perpetuating and re-

producing the government constructed discourse on asylum seekers, have fabricated a 

new reality about people seeking refuge in Australia. In this reality they have been, and 

are, represented as “illegals”, queue jumpers and potential criminals and/or terrorists. 

This mirrors O’Shaughnessy and Stadler’s argument (2005:59) that media 

representation is necessarily a construction of what the reality really is. This 

phenomenon also offers great insights into the ways in which power can create 

knowledge. Indeed, in my study, the media could be said to be, or act, as “knowledge 

(re)producers”.  
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As noted earlier in this chapter, the media have a certain power over people given their 

role and function in any given society.  According to Foucault, power needs to be 

understood through its relationship with knowledge (Craig 2004: 26), as illustrated by 

the epigraph opening this chapter. This connection enables the media to produce 

knowledge, particularly in situations where they are the major source of information, as 

is the case in Australia, in regards to asylum seekers issues. In such contexts, the media 

are in a position to create a new reality, which then becomes known as the “truth”. On 

this point, Foucault (1977: 27), comments: 

Knowledge linked to power, not only assumes the authority of ‘the truth’ but 
has the power to make itself true. All knowledge, once applied in the real 
world, has real effects, and in that sense at least, ‘becomes true’… Thus, there 
is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of 
knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the 
same time, power relations. 

 
This phenomenon is described by Foucault (1980) as “the discursive formation of a 

regime of truth”. Hence in the context of my study, it may not be true that asylum 

seekers are illegals, criminals and terrorists. However, if everyone, or at least a majority 

of people, believe this to be so, and perceive and regulate/police asylum seekers 

accordingly, then the media/government production will have real consequences for 

asylum seekers, who will be perceived with suspicion and mistrust/distrust and 

detained.  Consequently, this constructed reality will become “true” in terms of its real 

effects, even if in some absolute sense it has never been conclusively proven. On this 

idea about the production of truth, Foucault (1980: 131) comments: 

Truth isn’t outside power. …Truth is a thing of this world… It includes regular 
effects of power. Each society has its regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of 
truth; that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as 
true… 

 

An insightful illustration of this phenomenon of “knowledge production” and creation 

of a new “truth”, can be found in the now famous “Children Overboard Affair”, which 

arose before the 2001 Federal elections. On October 7, 2001, the Australian government 

claimed that numerous children had been thrown overboard from a boat, or Suspected 

Illegal Entry Vessel (SIEV), which had been stopped and rescued by HMAS Adelaide 

off Christmas Island (Marr and Wilkinson 194-210). In this instance, the West 

Australian newspaper reiterated the government narrative, emphasising that asylum 

seekers had thrown their children overboard in an attempt to intimidate rescuers so that 

they would not be turned away and forced back into international waters (The West 

Australian, 8 October 2001, 9 October 2001, 10 October 2001 and 11 October 2001, see 
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also The Australian, 8 October 2001a and b). In these reports, asylum seekers were 

portrayed as inhumane individuals, heartless, untrustworthy and emotionally 

blackmailing the Australian government in order to be accepted onto Australia’s 

territory (see Weller 2002). At the time, both Prime Minister Howard and Minister for 

Immigration Ruddock strongly criticised and condemned such a practice, which they 

believed was planned and premeditated (The Australian 9 November 2001a/b/c/d, see 

also Weller 2002: 1-2).  These criticisms seemed to be welcomed, at least at first, by 

The Australian (8 October 2001b) as illustrated by the following comment: ‘[The Prime 

Minister] is right to condemn in the strongest terms anyone who would put the lives of 

children at risk, for any cause’. 

 

However, this incident was later revealed to be a political lie and a constructed reality, 

which was exploited to reinforce, and justify, the government’s position on asylum 

seekers (see Weller 2002). In this instance, The West Australian and The Australian 

helped construct this fiction, which at the time became public knowledge and was 

accepted as what had “truly” happened on the high seas. Indeed, having been 

misinformed and told repeatedly that asylum seekers had thrown their children in the 

water to convince and pressure the government to accept them on Australian shores, the 

Australian public had been led to believe that this was the reality. And though this 

episode was proven to be false (see Gale 2004: 332; see also The West Australian 9 

November 2001, The Australian 9 November 2001d), the negative knowledge generated 

in regards to asylum seekers persisted long after. For example, the following year, The 

West Australian (26 March 2002) reported an event in which, according to Australian 

Defence Forces, a screaming three year old child had been held over the side of a vessel 

by the arm and thrown into the ocean to morally blackmail the sailors on board. Such 

practice of abusing children, and morally blackmailing navy personnel, was presented 

as a pattern that some asylum seekers would follow in order to be accepted into 

Australia (see The West Australian, 26 March 2002).  

 

Having considered the way in which asylum seekers have been, and are, negatively 

represented by popular Australian media, such as The West Australian and The 

Australian; as well as the role of the media as “knowledge producers”, I now explore 

the responses of the Australian population to this fabricated reality and/or “truth”.  
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Responses of the Australian Population 

The receiver of messages and meanings is not a passive screen on which the 
original meaning is accurately and transparently projected…The hearer…and 
reader are active participants in a process which is always double sided, 
always interactive. Representation functions …like the model of a dialogue – 
it is, as [they] say, dialogic (Hall 1997:10). 

 

In this section, I examine the ways in which the Australian population has reacted and 

reacts to the media’s negative depiction of asylum seekers reaching Australia’s shores. 

Throughout this investigation, I contemplate the responses of advocates of the 

refugee/asylum seekers cause, as well as the reactions of the rest of the Australian 

population who are not engaged in advocacy activities.  

 

Responses of non-advocates/activists 

On Thursday 26 May 2005, the popular daily television program A Current Affair 

broadcast (on Channel 9 at 6.30pm) a report on the mandatory detention policy, 

following the “Georgiou incident”, and the subsequent pressure the Howard government 

had to face within its own ranks (see for example, The West Australian, 11 February 

2005, 25 May 2005a and b). Following the discovery that Australian resident, Cornelia 

Rau, had been wrongfully detained, Liberal MP, Petro Georgiou, challenged the 

Howard government’s stand on refugee detention (see The West Australian, 11 

February 2005; 1 April 2005, 25 May 2005a and b). Georgiou led a group of 

backbencher Liberal politicians asking for a more compassionate policy towards asylum 

seekers. In 2005, he presented a Private Member’s bill aimed at softening the policy, 

with a particular emphasis on the negative impact of detention on women and children. 

Following this backbencher move and widespread support, John Howard announced a 

shift in refugee policy, which allowed families in detention with children to enter the 

Australian community, and ensured that long-term detainees would have their cases 

reviewed on a more regular basis (see The West Australian, 15 June 2005 and 18 June 

2005).  

 

In this context, the Current Affair report addressed the issue of the “potential” harshness 

of mandatory detention and contemplated the suggestion, made by many Human Rights 

associations and politicians including Petro Georgiou, to soften that policy. As is the 

“tradition” in this program, the presenter, Ray Martin, addressed the general public, 

asking several people in the street, with various ages, genders, professional activities, 

what they thought about the policy of mandatory detention. The sample of answers 
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collected was quite eclectic but reflected the commonly accepted fact that the Australian 

public supports the Government’s detention regime, as the following comments, which 

I collected while watching this program, illustrate: ‘They (asylum seekers) come here 

and complain, well if they complain they can go back to where they come from’ (A 

retired man/my transcription). ‘We should send them all back, we are keeping too 

many, it is costing us too much, so we would save a lot of money that way (A 20/30 

year old man – chef). One woman in her 30s made a comment related to the detention 

of kids: ‘Kids are adaptable, I mean, what are you supposed to do? You cannot separate 

them [from their families], they are with their parents, they are safe, they are secure’. 

Few of the people questioned expressed disagreement or opposition to the policy of 

mandatory detention, although one man, a 30/40 year old telecommunication officer, 

made an observation about the Minister for Immigration at the time, Amanda Vanstone, 

exclaiming that the government should get rid of her, and that ‘she was an absolute 

waste of time and space’.  

 

These comments gave the impression that the majority of Australians seemed satisfied 

with the current refugee policy and correlatively “espoused” the Government’s stance 

on the ways in which asylum seekers are regulated and policed. However, one has to 

note that since viewers do not have any way of knowing with certainty what the 

majority of interviewees really responded, these unsystematic samples are problematic 

as they are easily manipulable. Although this TV program mainly showed individuals 

who agreed with the Howard government’s stance on asylum seekers, this does not 

mean that most Australians share these feelings.  

 

However, what was presented as a reflection of the “reality” by Channel 9 was 

confirmed by the Current Affair national phone poll organised at the end of the show on 

May 26 2005. The general public was asked whether they thought Australia’s detention 

policy was too tough on “illegal” immigrants. The next day’s result revealed that 79% 

of the people who participated in the poll did not think it was too harsh, whereas 21% 

did. In a similar vein, a survey conducted by Newspoll in 200433 asked Australians 

whether they thought that boats carrying asylum seekers entering Australia should be 

turned back; indirectly questioning the toughness of mandatory detention.  Interestingly, 

50% of the people interviewed thought that all boats carrying asylum seekers should be 
                                                 
33 This survey was conducted on the telephone by trained interviewers in all states of Australia and in 
both city and country areas. 1200 adults were interviewed. Telephone numbers and the person within the 
household were selected at random. The data has were weighted to reflect the population distribution.  
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turned back, while 38 % agreed on allowing some boats to enter Australia, depending 

on the circumstances. Only 9% of the people sampled thought that all boats carring 

asylum seekers should be allowed to enter Australia, and 3% were uncommitted (see 

Newspoll 13-15 August 2004).  

 

These examples indicate that negative media representations of asylum seekers have 

impacted on some sections of the Australian population, who seem to agree with, and 

support, the current regime of detention. This reaction is not surprising when 

considering the constructed reality/“truth” that The West Australian and The Australian 

have produced in regards to asylum seekers. As Tazreiter (2004: 219) comments, ‘the 

ways in which a story is told can in turn have significant repercussions for the 

receptiveness of host societies to refugees [and asylum seekers]’. Hence, it seems 

legitimate to argue that, in Australia, the vilifying portrayal of people seeking refuge 

can account, partly, for the hostile attitude towards asylum seekers. Such lack of public 

understanding and sympathy towards asylum seekers can be explained, at least partly, 

by the fact that a majority of people do not know why these people are seeking refuge, 

and what they are fleeing from. Tazreiter (2004: 223) talks about ‘a lack of awareness 

regarding asylum seekers’. This type of reaction is also reinforced by Australia’s 

historical fear of the “Other” and of invasion. On this point, Tazreiter (2004: 227) 

observes: 

This policy has remained under-scrutinised and broadly accepted by the 
Australian public, due to a historically embedded acceptance of detention and 
separation of certain marginalised groups, deemed to be strangers such as 
Aboriginal people through settlements, missions and forced removal policies 
which remained in place well into the twentieth century (see also Tazreiter 
2004: 229). 

 
However, one has to note that the Australian population’s apparent wide support of 

mandatory detention and the Howard government’s stance on asylum seekers was 

shaken recently (particularly in WA) following diplomatic tensions between Indonesia 

and Australia regarding refugees from West Papua. In January 2006, 42 Papuan asylum 

seekers, including pro-independence activists and their families, arrived on the north 

Queensland coast by boat. They accused Indonesia of genocide in the province, claims 

strongly denied by that government. In March 2006, they were granted 3 year temporary 

protection visas by the Australian government (The Australian, April 18, 2006, 1). 

Australia’s decision provoked outrage all over Indonesia (ABC Online April 13 2006 – 

0.21am). Diplomatic tension between the two countries followed, and Indonesia decided 
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to withdraw its ambassador from Australia in protest against Australia’s decision to 

grant temporary visas to these asylum seekers (ABC Online April 13 2006 – 11.47am). 

Following this incident, in an attempt to appease Indonesian anger (The West 

Australian, 15 April 2006, p.4), the Australian government decided that it would 

relocate the West Papuan asylum seekers overseas. This decision announced another 

change to the policy of mandatory detention. John Howard declared that his government 

would introduce new legislation under which all asylum seekers reaching Australia by 

boat would be transferred to offshore immigration centres (in Nauru, Papua New 

Guinea and Christmas Island) while their claims were assessed  (The West Australian, 

15 April 2006, p.4). 

It is noteworthy that the Prime Minister’s plan was not approved by most West 

Australians, and ‘lacked public support’ (The West Australian, 22 April 2006, p.1; see 

also The Australian, 19 April 2006, p.13). Indeed, a Westpoll conducted on 401 West 

Australians during the third week of April 2006, revealed that most did not support the 

Federal Government’s Pacific Solution (see chapter 4), and 52 per cent of respondents 

to the latest survey believed that asylum seekers should have their claims processed in 

Australia rather than in offshore detention centres (The West Australian, April 22, 2006, 

p.1). This survey also indicated that most citizens (61%) considered that Australian 

policies should be decided according to Australian interests and not shaped by pressure 

from Indonesia (The West Australian, April 22, 2006, p.1; The West Australian, April 

24, 2006, p.18). 

 

Though the Howard government had to renounce its implementation of these changes, 

this incident is interesting to consider since it illustrates West Australians’ opposition to 

the government’s wish to toughen the policy of mandatory detention. It also highlights 

that rather than being a ‘passive screen’, the public is an ‘active participant’ in the 

process of representation’ (Hall 1997: 10), both agreeing with or opposing what the 

media feed them. This public disagreement is noteworthy since for the first time, West 

Australian public opinion, rather than being influenced by government rhetoric, as was 

the case previously (see chapter 4), opposed it.  Perhaps this marks the beginning of a 

new era in which Australians will question the Federal government’s stance on asylum 

seekers issues, as have some of its members (Petro Georgiou and Judith Moylan) in the 

last two years. Opposition to the policy of mandatory detention and the negative media 

representation of asylum seekers is what I now contemplate. 
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Responses of Advocacy and/or Activists Groups 

Through direct lobbying, and advocacy activities, as well as public 
information campaigns, [refugees/asylum seekers’ advocates/activists are able 
to provide an alternative voice in the public sphere (Tazreiter 2004: 59). 

 

In the course of my fieldwork, all the refugee/asylum seekers advocates I came across 

acknowledged the pivotal role some sections of the Australian media have played, and 

still play, in the “policy drama” of mandatory detention. Advocates/activists believe that 

the media have been, and are, part of the moral panic surrounding the regulation of 

asylum seekers in Australia. 

 

The response of advocates and activists towards the media is a dual one. On the one 

hand they criticise and oppose the sections of the Australian media who re-produce the 

Federal government’s rhetorical devices and portray negatively asylum seekers. On the 

other hand they use the media to make the wider Australian public aware of their cause. 

Actually, some sections of the media report some of their activities, as was the case in 

2005 during World Refugee Day, and the events leading up to it, in Perth, WA (Day 

Break in Detention and World Refugee Day rally), which helped (re)shape West 

Australian public opinion on asylum seekers. 

When considering the negative representation, stereotyping, and labelling of asylum 

seekers, which was initiated by the Howard government and re-produced by some 

sections of the media, I noticed that most activists and advocates I spoke to were angry 

and disgusted by such actions. Hence, they strongly oppose the negative representation 

of people seeking refuge, and aim to counterbalance the power of the media in shaping 

public opinion. A penetrating example of such opposition is found in the action initiated 

by one refugee advocate, Bob, the director of a very active refugee organization, who 

decided to take action against this spread of false information. He was particularly 

concerned with the use, or I should say misuse, of the world “illegal” to refer to asylum 

seekers trying to reach Australia’s shores. In 2002, Bob, with admittedly some help, 

engaged in a fierce battle against the inappropriateness and misuse of the term by 

journalists. The group’s aim was to “catch” journalists and writers in Australia who 

engaged in forms of distorting the facts in relation to refugees and asylum seekers. This 

collective action was inspired by the United Kingdom example where journalists are 

accountable for that they write. Indeed, the UK Press Complaints Commission (PCC) 

issued new Guidelines for journalistic behaviour relating to writing about refugees and 

asylum seekers in the UK press. The PCC identified the use of the terms "illegal", 
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"illegal immigrant" and "illegal asylum seeker", and stated that the use of this 

terminology is erroneous in the context of asylum claimants' rights under the UN 

Refugee Convention and as such constitute a Breach of the PCC clauses of "accuracy" 

in reporting. Following this example, Perth-based refugee advocate, Bob, wrote to the 

Australian equivalent of the British PCC, the Australian Press Council (APC), seeking 

to ensure similar action from the APC in response to the Australian press. This marked 

the beginning of the campaign called “Catching Illegals Down-Under”. Campaigners 

engaged in this national action were asked to report to the Australian Press Council any 

written34 articles using the terms “illegal” when referring to boat people seeking asylum 

in Australia. This was done following a specific procedure. Systematically, the 

campaigners had to write to the author and the publisher of the article misusing the 

terms, and send a copy of the writing to the APC, signifying to the author/publisher that 

a copy had been sent to the APC. 

 

It took almost an entire year of pressure via this campaign "Catching Illegals Down-

Under" before the Australian Press Council finally issued a ruling, declaring it 

"incorrect reporting" when newspapers or magazines labelled as “illegals” asylum-

seekers who arrived 'unannounced' by boat on Australian shores. According to Bob, 

following this ruling the Department of Immigration and Citizenship wrote to the Press 

Council to express its disagreement. Such action is a good illustration of the way in 

which refugee and asylum seeker advocates/activists have responded to the way in 

which the media dehumanised and vilified asylum seekers. The response is generally 

one of strong disagreement, contestation and resistance. However, the media is also the 

means through which refugee and asylum seeker advocates/activists can (re)shape 

public opinion in regards to asylum seekers, and the policy of mandatory detention 

more broadly. 

 

In fact, refugee and asylum seeker advocates/activists engage in a number of activities 

aiming at advertising their actions, gaining public support for them, and ultimately 

(re)shaping public opinion (see Tazreiter 2004: 228). They rely on the media to promote 

their role and accomplishments. This was noticeable in 2005, during the event, 

                                                 
34 The Australian Press Council does not oversee television, radio or books and "deals solely with the 
periodical press media - newspapers and magazines - and not with the electronic media nor with books." 
(Australian Press Council  2007). 
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Daybreak in Detention, leading to World Refugee Day in Perth, organised by Amnesty 

International, which I attended during my fieldwork. The aim of this project was to raise 

and create public awareness on the issue of detention. Amnesty International had set up 

a stand in Fremantle, right in front of the popular Markets, assuring a location that no 

one could miss. A cage, which housed human beings, had been built (see figure 9), and 

as illustrated on the picture, four people had symbolically locked themselves in. 

 

 

Figure 9. Daybreak in Detention (1), Fremantle, 18 June 2005 

 

On the cage’s walls, there were several posters with messages calling for the abolition 

of the policy of mandatory detention (see Figures 9 and 10).  
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Figure 10.  Daybreak in Detention (2), Fremantle, 18 June 2005 

 

The idea of this public demonstration was to inform the West Australian public about 

what was actually happening in detention, and to (re)shape their opinion on asylum 

seekers and the detention regime. Needless to say, such a display captured the attention 

of every single pedestrian walking past. The cage was clearly the centre of attention and 

certainly triggered the interest of the people who were physically there. For those who 

were not, the media coverage of the event ensured that any West Australians watching 

the news on television the same evening were made aware of this symbolic opposition 

to Australia’s treatment of so called “unauthorised” asylum seekers. Indeed, Channel 9 

and the ABC both had a team of journalists reporting this event. These teams filmed the 

people locked in the cage, as well as the posters “decorating” the walls of the cage (see 

Figure 11 and 12). 
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Figure 11. Media reporting of Daybreak in Detention (1), 18 June 2005. 

 

The teams from Channel 9 and the ABC were very active in trying to get the most 

meaningful, or perhaps the most representative, shot of the day. Amnesty International 

representatives were interviewed by journalists about their actions. The presence of 

these visible cameras seemed to attract the pedestrians’ attention in a more significant 

way than the symbolic detention of the asylum seeker advocates did. While the cameras 

were there, I recollect clearly that the people walking past this setting seemed much 

more inquisitive about the cage, and what it stood for, than they had previously been. 

The noticeable presence of the media had suddenly made this event more interesting 

and significant, at least for the mainstream West Australians who were around the 

Fremantle Market on that day. The cameras had a real “magnetizing effect”, suddenly 

“rallying” the West Australians to the asylum seeker cause.  This phenomenon came 

with no real surprises, as I have often noticed the fact that a majority of people seem to 

believe that any event or issue triggering the media’s attention has to be of a particular 

importance. 
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Figure 12. Media reporting of Daybreak in Detention (2), 18 June 2005. 

 

This certainly helped Amnesty International to inform the general West Australian 

public on the issue of detention. It also contributed to making more West Australians 

sensitive to the cause of asylum seekers, and to counter-balancing, at least partly, the 

negative portrayal of asylum seekers that some sections of the Australian media had 

previously constructed and re-produced. 

 

In a similar vein, the next day, on World Refugee Day, the media coverage by Channel 

9 and the ABC of the march throughout Northbridge (see Figure 13), participated in 

informing the state population of Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers reaching the 

country. On the same night both these channels broadcast on television a short report on 

the events that had occurred in Perth during the day.  
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Figure 13. Media coverage of the World Refugee Day March in Perth, 19 June 2005 

 

In the above section, I examined the ways in which the Australian population has 

responded to the negative portrayal of asylum seekers. As I have noted, the reactions are 

diverse. Some support such depiction, while others oppose it.  

 

Summary 

After contemplating general theoretical considerations on the role of the media in 

society, and the power the media actually hold, I have highlighted the ways in which 

Australian public opinion towards foreigners has been influenced by the media 

throughout Australia’s postwar history. I then considered media representations of 

asylum seekers in Australia, which portray the latter negatively and persistently 

associate them with criminality and danger. This led me, in light of Foucault’s 

argument, to examine the role of the media in the production of public knowledge and 

the construction of a new reality or “truth” in which asylum seekers are vilified, 

dehumanised, mistrusted/distrusted. Lastly, I contemplated the ways in which the public 

responded to this media representation and construction.  After considering national 

polls and media sampling, it seemed to me that the majority of Australians were 

indifferent to the asylum seekers’ cause, and consequently supported the controversial 

way in which they are regulated. However, such apparent indifference, which is 
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reflected in the bureaucratic practices of DIAC (as explored in the next chapter), does 

not prevent some people from denouncing, criticising and opposing the practices of 

some of the sections of the Australian media, and more broadly the current policy of 

mandatory detention. In fact, opposition to this policy have arisen within the Howard 

government’s own ranks. The future will tell the extent to which the government’s 

rhetoric on asylum seekers - rhetoric that the media have re-produced - will continue to 

influence and shape public opinion. Interestingly, the recent changes in public opinion 

and the opposition of backbenchers match a softening of DIAC’s image, a point I 

consider in the next chapter. 

 

This detention regime could not be enacted without the Department of Immigration and 

Citizenship, as I now examine. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

The Well Managed Entry 
 

‘The paradigmatic form of modern state organization is that of bureaucracy’ (Fuglerud 

2004: 31). 

 
Like policy, bureaucracy is ubiquitous. To borrow the words of Etzioni (1964:1): ‘we 

are born in organizations, educated by organizations, and most of us spend much time 

of our lives working for organizations’. Most western societies can be defined as 

“bureaucratic” since there are in fact not a lot of important problems, which are not 

dealt with through bureaucracies, and Australia is no exception. As Mares (2001:15) 

notes: ‘Australia is a democratic country, but bureaucratic as well’. Bureaucracy is a 

tool of governance, and a means through which political decisions are transformed into 

administrative practice (see Fuglerud 2004: 25). As mentionned by Fuglerud (2004: 25), 

it is the way through which the state ‘makes itself real’. This is particularly true in 

regards to asylum seeker/refugee issues, where in Australia, the bureaucratic apparatus 

– DIAC – acts as an active and effective “machine”, which regulates and controls the 

flow of people coming into and out of the country, in accordance with the policy of 

mandatory detention which advocates the deportation of unauthorised arrivals. Indeed, 

DIAC is the means through which the Australian government enacts and applies its 

policy of mandatory detention, and consequently “polices” asylum seekers reaching 

Australia, who are perceived as an affront to Australia’s national sovereignty – a point I 

discuss in this chapter. DIAC is a “bridge” between the Federal government and asylum 

seekers seeking refuge in Australia. 

Hence, this chapter considers the policy of mandatory detention through bureaucratic 

processes and practices. More specifically, I examine the rhetoric that DIAC has 

developed in regards to the ways in which its apparatus is supposed to function. The 

rhetoric I am contemplating is that of control; and accountability, openness and 

transparency. I also examine DIAC’s rhetoric and practices on the independence of 

judgement and the free agency of DIAC employees. Lastly, I reflect on the disparities 

arising from the comparison between DIAC’s rhetorical devices and practices.  

 
When considering the Department of Immigration and Citizenship, it is noteworthy to 

emphasise the uncommon character of Australia in having a distinct Immigration 

Department whose minister is usually a member of the Federal Cabinet (Jupp 2002: 61).  

In other countries, the immigration portfolio is often a part of another ministry or 
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agency. For example, in Great Britain, immigration is part of the Home Office, which is 

concerned with policing and law and order; while in the United States the immigration 

service is part of the Attorney – General’s department (Jupp 2002: 61). The existence of 

a specific department to deal with immigration issues highlights the ‘bureaucratic 

planning role of the state in building and selecting population’ (Jupp 2002: 61), as well 

as the size and national importance of Australia’s immigration program. It also reflects, 

to a certain extent, one of Australia’s primary concerns and anxieties: the fear of 

invasion, and indirectly, of uncontrolled immigration. Indeed, as mentioned earlier in 

this thesis, and as illustrated by Australia’s history, Australians have always been 

anxious about being invaded by the “Other” (see chapter 4), and since the early days, 

successive governments have aimed to control the flow of people crossing its borders. 

Australia federal governments have considered that bureaucracy was the most 

appropriate mechanism to control the movements of populations across national 

boundaries (see Bruer and Power 1993: 105), thus appeasing the national fear of 

invasion. Hence in 1945, a particular department was created to control immigration, 

and select and assist migrants in their settlement, thus regulating people’s flows. Today, 

in 2007, this department is known as the Department of Immigration and Citizenship 

(DIAC)35.  

 

Until the 1980s the Department of Immigration had a very strong focus on research, 

which it also funded. Indeed, much of the analysis of immigration issues was produced 

by bureaucrats. As a result, distinct immigration statistics were developed, and Australia 

was at the forefront of immigration studies (Jupp 2002:61). The aspiration of the time 

was that a professional immigration research bureau would ensure that policy was free 

of ministerial intervention. The hope was that, if immigration policy was rationally 

developed by well-qualified people, it could be used to effectively control the flow of 

immigrants (see Jupp 2002: 62). However, the existence of a “rational bureaucracy” has 

long been shown to be an illusion in practice. As Fuglerud (2004: 29) notes: ‘while 

bureaucracies certainly have rationalising effects, they are seldom the rational decision-

making organizations that Max Weber imagined’. This point will be further discussed in 

this chapter. 

 

                                                 
35
 For more details on the different ways in which this Department was named see Bruer and Power 

(1993: 105-123), and see also DIAC, Fact Sheet 3. 
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Since its establishment, the Department of Immigration and Citizenship has managed 

the arrival and settlement in Australia of around 6.5 million migrants from 200 different 

countries, including 660 000 arrivals under humanitarian programmes (DIAC 2006). 

Today, DIAC, which is both a ‘policy and programme agency and a service delivery 

agency’ (Metcalfe 2006a), is headed by the Secretary, Andrew Metcalfe, and three 

Deputy Secretaries. The Secretary, on behalf of the Minister36, is responsible for the 

administration of the department. He, and the deputy secretaries, exercise statutory and 

delegated decision-making powers (DIAC, Fact sheet 3). These officers, together with 

four division-head-level executives, comprise the Executive Management Committee, 

which oversees the management and administration of the department's operations. 

DIAC has about 6000 staff and an annual operating budget of $1.2 billion (DIAC 

2006a). The Department's main administrative centre, which is its National Office, is 

located in Canberra. DIAC services are delivered through 14 offices located in the 

capital cities of each state and territory and additional regional offices in Queensland 

and Victoria. The Department has also an overseas network, and is represented in 66 

Australian offices in 61 countries (DIAC Fact Sheet 3). My research focused on the 

Perth-based representatives of DIAC. 

 

DIAC has always had two primary functions, control and care, or in the words of Jupp 

(2002: 63), that of ‘a “policeman” who controls entry, and that of a “parson” who looks 

after the welfare of those who have arrived’. However, as Jupp (2002:63) notes, the role 

of “policeman” has slowly overtaken that of the “parson”, a topic I am not going to 

consider in this thesis. Rather, I am focusing on DIAC’s function of “policing”, which 

leads me to contemplate the most prominent rhetoric of DIAC, that of control. 

 

Before examining the rhetoric of control, I would like to say a word about the reform 

that the Department of Immigration and Citizenship has undertaken recently (in 2006), 

following the Palmer and Comrie reports, which investigated the wrongful detention of 

Australian citizens. These reports outlined the areas in which DIAC needed changes. 

The Palmer Report, in particular, criticised the ways in which DIAC implemented the 

policy of mandatory detention, which Palmer described as ‘process rich and outcomes 

poor’ (Palmer 2005: 211). The culture of the Department, which was perceived as ‘self 

protective’ and ‘defensive’, was also denounced (see Palmer 2005: 211). Following 

                                                 
36 The Minister for Immigration and Citizenship is The Hon Kevin Andrews, a former barrister. He was 
appointed to the portfolio on Tuesday 30 January 2007, and replaced Amanda Vanstone (see appendix). 
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these criticisms, which were made available to the Australian public, the Department of 

Immigration and Citizenship, wanting to change its negative and controversial image, 

decided to address these internal issues and reform the whole department. However, 

though changes have been announced and are in process, there are still important 

disparities between the rhetoric and practices of DIAC, as I examine throughout this 

chapter. 

  

6.1 THE RHETORIC & PRACTICE OF CONTROL 

The rhetoric of control 

Since the Department of Immigration and Citizenship’s establishment, and throughout 

several structural changes (see Bruer and Power 1993: 105 -123), ‘there has been one 

constant [within the department], the central function of controlling entry to the 

country’ (Bruer and Power 1993: 122; see also Cronin 1993: 84; Jupp 2002: 6; Crock, 

Saul and Dastyari 2006: 4). As noted by one of my informants, an ex-DIAC junior 

employee, who worked for about two years within the Department: 

There has always been in Australia the idea that somehow migration should be 
a controlled thing, and [a thing] that the government has control over. And 
that is the whole problem of “refugee stuff”, that you can control migration, 
but you cannot control, and you should not control, refugees… 

 

The “principle of control” was given its first legal expression in Australia as early as 

1888 in the case Musgrove v. Chun Teeong Toy concerning the refusal of entry to a 

Chinese national (see Jupp and Kabala 1993:84). It has been re-affirmed recurrently 

throughout Australia’s history. For example in 1978, when the Liberal Party 

Government enumerated nine principles to guide immigration policy, the very first was: 

‘it is fundamental to national sovereignty that the Australian Government should 

determine who will be admitted to Australia’ (M.Mackellar, Ministerial statement 7 

June 1978, cited in Freeman and Jupp 1992: 24). Likewise, the 1982 Migrant Entry 

Handbook, aimed at directing immigration policy, began with the following principle: 

‘The Australian Government alone will determine who will be admitted to Australia 

consistent with the laws enacted by the Federal Parliament to regulate immigration’ (see 

Cronin 1993: 85). This aspiration to control found its most famous contemporary 

expression in 2001, when John Howard, following the Tampa incident, stated, just 

before his re-election: ‘we decide who comes to this country and the circumstances 

under which they come’ (Howard 2001). It is noteworthy that DIAC’s function of 

“policing” the entry of people onto Australian territory became more prominent than 
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that of “looking after/parsoning” people already in Australia, when Prime Minister John 

Howard and Minister for Immigration Philip Ruddock entered the political scene in 

1996. 

 

Nowadays, the imperative of control continues, as evidenced by a DIAC Fact Sheet 

produced in July 2006 and revised in January 2007:  

Australia is a sovereign country and has the right to decide who can enter and 
stay on its territory…The Australian Government is firmly committed to 
ensuring the integrity of Australia's borders and to the effective control and 
management of the movement of people to and from Australia (Fact sheet 70). 
 

In a similar vein, this will to control is clearly illustrated on the opening page of DIAC’s 

official website, where the following slogan can be read: ‘Enriching Australia through 

the well managed entry and settlement of people’ (my emphasis). The Department of 

Immigration and Citizenhip’s rhetoric of control, is usually justified by the idea of 

national sovereignty (McMaster 2001:67; Crock 2002: 8; Crock, Saul and Dastyari 

2006:13). This is what Rajaram and Warr (2004:43) call the “sovereignty rationale”, 

according to which a state has the right to regulate its borders, since it is an attribute of 

state sovereignty under international law. As noted by Aihwa Ong (1999), ‘States firmly 

control the right to maintain jurisdiction over their own territories, and to control 

immigration and membership’. Thus the Australian government uses DIAC as a means 

by which, unauthorised asylum seekers, which are perceived as an affront to Australia’s 

national sovereignty, are regulated and controlled (Rajaram and Warr 2004:42). 

However, the principle of national sovereignty, no matter how lawfully used as a 

justification for its refugee policy by the Australian government, inherently conflicts 

with the universally recognised and accepted principle of the  rights of human beings, as 

emphasised in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). On this point, 

Bhabha (1996:3) highlights: ‘[Asylum seekers] crystallise the conflict between two 

founding principles of modern society; the belief of universal human rights which 

inhere in all individuals37…and the sovereignty of nation states’.  

                                                 
37 Following World War Two and the awareness that governments were capable of barbarism and 
extermination towards their own citizens; the need to protect individuals and to recognize their universal 
and inalienable rights emerged (see Bhabha 1996:5). This was, and still is, epitomized in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights adopted in 1948 at the international level. In this declaration lies the 
recognition and acceptance that states can no longer be the sole arbiters of the needs and rights of their 
citizens, and that ‘national democracies require international democracy … to be sustained and 
developed’ (Held 1992: 10-11, cited in Bhabha 1996:5-6). Recognition of these universal human rights 
appeared from the very beginning as a challenge to state sovereignty since state’s right and/or power 
towards their citizen is considerably weakened by this international declaration (Bhabha 1996:6). 
Therefore one has to wonder the extent to which such inherent opposition can be overcome, and/or which 
right has to prevail? State right?, or individual right? While such debate is of importance and of particular 
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Indeed, under international law, states have the right to decide who they allow onto their 

territory and who they exclude from it (see Tazreiter 2004: 41). However, individuals 

also have rights, which are internationally recognised (see Tazreiter 2004: 51). One 

specific right, which particularly conflicts with the concept of national sovereignty, is 

contained in article 14-1 of the UDHR, which states that ‘everyone has the right to seek 

and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution’. 

 Despite such profound tension, the Australian government frequently justifies its 

controversial stance on asylum seekers and refugees, and its ambition of control, with 

reference to the “sovereignty rationale”. Such practice is facilitated by the fact that 

despite containing powerful principles in theory, the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights lacks ‘binding force’ in practice (Bhabha 1996: 7). Furthermore, there is no 

international authority to control the action of host countries towards asylum seekers. 

Hence national authorities, such as Australia, have been the final decision-makers in the 

exercise of their responsibilities and obligations. And they often adjust their 

humanitarian obligation to what their political and national interests require (Bhabha 

1996:7). On this point, Aihwa Ong (1999) comments: ‘the nation-state along with 

its…bureaucratic apparatuses…continue to define, discipline, control and regulate all 

kinds of populations, whether in movement or in residence’. 

 

Having considered DIAC’s rhetoric on control, I now examine the control principle in 

practice.  

 

The Control principle as/in practice 

 Historically, the first evidence of the rhetoric of control was the dictation test that 

immigrants were asked to pass under the Immigration Restriction Act 1901. The Act 

provided that: 

Any person who, when asked to do so by an officer, fails to write out at 
dictation and sign in the presence of the officer a passage of fifty words in 
length in any European language directed by the officer is [a prohibited 
immigrant] (cited in McMaster 2001: 135). 

 
The test could be imposed upon any immigrant at the port of entry or, from 1905, at any 

time within five years after entry (Cronin 1993: 88).  This test, which followed the 

                                                                                                                                               
relevance to asylum seekers issues (see HREOC 2005 – chapter 4), I am not going to contemplate it in 
this thesis, which is primarily concerned with the rhetoric and practices of policy and the power exerted 
by the government through policy. 
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practice of the Government of Natal38, was a mechanism of control and exclusion, 

which allowed the government to exclude unwanted people. This test was abolished in 

1958 with the adoption of the Migration Act 1958. 

 

Today, despite the abolition of the exclusionary mechanism of the dictation test, 

Australia has maintained control over the flow of people crossing its borders. This will 

to control is further evident in the existence of detention centres, which have been set up 

in accordance with the policy of mandatory detention. Detaining unauthorised asylum 

seekers is a bureaucratic way of controlling those who have come to Australia. The 

extent of DIAC’s culture of control is illustrated by its financial investment. Jupp (2002: 

65) notes: ‘By 2001… the budget and structure [of DIAC] were reflecting [its] 

…increasing obsession with control and compliance. Detention…now cost more than 

the adult migrant English program’. For example more than $230 million was spent on 

building detention centres in 2000-02, and the total cost of running mainland detention 

centres in 2003 amounted to $87 million (see Crock, Saul and Dastyari 2006: 31-32). 

Furthermore, in the budget papers for 2006-7, Crock, Saul and Dastyari (2006:31) note 

that ‘Immigration was allocated a total of $1.149 billion, of which $992,488,000 was set 

aside for “contributing to Australia’s society and its economic advancement through the 

lawful and orderly entry…of people”’. 

Detention centres also represent a form of exclusion (see Rajaram and Warr 2004), a 

practice, which arises from the rhetoric and practice of the control principle. The 

“exclusion principle”, which implies deportation, has been part of Australia’s 

immigration policy since Federation (see Bruer and Power 1993: 106). Today, that 

exclusionary mechanism is epitomised in the existence of detention facilities where 

unauthorised asylum seekers are placed. Detention centres, many of which are located 

in remote parts of Australia, limit and prevent asylum seekers in detention from having 

any contact with the rest of the Australian population.  

 

Another manifestation of the control rhetoric can be found in DIAC’s “dob-in” 

telephone line, which was set up in February 2004 to enable the Australian community 

to report suspected unlawful non-citizens, illegal workers and people breaching 

immigration laws. At the launch of this new free telephone hotline, Senator Amanda 

Vanstone, Minister for Immigration and Multicultural Affairs at the time, said: 

                                                 
38 The Government of Natal adopted in 1897 the Natal Method to exclude immigrants from the Indian 
subcontinent (McMaster 2001:135)  
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There is a wealth of knowledge in public hands that is vital to the operation of 
our compliance activities. This new number will make it much easier for the 
community to report this valuable information on people who are in Australia 
unlawfully (DIAC - Media Release 19 February 2004). 

 
This line operates Monday to Friday from 8.30am to 4.30pm. A voicemail facility is 

available out of these hours. Alternatively Australians who would like to “dob-in” 

someone “illegal” can fax the information to the department.  

 

The creation of this phone line was an indication of DIAC’s desire to manage 

Australia’s borders. In other words the “dob-in” line is another mechanism of 

controlling the nation’s borders, even after they have been breached.  Vanstone 

commented: ‘ catching people who…are in Australia illegally, is a critical component of 

our robust immigration system’ (DIAC – Media Release 19 February 2004). The 

existence of such a scheme is outlined in the [DIAC] Client Service Charter (p.8), 

which encourages mainstream Australians to use a toll free number to advise the 

department about a person working or living illegally in Australia. As DIAC points out, 

information provided by the Australian public supports the department in ‘its efforts to 

maintain the integrity of Australia's borders and immigration programs’. In a similar 

vein, Vanstone (DIAC – Media Release 19 February 2004) also comments that, ‘[her] 

department does a great job in tracking people down’, and that when ‘[they] have the 

enthusiasm and support of the public [they] will do an even better job’. She adds that, 

‘the role of the community in protecting our immigration system is vital’. 

 

The “culture of dob-in” in Australia, has been, and is, controversial. Contrary to the 

previous official DIAC website on which the link to “dob-in” was clearly apparent on 

the opening page of the website, on the new DIAC website, which was launched the 1st   

July 2006, it is barely visible. This telephone line is not promoted and advertised as 

much as it was in the past. This change is probably part of DIAC’s desire to change its 

controversial and criticised image (as mentioned earlier in this chapter).  

 

The practice of dobbing-in gives rise to another control related practice – that of 

suspicion, and mistrust/distrust. Suspicion and mistrust towards the Other, has been a 

recurrent pattern in Australia’s immigration history (see Freeman and Jupp 1992, Hage 

1998, McMaster 2001, Jupp 2002). Nowadays, and more prominently since the Tampa 

incident already discussed in chapter 4, suspicion and distrust of asylum seekers, who 

have come to epitomize Australia’s significant Other (see chapter 4), has developed. A 



 120 

good example of the way in which suspicion and distrust have been inculcated into the 

general discourse and into the public mind, can be found in one of John Howard’s 

interviews with the ABC, following 9/11. He said:  

‘You have to be able to say that there is a possibility that some people having links with 

organizations that we don’t want in this country, might use the path of an asylum seeker 

in order to get here’ (Howard 2002 - cited in Rajaram 2004: 43-44). 

In this statement, suspicion and mistrust towards asylum seekers is suggested and 

encouraged in a very subtle, but nonetheless undeniable, way. Rajaram and Warr (2004: 

44) note: 

By suggesting that some asylum seekers may have links with undesirable 
organizations, Howard effectively vindicates, justifies and perhaps encourages 
suspicion towards all asylum seekers…[They are] associated with terrorists 
and criminals thereby adding to the siege mentality. 

 
In this context of doubt, strong apprehension and mistrust/distrust, it is not surprising 

that some DIAC officers assess asylum seekers cases in a suspicious and aggressive 

way, as witnessed by Diana, a refugee advocate: 

If you look at the way this department has operated… there is a hostile 
attitude towards persons coming here, seeking our protection… If [you] look 
at the manner in which people have been assessed - I have heard some of the 
primary tapes from the interviews conducted from 2001-2002 when people 
arrived on these shores - because I have attended court cases where these tapes 
have been played - the initial interview with the [DIAC] case officer is more 
than interrogatory. In many cases it is just plain aggressive; there are many 
assertions that the person is not believed; and the person making the claim 
could in no way feel that they are being heard in a neutral atmosphere. And 
for me, the concern is that, when you have people who are highly traumatised, 
who have fled regimes where there is no trust and where they are accustomed 
to keep secret and not convey information, then they arrive on Australia’s 
shores believing this is a place where they would be able to seek asylum, and 
they find that sort of aggressive, disbelieving bureaucracy (my transcription – 
my emphasis). 

 

In a similar vein, a politician from the Labor Party I interviewed, emphasised:  

‘This department has become so totally, I suppose, saturated with an attitude, a quite 

cruel attitude towards asylum seekers. And people who approach them [such as DIAC 

officers] think that they all lie and cheat’. 

 

I have shown that DIAC’s rhetoric on control finds practical applications through 

exclusion and suspicion, which have been a defining element of Australia’s immigration 

history since Federation. This leads one to wonder the extent to which the government’s 

aspiration to control the entry of people in Australia is the raison d’etre of DIAC. 
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Actually, as noted by Bruer and Power (1993: 105), Australia’s governments always 

thought that a rational bureaucracy was ‘the most appropriate mechanism’ to effectively 

control the flow of populations across its national borders. Furthermore, the will to 

control is embodied in a “culture of control” characterized by a “siege mentality” within 

DIAC, which informs the way in which workers deliver their services. This culture was 

severely criticised by the Immigration Minister, Amanda Vanstone, in 2005, who 

highlighted the siege mentality, ‘defensiveness’, ‘inflexibility’ and ‘hardline approach 

to asylum seekers’ of the Department of Immigration (The Weekend Australian, May 

21-22, 2005: 28). Similar criticisms were formulated in the Palmer and Comrie Reports, 

and have triggered the reform of DIAC.  

 

Having considered DIAC’s rhetoric of control and its practice(s), I now contemplate 

another rhetoric of the Department, that of accountability, openness and transparency, 

which, as I highlight, is not reflected in DIAC’s practice. 

 

6.2 THE RHETORIC & PRACTICE OF ACCOUNTABILITY, OPEN NESS AND 

TRANSPARENCY 

The rhetoric of Accountability, Openness and Transparency 

As recognized by Weber, bureaucracy is a system demanding accountability (Herzfeld 

1992: 47). It is meant to provide a warranty against bureaucratic abuse and is a way of 

ensuring that bureaucrats take responsibility for their everyday actions. According to 

Herzfeld (1992:4), too often bureaucrats seek ways of exonerating themselves from 

blame when a mistake is committed; a phenomenon he refers to as “buck-passing” and a 

‘symptom of some bureaucratic mentality’ (1992:4). He further argues that, ‘many 

bureaucrats invest enormous amounts of effort in short-circuiting or avoiding’ being 

accountable (1992: 122). If bureaucrats avoid personal responsibility by invoking a 

higher authority (Herzfeld 1992: 91), then, ‘the state itself becomes a massive machine 

for the evasion of responsibility’ (Herzfeld 1992:156). Consequently, within DIAC a 

principle of accountability has been enumerated to avoid what Herzfeld calls a 

“responsibility phobia” (1992:122). It is interesting to note that such a principle 

conforms to the Public Service Act 1999 which states in section 10(e) that ‘the 

Australian Public Service is openly accountable for its actions, within the framework of 

Ministerial responsibility to…the Australian public’ (Weller 2001: 228). 
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The principle of accountability can be found in several official documents. Firstly in the 

1998 Charter of Public Service in a Culturally Diverse Society, which was created to 

guide public servants in their delivery of their services. DIAC (1998: 2) ‘summarises 

seven principles central to the design, delivery, monitoring, evaluation and reporting of 

quality government services in a culturally diverse society’.  One of these principles is 

that of accountability, which advocates that government service providers should have 

reporting mechanisms in place which ensure they are accountable for the way in which 

they implement their services (DIAC 1998:3). This principle aims to prevent potential 

abuses and corruption of any type in the delivery of public services. It also stipulates a 

certain norm of conduct that DIAC officials are expected to adopt.  

 

In 2007, the rhetoric of accountability finds expression in the [DIAC] Plan (2006), 

whose purpose is to ‘demonstrate …that [DIAC] is serious about being an open and 

accountable organization’ (Metcalfe 2006b: Foreword). This Plan follows the Palmer 

and Comrie Reports (2005), which investigated the wrongful detention of Australian 

citizens, and highlighted the areas in which DIAC needed changes and reform. These 

reports criticized DIAC for being unwilling to engage in genuine self-criticism or 

analysis (See Metcalfe 2006a: 1). The [DIAC] Plan (2006b: 6) makes accountability, 

and openness, its major and most important objective. This is clearly illustrated by a 

schematic summary of DIAC’s key strategic themes in which “openness and 

accountability” are symbolically on the top of a pyramid, outweighing the other two 

themes of “fair and reasonable dealings with clients” and “well trained supported staff”. 

Such spatial positioning clearly highlights the importance DIAC gives to such principle. 

One could argue that DIAC sees these principles as the defining ones, as it describes 

itself as ‘an approachable and ‘open organization, providing visibility and transparency 

of [its] processes’ (DIAC 2006b:3).  

 

However this principle has proven to be only rhetoric, with no practical implications. 

Indeed, as I now examine, my attempt to document DIAC’s practice through the eyes of 

its own employees has shown anything but accountability, openness and transparency.  

 

Accountability, Openness and Transparency in Practice  

Having read on DIAC’s official website, that the Department functions in accordance 

with the principle of accountability, transparency and openness, I felt very enthusiastic 

and ambitious before beginning my fieldwork. As mentioned in chapter 2, although I 



 123 

was prepared for the fact that interviewing a public servant would be challenging, 

despite the official rhetoric of accountability, accessibility, openness and transparency, I 

thought that I would succeed in finding people willing to share their experiences as 

public servants. However, as I revealed earlier, the reality of my fieldwork did not 

match my ambition and certainly did not match DIAC’s official rhetoric. Only one of 

the first seven DIAC employees I contacted agreed to talk to me, and that person had 

actually stopped working for DIAC.   

One negative answer that I received was particularly representative of the gap existing 

between the official rhetoric and the actual Department’s practice. The person that I 

invited to participate in my research replied to me as follows: ‘I appreciate your 

invitation, but must decline – it is a breach of the Department’s code of conduct, and 

security, for me to participate. I hope you understand’. An interesting fact in regards to 

this person is that I had to contact her via her home email address, which was given to 

me by one of my informants to avoid the departmental security check.  

Another DIAC employee I contacted replied by sending me to the official website on 

which I was expected to find the relevant information for my research. One migration 

agent whom I interviewed also asked not to be tape-recorded (a right every participant 

has), commenting that without a tape there would not be any “trace” of our meeting. At 

the end of the interview, I asked this participant if I could email him in the future if I 

needed to in regards to my research, and he said to me that he would prefer to talk than 

write to me. Though I was actually asking him if I could contact him in the future for a 

second interview, his reaction was interesting. He exclaimed: ‘I prefer to talk, if I write 

there is a record and I do not feel comfortable with it’. Such statement illustrates how a 

certain secrecy seems to be ingrained in people working for, or with, DIAC.  

It seems that for people related to DIAC, talking to those outside the department is 

regarded as some kind of “treason”. There is a noticeable discomfort and uneasiness in 

doing so. This migration agent I spoke to looked nervous and a little agitated during the 

interview. And though he agreed to participate in my research, I felt that he was anxious 

about the process and the way in which I would use the information he was giving me. 

All these testimonies illustrate how some people working for or with DIAC, are 

nervous, apprehensive, and fearful of being open and transparent. 

 

In view of the lack of openness I encountered, I was left wondering how an organization 

such as DIAC could be accountable for its everyday actions, and how DIAC decisions 

could be challenged. If anything, the practice of DIAC, as I experienced it, reveals that 
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this department is exempt of any accountability. This situation was emphasised by one 

of my informants Diana, a refugee advocate, who told me: ‘ there is also a culture of 

impunity [within DIAC]. It seems to me that there are people prepared to disregard the 

regulations and they know they will not be wrapped over the knuckles for it’. 

 

This experience appears to me symptomatic of a government department that is 

anything but accountable, accessible, open and transparent.  It also reflects Jupp’s 

observation that public servants are now very reluctant to undertake interviews (Jupp 

2002: 66), despite previous Minister Vanstone’s discourse on change and reform and 

the need to ease the siege mentality (see The Weekend Australian - May 21/22, 2005, 

p.28; see also The Epoch Times, December 23, 2005). This “fortress” like mentality, 

that I did not expect to encounter, also revealed a deep- seated culture of silence. 

Though I was trying to access a public service department, I felt that, at times, I was 

trying to access a secret service. The bureaucratic tendency towards secrecy was 

highlighted by Max Weber. He (Gerth and Mills 1970:233) noted: ‘Bureaucratic 

administration always tends to be an administration of ‘secret’…: in so far as it can, it 

hides knowledge and action from criticism’. Weber also asserted that everywhere that 

the power interests of the state are at stake, there is secrecy. Hence, DIAC’s practice 

gave the impression that when controversial and highly sensitive issues, such as the 

detention of unauthorised asylum seekers, are considered, bureaucratic secrecy is 

required. Furthermore, one could argue that secrecy and silence are a form of power 

(Gerth and Mills 1970: 235).  

 

Having examined DIAC’s rhetoric and practice(s) on accountability, openness and 

transparency, I now consider the DIAC rhetoric on the agency of DIAC employees. 

 

6.3 THE RHETORIC & PRACTICE OF EMPLOYEE AGENCY IN D IAC 

Independence of Judgement 

The rhetoric on the agency of DIAC employees holds the idea that people working for 

DIAC have to exercise their own judgment in the delivery of their services. Andrew 

Metcalfe, current Secretary of DIAC, expressed this idea in a letter launching the 

[DIAC] Plan in July 2006. He said: 

In all our decision-making…we have to exercise our judgement. This means 
making sure we are not blindly following processes but are making decisions 
that ensure our systems achieve the intended results and contribute to 
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Australia’s future and according to Government Policy (DIAC Plan Launch 
18 July 2006). 

 
The first part of this statement clearly encourages independent thinking and evaluation 

of cases. Free will and individual agency are promoted.  DIAC’s declaration mirrors the 

ideal of the public service according to which it should be an ‘autonomous realm’ 

separated from the exercise of political power, where individuals give frank and fearless 

advice to ministers and implement policy in a neutral fashion (Fenna 25-26; 105-106). 

The “political neutrality” required of the public service means that public servants 

should serve the elected government to the best of their ability (and provide relevant 

guidance) regardless of its political colour and of their own political beliefs (Weller 

2001: 111; see also Pusey 1991:168). Such requisite is clearly expressed in the Public 

Service Act 1999, section 10(a) and (f), which highlights that, ‘[The Australian Public 

Service] is apolitical, performing its function in an impartial and professional manner 

(a)…[and is]’ responsive to the Government in providing frank, honest, comprehensive, 

accurate and timely advice…(f)’ (Weller 2001: 228). As I now contemplate, such 

rhetoric is not necessarily followed by DIAC’s everyday practices. 

 

Agency of DIAC employees in practice 

DIAC practices also reveal a gap between rhetoric and reality. Indeed, the current 

Secretary of DIAC clearly encourages DIAC agents to show independence of thought 

rather than political bias and constraint to pre-existing structure and processes (DIAC 

18 July 2006). However, the reality of DIAC, as it appears to me, is one of partiality and 

conformity to departmental bureaucratic structure. In other words, it seems that DIAC 

workers are lost in the bureaucratic machinery of DIAC. Their individual particularities 

and emotions, are overcome by the bureaucratic structure. 

 

The impact of the bureaucracy on an individual’s freedom and personality has received 

much attention in the academic arena. Marx considers bureaucracy as an alienating 

process of individual particularities, and as dehumanising the worker’s personality (see 

Mouzelis 1967: 36). In a similar vein, Weber considered that the bureaucratisation of 

the modern world, despite being the most efficient form of organization invented by 

man, constituted the biggest threat to individual freedom (cited in Mouzelis 1967:21-

22). Regarding Weber’s study of bureaucracy, Mouzelis (1967: 19) notes: ‘The impact 

of such an organisational setting on the individual is the extreme limitation of his 
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personal freedom and spontaneity…In a more general way, modern 

bureaucracy…favours a crippled type of personality’ (Mouzelis 1967: 19 on Weber). 

 

Hence in the assessment of asylum seekers’ applications, the actions of DIAC workers 

are guided and directed in ways which minimise emotions (Fuglerud 2004:36). As 

Weber pointed out: ‘the bureaucrat is at the service of an impersonal goal that is built 

into the organization to which is he linked’ (cited in Fuglerud 2004: 37). On this point, 

Herzfeld (1992:45) also notes: ‘skilled actors that they are, bureaucrats put a face of un-

emotional neutrality on their everyday action’. 

 

However, it does not mean that DIAC employees do not have emotions. Many of them 

do. For example one my informants, Diana, a refugee advocate who has had numerous 

contacts with DIAC and some of its employees, shared with me a story told to her by a 

detainee of a DIAC officer working in a detention facility, who was apparently strongly 

affected by his work.  The story unfolds as follows: 

A man had been forcefully placed in detention, where he was terrified and mentally 

affected. This man was fighting really hard until DIAC employees injected him with a 

tranquillizer. After this incident, Amanda reported that the following instance occurred: 

A detainee – the one who reported the instance to my informant - went into 
the yard for a smoke; they have smoke areas in Detention Centres and he 
found [a DIAC employee/guard], leaning against the wall, frantically trying to 
light a cigarette, but his hands were shaking so much he could not light it, and 
the detainee went over and said can I help you? and he lit his cigarette and the 
[DIAC worker/guard] said to him: “we should not be paid to do things like 
that, I am not going to do it again, I cannot stand it (Diana - my transcription).   

 

Diana’s statement illustrates that DIAC employees do not always feel comfortable with 

what they have to do. As Diana noted during our interview: ‘Some people actually 

apologised sometimes for the things that are being done by the Department’. However, 

despite their emotions, they seem to obey and follow that ‘impersonal goal that is built 

into the organization’ for which they work. Like, this employee, who obeyed and 

carried out the task he was asked to do, DIAC employees seem to comply with DIAC’s 

enactment of the policy of mandatory detention. As long as people within DIAC do 

whatever they are told to do, they are lost in the bureaucratic machinery of DIAC, 

which they do not dare to challenge openly. As noted by one of my informant: ‘[DIAC 

is] like a big elephant and we are like an ant. So you can’t challenge them’ (my 

transcription). And it seems that the only way to challenge the system is to quit. Hence, 
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the way for DIAC employees to explicitly oppose a system they do not believe in is to 

give up their job and quit. In other words, one efficient way to resist is to resign. This 

was captured by a comment of the ex-DIAC employee, I had the chance to interview 

during my research: This person commented: 

‘People who worked for DIAC are very professional, very switched on, regardless of 

their political views. While I worked there I learnt a lot about how to be an effective 

functionary in that department, but I could not stay there for ethical reasons’. 

Nonetheless, such an “extreme” way of resisting the system is not always feasible. 

Given the economic situation that most of us face, most people need a job, whatever it 

implies, and cannot afford to lose it, let alone resign from it. Hence, some DIAC 

workers choose to comply with the bureaucratic structure as well as the economic 

imperatives of everyday life39.  

  

In fact, DIAC employees are not the only ones to be pushed in particular ways; the 

whole department is. Apparently in 2001 bonus rewards of a financial nature were 

offered to DIAC for detaining and deporting illegal immigrants. The federal Opposition 

affirmed that it had obtained information showing that the funding system of the 

department encouraged detentions and deportations (ABC Online, 13 October, 2005, 

9.24am). In June 2001, this system was officially replaced, but as Opposition 

Immigration spokesman, Tony Burke, said in 2005, it is not very clear ‘when this 

funding model was dumped’ (ABC Online, October 13, 2005, 9.24am).  

In a similar vein, one of my informants, Diana who through the course of her work as a 

very active refugee advocate, met some DIAC workers, told me: ‘I have heard that 

those persons who were seen to aggressively pursue the government policy were 

rewarded’. On the other hand, those who acted in the asylum seekers’ and refugees’ 

interests were sanctioned. On this point, Diana commented: ‘For instance if you look at 

the RRT, Refugee Review Tribunal, the staff, those people who were inclined to give 

positive responses to refugees steadily did not have their contracts renewed’. Likewise, 

a migration agent I interviewed and who has regular contact with DIAC told me that, 

‘there is a rumour that when DIAC employees send people to detention they have 

advantages such as a pay rise’.  

                                                 
39 As mentioned earlier in this thesis, I was unable to access DIAC to conduct my fieldwork. Therefore I 
am not in a position to affirm with certainty that DIAC employees conform to DIAC structures and goals. 
I can only suggest that this is plausible, particularly given the facts that DIAC employees chose to go to 
work everyday, at least those I approached; and that all those I contacted also decided to refuse my 
invitation to be interviewed, arguably revealing a certain compliance with DIAC structures and culture. 
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These comments suggest that there is possibly a political interference in regards to the 

actions of DIAC staff, a point I reflect on in the next section, and that DIAC has become 

politicised, biased and has lost its independence. Diana told me: ‘[DIAC] has been 

politicised and turned into a hostile environment. How does that happen? You start to 

reward those people who exhibit the behaviours and the culture you want to engender, 

and I think that’s what Ruddock did’ (my transcription).This phenomenon leads me to 

question the nature of the public service, a point I discuss in the next section. 

  

So far, I have considered the three main rhetorical devices developed by DIAC. One on 

control, one on accountability, openness and transparency, and one on the agency of 

DIAC’s employees. A study of the practices of DIAC, in regards to the above rhetorical 

devices, reveals that despite a softening of the legislation on mandatory detention 40, 

there has not been any apparent and significant changes in the way in which this 

department works. A culture of control, suspicion and secrecy is still prevalent and 

DIAC employees are not independent of and free from political interference in the 

delivery of their services. Hence, it seems legitimate to take DIAC’s current discourse 

on reforms and changes, as well as the new [DIAC] Plan, with caution. 

Diana, who reflected on the reforms announced by DIAC, noted:  

My reading of it is that it was not with the view to change the way the 
Department operated but they wish to change the perceptions of the ways the 
Department operated…The legislation did not change and I don’t think the 
department has changed so much (my transcription).  
 

She recounted a recent instance to back up her claim that things have not changed very 

much. When Diana’s agency was trying to get a pregnant woman out of detention, in 

accordance with the legislative measure directing the release of women and children 

from detention, one senior DIAC officer she was dealing with, told her: ‘Yes there is a 

policy on children in detention but not on unborn children’.  During our interview, 

Diana, remembering this incident, commented: ‘it is that kind of sticking to the letter of 

the law which exemplifies where the department stands’.  

On another level, this instance also illustrates that the discourse about changing and 

reforming DIAC is just rhetoric, aimed at convincing the Australian public that things 

are being changed for the better. As noted by one of my informants: ‘DIAC…says all the 

                                                 
40 For more details see DIAC Fact Sheet 82 – “No children in immigration detention”. 
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nice things that people want to hear, for example look at the Immigration Department 

Charter41, which sets goals, but a lot of it is a joke’.  

 

In practice, the culture of treating asylum seekers with suspicion and mistrust/distrust 

remains ingrained in the practices of many employees.  DIAC is trying to change the 

way in which it is perceived and portrayed. This desire to change the public’s perception 

of DIAC was clearly stated by the DIAC Secretary, when acknowledging the need to 

reform DIAC, following the Palmer and Comrie Report: ‘Much of this work [to improve 

DIAC] will go towards improving our image, and will have a direct impact on the way 

we are perceived externally’ (Metcalfe 2006a). 

 

The future will tell whether this rhetoric on changing the structure and culture of the 

department is followed by practical implications. For now, the disparities which have 

been revealed by the comparison between the rhetoric and practices of DIAC are 

explored. 

 

6.4 RHETORIC & PRACTICE OF DIAC COMPARED 

In this section I reflect on the disparities existing between the rhetoric of DIAC and its 

practices. I begin by considering the conflict existing between DIAC’s bureaucratic 

goals and the agency of its bureaucrats. I then contemplate the politicised aspects of 

DIAC which leads me to wonder whether the nature of the public service is changing. 

 

Bureaucracy, a system constraining human agency? 

From my study of DIAC and its employees, it appears that the agency of DIAC officials 

is strongly controlled and constrained by the ultimate goal of the department – 

regulating and controlling flows of population crossing Australia’s borders. This limited 

human agency leads me to wonder the extent to which DIAC’s practice illustrates one 

of the main dysfunctions of bureaucracies, the loss of individual particularities.   

 

This phenomenon was examined by Weber who anticipated that the bureaucratisation of 

the modern world would lead to its depersonalisation. He argued that individuals 

working in bureaucracies, such as DIAC, would lose their personal freedom and 

distinctiveness, and would become “machines” wandering in the bureaucratic 

                                                 
41 The participant referred here to the Charter of Public Service in a Culturally Diverse Society adopted 
by DIAC in 1998, and mentioned at the beginning of the second section of this chapter. 
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machinery. On this point, Mouzelis (1967: 36) notes: ‘The individual occupying an 

insignificant place in a huge organization which [s/he] cannot control or understand, 

becomes a simple cog in a machine, a well disciplined and regulated automaton’. 

Likewise, Britan and Cohen (1980: 25) argue that ‘alienation…is a function 

of…bureaucratisation’. And, in a similar vein, Herzfeld (1992:1) highlights that 

bureaucracy transforms people into ‘humourless automatons as soon as they are placed 

behind a desk’.  

In other words, bureaucracies transform the body of its employees into mechanics of 

power. Such a phenomenon needs to be analysed in light of a central debate in social 

theory, that of the pervasive tension between structure and agency. Indeed, the dynamic 

existing within DIAC, opposing the structures and/or aims of the department to the 

agency of its employees, is a clear illustration of the relationship between structure and 

agency (see chapter 3). From my experience, admittedly limited, DIAC reality matches 

the structurationism school of thought whose argument is that one’s agency is always 

structured and structures are always “agented”. However, the structures and culture of 

DIAC weigh so heavily on its employees that their agency is reduced to obedience and 

submission.  

 

The limited agency and compliance DIAC employees seem to display appears to be in 

contradiction to Foucault’s argument about resistance. As noted earlier in this thesis 

(see chapter 3), Foucault, in his complex analysis of the notion of power, argues that 

‘there are no relations of power without resistances’ (Foucault 1980:142). He considers 

that though power dominates and subjects, there is always space for resistance, since 

power is a relation and not a thing (Barker 1998: 37). In my case study, and following 

Foucault’s argument, I should have found some DIAC employees resisting and 

opposing the structures and culture. From my experience, though admittedly limited, the 

only visible way in which employees overtly challenged DIAC was to leave it. Indeed, 

DIAC’s structural and bureaucratic constraints gave me the impression that they were 

too strong to allow apparent resistance.  

 

However, it is conceivable that DIAC employees resist the overall structure of the 

Department using what Scott (1985: xvi) calls ‘low profiles techniques’, such as ‘foot 

dragging, dissimulation, false compliance, feigned ignorance, deception’, which are not 

necessarily noticeable and visible on a day to day basis. Scott (1985: xvi & 29), 

describes these techniques as the ‘ordinary weapons of relatively powerless groups’, 
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and as unproblematic to put in practice given the fact that, ‘they require little or no 

coordination or planning; they make use of implicit understandings and informal 

networks; they often represent a form of individual self-help, and they typically avoid 

any direct, symbolic confrontation with authority’. These ‘weapons of the weak’ (Scott 

1985:29) are believed to be very efficient since they avoid a public 

[opposition/]disagreement with those in power. Indeed, more visible and dramatic acts 

of resistance, such as the refusal to obey or contesting official decisions, striking, or 

even resigning are more risky since they represent an outright confrontation with the 

authority, which could sanction such “rebellious” behaviour.  

 

Consequently, given DIAC’s prominent structure and its impact on the agency of its 

employees, an apparent conformity, hiding a quiet and anonymous resistance, may 

prevail. In that case, as Scott (1985: 26) comments, ‘what is conveyed is the impression 

of compliance without its substance’. Hence it is plausable that DIAC employees who 

disagree with the policy of mandatory detention and its enactment, resist and challenge 

the system with subtle (but repetitive) actions similar to the one described above, which 

might not be noticeable. And the fact that I was not made aware of such practices during 

my fieldwork does not mean that they do not happen. If anything, it echoes Scott’s 

argument that ‘everyday forms of resistance make no headlines’. He (Scott 1985: 36) 

notes: 

There is rarely any dramatic confrontation, any moment that is particularly 
newsworthy… It is only rarely that the perpetrators of the petty acts seek to 
call attention to themselves. Their safety lies in their anonymity. It is also 
extremely rare that officials of the state wish to publicize the insubordination. 
To do so would be to admit that their policy is unpopular. 

 
Hence, it seems that there could also be a “culture of silence” regarding potential acts of 

resistance within DIAC.  A silence shared, and (re)produced, tacitly by the Department 

and its employees. On this point Scott (1985: 36) emphasises: ‘the nature of the acts 

themselves and the self-interested muteness of the antagonists thus conspire to create a 

kind of complicitous silence that all but expunges everyday forms of resistance from the 

historical record’ (my emphasis). 

 

The above considerations can lead one to wonder the extent to which employees of the 

Department would not be (re)producers of its constraints. Indeed, whether we accept the 

idea that DIAC officials do not resist, or resist using “low profile” techniques, their 

everyday actions do not seem to challenge openly DIAC’s authority and its overall 
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structure. If employees do not directly confront authority, there is no public record of 

such opposition, which prevents the broader Australian public from knowing that some 

DIAC officials disagree with the Howard government’s policy on asylum seekers and 

its enactment. Hence, it could be argued that DIAC employees implicitly accept the 

constraints and limitations of their everyday jobs, thus cultivating, maintaining and 

(re)producing an apparent indifference, as well as, the structures that restrain them.  On 

this point Durkheim (1982: 47) notes that, ‘while institutions bear down upon us, we 

nevertheless cling to them; they place constraints upon us and yet we find satisfaction in 

the way they function, in that very constraint’. 

This view emphasises the fact that while external norms and/or structures may constrain 

us, they are nonetheless just as likely to be experienced as ‘constitutive and liberating to 

the individual as they may be coercive’ (see Shore and Wright 1997: 30). This echoes 

Giddens’ argument that structures are both constraining and enabling, and that 

‘institutions do not just work “behind the back” of the social actors, who produce and 

reproduce them’ (cited in Cassell 1993: 122 &124). Actually, rather than being ‘cultural 

dupes’, individuals are active agents who gain power from the use they make of the 

structures of society, whose production and reproduction depend on the use individuals 

make of them. In a similar vein, Ortner (1989: 18) argues that, ‘social systems and 

structures are built by actors who creatively use a world that is using them’. Hence, in 

my study, it could be argued that DIAC employees despite their subordinate position, 

are reproducers of the structures that weigh down on them. Moreover, the dynamics of 

DIAC can be regarded as a ‘set of reproduced practices’ (Giddens 1976: 102-113). This 

refers to Giddens’ notion of the “dialectic of control” (1982: 199). He notes: 

Power relations in social systems can be regarded as relations of autonomy 
and dependence; but no matter how imbalanced they may be in terms of 
power, actors in subordinate positions are never wholly dependent, and are 
often very adept at converting whatever resources they possess into some 
degree of control over the conditions of reproduction of the system. In all 
social system there is a dialectic of control, such that there are normally 
continually shifting balances of resources, altering the overall distribution of 
power (my emphasis). 

 
Hence, Giddens (1979: 59-73) considers that ‘all social actors, no matter how lowly, 

have some degree of penetration of the social forms which oppress them’. By referring 

to Giddens’ concept of the “dialectic of control” to analyse the power dynamic in 

DIAC, and argue that, to a certain extent, DIAC employees cultivate and sustain the 

structures that constrain them, I am not suggesting that those in subordinate positions in 

social systems and institutions have the ability to systematically overcome those who 
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dominate them. Rather, I would like to distance myself from Weber’s idea of 

bureaucratic domination according to which the bureaucratic machinery ineluctably 

overcomes the particularities of individuals who consequently become cogs in a 

machine, powerless and agent-less, regarding the decisions guiding their everyday lives. 

By doing so, I do not mean to ignore the problems linked to bureaucratic domination 

that Weber identified, as they remain essential.  However, when analysing a 

contemporary form of social organization and its power dynamic, as is the case with the 

study of DIAC, it is important to acknowledge the agency of individuals, that is, their 

capacity to do things, as well as the (re)productive capacity of human action; an aspect 

that Weber seems to have underestimated. Indeed as Giddens (1982: 212) notes, 

‘because they are not machines, wherever they can do so human actors devise ways of 

avoiding being treated as such’. 

 

DIAC, a politicised environment? 

Bureaucracy is a machine, a means by and through which the government rules. My 

research shows that DIAC is a tool in the hands of the Federal Government which has 

been used to re-produce a particular rhetoric on asylum seekers (see chapter 4) and 

enact a policy of mandatory detention. 

As Weber puts it: ‘ the (bureaucratic) mechanism – in contrast to feudal orders based on 

personal piety – is easily made to function for anybody who knows how to gain control 

of it’ (cited in Gerth and Mills 1970: 229). In my study, DIAC is used by the 

government as a tool to satisfy its will to control, and to appease a national anxiety 

about invasion. The government’s desire to control is dependent for its efficiency, on 

DIAC’s work (See Lefort 1986: 107 cited in Fuglerud 2004:38). Indeed the policy of 

mandatory detention could not be enacted without the help of DIAC, which acts as the 

“backbone” of the Federal government in regards to asylum seekers/refugee issues, and 

more broadly immigration issues. The Howard government’s interference within DIAC 

results in the politicisation of this department.  The government has been able to exert a 

certain amount of power over DIAC, and to control and direct its bureaucratic 

apparatus. As noted by Sarah, the human rights activist I met during my fieldwork: ‘it is 

a utilitarian exercise. The government uses a department which it has an unusual 

amount of power over’ (my transcription). 

 

The operations of DIAC are a “far cry” from a department free of political intervention 

and state influence, conditions that would assure its neutrality. This situation has been 
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criticised by some of my informants. For example, the ex-DIAC employee I spoke to, 

told me: 

It is a pretty well known fact that the separation between this public service 
department and its government has become less and less. And so this 
department has become increasingly politicised. And you are not working to 
your secretary, … you are working to your minister. And that idea of working 
to a minister, which essentially is more of a political function, I mean … we 
were working in a highly politicised environment. 

 
In a similar vein, refugee advocate Diana emphasised: ‘[DIAC] has been politicised and 

turned into a hostile environment…So you have got a public service where people have 

allegiances to the political wishes. It is subtle, it is a subtle process, but it has 

happened’.  

Likewise, Bob – the director of a very active refugee organization – notes:  

Since Tampa, [DIAC] has become very politicised…Suddenly, we have a 
public service, which more than ever, is being forced to do A, B, C or D 
because Mr Howard says so…Suddenly the Department is forced to listen to 
politicians and take into account [what they say], while before that, they had 
an independent assessment. So suddenly the Department is run not only by the 
books but also by the opinion of politicians…They have this chunky 
department who does the right thing by Howard…The whole independence of 
that department is completely gone (my transcription). 

 
And, a migration agent I spoke to noted: ‘it is very hard to fight the system since it is 

very much political’.  

 

This example of the politicisation of DIAC can lead us to question the extent to which a 

bureaucracy can be seen as a technology of power. It also leads me to contemplate the  

“changing” nature of the public service, a point I discuss below. Now, I use Foucault’s 

theory of power (see chapter 3) to consider the function of DIAC for the Australian 

government. 

 

I suggest that the Howard government uses DIAC as a tool/instrument of governance to 

enact its policy of mandatory detention. In doing so, it satisfies the government’s desire 

to regulate, “police” and control the flow of people going in and out of Australia. As 

noted by human rights activist Sarah, ‘[DIAC] is the administrative agent of the 

government’. And without it, the government could not enact its refugee policy, and 

achieve control over asylum seekers and refugees. DIAC is the reliable backbone of the 

Howard government and the policy of mandatory detention. In this context, it could be 

argued that DIAC is the ‘political technology’ par excellence. Without the bureaucracy, 
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policy could be adopted, but could not be enacted and/or “performed”. And without 

enactment, and correlatively without its practical application, a policy loses its essence 

– that of guiding individuals in their everyday lives. 

 

It is interesting to note that if DIAC is the political tool of the Australian government 

and is used to regulate and control asylum seekers then, contrary to earlier speculations 

about bureaucracy becoming the ruling force in society, bureaucracy is still an ‘obedient 

tool at the service of [its] masters’ (Mouzelis 1967: 33).  

 

Classical writers on bureaucracy – such as Michels (1962) and Burnham, in line with 

the Machiavellian tradition42, believed that at some stage in its development 

bureaucracy would cease to be a tool/instrument to be used by those in power and 

would become the master itself. Such an outcome was seen as ineluctable and ‘inherent 

to the internal dynamics of bureaucracy’ (Mouzelis 1967: 34). The theory was driven by 

the idea that bureaucracy was in a de facto dominant position because of its specialised 

knowledge and would ultimately end up being the dominant force in society (Mouzelis 

1967: 34). This view emphasises the oligarchic tendencies of bureaucracy (Mouzelis 

1967:26, see also Michels 1962). As noted by Michels (1962 cited in Mouzelis 1967: 

27): ‘modern large scale organizations, by their very structure, are necessarily 

oligarchic’. However in my research, it appears that despite the importance of DIAC, 

this bureaucracy is governed and controlled by the Howard government. DIAC and its 

employees are guided in their delivery of services by politicians who are and remain the 

“masters” and the dominant force in Australian society today, at least so far as my case 

study is concerned. 

 

The (changing?) nature of the public service 

The Public service can be defined as a service performed/provided by the government 

through particular organizations for the benefit of the public. In this thesis, the public 

service I considered was DIAC. According to the Public Service Act 1999, and as 

mentioned earlier, such service should be free of state/government influence. However, 

this is not always the case as illustrated by the study conducted in this thesis. 

                                                 
42 The Machiavellian tradition refers to a group of political theorists who conceive the political structure 
of society as a dichotomy between elites and non-elites. From their point of view, this elite constitutes the 
ruling minority which imposes its will on the politically passive masses. Such view of political life was 
first formulated by N. Machiavelli (see Mouzelis 1967: 187). 
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Indeed, when considering asylum seeker/refugee issues, the way(s) in which DIAC has 

been, and is, highly politicised, as well as the secrecy surrounding this department 

highlight a public service which is a victim of political interference and pressure. As 

noted by refugee advocate Diana:   

The public service used to operate with people who were there for life – they 
were automatically progressing up the line of promotion. And then we have 
seen a tremendous culture change in employment in the 1990s where it is 
much more a reward culture and people are taking on short-term contracts; 
they are not in it for life. They advance up the chain if they please their 
masters (my transcription) 
 

Indeed within DIAC, some people have allegiances to certain politicians and they 

reflect their political wishes. Hence, we can wonder the extent to which the time when 

public servants were impartial has not gone. On this point one of my informants who 

has had numerous contact with DIAC throughout the years commented: 

We also have to notice that the public service used to have a underlying 
philosophy of giving fearless advice to the minister, of being independent, and 
of being independent of politics, so that the changes in government would 
make no difference – of course there is always difference – but they aimed to 
make no difference, they gave frank advice to the government, and that is 
gone.  

 
In a similar vein, the ex-DIAC employee who participated in my research, said: ‘You 

know, they tell you as the public servant you are supposed to give frank and fearless 

advice. No, it does not happen quite that way anymore, and if you do, you have got to 

be careful’. 

 
Such change has been attributed to the practices of the Labor government – starting 

with Paul Keating who was Prime Minister from 1991 to 1996 – who used to reward 

those public servants who were loyal and devoted to him (see Tazreiter 2004: 222-223). 

This process has been continued by the Howard government.  

 

In this section I have reflected on the disparities existing between the rhetoric and 

practices of DIAC. I have shown that explaining the way in which DIAC officers deal 

with asylum seekers as the result of racist motives, as I have heard some refugee 

advocates claim, or inhumanity, is far too simplistic. Rather, it is important to 

acknowledge the power dynamics existing within the Department, and the constraining 

force that DIAC’s bureaucratic processes represent. Some DIAC officers are 

“prisoners” and/or “slaves” of the bureaucratic machinery of DIAC, which limits 

significantly their own agency.  
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In the everyday reality of DIAC, which epitomizes the conflict existing between 

bureaucratic goals and human agency, one could argue that, “indoctrinated” DIAC 

officers are trying to protect ‘the rationality of the state in a world about to be lost in 

those processes of globalisation and transnational migration’ (Fuglerud 2004:36). In an 

environment, “gangrened” by a siege mentality and a culture of control, suspicion and 

mistrust towards asylum seekers, DIAC officers have been persuaded that their actions 

aim to protect the interests of the state, and through this, the Australian society as a 

whole. Hence, they are complying with the structures which are constraining them, thus 

reproducing the forces that weigh on them. 

Furthermore, having considered DIAC’s discourse on reforming the system, and having 

experienced a few of these changes in practice, one cannot but wonder whether another 

rhetoric is rising – a rhetoric of changes – aimed at appeasing the numerous critics of 

the Department, and of the Howard government’s stance on asylum seekers more 

broadly.  
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CHAPTER 8 
 

Conclusion 
 

 
This thesis has examined Australia’s policy of mandatory detention, its rhetoric and 

practices as well as its bureaucratic enactment. I have explored the ways in which the 

government rhetoric on asylum seekers, the media’s (mis)representation of information 

about them, and an apathetic bureaucracy have contributed to the development and 

cultivation of  public hostility, mistrust and indifference towards asylum seekers. 

 

More specifically I have analysed what I argue are four key rhetorical devices about 

asylum seekers and detention that the Howard government has fabricated and used to 

justify the perpetuation of the detention regime.  Asylum seekers have been deliberately 

and repeatedly, portrayed, as invaders, illegals, terrorists, criminals and queue jumpers. 

These rhetorical devices have created a social distance and indifference between the 

Australian public and people seeking refuge in this country. As a result, asylum seekers 

have come to epitomize Australia’s new “Other”. 

 

These dubious fictions have been re-produced by some sections of the Australian media 

(in my research The West Australian and The Australian), who have represented asylum 

seekers in negative ways, thus vilifying and dehumanising them, thus reproducing and 

reinforcing the government rhetoric. This practice has enabled the media to create a new 

reality about detention and asylum seekers, which contributes to misinform the 

Australian public and weakens public debate on these sensitive issues. The power the 

media have to produce knowledge echoes Foucault’s argument that power and 

knowledge are intertwined. 

 

Furthermore, asylum seekers are regulated and policed through a bureaucracy, the 

Department of Immigration and Citizenship, which displays a certain indifference 

towards asylum seekers. As Weber and later Herzfeld argue bureaucracy overcomes 

individual particularities, and bureaucrats can easily become automatons and cogs in the 

machine. In this research, the departmental culture of control and secrecy, and the lack 

of accountability, openness and transparency can partly account for this apathy. The 

resultant practices of indifference are reinforced by the internal dynamic existing 

between DIAC structures and culture and DIAC employees. From my experience and 

my inability to access DIAC due to, I believe, the strong compliance of its employees, I 
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was confronted with the impenetrable structure of the Department, I argue that DIAC 

employees, by apparently complying with the structures and culture that weigh on them, 

are reproducing the system that constrains them. This illustrates Giddens’ theory that 

structures can both enable and constrain human agency, or in his own words (Giddens 

1984: 25) that structures are ‘the medium and outcome of agency’, and that no matter 

how constraining the structures are, individuals always have some form of agency. 

 

This research also raises questions about power and the way in which it is displayed in 

bureaucratic forms of organization. It reveals the importance of human agency in the 

power relationship and dynamic between the superordinates and subordinates. Rather 

than being ‘cultural dupes’ imprisoned in structures, individuals have some capacity to 

act, and arguably always have a choice in the way they express their agency. As I tried 

to demonstrate in my case study, the power dynamic operating within DIAC is not only 

the result of the existing formal structure but is also profoundly influenced by 

Australia’s historical context, DIAC’s culture and the agency of its employees. This 

agency can be seen as re-producing a system marked with the dominant historical 

nationalist discourse of who belongs and who does not.   

 

In the context of refugee studies, this research has shown that the ways in which 

refugees and asylum seekers are perceived has a significant impact on the ways in 

which a host country, its government and population, receive them. Ideally, refugees 

and asylum seekers need to be perceived as a positive addition to a receiver society, 

rather than as a threat and a drain on resources (Tazreiter 2004: 228). This is 

particularly true in a society like Australia, which has made multiculturalism and 

egalitarianism its national ethos. Rather than feeding popular fears and anxieties about 

foreigners through numerous rhetorical devices, as is the case with asylums seekers, the 

Federal government should inform and educate the general Australian public on asylum 

seekers and their motivations for seeking refuge (e.g. why are they living their country). 

Indeed, ‘Fear has less hold if we can counter it with knowledge and understanding’ 

(Bilton et al. 2002: xxix).  

 

The refugee/asylum seekers “problem” is not an easy one to solve. The fact that it is 

constructed as a problem is part of the problem. And Australia has yet to find the right 

balance between empathy and national interest in its treatment of asylum seekers. The 

irony is that the daily cost of detaining each detainee in immigration detention which 
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ranges from $111 at Villawood, New South Wales, to $725 at Christmas Island, is 

costing Australians far more than promptly accepting asylum seekers as legitimate 

settlers. In addition, given the crisis in labour Australia is currently facing, asylum 

seekers should be cast as a much needed resources rather than a threat to the national 

identity (see Koser 2007). 

 

In the context of the Anthropology of Policy, this thesis has illustrated the ways in 

which a policy, apprehended as a cultural phenomenon and/or an “operating manual”, 

can be used by governments to mould individuals in particular ways, and legitimise the 

practices of administration. From a methodological perspective, I emphasise the need to 

move away from the traditional anthropological method of research to consider more 

ecclectic techniques such as textual and/or discourse analysis. Shore and Wright’s 

(1997:14) call to “study through” when studying policy is a useful one to contemplate 

and to put into practice. Such a call, which entails multi-sited ethnography, is 

particularly necessary when studying policy, as is the case in my study, since the 

conventional ethnographic methods of participant observation and interviewing proved 

to be a challenge in practice. The adequacy and validity of the idea of “studying 

through” or “studying up” should be recognised and acknowledged more regularly as 

valuable methodologies for anthropological inquiry of policy in the future. 
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APPENDIX: List of Prime Ministers and Immigration Ministers in Australia since 1945 
 
Period of Time Prime Ministers Minister for Immigration Political Party 
1945 - 1949 Ben Chifley Arthur Calwell  Australian Labor Party 
1949 - 1966 Robert Menzies •Harold Holt 1949-1956 

•Athol Townley 1956-1958 
•Alexander Downer, Sr 
1958-1963 
•Hubert Opperman 1963-
1966 

Liberal Party of 
Australia 

1966 – 1968 Harold Holt Billy Snedden 1966-1968 Liberal Party of 
Australia 

1967 - 1968 John McEwen Billy Snedden1968-1969 Country Party 
1968 - 1971 John Gorton Philip Lynch 1969-1971 Liberal Party of 

Australia 
1971 - 1972 William McMahon Alexander Forbes 1971-

1972 
Liberal Party of 
Australia 

1972 - 1975 Gough Whitlam •Lance Barnard 5/12/1972-
19/12/1972 
•Al Grassby 1972-1974 
•Clyde Cameron 1974-
1975 
•James McClelland June 
1975-November 1975 

Australian Labor Party 

1975 - 1983 Malcom Fraser •Tony Street November 
1985-December 1975 
•Michael MacKellar 1975-
1979 
•Ian McPhee 1979-1982 
•John Hodges 1982-1983 

Liberal Party of 
Australia 

1983 - 1991 Robert Hawke •Stewart West 1983-1984 
•Chris Hurford 1984-1987 
•Mick Young 1987-1988 
•Clyde Holding Feb.1988-
Sept.1988 
•Robert Ray 1988-1990 
•Gerry Hand 1990-1991 

Australian Labor Party 

1991 - 1996 Paul Keating •Gerry Hand 1991-1993 
•Nick Bolkus 1993-1996 

Australian Labor Party 

1996 - Present John Howard •Philip Ruddock 1996-2003 
•Amanda Vanstone 2003-
January 2007-05-13  
•Kevin Andrews January 
2007-Present 

Liberal Party of 
Australia 

 
Note: Australia has had 25 Prime Ministers since Federation in 1901. However this table only lists Prime 
Ministers from the post World War Two period as the first ministership for Immigration came into being 
in 1945 during the last months of World War Two. 
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