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ADVANCE AUSTRALIA FAIR
Australians all let us rejoice,
For we are young and free;
We've golden soil and wealth for toil,
Our home is girt by sea;
Our land abounds in Nature's gifts
Of beauty rich and rare;
In history's page, let every stage
Advance Australia fair!
In joyful strains then let us sing,
"Advance Australia fair!"
When gallant Cook from Albion sail'd,
To trace wide oceans o'er,
True British courage bore him on,
Till he landed on our shore.
Then here he raised Old England's flag,
The standard of the brave;
With all her faults we love her still,
"Brittannia rules the wave!"
In joyful strains then let us sing
"Advance Australia fair!"
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!"
While other nations of the globe
Behold us from afar,
We'll rise to high renown and shine
Like our glorious southern star;
From England, Scotia, Erin's Isle,
Who come our lot to share,
Let all combine with heart and hand
To advance Australia fair!
In joyful strains then let us sing
"Advance Australia fair!"
Shou'd foreign foe e'er sight our coast,
Or dare a foot to land,
We'll rouse to arms like sires of yore
To guard our native strand;
Brittannia then shall surely know,
Beyond wide ocean's roll,
Her sons in fair Australia's land
Still keep a British soul.
In joyful strains the let us sing
"Advance Australia fair!"
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Abstract
Historically and contemporarily studies of sovereignty have shown little interest in
women’s experiences and understandings of the state. This has meant that
explorations of sovereignty have largely gone without gendered analyses and the
implications this has for women’s lives. This thesis draws on the narrations of women
attempting to seek asylum in Australia as a way of exploring the existence and
processes of sovereignty in contemporary society. Where a proportion, albeit slight, of
refugee research has focused on issues pertaining to women and gender, it has been
primarily on the concerns of the exclusion of gender from the formal criteria of what
constitutes a refugee. Through exploring the experiences of women seeking asylum in
Australia via Australia’s on-shore refugee determination system, this thesis considers
how women who have been through the asylum system can inform an understanding
of the processes of sovereignty in contemporary Australia. I suggest that it is not
enough to explore matters of gaining access to a safe country, but highlight the need to
examine the complex webs of formal, social and cultural relations which form the
contexts in which lives and identities are shaped and reshaped.
This study consists of semi-structured interviews with women who were seeking
asylum in Australia and had been granted Temporary Protection Visas. In addition, a
discourse analysis was undertaken of newspapers from 1999 to 2003, which
corresponds with the beginning of the implementation of Temporary Protection Visas
in Australia.
Drawing on the work of Foucault, my research explores the subtle processes of
control, surveillance and regulation that characterise women’s lives within Australia.
It develops a framework for understanding and contributing to discussions of
sovereignty by examining the ways in which the women spoke about their experiences
with the state and agents of the state. So too, this thesis examines how women who are
seeking asylum in Australia become controlled, manipulated and regulated as they
attempt to forge a safe haven for themselves, and often their families. Importantly, this
research has considered how women are not passive recipients, but rather sites of
multiple resistances, as they attempt to project an image of themselves that reflects
their perception of the ideal.
9

Chapter One
Introduction
If we throw up our hands and say we are going to stop doing this, we’ll be saying to
the world anybody can come...And I promise you that would be a recipe for this
country, to be – I don’t want to say 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 (Prime Minister Howard, quoted in Maiden & McPhedran,
2001:2)

There has been much debate within theory and literature about the demise of
sovereignty under the processes of globalisation and the international human rights
regime. What has become important is that sovereignty can no longer be addressed as
a thing that a state has or does not have. More importantly, sovereignty can be better
understood as a process whereby states attempt to assert their autonomy and
independence within the world system of states, and maintain control internally. The
international movement of people calls into question the fixed nature of state
boundaries. Where boundaries are theoretically lapsing in relation to the economy and
labour migration, the international movement of people, especially forced
displacement, is one thing that the state can maintain control over. The purpose of this
research is to go beyond examining border controls and explore the subtle processes
of control, surveillance and regulation that characterise women’s lives within the new
state. This draws on questions of nationalism and struggles to maintain order and
control through attempts to construct a homogenous, consenting population. It also
suggests that it is not enough to explore matters of gaining access to a safe country,
but highlights the need to examine the complex webs of formal, social and cultural
relations which form the contexts in which lives and subjectivities are shaped and
reshaped.
This thesis examines sovereignty, territoriality and asylum in Australia as experienced
and perceived by women who have sought asylum. It examines the adequacy of
dominant understandings of sovereignty and territoriality as they relate to the
processes of globalisation and international human rights. One of the central concepts
in this thesis is sovereignty which has come to have a broad range of meanings and
10

interpretations in contemporary theoretical analysis. A woman seeking asylum is
particularly relevant to explorations of sovereignty, globalisation and human rights.
This relevance is twofold. Firstly, women have traditionally been excluded from the
state and public sector, through the deployment of gender distinctions and roles of
masculinity and femininity. So too, women have been perceived as representatives
and ‘mothers’ of their nation and culture for the Global South. Secondly, asylum
seekers question the sovereignty and territoriality of the state by challenging
boundaries and policies, and attempting to implore protection from the international
human rights regime. In effect, an asylum seeker is not perceived as offering anything
to the nation, that is, it is not a decision made by the nation for the benefits the
individual can bring to the nation.
This thesis developed out of my interest in the ways gender affects the processes of
applying for asylum, and in understandings of women as active agents. Drawing on
personal narratives, this thesis examines the Temporary Protection Visa status within
Australia as experienced and perceived by 30 women who have undertaken
Australia’s on-shore refugee determination system since the implementation of the
visa in 1999 .
The study of women was conceptually important in this thesis for a number of
reasons. Firstly, I wanted to examine the situation of women who are seeking asylum
in Australia since their actions and narrations have not been subject to extensive
analysis. Secondly, women seeking asylum have taken on, almost by definition,
varying public roles that have questioned, engaged, opposed and supported the role of
the state and other agencies within the state. Thirdly, I was concerned about dominant
representations, throughout theoretical work, of women as passive recipients of state
actions, and I was interested in exploring women as active agents and the ways in
which the formal and informal agencies of the state responded to them in this role.
Therefore I interviewed women from a range of countries and various backgrounds
who had undertaken the journey of seeking asylum in various positions: women who
had come to Australia with a husband; women who had come to Australia on their
own; and women who had come to Australia with their children, to escape male
partners.
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My interest in women and sovereignty arises from several important considerations.
At the most pragmatic level, academics and journalists have long considered
sovereignty and power to be a masculine dominated field, thereby ignoring gender as
a significant site for excavation. At other levels my interest in women and sovereignty
was formed in a number of ways. First, I wanted to explore the ways investigating
sovereignty in terms of women seeking asylum could help recast traditional accounts
as well as inform the debates and discussions pertaining to the existence and practices
of sovereignty in contemporary Australia. Second, I was interested in examining the
intersections of gender and asylum. Concerned about the depiction of women as
victims I wanted to capture some aspect of women’s stronger agency in terms of the
state. In the process of examining women’s narrations and understandings in relation
to seeking asylum, the relevance of theoretical constructions and notions of
subjectivity and resistance became apparent. Moreover, theoretically and conceptually
I was interested in exploring the usefulness of subjectivity and resistance as they
emerged in feminist and other theories as a way of understanding the processes the
women explained to me. I became particularly interested in examining the notions of
gender, subjectivity and resistance considering I was looking at women who were
interacting within a male dominated state system. Consequently, this thesis explores
the inter-relatedness of the concepts of gender, subjectivity and resistance.
Foucault’s works on power, control and regulation are important to this thesis by
providing a conceptual framework to inform analyses and understanding. This
includes Foucault’s work on discursive practices for the interrogation of discourses
and subject positionings. According to Foucault, the body is the subject, target and
instrument of power (1977: 25). For Foucault, power is not conceptualised as a unitary
construct which can be acquired or seized. So too, power is not maintained over
individuals in a clearly identifiable and consistent way.
A number of questions will be explored in this research. What can women seeking
asylum in Australia tell us about the nature of the processes of sovereignty in
contemporary society, and how they are played out? Do women encounter significant
obstacles when attempting to gain asylum in Australia as unauthorised arrivals? How
have the women interviewed experienced power, control and regulation, and who are
the agents of such power? In what ways do they respond to this?
12

Chapter Two, the literature review, offers the theoretical basis for my research. It is
concerned with the depictions of the state and gender. In this chapter I explore the
ways the notion of sovereignty has developed, and the current discussions regarding
its development and demise. This chapter draws on three principal bodies of literature,
that is, sovereignty and the state; power and regulation; and feminist perspectives. A
combination of conceptualisations of power and regulation and feminist perspectives
can account for the ways in which women become repressed and regulated, whilst
being excluded from active participation within different arenas within the state.
Critical criminology literature introduces the background to my thesis. Critical
criminology offers a discussion on the repressive nature of the state and the ways in
which certain groups become marginalised. This draws on the work of Young (1975)
who explores the processes of criminalisation as a means of social and political
control. This then leads to reflections on feminist criminology, as a branch of critical
criminology, which offers analyses of the ways in which women are controlled and
regulated by the state. This chapter continues with an integration of an analysis of
power and regulation, feminist perspectives, and literature on state sovereignty,
including research on the experiences of women and experiences of migration,
refugees and asylum.
Chapter Three acts as the contextual chapter with an outline of feminist methodologies
as employed in this study and the rationale for the method choice. This chapter
examines my justification for drawing on a qualitative research paradigm and the use
of semi-structured interviews with a media analysis. Feminist researchers suggest that
the interview is a highly valuable and insightful methodological tool. In this chapter I
discuss how feminist methodology helped me to elicit the experiences, understandings
and perceptions of the women by creating a more personal, relaxed and ethical
interview environment.
Discourses of femininity and masculinity are understood to be historically specific
cultural constructions. This study draws on a second research method, a feminist
textual analysis of newspaper representations of women seeking asylum in Australia,
looking at the representation of women as a way of understanding the discourses
which are produced and negotiated.
13

Chapter Four provides a historical overview of Australia’s responses to immigration
and refugees. It provides accounts of specific thinking and rationales occurring within
each period which influenced the development of such policies and social and political
reactions. This chapter traces thoughts and actions from 1901, the time of Federation
and the commencement of the Commonwealth of Australia, until the implementation
of the Pacific Solution in 2001. This chapter draws on Foucault’s explanations of
power and control and the creation of the ‘other’.
Chapters Five, Six and Seven act as analysis chapters for this thesis. Chapter Five
focuses specifically on an analysis of Temporary Protection Visas. This chapter draws
on the narratives offered by the women interviewed and examines the specifications of
the Temporary Protection Visa through the application of the women’s experiences.
Temporary Protection Visas were introduced by the Australian government as a
deterrent to ‘unlawful’ arrivals of immigrants and refugees to Australia. The
Temporary Protection Visa could also be viewed as a form of punishment and a way
of asserting power and control over those who are not abiding by Australia’s laws.
The chapter explores the particular aspects of the visa and the justifications for its
implementation and use. The women’s narrations of experience challenge and
question these rationales and justifications. This chapter is informed primarily by
Foucault’s work on power, control and regulation.
The media has been identified as a site through which powerful groups, for example
the government, promote dominant discourses. As such, chapter six is concerned with
the ways in which asylum seekers are represented within the press. Chapter Six is
concerned with the discursive reproductions deployed within the reportage of selected
newspapers circulated within Australia, and the ways in which asylum seekers are
reconstructed and negotiated. Reflecting on traditional socially constructed gender
distinctions to inform the analyses, this chapter progresses to a focus on the ways in
which women who are seeking asylum have been portrayed within the press. This
chapter introduces the notion of moral panic (as used by Stanley Cohen) and the
propaganda model of reporting as discussed by Noam Chomsky, as well as Chomsky
& Herman. Foucault’s work on discursive practices was also used in the analysis,
interpretations and interrogations of discourses. Dominant groups, in particular the
government, use the media to justify and gain support for actions and policies.
14

In chapter Seven I apply the theoretical frameworks of feminist and poststructural
theorists to the narratives of women’s experiences developed through interviews. I
was interested in the ways the women understood the processes of asylum and the
expectations others had of them. The chapter is also concerned with the ways in which
the women actively negotiated, accommodated and recreated discourses and subject
positions, their accounts of actions and the responses by others to such actions. This
includes the ways women identified coming into contact with a number of actors and
agencies – predominantly services and immigration officials – and the forms their
actions and responses took. This chapter also helps with understanding the dualism of
agency and domination as well as identifies the processes of sovereignty and control
evident in the lives of the women interviewed.
Chapter Eight concludes the thesis by integrating my analyses in chapters Five, Six
and Seven and provides a reflective account of the nature of resistance,
accommodation and negotiation offered by the women interviewed. In particular it
focuses on the inconsistent and ever changing nature of power, control and regulation,
examining the success of particular theories, literature and research. This concluding
chapter comments on the potential contribution of research on women seeking asylum
to understandings of actions relating to sovereignty and territoriality amidst processes
of globalisation and international human rights. In particular, arguments and
discussions of the existence and form of sovereignty and the power of the state are
evaluated in light of women’s accounts of seeking asylum in Australia.
In the concluding chapter, I end with an account of current thinking and changes with
Australia’s responses to people seeking asylum in Australia. It reflects on changes that
have been made to Australia’s policies and processes pertaining to responses to
asylum seekers, as well as the continuance and consistent nature of press reporting.
As this thesis draws on the experiences of women who have sought asylum in
Australia, it is important to define both refugees and asylum seekers in the context of
this research. A refugee is:
a person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for
reasons of race, religion, nationality and membership of a particular
social group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality,
and is unable to, or owing to such fear is unwilling to, avail himself of the
15

protection of that country (The United Nations Convention Relating to
the Status of Refugees, 1951)
Refugees thus are people who are recognised as fleeing from persecution and who
have left their own country. They come under international protection. Asylum
seekers are people who have fled their own country, and are seeking recognition by
another country as a refugee, including acceptance for resettlement. They are
dependent on the goodwill and generosity of the country to which they have fled.
(Healey, 2009: 27)
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Chapter Two
Manufacturing Woman: Surveillance, Control and Regulation

Introduction
This chapter outlines the conceptual framework for interrogating academic
engagements with sovereignty and the ways in which subjects, specifically women,
are created and controlled within and outside state apparatuses. This chapter draws on
literature on sovereignty and globalisation. This includes the arguments and
discussions pertaining to the existence of sovereignty in modern societies, and the
perceived and real implications of globalisation and international human rights. An
important contribution to this discussion is the work of Foucault on power. Foucault
seeks to decentre the notion of power and sovereignty, instead arguing that power can
come from anywhere (Foucault, 1977). So too, power does not typically reflect the
absolute domination of one group over another. By introducing and discussing such
terms as discipline, normalisation and regulation, Foucault (for example 1973, 1977
and 1978), explains the ways in which power works on people to create desirable
subjects, leading to the ways in which people become regulators of their own
behaviour.
Our understanding of the construction of the ideal individual can be informed by an
engagement with the processes of surveillance, discipline and bio-power as theorised
by Foucault. Foucault’s work on governmentality (Foucault 1991), disciplinary
practices (Foucault 1977) and the deployment of the confessional (Foucault 1978) will
be drawn upon to aid an exploration which considers the ways that particular subjects
become marginalised and silenced, or forced to speak, and, in turn, become regulators
of their own behaviour. For Foucault the ‘individual’ was a special form of
subjectivity taken up from socially defined subject positions. This chapter draws on
Foucault’s work on modern disciplinary power and how such concepts may be related
to the notion of the ideal woman. Foucault’s (1978) articulation of the existence of
resistance will be explored, including a discussion of feminist engagement with and
critique of such work.

17

The chapter starts with an examination of the way that critical criminology offers a
perspective on the ways in which certain groups become marginalised, demonised and
criminalised by dominant social institutions. Critical criminologists have focused
specifically on the production of criminal behaviour and deviance. This focus on the
demonisation and criminalisation of certain behaviours, in relation to social
positioning, neglects other ways individuals negotiate pressure from these same
sources, without criminalisation as an immediate outcome. The latter will be
examined throughout this thesis.
Critical Criminology: The repressive nature of the state
Critical criminology has prompted discussion and responses with a variety of intents
and meanings. Historically, it has stood adamantly against structures of inequality,
authority and power, as well as against discourses and hegemonic practices that
sustain the nature of the majority in criminology (MacLean & Milovanovic, 1991;
DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 1996). Critical criminologists have exposed forms of
domination and the knowledge claims advanced by other criminologists, and
predicated upon power structures. More important for this study is their explanation
that certain groups are more vulnerable to inequalities and oppression, for example
women and ethnic minorities (Scraton, 1985).
Drawing on Weber; Franzway, Court & Connell (1989) conceptualise the state as the
“central institution of social power” and as “involved with the overall patterning of
gender relations, the ‘gender order’ of the society as a whole,” (p.52). It is a
“regulatory, managing agency…regulating the agencies among them by policy and
policing,” (Franzway, Court & Connell, 1989:52). In addition to gender relations, a
number of critical approaches to the state have centred on the way it promotes
homogeneity in relation to culture and racialised positionings. In analysing race and
gender within the institutions of the state, attention has been drawn to the exclusionary
and discriminatory practices, in particular, the examination and criminalisation of
difference (Franzway et al, 1989; Young, 1975).
Most important for this study, critical criminology has introduced a focus on the
repressive power of the state, and marginalisation of specific groups within society
(White & Haines, 1998). The dominant focus of critical criminology is on the political
ideologies manifested in state actions and policies (Young, 1998; Walton & Young,
18

1998; Taylor, Walton & Young, 1975). More specifically, it has focused on the
process of criminalisation as a means of social and political control (Young, 1975;
White & Haines, 1998). Of great concern then, by focusing attention and discussion
on a certain racial or economic group, a certain ‘suspect community’ is created. This
generates a need to exclude and marginalise them from mainstream society (Scraton,
1985; see also Young, 1975, 1998). This suggests a repressive nature of power, where
the dominant group has exclusive power over its subordinates. Foucault (1977) offers
an alternative explanation of power. For Foucault, power can come from anywhere,
and be exercised by anyone. So too, as will be discussed later in this chapter, power
does not exist without some form of resistance. Foucault (1977: 147) holds that
“power needs resistance as one of its fundamental conditions of operation”.
Some critical criminologists have argued that to maintain a dominant focus on the
actions of the state can lead to uninformed assumptions that overemphasise the power
of control (Green, 1990; Hillyard, 1993). This assumes an uncontested power of the
state and sees the people below as passive recipients. It also accepts power and
coercion from the state to be physical and therefore identifiable (see Jefferson, 1990).
The misleading perception is that force is depicted as the ultimate symbol of a
repressive society. Where force and domination are seen particularly as exclusively
masculine traits, there is a need to examine both the gendered nature of disciplinary
power and, in turn, the gendered nature of opposition and struggle. Otherwise, the
subjugation and activities of certain groups tend to be overlooked and too readily
dismissed as acquiescence.
Feminist engagements with the repressive power of the state
For a discussion on state sovereignty and gender it is important to reflect on the
historical and evolving positions of women with the state. This section acknowledges
feminist engagements with women’s positioning within the state, as well as the history
of women’s exclusion from the state and activities in the public sphere. One branch of
critical criminology is feminist criminology, which attacks patriarchy, and its
tendency to define the social structure and functioning of modern society. Arising
from the women’s movement, a number of feminists have offered further analyses of
the repressive power of the state and specifically on the processes through which
women have been controlled and regulated. When we think of the state, we are
generally confronted with images of power and masculinity, based on a framework of
19

masculine domination (Lerner, 1986; Pettman, 1996; True, 1996). Hoffman (2001)
asserts that the institutions inherent in the state act as barriers to women’s
emancipation and need to “wither away” (2001: 5).
In a related discipline, in highlighting the androcentric nature of traditional
international relations theory, Grant & Newland (1991) point out that, unfortunately,
and of political significance, women and their experiences have been perceived as
irrelevant to research on the state. Harding (1987:6) articulates this by stating that
traditional social science “has asked only the questions about social life that appear
problematical from within the social experiences that are characteristic of men”.
Following this, at a theoretical level, feminists have identified the state as upholding
oppressive gender relations that are in need of change (see Charles, 2000; Hoffman,
2001; Grant & Newland, 1991; True, 1996; Enloe, 1989).
This view ties in with feminist arguments that alert us to the power relations which
structure our daily and most intimate interactions. Following these, feminists have
developed a gendered understanding of state organisation, and representations. In
outlining dominant theories of the state, Charles (2000) introduces the implications of
an emergent feminist analysis of the state. Charles (2000) argues that conventional
state theories conceptualise the state in terms of class or in terms of power and
bureaucracy, often ignoring the importance of the deployment of rigid gender
definitions as categories that can also help to explain the nature of states and their
development. In a patriarchal explanation of the state, feminists argue that the state is
conceptualised as representing the interests of the dominant group, that is, men (see
Hanmer, 1977, 1978 for further discussion). However, it is wrong to assume that it is
a matter of men against women. Further analyses have indicated that class, gender and
racial inequalities both structure and are shaped by the state through the policies it
pursues (see also Davis, 1982; Collins, 1990; Esping-Anderson, 1990; Doyal, 1981;
Althusser, 1971; Theborne, 1989).
Indeed, through introducing gender to their analyses, feminists have had an
ambivalent relation with the state. On one hand, some feminists identify it with the
power to change policies which affect women and to give women certain rights
(Friedan, 1965; Davis, 1982). At the same time, for other feminists, the state is
identified as supporting social relations which are oppressive to women (Hoffman,
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2001; Rowland & Klein, 1996; Bryson, 2003). The problem is that the state is defined
and experienced both as a “set of institutions standing over and above us and as
something which permeates our everyday lives and in which we all, wittingly or
unwittingly, participate,” (Charles, 2000:5). This has led some to question both the
existence of the state and its value for feminist political practice (Hoffman, 2001;
Charles, 2000; Allen, 1990; Abrams, 1988).
Yet, dismantling the boundaries between the public and private spheres of the state
and civil society has been extremely important for women’s political emergence.
Hoffman (2001) explains that feminism has always been concerned with challenging
politics in all its manifestations. Baker (1999) further explains that making such a
distinction does not provide us with a useful or insightful way of making sense of
activity in the world. She explains that the private sphere is supposed to refer to the
family, unsullied by state regulation, where women are confined and men absent. In
contrast, the public sphere is supposed to refer to the world of rational discourse and
political life, where men are engaged and women excluded (Baker, 1999). “The reality
of both men’s and women’s lives is more complex. Far from seeing the public and
private as separated by a clear boundary, we need to recognise that they have always
been connected,” (Baker, 1999:6).

Feminists have emphasised how personal

circumstances are structured by public factors, by laws about rape and abortion, by the
status of ‘wife,’ by policies on child-care and the allocation of welfare benefits and the
sexual division of labour in the home and workplace (Baker, 1999). Pateman (1989)
thus argues that ‘personal’ problems can be solved only through political means and
political action (see also Charles, 2000; Grant & Newland, 1991; Baker, 1999; Okin,
1991). In addition, Pateman (1989) points out that women have never really been
excluded from public life, but the way in which women are included is grounded, as
firmly as their position in the private sphere, in patriarchal beliefs and practices.
In critiquing this dichotomy between the public and the private, Baker (1999:6-7)
explains how the claim to a clear boundary between the public and private spheres is
an ideological claim, thus becoming a political act (see also Landes, 1998; Sassoon,
1987) forming part of the structural inequalities that are embedded in the state
(Landes, 1998; Lester, 1997; Loughlin, 1998; Morgan, 1995). The location of the
boundary between the public and private spheres has had powerful material and
experiential consequences for women. In short, the distinction has become “a basic
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part of the way our whole social and psychic worlds are ordered, but an order that is
constantly shifting, being made and remade,” (Davidoff, 1998:165; see also Sassoon,
1987).
It is important to note that by the end of the 1970s, the women’s movement as a
whole, as it was up until this time, became fragmented and it became obvious that its
apparent inclusivity actually excluded women who were not white, heterosexual and
middle class. Alternative feminisms, through their critiques of mainstream feminisms,
and through their own political practices, broadened feminist understandings of
society and the state (see Mohanty, 1991; Kandiyoti, 1991). For example, where men
are representative of the ‘state’, postcolonial and third world feminists indicate that
women bear the burden of being ‘mothers of the nation’ (Kandiyoti, 1991: 429) as
well as being those who reproduce the boundaries of ethnic groups, who transmit the
culture and who are signifiers of national difference (see for example Yuval-Davis &
Anthias, 1992; Yuval-Davis, 1997; Ali, Coate & Goro, 2000; Kandiyoti, 1991).
Women continue to serve as boundary markers between different national, ethnic, and
religious collectivities. Women actively convey boundaries through conformity and
adaptation to gendered ideals. Women thus become discursively controlled through
their deployment as symbols. These symbols are continually reproduced by those
with the power to define ideals. However, as will be discussed later in this chapter,
women are not merely dominated, but have the ability to resist and negotiate such
constructions.
At times, women are seen as the visible embodiment of the nation (Rajan, 1993). Yet,
women’s stake in nationalism is far more complex than the foregoing suggests. On the
one hand, nationalist movements invite women to participate more fully in collective
life by interpellating them as national actors: mothers, educators, workers and even
fighters (Kandiyoti, 1991: 429; Rajan, 1993). On the other hand, they reaffirm the
boundaries of culturally acceptable feminine conduct and exert pressure on women to
articulate their gender interests within the terms of reference set by nationalist
discourse (see also Enloe, 1989). Rajan (1993) explains that the postcolonial nationstate is rife with conflicts between the imperative of nationalism as an ideology, and
the reality of the multiple divisions within its geographical boundaries. In this contest,
the state attempts to enforce homogenisation and centralisation. Women often become
the sites of such contestation (Rajan, 1993). Of importance to note, feminism is not
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autonomous, but bound to the signifying network of the national context which
produces it (Kandiyoti, 1991; Schick, 1990).
According to some writers, women are relegated to the margins of the polity even
though their centrality to the nation is constantly being reaffirmed (Kandiyoti, 1991:
430). It is reaffirmed consciously in nationalist rhetoric where the nation itself is
represented as a woman to be protected or, less consciously, in an intense
preoccupation with women’s appropriate sexual conduct (Kandiyoti, 1991). The latter
often constitutes the crucial distinction between the nation and its ‘others’. Kandiyoti
(1991) concludes that the identification of women as privileged bearers of corporate
and collective identities and boundary markers of their communities has had a
deleterious effect on their emergence as full-fledged citizens of modern nation-states.
Stateless women are particularly vulnerable. As Scott (1998: 1) explains, “the state
has always seemed to be the enemy of people who move around.”
Of particular interest to this research are feminist engagements with women’s
exclusion, not only from the state, but, to be more specific, also from the definition of
what constitutes a refugee (Crawley, 2001; RWLG, 1998). In addressing women’s
seeming absence from the public and thus political sphere of society, some feminists
have examined the inability of the refugee definition to account for women and
gender-based persecution. Following this, they have pushed for the inclusion of
gender not only within the current definition of what constitutes a refugee, but also as
particular grounds for persecution. Extending this, feminists have explored the
stringent nature of the definition of gender that has been deployed, and the ways this
promotes a particular ‘woman,’ with a particular existence (Crawley, 2001; Freedman,
2007).
Furthermore, in the realm of gender relations, the superiority of the Western middle
class woman is deployed in a discursive setting that is meant to represent all women,
including women seeking asylum. However, this reflects a certain ethnocentrism that
is willing to posit Western women as the ‘normative referent’ (Mohanty, 1991, p.56)
against which the situation of ‘other’ women will be evaluated and pitied. In her
critique of the portrayal of the ‘third world woman’ by some feminist scholars,
Mohanty reveals the patronising implications of this method:

23

A comparison between Western feminist self-presentation and Western
feminist re-presentation of women in the third world yields significant
results. Universal images of the ‘third world woman’ (the veiled, chaste
virgin etc), images constructed from adding ‘third world difference’ to
‘sexual difference,’ are predicated upon (and hence obviously bring into
sharper focus) assumptions about Western women as secular, liberated,
and having control over their own lives. This is not to suggest that
Western women are secular, liberated and in control of their own lives. I
am referring to a discursive self-presentation, not necessarily to material
reality. If this were a material reality, there would be no need for
political movements in the West (1991: 74).

The practical consequence of such conceptions will be that gender persecution will be
most visible and identifiable as such when those involved can be perceived as a
‘Cultural Other’. This strategy will enable non-refugee producing countries, like
Australia, who receive applications for refugee status to neutralise and assimilate
dominant feminist insights about the relationship between patriarchy and the state into
a refugee determination system that desires, above all, to sustain its self-understanding
as a non refugee producer (Macklin, 1995). Practices such as dowry burning, dress
codes, and genital mutilation, will present cases that are relatively ‘easy’ to recognise
as gender persecution. State indifference to violence against women will be more
problematic, and the identity of the country of nationality as a traditional ‘refugee
producer’ may well enhance the probability of success for the claimant (Macklin,
1995). However, this reinforces an understanding that in order to gain recognition as
in need of protection, women seeking asylum must fit into these categories before
their claim will be acknowledged and approved. This gives the non-refugee producing
state the ability to write the prerequisites for gender-based persecution in its own
interests.
The important point for this research is that, underlying this analysis of the state, is the
Foucauldian conception of the state as a concentration and institutionalisation of
power that is continually contested both internally and externally (see Charles, 2000).
The state regulates power relations through the constitution of subjects within its
discursive practices. Dominant ideologies naturalise social relations which might
otherwise be perceived in terms of unequal power relations, thus relations of class
exploitation or gender oppression are marked by ideologies of equality and
citizenship, while disciplinary power is associated with processes of surveillance,
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management and control (Cooper, 1995). Thus, the important point is that subjects are
vested with power within their relationships in order to carry out the work of the state.
The evolution of state sovereignty
In addressing the implications of the existing mechanics of the state for women, it is
beneficial to refer to literature on sovereignty and the formation of the modern state.
Camilleri & Falk (1992) remind us that sovereignty is a way of speaking about the
world, a way of acting in the world. It is central to the discourse on politics.
Sovereignty in both practice and theory is aimed at establishing order and clarity in an
otherwise turbulent and incoherent world. Although such distinctions and dichotomies
have elsewhere been criticised, sovereignty is the formal principle which
institutionalises authority (Ruggie, 1986), and assumes boundaries between ‘us’ and
‘them,’ ‘order’ and ‘anarchy,’ ‘public’ and ‘private’ (True, 1996; Ruggie, 1986).
According to Ashley (1988), the historical function of sovereignty has been to act as a
“fundamental source of truth and meaning, to distinguish between order and anarchy,
security and danger, identity and difference,” (p.230). However, throughout the course
of history, the meaning of sovereignty has undergone important change and
transformation, from the location of the source of its legitimacy (in God, the monarch
or the people), to the scope of activities claimed under its protection (Ashley, 1988;
see also Maritain, 1954; Sabine, 1963; Hobbes, 1968; Locke, 1924; Held, 1984;
Rousseau, 1950; Marx & Engels, 1950). In addition to its historical relevance,
sovereignty lies at the heart of the modern, and Western, experience of space and
time. It is integral to the structure of Western thought with its stresses on dichotomies
and polarities and to a discourse in which territory is sharply demarcated and
exclusively controlled (Dalby, 1990).
First, any attempt to gain an insight into the concept of sovereignty requires an
understanding that it is a historically specific concept, with a close tie to the evolution
of the state (Weber, 1995; Biersteker & Weber, 1996; Hinsley, 1986). The modern
idea of sovereignty has emerged over four centuries as a way of associating the
structure of political power with a corresponding structure of territorial space
(Hinsley, 1986; Camilleri & Falk, 1992; Hoffman, 1995; Shinoda, 2000). There is a
pressing need to rethink the discourses and practices of sovereignty. Despite continual
elaboration and refinements, the theory of sovereignty has remained contested. The
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meanings of sovereignty are “inscribed, contested, erased and reinscribed through
historical practices,” (Weber, 1995: 11). One thing that is clear is that each definition
had a particular purpose for a particular society and a particular historical moment.
Regardless of what system was being deployed, the primary function of sovereignty is
social order, closely bound to a territorial definition of society. Increasingly,
throughout history, territorial defence has become the primary obligation of the state,
as an attack on territory represented “a challenge to the state’s order and authority,”
(Sack, 1980: 181; see also Walker, 1984). There was also an important cultural
dimension, connected to the changing character of economic organisations, namely
the growth of nationalism (Camilleri & Falk, 1992). Camilleri & Falk (1992) explain
that nationalism involves more than cultural experience. The general tendency of the
state has been to promote nationalist sentiment as a way of preserving its own
cohesion (Kohn, 1965) amidst the contradictions inherent in the spread of capitalism
and more specifically the conjunction of economic dislocation, political fragmentation
and ethnic-cultural differentiation (Camilleri & Falk, 1992: 25-28). This then points to
the attempted homogenisation of culture within political units and the increasing role
of the state as the main vehicle for the transmission of culture. In this sense national
sovereignty was seen in a political context as the defining principle of political
organisation and the principle vehicle for managing class, ethnic and religious conflict
within and between nations (Brucan, 1980; Wight, 1979; Bull, 1977: 101-126).
Acknowledging the historical development of both sovereignty and the state negates
the seemingly stable and fixed nature of their existence. In a period marked by such
flux and transformation within the world order, the notion of sovereignty has
increasingly come to the fore in literature on international and domestic relations. The
dominant trend appears to be the processes of affirmation or denial of the existence of
sovereignty, or the ways in which attempts to invoke sovereignty are acted out both
domestically and internationally. However, throughout the years, there has been a
substantial increase in the number of scholars who are dissatisfied with the tendency
to assume or ignore sovereignty’s existence and who are interested in going beyond
descriptions of the erosion of state sovereignty (Hinsley, 1986; James, 1986).
Theorists have also argued that sovereignty must be stripped of its concrete nature,
and be seen instead as a political technology. Hinsley, discussing the sovereignty
principle, argues:
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Although we talk about it loosely as something concrete that may be
lost or acquired, eroded or increased, sovereignty is not a fact. It is a
concept that has been applied to political power that can be exercised
(1986: 1).
This is an extremely important point to consider when attempting to address and
research the notion of sovereignty, as well as for any opposition.
This articulation has become both the focus and the starting point for many
examinations of sovereignty within contemporary thought. Hinsley argues that
sovereignty is “no more than an assertion,” (1986: 225) but does not provide an
explanation of how it is made. Hinsley (1986) further explains that since political
power is widely dispersed, and since the indivisibility and inalienability of ultimate
power were the marks of sovereignty, the theory has become inaccurate. He suggests
that we “must move from the sphere of the doctrine of sovereignty to the field of a
mere power politics,” (1986: 221). According to Anderson (1983), in his definition of
the nation, nations are imagined as being sovereign. Drawing on the work of Foucault,
Camilleri & Falk (1992) discuss sovereignty as being a discourse which has come to
exercise a profound and pervasive influence on both knowledge and actions in modern
society. Such discourses create both physical boundaries, which separate one state
from another, as well as conceptual and cultural boundaries which distinguish ‘same’
from ‘other’ (Camilleri & Falk, 1992: 236-237). Discourses can be powerful, with
their ability to be changed and adapted, as well as the ability to persuade and
influence.
Weber (1995) attacks an idea of sovereignty conceived of as an unchangeable fact,
and succeeds in showing that discourses on sovereignty have been the result of
deliberations of political leaders according to their political needs. Weber (1995)
explains that, where some scholars suggest that sovereignty denotes a state of being,
sovereignty in fact expresses a characteristic way in which sovereign statehood may
be inferred from doing or practice. She explains that to speak of a sovereign state
requires that one engage with the political practice of stabilising the concept’s
meaning. Thought of in this way, sovereignty marks a site of repeated and various
political struggles. Drawing on a discussion of the relationships and tensions between
sovereignty and external interventions, Weber (1995) explains how this political
struggle is a struggle to ‘write’ the state. “What must be done to effect a sovereign
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state is to control how its people are ‘written’ or constituted,” (Weber, 1995: 27).
However, this struggle is not confined to political practices, but in addition, makes a
mark on social practices that are tightly linked with the political domain.
Biersteker & Weber (1996) further develop the conception of sovereignty as
something that is not absolute or permanent, but continually evaluated and reestablished. Amidst questions of how and where sovereignty resides, Biersteker &
Weber (1996) explain that we cannot use definitions to understand a subject we
believe is so deeply contested and undergoing change. Furthermore, “the very attempt
to treat sovereignty as a matter of definition and legal principle encourages a certain
amnesia about its historical and culturally specific character,” (Walker, 1993: 166).
Where some theorists argue that sovereignty is preserved by force (for example,
Strang, 1996), Biersteker & Weber (1996) point out that the most important
component, that they regard as socially constructed, is recognition. Barkin (1998) and
Elshtain (1981), among others, concur with Biersteker & Weber (1996). Barkin
explains that “sovereignty is not merely a matter of internal authority, it has also
become a matter of external legitimacy; it is a social construct,” (1998: 232).
Furthermore, a state’s proclamation of its own sovereignty is not enough, that
sovereignty must be recognised (Elshtain, 1981). However, Murphy (1996) and
Inayatullah (1996) add, “such recognition is necessary, but not a sufficient condition,”
(Inayatullah, 1996: 51).
So far, I have explored some of the discussions of sovereignty in academic literature.
This has focused particularly on the ways in which understandings of sovereignty
have evolved from something that is fixed and real, to something that is constructed
for particular political means. This highlights that, historically, the notion and
practices of sovereignty have not been fixed and static but have been changed and
adapted to meet particular needs. This means that where tensions involve discussions
of whether sovereignty continues to exist, consideration must be given to the different
ways sovereignty is created, perceived and practiced, as well as the idea that
understandings and practices of sovereignty can continually change and adapt. So too,
contemporary understandings of sovereignty as discursively produced have particular
implications for the study of women and their involvements with the state.
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It has been argued by many writers that the patriarchal nature of sovereignty delimits
the status of all women by creating differences through power, control and regulation
(Kilic, 1994; DeBeauvoir, 1993; Charles, 2000). In addition, the state is centrally
implicated in gender relations, and each state embodies its own definable ‘gender
regime’ (Kandiyoti, 1991). However, in attempting to bring institutionalised gender
relations to the fore of research on the state, it is important to note that, through the
processes of globalisation, the authority of the state and its position as the dominating
body has increasingly come into question within the international arena. Indeed, what
do the continual processes of globalisation mean for the fate of sovereignty?
Globalisation and the implications for state sovereignty
A discussion of globalisation is important to this research, due to suggestions that
globalisation has implications for the current existence and role of state sovereignty.
An awareness of the potential implications of globalisation for the modern state is
important, and leads to discussions about sovereignty in modern society. Many
theorists have engaged with the notion of globalisation as a means for explaining
international and domestic relations and their recurrent changes (see for example
Bauman, 1998; Baylis & Smith, 1997; Scholte, 1997; Albrow, 1996; Healey, 2001).
Globalisation is seen to be one of the most important determinants of the human
condition in the contemporary world. “It is on everybody’s lips,” (Bauman, 1998: 1)
yet Sassen (1996) describes globalisation as a contradictory space, with a precise
definition eluding consensus. Generally, globalisation is seen as the rapid increase in
cross-border economic, social and technological exchange under conditions of
capitalism. Collinson better articulates the aspects of globalisation by defining it as:
A set of processes that are global in scope, that transcend the territorial
borders of states, and which, as a consequence, profoundly affect the
nature and functions of state governance in the world political
economy, including, of course, the governance of migration (1999: 2).
Amongst other things, the term globalisation implies a diminishing importance of
national borders and the strengthening of identities that stretch beyond isolated
locations (Mittelman, 2000; Tabb, 1999; Alston, 1995; Held & McGrew, 1994). This
definition is useful inasmuch as it captures key features of globalisation - cross border
flows, identities and social relations - but remains ambiguous about the nature of
social relations.

This definition also dismisses hierarchies of power (Mittelman,

2000).
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Alternatively, Alston (1995) argues that globalisation is a much used, but ill-defined
term. He argues that the term tends to have a relatively narrow, economistic view (see
also Healey, 2001). However, Harvey (1990) addresses the notion of time-space
relations, and globalisation’s relation to modernity, equating globalisation to shifts in
capital accumulation. Harvey (1990) also explains how the only certain characteristic
of modernity is insecurity, marked by fragmentation, struggle and contradiction. He
speaks of capitalist exploitation, and the pressing need to challenge capitalism. In turn,
however, he also explains that all that is related to capital, for example, money, the
credit system, and communication systems, embody certain powers of regulation.
What becomes a concern then is that critical criminologists have suggested that it is
within these times of fragmentation, diversity and ambiguity that the need to gain
control becomes ever more insistent (Young, 1998).
Much of the literature addressing the implications of globalisation focuses on the
benefits and potential exploitation globalisation presents to people and nations in
relation to the movement of capital and the decline in importance of the nation state
(see for example Applebaum, 1999; Osbourne & Segal, 1999; Omi & Winant, 1994;
Harvey, 1990). This addresses the movement of labour, and the ability of transnational
corporations to cross seemingly fixed borders. However, the important point that is
often neglected in this literature is that globalisation is characterised by new forms of
inclusions and exclusions for societal and cultural relationships (Castles & Davidson,
2000:6; Healey, 2001). Bauman (1998) warns that, throughout the disjuncture caused
by globalisation, as societies attempt to exert social control, there is a tendency to
symbolically criminalise those who do not adhere to the idealised norm. This serves to
divide societies between those stereotypical nationals who are ‘included,’ and all
others who are ‘excluded.’ This brings into consideration Foucault’s (1977)
understandings and discussions of power and regulation. For Foucault, those who
were perceived as ‘other’ to the ideal were identified and categorised, and subjected to
surveillance, control and regulation. This was in an effort to transform the individual
into a subject that was productive and desired by the state (see for example Foucault,
1977: 178; also Foucault 1973, 1978).
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Contesting Notions of sovereignty’s demise
Despite the entrenched position that it has come to occupy within theoretical discourse
and policy, the idea of sovereignty has not gone unchallenged. This idealistic and
realist notion of the autonomy and clarity of state sovereignty has become increasingly
problematic with the development of the global economy, the increased movement of
people across national boundaries, and the emergence of international laws and
organisations, all factors marking the current world system (see Sassen, 1996, 1998;
Falk & Mendlovitz, 1966).
As discussed earlier, despite its importance and centrality, debates in international
relations literature suggest that sovereignty is not clearly defined. A recent response to
a lack of clarity and the general absence of sovereignty within literature on
globalisation and international relations has been to focus on an examination of how
processes of sovereignty function within international relations, rather than searching
for an exact meaning or experiential interpretation (see for example Bartelson, 1995;
Weber, 1995; Hoffman, 1998; Shinoda, 2000; Murphy, 1996; Doty, 1996). The
potential fragmentation of the rigid borders of the nation state produced by
globalisation has led to renewed questions about the location and longevity of
political and territorial sovereignty. A debate still exists in the literature as to whether
sovereignty lies in a population, within a bounded territorial space, or in relation to
the two (Murphy, 1996; Barkin & Cronin, 1994). More importantly, current
discussions focus on whether the claims of sovereignty can at all be upheld within the
world system which is undergoing so much transformation. It is widely argued that
the concept of sovereignty is seriously challenged in present international society (for
example Camilleri & Falk, 1992; Heiberg, 1994; Elkins, 1995; Kuehls, 1996; Harvey,
1990).
As indicated above, many researchers have argued that the processes of globalisation
are eroding the borders of the nation state and fragmenting claims to autonomy and
sovereign authority. In contrast, others have argued that rather than globalisation
defining the end of sovereignty, it in fact has led to renewed attempts to strengthen the
policing of borders and claims of sovereignty. These scholars believe that it is still an
indispensable notion of present international society, and shows no significant sign of
disappearing (for example, Shinoda, 2000; Hardt & Negri, 2000; Hinsley, 1986;
Weber, 1995; Morgenthau, 1967). Shinoda (2000) expresses the view that, despite the
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polemic about whether sovereignty is becoming obsolete or not, notions of
sovereignty need to be studied, all the more because they express hidden power
relationships in both domestic and international society. This, in turn, questions many
taken-for-granted assumptions. The importance of sovereignty and the role and effects
it has within domestic relations is often overlooked in debates regarding its existence.
What is needed is not just the clarity of definition and recognition of the existence of
globalisation and sovereignty. Both globalisation and sovereignty consist of intricate
processes and consequences. The implications of these, for the functioning of
domestic and international relations, must be examined. There is a need to develop a
critical insight into traditional and current dialogues centred on globalisation and the
sovereignty of the modern state. Indeed, discussions need to be more complex than
simply ascertaining whether or not the processes of globalisation are eroding or
reaffirming sovereignty and changing the construct of the state. Instead, there is a
need to explore and challenge the subtle processes adopted by specific states to
maintain the appearance of a level of autonomy within international affairs and
maintain governance and homogeneity domestically.
Sassen (1996) in particular, addresses the implications of globalisation on sovereignty
and the control of the state, and in particular the implications for individuals. Indeed,
the growth of the global economy, in conjunction with telecommunications and
computer networks throughout the world, has had a marked structural impact on the
institutions fundamental to the processes of governance and accountability in the
modern state, including state sovereignty. According to Sassen (1996), economic
globalisation has transformed the territoriality and sovereignty of the nation state.
Of great interest and importance however, is that the condition of the nation-state, in
Sassen’s (1996) view, cannot be reduced to one of declining significance. Sovereignty
and territory, although they have been decentred, remain key features of the
international system. Therefore, arguments of sovereignty’s demise can be replaced by
descriptions of its transformation. What could this transformation mean for people?
In addition to globalisation, Sassen (1996) speaks of the implications of the
international human rights regime. Furthermore, Sassen (1996) draws attention to the
existence of two different regimes, one for capital and one for people, as well as the
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ways in which the contrasting regimes for the protection of human rights and for the
protection of state sovereignty pose problems that are not easily solved. Importantly,
Sassen (1996) explains that immigration provides a crucial nexus which often
becomes the target when the issue of renationalising enters politics. Sasses (1996)
refers to the process of renationalisation occurring when global forces intersect with
local relations on a national level, whereby the relevance of notions of sovereign
territorial integrity are re-asserted. She thus suggests that immigration is a strategic
site for making inquiries about the limits of the new global order, because immigration
questions the importance of sovereign control over a state’s borders, while it is
embedded in the transnationalisation of the economy and human rights regimes
(Sassen, 1996). At least in part, this tension originates in the state itself, in the conflict
between its authority to control entrance through its borders and its obligation to
protect those in its territory. That is, where people enter the state without
authorisation, seeking protection and asylum.
It could thus be suggested that, in addition to immigration, refugees and asylum
seekers could also highlight concerns regarding control over borders, possibly even
more so than immigration. The status of refugees and the right not to be forcibly
returned1 are established in international law, but there has been no corresponding
right of asylum. That decision is at the discretion of the receiving states. Current
immigration policy in highly developed states, such as Australia, is increasingly at
odds with other major policy frameworks in the international system (Sassen, 1996).
There is a combination of drives to create border-free economic spaces, yet intensify
border control to keep immigrants and asylum seekers out. The international human
rights regime, while partly rooted in certain nation states, is a force that could have
the potential to undermine the exclusive authority of the state. It would seem
inevitable that this would have repercussions. With the emergence of the international
human rights regime, membership in territorially exclusive nation states ceases to be
the only grounds for the realisation of rights (Sassen, 1996; Reisman, 1990), and the
international human rights regime has the potential to begin to impinge on nationbased principles and the boundaries of the nation (Sassen, 1996). This raises such
questions as how does immigration fit in to this, particularly those seeking asylum and
thus being undocumented arrivals, which carry with it the challenge to a state’s
sovereign power to control who has access to its territory?
1

As documented in the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees
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As alluded to by critical criminologists (such as Young, 1998), the effect of asserting
control to maintain sovereignty appears to be produced under crisis conditions where
notions of space and political identity are subject to disruption due to transgressions
of the boundaries that attempt to fix space, and identity within social order (Doty,
1996). This is why the state and its sovereignty is a site of struggle and contestation.
Examining this, Doty states that one of the research implications that emerges from
this is “the need to interrogate practices that produce seemingly stable and fixed
foundations,” (1996: 123). This would then not simply be identifying and examining
the practices, but the experiences of individuals, subjects and subject positions on
whom these practices are paramount.
At a time when sovereignty is called into question, so too is national identity (that is,
the supposedly stable foundation of the nation) (Doty, 1996). The national identity
and boundaries of the nation are a function of a state’s discursive authority, that is,
“its ability, in the face of ambiguity and uncertainty, to impose fixed and stable
meanings about who belongs and who does not belong to the nation, and thereby to
distinguish a specific political community – the inside – from all others – the outside”,
(Doty, 1996: 122). In this respect, the plight of the ‘foreign’ ‘woman’ elicits special
concern. Feminists from the Global South have highlighted women’s subordination
and control through their deployment as bearers and symbols of their national culture
(see for example Yuval-Davis & Anthias, 1992; Yuval-Davis, 1997). They thus
become the icons of what belongs and what must be repelled. However, national
identity is never a finished product. It is always in the process of being constructed
and reconstructed (Doty, 1996; Walker, 1993; Ashley, 1988; Camilleri & Falk, 1992).
This premise has implications for research on sovereignty and for women who are
emblematic of a seemingly stable nature of the nation.
Immigration and its challenge to national boundaries
The international movement of people is one concrete site where the interior and
exterior tension is particularly evident (Doty, 1996, 1999; Dacyl, 1996; Collinson,
1999). Furthermore, the movement of people from “poor countries of the South” to
the “rich industrialised countries of the North” has occurred at the same time that
Western states have experienced many “stresses, transformations and challenges
which some scholars have suggested constitute a crisis of the nation-state or a crisis of
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sovereignty,” (Doty, 1999: 586). Hamilton & Holder (1991) explain that governments
are drawn into conflicts that arise over immigration as they seek to ensure the
cohesion of the nation-state. They engage in practices that are important in defining
the criteria which determine who is to be included within the boundaries of a domestic
community - and thereby share in a particular national identity - and who is to be
excluded.
Here, the question of who is inside and who is outside the political community arises,
as do the criteria by which this distinction can be made. Human migration highlights
the salience as well as the ambiguities of national identity. This can result in a
‘politics of identity’ whereby attempts are made to reaffirm the foundational elements
of belonging to one group as opposed to another, and to exclude those represented as
‘other’ (Doty, 1996)
According to Dacyl (1996), those who are in urgent need of protection are the most
fundamental challenge to the sovereignty of the contemporary state. There is a clear
tension between human rights obligations, and sovereignty, defined as the right of the
state to do as it sees fit within its jurisdictional domain. Refugees crystallise the
conflict between a belief in universal human rights and the sovereignty of the state
(Bhabha, 1996). Women asylum seekers from the Global South are indicative of that
which must be protected under the rubric of rights, as well as resembling one of the
icons of that which must be expelled or controlled. In addition, women asylum
seekers not only face subjugation through their deployment as ‘other’ to men.
Refugees and asylum seekers are readily perceived as ‘others’ who pose a challenge
to the foundational elements of the nation-state, that is, the unity of a people that is
represented by a state and the ability of the state to control these movements. Women
thus face the problem, and implications, of being the ‘double other’. However, where
women have often been socially constructed and seen as weak, emotional and passive
victims in need of protection (True, 1996), this perception contradicts their apparent
exclusion and the desire for their expulsion. The question that must be posed then is
how do we deal with these contrasting constructions?
Against a backdrop of the perceived erosion of state authority and a wider sense of
loss of control, it is increasingly those migration flows that are seen to evade regional
border controls and flout orderly and controlled government policies that provoke
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concern and thus become a site for residual state violence. Thus, if anything,
globalisation and its impact on governance in the North has increased the political
importance of state controls over the movements of people, especially those that are
seen to conflict with the ideal of a homogenous culture (see Sassen, 1996). The
importance of the control rationale among governments also goes a long way to
explain why the discourse of governance of refugee protection in developed countries
has all but entirely been taken over by the strengthening of the immigration control
regime, adopting appropriate discourses to legitimise its functions.
In recent years, we have seen contemporary Western societies described as being
reflective of many different cultures, each retaining their own identity and
contributing to the overall national picture (Hendricks & Nickoli, 2000). However,
discursive dualisms and boundaries do not impinge merely on relations between
states; they permeate every facet of social life within the state (Camilleri & Falk,
1992: 230-238; Doty, 1999). In addition, boundaries are central to the discourse of
sovereignty. It is not merely a case of physical boundaries used to separate sovereign
states, but of cultural, gender and race boundaries, which form the dualism of the
‘same’ and the ‘other.’ The boundaries between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ are continually
questioned and adapted to current conditions, in the interests of those trying to
exercise and enforce power.
Where racial exclusion has long been a practice within all societies, its inevitability
has been explained by ‘neo racism’ (or new racism) theorists. This is also known as
cultural racism or differential racism. The dominant theme of neo racism is not
biological heredity, but the insurmountability of cultural differences (Doty, 1999).
Ostensibly, it does not posit the superiority of certain groups of people in relation to
others, but only the harmfulness of abolishing borders, the incompatibility of life
styles and traditions. In contrast to earlier forms of racism which were legitimated by
an ideology of inequality of human types, differentialist racism is “predicated on the
imperative of preserving the group’s identity, whose purity it sanctifies,” (Doty, 1999:
588). The mixing of cultures is thus seen as a mistake which endangers one’s identity
and can lead to social conflict. Doty (1999) thus concludes that for the nation to
maintain its identity, it must name, isolate and eliminate the other. This can result in
the assimilation of foreignness, or the racialisation of social groups and the attribution
to them of various qualities signifying exteriority and impurity. It can be argued that
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women face a double jeopardy, as they have the potential for exclusion on the
grounds of race and gender. (As discussed in detail previously, in particular pages 19
to 24, women have a history of being excluded from the state, and from the public
sphere of society on the basis of sexism, gender barriers, and perceptions of
acceptable positions for women).
The logic behind this has implications for migration, especially those attempting to
seek asylum in unwelcoming states. This can further be understood by Anderson’s
(1983) framework proposed in his concept of the imagined community, whereby
distinctions are made between the ‘us’ and ‘aliens,’ fellow nationals and foreigners,
women and men, the elderly and the young. Anderson (1983) introduced the concept
‘imagined communities’ to indicate that nations are no objective fact, but are socially
constructed. Furthermore, they may also be created through reading and schooling
practices. They come into being because people start to believe in their existence. In
addition, this socially constructed belief in belonging together is equally a belief in
not belonging to other groups, and so the outsiders are created. According to
Anderson (1983) a nation is imagined because the members of each nation will never
know most of the people in their nation, they are rather created and portrayed.
Correspondingly, Scott (1998) explains how people reconstruct society on an
imaginary plan. All social forms are ‘artificially’ constructed to serve some human
interest. Yet, this is likely to impart a certain ignorance and lack of inquiry into that
which is different. Where the social construction of ‘them’ and ‘us’ achieves a stable
status, it comes to be part of a ‘system of thinking’ (van der Horst, 2001). Women,
with their historical exclusion from the state and as the ‘symbols’ and ‘bearers’ of
national culture become symbolic of that which is ‘outside’ and ‘different.’
Hage (1998) further explains that an ‘ideal’ not only idealises the position of the
dominant group within the nation, but also a whole series of positions and relations
between them. “It consists of a map of what for the dominant are idealised positions
and the idealised types occupying those positions,” (Hage, 1998: 65). That is, those
deploying a construction of the ‘ideal’ nation not only have an idea of their superiority
within the field, but also an ideal of all positions in it, an ideal of the Australian nation
itself which they struggle to impose. Hage (1998) argues that “concepts such as ‘too
many’ [immigrants] are meaningless unless they assume the existence of a specific
territorial space against which the evaluation ‘too many’ is arrived at,” (Hage, 1998:
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37). Generally speaking, the classification of an object as undesirable always assumes
a space where the undesirable is defined as such. Oommen (1997: 19) informs this
work by defining the nation as a “territorial entity to which the nationals have an
emotional attachment and in which they invest a moral meaning”. This means then
that nationality is the collective identity created by identification with the nation.
Oommen (1997: 19-20) goes on to explain that territory is common to both the nation
and the state, however, the difference is that national territory is a moral creation, and
state territory is a legal entity. A common homeland and a common language are
crucial to the creation of a nation (Oommen, 1997 : 20).
When we accept that sovereignty is not fixed, but something that can be used, adapted
and manipulated according to the interests of political groups, the need to examine its
practices become even more urgent. Many of the studies of sovereignty explore the
development of sovereignty, or pursue a definition or examination of the ways it is
established according to members of the state. The focus is rarely from a perspective
in relation to people moving in, unless it is based on the movement of labour for the
global economy (Murphy, 1996; Inayatullah, 1996; Strang, 1996). The existence and
movements of asylum seekers have managed to largely escape theoretical recognition
and importance in discussions of sovereignty, but can prove fruitful for an
examination of the current status of sovereignty.
Foucault and the ‘normalisation’ of difference
While debating and researching the existence of sovereignty in the current system of
states, researchers tend to overlook Foucault’s (1977) depiction of sovereignty as a
hidden form of disciplinary power:
Discipline had its own type of ceremony…In it the ‘subjects’ were
presented as ‘objects’ to the observation of a power that was
manifested only by its gaze. They did not receive directly the image of
the sovereign power; they only felt its effects (1977: 188 emphasis
added)
As such, it is imperative to examine those processes involved in attempts to assert
autonomy and authority, not just obvious forms of physical or formal exclusion and
control, but subtle legitimation, surveillance and control used in attempts to produce
and promote the homogeneity of the nation. The process of maintaining and gaining
recognition as a sovereign state often implies the ability to both act independently
within the international arena, and maintain authority and homogeneity internally.
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What becomes apparent, then, is the importance of looking at the practices by which
states attempt to produce a homogenous and consenting population.
This eludes attention with the dominant discussions of sovereignty focusing on
international relations. Furthermore, much of the current interrogation of nationstates, particularly in their responses to asylum seekers, focuses on aspects related to
the use of mandatory detention. This includes questions regarding the appropriateness
of mandatory detention and using detention centres, conditions within detention
centres, and the health and well being of individuals being kept in them. However,
power is not confined within the walls of a punishing institution, but acts as a
capillary which threads throughout society (Foucault, 1977, 1978, 1991). Foucault
identifies specific sites in which rituals of power take place within society. He uses
these to localise and specify how power works (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982), but
expands this by creating an analogy between the prison and the confessional, and the
greater workings of power threaded and decentred throughout society.
Foucault (1977) presents Discipline and Punish as a “study that must serve as a
historical background to various studies of the power of the normalisation and the
formation of knowledge in modern society,” (p.308). Within this work Foucault
(1977) traces the historical and social construction of disciplinary techniques and
their utilisation by the state in the modern era back to earlier organisations of the
power to punish found in the classical age. Furthermore, Foucault’s (1978) use of the
historical deployment of the confessional within society parallels his analysis of the
prison in explaining relations of power and knowledge. As explained within a
postmodern approach of critical criminology, those who “control the means of
expression” and knowledge have the key to controlling others (White & Haines,
1998: 200-201).
In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1977) explains that, in the classical age, the
monarch, as the sovereign, used torture as a punishment to inscribe vengeance on the
criminal’s body. New techniques of the power to punish were found in modernity,
which shifted the foundation of sovereign authority from monarchical sovereignty to
popular sovereignty. The modern state was imagined as a social body which
expressed the collective will of the people. An offence against the modern state, then,
was an offence against society or the social body. Instead of marking the surface of
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the criminal’s body, society expressed its punishment deeper. The focus of penality
moved to the soul “acting in depth on the hearts, the will, the inclinations,” (Foucault,
1977: 16). The purpose of individualising the punishment for the crime was to
undertake punishments to preserve the smooth functioning of social norms and create
‘desirous’ subjects. This is what Foucault (1977) defined as a disciplinary power.
According to Foucault:
Disciplinary power ‘makes’ individuals; it is the specific technique of
a power that regards individuals both as objects and as instruments of
its exercise. It is not a triumphant power; it is a modest, suspicious
power, which functions as a calculated, but permanent economy
(1977: 170).
Foucault defines the process through which individuals are circumscribed as ‘docile
bodies’ that can be shaped and reproduced in order to comply by societal norms. The
technique was to explore, break down, and rearrange individuals so as to produce
“subjected and practised bodies,” (Foucault, 1977: 138). He further explained how
the study of microphysics presupposes that the power exercised on the body is
conceived of as a strategy. Instead of simply acting on individuals, “it invests them, is
transmitted by them and through them; it exerts pressure upon them, just as they
themselves, in their struggle against it, resist the grip it has on them,” (Foucault,
1977: 26).
Foucault’s analysis of microphysics is paralleled by his examination of bio-power. In
The History of Sexuality, Foucault (1978) explains the existence of numerous and
diverse techniques for “achieving the subjugation of bodies and the control of
populations,” (1978: 140). He explains how the development of bio-power fuelled the
emergence of capitalism. Bio-power analyses, regulates, controls, and defines the
human body. He argued that the development of the state was not limited to
‘institutions’ of power, but was dependent on ‘techniques’ that emanated throughout
the social body (Foucault, 1978: 141). Foucault referred to the terms governmentality
and government, which referred to the focus on the ways in which individuals and
groups regulated the behaviour and actions of others. Foucault (1982: 220-221) refers
to this as the “conduct of conduct”.
The idea inherent in these techniques was to ‘reform’ those who fall ‘outside’ the
‘norms’ through individual transformation that would restore to the state a productive
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and rehabilitated subject it had lost. In short, society had the power to brand the
‘abnormal’ individual and, by acting on the mind and soul, would control and
transform behaviour so that the individual was transformed accordingly. A body is
thus docile “that may be subjected, used, transformed and improved,” (Foucault,
1977: 136) according to the standards set by the social body. All important was the
necessity to transcribe, normalise and homogenise. Through mechanisms of power,
control and surveillance, societies could achieve one of two political dreams, that of a
pure community, or that of a disciplined society. In the History of Sexuality, Foucault
explains that modern “power is tolerable only on condition that it mask a substantial
part of itself. Its success is proportional to its ability to hide its own mechanisms,”
(1978: 86).
Foucault (1977) analyses Bentham’s Panopticon as a specific site in which these
rituals of power are ultimately concealed, but take place (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982).
“The gaze is alert everywhere,” (Foucault, 1977: 195) introducing an organisation
consisting of surveillance, control, and an intensification and ramification of power.
In this he referred to the ‘normalising judgement’ to define the constant pressure
exercised over all individuals to conform to the same model, so that they may be
subjected to “subordination, docility…so that they may all be like one another,”
(Foucault, 1977: 182).
In addition to Bentham’s Panopticon, Foucault (1978) undertakes an analysis of the
confessional and the ways in which sex became developed as a political issue. The
intent was to discipline the body and regulate the population. This was achieved
through a subtle process involving discourses, special knowledge, pleasures and
powers. In particular, Foucault’s focus was on the way in which discourses on sex
produce categories of sexual identities by which we are marked as particular subjects.
Foucault (1978) explains how people, and not just their acts, were classified as
deviant, ethical or normal, with the standards for classification coming from
discourses on sex. Furthermore, people are made by social norms and practices, by
the institutions and discourses that regulate our behaviour, and by the ways we, in
turn, regulate ourselves. Foucault speaks of an explosion of discourses on sex. “It
was not that they consigned sex to a shadow existence, but that they dedicated
themselves to speaking about it,” (1978: 35). Sex became a key to understanding
people, the discourse offering ways to know. Through the confessional, a person was
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required to transform all their desires into discourse. This required a selfexamination
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thoughts,
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dreams,

through
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acknowledgement and confession of such things. Sex thus became a discourse that
could be managed and regulated.
From this perspective, a person’s sexuality was used to classify their subjectivity.
Furthermore, discourses on sex were both coercive and productive. In particular,
Foucault (1978) outlines the ‘hysterisation of women,’ which involved a
medicalisation of their bodies and their sex, with the aspiration of reaffirming the
strength of the family institution, and the safeguarding of society. Women were
analysed in terms of their failure to comply with the standards of society, that is, their
idealised social positioning.
This can also be related to Foucault’s (1991) discussions of governmentality. In
exploring the relationship between criminological knowledge and governmental
practices, Hogg (1998) adopts Foucault’s explanation of ‘governmentality’ to explain
forms of social control. Hogg (1998) also refers to the calculated supervision or
regulation of individuals or groups. In addition, Hogg (1998) explains that the
production and circulation of criminological knowledge and programmes are also
governed practices, “dependent on and relative to particular institutional, technical
and normative conditions and frameworks,” (1998: 146-147).
Modern societies are thoroughly regulated. This is related to a sensitivity “to the
disorderly, the potentially disruptive and to social risks of all kinds” (Hogg, 1998:
152) and to whatever threatens to disrupt the security and efficiency of the population.
Thus, the question of regulation was not just posed with respect to criminal elements
within society, but with the social body as a whole. However, Lalitha & Kannabiran
(1986) offer the analysis that “it is only in …periods of social dysfunction with the
breakdown of constant surveillance and the mechanisms of discipline that normally
objectify them, that women rush forth to grasp the opportunities for response and
growth that become possible,” (183). However, it can be suggested that it is within
these periods of ‘dysfunction’ that the processes of surveillance and control become
ever more prevalent.
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Following an examination of Foucault’s work, Dreyfus & Rabinow (1982) explain
how the political technology “cannot be found in one single institution nor one single
apparatus of power, that is, the state,” (p.113). Despite this assertion, Hindess (2000)
criticises Foucault for overemphasising the importance of the nation-state in
marshalling self-regulation. He explains that Foucault’s work suggests a selfcontained unity that simply is not present in any society. Private corporations,
community groups, social movements, and other social institutions are all underanalysed by Foucault as important contributors to self regulation (Hindess, 2000).
Interestingly, Scott (1998) explains that the state undermines an individual’s capacity
for self-governance. Scott (1998) perceives the state as a central institution that
impoverishes “economic, social and cultural self-expression,” (349). Thus, the state
removes any autonomy both within institutions and individuals.
In short, the principal goal of disciplinary power was to produce “a sort of general
recipe for the exercise of power over men [and women]: the ‘mind’ as a surface of
inscription for power, with semiology as its tool; the submission of bodies through
the control of ideas,” (Foucault, 1977: 102). Importantly, however, Foucault holds
that power needs resistance as one of its fundamental conditions of operation,
explaining that “there is a plurality of resistances…possible, necessary, improbable;
others that are spontaneous, savage, solitary, concerted, rampant or violent,” (1978:
96). For Foucault, resistance acts as a counter discourse which produces alternative
knowledge (Ramazanoglu, 1993). Resistance is both an element of the functioning of
power and a source of its perpetual disorder (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982).
Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are
free. By this we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced
with a field of possibilities in which several ways of behaving may be
realised. Where the determining factors saturate the whole, there is no
relation of power; slavery is not a power relationship when man is in
chains. Consequently there is no face to face confrontation of power and
freedom which is mutually exclusive (Foucault, 1982: 221).
Freedom, then, is not the absence of power over another, but rather a necessary
component of power.
Foucault, Feminism and Resistance
A number of feminist scholars have explored Foucault’s admission that “where there
is power, there is resistance”, (1978: 95). Sawicki (1991), in appropriating Foucault
43

for feminism, has embraced his work on resistance and power and seized upon the
idea of a ‘politics of difference’. Sawicki (1991) turns to feminist notions of women’s
experiences and associated discussions which seek to recognise differences amongst
women. Lorde (1984) claims that it is not differences among women that separate us,
but rather our “refusal to recognise those differences, and to examine the distortions
which result from our misnaming them and their effects upon human behaviour and
expectations”, (p.115). Lorde (1984) and Sawicki (1991) both contend that
differences amongst women must be recognised and utilised as a source of creative
changes. Sawicki (1991) highlights the advantages of Foucauldian analyses which
recognise difference as a powerful source of resistance. As Sawicki claims:
In a politics of difference one is not always attempting to overcome
difference. One does not regard difference as an obstacle to effective
resistance. Difference can be a resource insofar as it enables us to
multiply the sources of resistance to the many relations of
domination that circulate through the social field. If there is no locus
of power, there is no locus of resistance (1991: 45).
Sawicki (1991) contends that rather than suppress differences by constituting
theoretical unities such as ‘women’s experience’ we must embrace differences which
may help to understand ourselves and others and be liberated from particular forms of
domination. Bailey (1993: 107) contends that Foucault’s work offers “intriguing
possibilities” for feminist scholarship. It is proposed by Bailey (1993) that Foucault
provides an analysis of power and resistance which allows feminism to think beyond
the notion of a stable, shared, absolute and natural identity of ‘woman’. Foucault’s
analysis of power frees feminists from the problems and limitations of basing
women’s resistance on patriarchal power (Bailey, 1993). As Bailey (1993: 116)
notes, “Foucault’s suggestion that all discourses can give rise to resistance offers a
more fluid, more partial ‘identity’ which could enable feminist politics without
subjecting this politics to an absolute and eternal feminist identity”. According to
Bailey (1993), Foucauldian analysis allows us to operate outside traditional notions
of power and resistance. Foucault’s work suggests that the partial and plural identities
of women be celebrated and embraced as a source of resistance and change.
However, it is important to note once again that the notion of a universal category of
‘woman’ has also been problematic for a number of theorists. Criticism largely
originates from women of colour, lesbians, and non-Western women who have long
challenged theorists who embrace universal categories and concepts that erase and
occlude differences amongst women (Sawicki, 1991).
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It is important to acknowledge that Foucauldian readings of resistance have come
under heavy scrutiny. Ramazanoglu (1993) reflects on Foucault’s notion of resistance
and suggests that he does not seek to ask where precise strategies of resistance to
relations of power might emerge from, nor did he question whether modifying the
grip of power relations could lead to any real change in social conditions.
Ramazanoglu (1993: 258, 260) proposes that, while Foucault’s work recognises the
possibility of resistance to power, he fails to leave feminists with strategies of
resistance to this power.
Nevertheless, Foucault’s thesis on power and resistance provides important ways for
understanding and conceptualising the experiences of women seeking asylum in
Australia. Through an appropriation of Foucault’s work, Sawicki (1991) and Bailey
(1993) highlight the necessity of recognising the diversity and complexity of women
whose experiences cannot be unified. Further, it may be suggested that the
experiences, actions and forms of resistance of women seeking asylum in Australia
will be expressed in a myriad of forms, and will be multiple and contingent.
Poststructuralist feminism has embraced the opportunity to grapple with Foucault’s
conceptualisations of resistance, agency and subjectivity. Central to poststructuralism
is the notion that the subject is not unitary and fixed, but rather is discontinuous and
fragmented (Charles, 1996). Poststructralism questions the concept of a “conscious,
knowing, unified, rational” subject (Weedon, 1987: 21). The subject of
poststructuralism is generally described as one constructed within, not in advance of,
discourse and cultural practices (St Pierre & Pillow, 2000). This position has been
highly problematic for a number of feminists who assert that by deconstructing the
subject, feminism is deprived of effective agency (see McNay, 2000; Ransom, 1993;
Alcoff, 1990; Hartsock, 1990: 163). In other words, some feminists assert that the
concept ‘woman’ is essential to the power and liberation of women, and for
conceptualising women’s experiences. However, the notion of ‘woman’ has
increasingly been viewed with suspicion and scepticism amongst a number of
feminist theorists (for example, Butler, 1990, 1992; Weeden, 1997; Hekman, 1990).
Indeed many poststructuralist feminists are troubled by the category ‘woman’ and
strive to deconstruct and destabilise such essentialising concepts and focus on the
complexities associated with women’s subjectivities. They argue that women’s
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identities are socially constructed (Charles, 1996). Poststructuralist feminists contend
that by loosening the category ‘woman’ the subject is not robbed of agency, but
rather becomes a subject which can be restored, reinterpreted and reinscribed (St
Pierre & Pillow, 2000). This position is said to allow for multiple sites of resistance
in which the subject may not only reject dominant discourses, but also accommodate
and appropriate dominant discourses (Hekman, 1995; Munro, 1998).
In conjunction with the emphasis on subjectivity, is the socially constructed nature of
gender (Weiler, 1999). Weiler (1999) suggests that by insisting on the artificial,
historically contrived definitions of gender, poststructuralists point to the instability
and contradictions evident in gender systems and to the possibility for individual
manipulation and resistance to them. As Butler (1992: 13) suggests in her analysis of
gender construction, “the subject is neither a ground nor a product, but the permanent
possibility of a certain resignifying process”. In other words, the agency of the
subject lies in its ongoing constitution (St Pierre & Pillow, 2000). Likewise, Munro
(1998) contends that the non-unitary nature of the subject creates space for multiple
centres of power to confront multiple centres of resistance. Thus resistance is not
merely opposition, but also the appropriation of or the taking up of dominant
discourses (Hekman, 1995). Within the context of this research, poststructuralist
feminism offers a theoretical position which allows the acknowledgement,
interpretation and understanding of the complex and contradictory nature of
resistance of women seeking asylum in Australia to forms of control and regulation.
This work of feminist poststructuralists will also be drawn upon to envision how
women seeking asylum negotiate their own gendered identities through both
complying with and resisting dominant discourses.
As discussed earlier, Foucault (1977) outlines the refinement of sovereign power. He
details the process through which sovereignty became an individual process of
regulation. Through this he relates sovereignty to one’s own surveillance of the self,
as opposed to the traditional conceptions of the King as sovereign. Power is defined
as being primarily productive. Where feminist research has engaged with processes
of self regulation and the production of the ‘ideal’ woman, attention has not been
given to the examination of the way one’s own surveillance of the self is carried out
in relation to the self regulation of the woman who is an asylum seeker. Indeed, what
discourses do women who are seeking asylum draw on when defining the ideal?
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Feminists engaging with Foucault’s work explain the ways women maintain their
bodies in accordance with the social construction of femininity. If, as explained
within critical criminology, racialised minorities are demonised and excluded
(Young, 1999) they would not have an ideal to adapt to. In addition, the notion of
‘woman’ is culturally specific, thus one’s idealised identity changes according to
cultural and gendered boundaries. This poses important questions such as; have
researchers engaged with the ways in which a woman who is an asylum seeker would
negotiate her identities? Furthermore, has research grappled with the constructions
they draw on and the ways they become self-governing objects open to surveillance,
control and regulation, both in and out of detention centres?
Conclusion
This chapter has explored three main bodies of literature, that is, literature on
sovereignty and the state, Foucault’s work on power and regulation, and feminist
appropriations of the social constructions of women and the use of power. As such, it
seeks to draw together these three bodies of literature to outline the relevance of each
for informing the others.
As is indicated in the literature above, discussions of the existence and practices of
sovereignty have been evident throughout history. Such discussions continue through
contemporary society, particularly in relation to the emerging processes of
globalisation and international human rights. Foucault’s work on power can inform
discussions on sovereignty by transforming dominant discussions of the existence
and practices of sovereignty, and the ways in which power functions and is exercised
throughout society.
Amidst the discussions within literature on the state and demise of sovereignty under
the processes of globalisation, the plight of women asylum seekers can offer accounts
for the examination of these processes and debates that have come to dominate much
of their existence. A woman seeking asylum can be constructed as a double other.
Firstly, women have been excluded within the state, in international relations, and
have been reproduced as symbols and bearers of conflicting national identities.
Secondly, they present the ‘foreigner’ who has the potential of disrupting national
cohesion and the internal homogeneity of the nation state. Literature addresses the
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criminalisation and marginalisation of certain groups through knowledge claims of
the powerful, but does not look at how those in a liminal state continually respond to
regimes of power, control and regulation, and recreate their identities and subject
positions. Research does not readily identify the forms of power, control and
regulation they may be exposed to. So too, it does not explore the processes of the
state and attempts to assert sovereignty from the perspective of those attempting to
seek asylum amid attempts by states to maintain and claim power and autonomy both
in domestic and international relations. In terms of feminist research and feminist
engagements with the work of Foucault, research has not explored the concept or
discursive creation of the woman who is an asylum seeker. Indeed, it could be
suggested that the experiences of women seeking asylum would potentially enable a
valuable discussion of the current processes of sovereignty and how state power and
control is enacted.
This chapter has developed the theoretical and empirical foundations of my thesis.
The following chapter is the methodology chapter, which introduces the methods
used to undertake my research and rationale for their use, focusing particularly on
feminist research methods. Throughout the chapter I outline a number of processes
and considerations of my work, as well as the ways in which my research was
developed and completed.
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Chapter Three
Feminist Methodology
Manufacturing Legitimacy in a Hostile Environment
How do we create an oppositional worldview, a consciousness, an
identity, a standpoint that exists not only as that struggle which also
opposes dehumanisation but as that movement which enables creative,
expansive self-actualisation? Opposition is not enough. In that vacant
space after one has resisted there is still the necessity to become - to
make oneself anew (Hooks, 1990: 15).

Introduction
Throughout this chapter I am looking at the ways in which I carried out my study and
the issues that were raised from a feminist perspective. As such, this chapter examines
the methodology used in the development of my research, coupled with the rationale
for the selection of my specific research methods. I have employed a multiple method
of research, consisting of semi-structured interviews and an analysis of media articles.
This chapter identifies the specific criteria for selecting participants, the processes
taken to access women relevant to my study and the collection of media documents.
This chapter is also concerned with outlining my research considerations and method
of analysis. The examination of subjectivity, emotionality, sampling and ethical
considerations are particularly important to my work considering the recognition of
particular areas of this research as sensitive and private to many individuals.
An all too pervasive question prevails in my research area, how do I ‘write’ about
‘other’ women? My research is concerned with bringing to the fore the experiences
and perspectives of women seeking asylum in Australia. At the same time, my
research aimed to avoid ‘speaking about,’ in the sense of projecting the women as
objects of study, or even ‘speaking for’ them in the sense of claiming to have accessed
a more objective understanding of their lives. In responding to suggestions from
feminist researchers that we need to locate ourselves within the research we undertake
(see for example Reinharz, 1992; Maynard, 1994), this chapter offers a
methodological framework for conducting ethnographic research to examine the
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constructions of sovereignty and gender as they relate to women negotiating the onshore refugee determination system within Australia.
I am a feminist primarily concerned with revealing ‘a consciousness’ of the multiple
identities that exist within an oppositional category. Much research has focused on
giving voice to women’s histories, as a means to acknowledge and bring to the fore
gender oppression and difference. I am interested in going beyond acknowledging and
deconstructing difference. I am interested in exploring the ways in which women
respond to their prescribed ‘differences’ and impart meaning in their everyday lives.
Furthermore, I am interested in the ways in which women negotiate ambiguous
identities and respond to their socially constructed place within society. Indeed, “the
site of the battle for power is the subjectivity of the individual and it is a battle in
which the individual is an active protagonist,” (Weedon, 1987: 41).
Researching the ‘other’ woman
“We cannot rid ourselves of the cultural self we bring to the field any more than we
can disown the eyes, ears and skin through which we take in our intuitive perspectives
about the new and strange world we have entered,” (Scheper-Hughes, 1992: 28). Thus
any attempt to undertake research reflects the researcher, as well as the researched.
My research did not entirely reflect the voices of my participants, but more so my
interpretation of their revelations. Said (1978) talks about ‘appropriation’ of the
‘other.’ In this, he defines appropriation as the means by which the experiences of the
‘colonised’ are interpreted by a more dominant group to sustain a particular
representation or view of the ‘other’ as part of an ideological stance (Said, 1978).
Opie (1992) warns that feminist social researchers need to be highly aware of the
potential for appropriation that accompanies the researcher’s ideological positioning.
Any attempt to explore the lives of others through empirical social research brings
feminists up against conflicts of interest between women. Ramazanoglu & Holland
(2002) highlight interviewing and ethnography as two methods in which problems are
experienced particularly strongly, since researchers have the power to represent the
lives and ideas of the researched.
Various concepts of ‘otherness’, as constituting a structural relationship of inequality,
have been widely taken up within feminism (see for example Mohanty, 1988; Spivak,
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1988; Kilic, 1994; Braidotti, 1997). However, examinations of how ‘others’ are
constituted, through what relationships, and with what effects, have been turned on
feminists themselves, by those whom feminists have constituted as ‘other,’ (for
example Mohanty, 1988; Spivak, 1988). This is particularly important for my
research. Mohanty (1988) shows how many Western feminist texts constituted ‘third
world women’ as a unified, stable category of analysis. This constitution of the ‘other’
brings up empirical questions about how particular social relations of difference have
been constituted and about whether we can talk about a person whose experiences we
do not share.
Much feminist discussion of the politics of representation concentrates on how to
recognise and take account of the privileges and power of the feminist researcher, and
how difficult this is to achieve (Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 1996). In starting out my
research, I found it difficult to acknowledge my privilege and power in comparison to
those I was speaking with. Although my ‘whiteness’ was clear, I became overconcerned with attempting to identify and address my superiority. At this time, I felt
confronted by my whiteness. As Bailey (1999) notes, whiteness involves ways of
being in the world. Pierce (1999) furthers this by stating that whiteness is an asset,
one that is reinforced through socialisation, in the media, through economic
opportunities, and various discursive practices.
In wrestling with acknowledgements of white privilege, I had to work towards being
attentive to and negating my desire to engage in issues in ways that keep privilege
invisible. I had to face my initial denial and reluctance to engage in questions of
privilege and at the same time make sure I did not become so absorbed in these
questions that I failed to allow time to hear the voices of my participants. Drawing on
her own experiences, Bailey (1999) explains that white privilege takes on a new
dimension for whites who resist common defensive or guilt-ridden responses to
privilege and struggle to understand the connections between our advantages. “It is
both impossible to dispose of privilege and impossible to take advantage of it without
perpetuating the systems of domination we wish to demolish,” (Bailey, 1999: 86). I
have gradually come to understand privilege as a resource for myself and others rather
than as a dilemma. I was born into a social system structured to benefit people who
appear to be white, educated and middle class. Thus, I have access to most things in
society, and through my research I have access to academic space. The women
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participating in my research did not have access to the resources to get their voices
heard, and they also did not know the correct conventions in which to speak and
write. In addition, many of the women I spoke to were from cultures with strong
traditions reinforcing their inferiority to men. For many of the women, it was not part
of their culture for a woman to be allowed to speak out. I was encouraging them to
speak, not their husbands, not their fathers, them. Their culture had not allowed them
to come before the patriarchal figures.
Asking women to speak can give the researcher a great deal of power (Skeggs, 1994:
81), for as Foucault (1978) notes, the technology of the confessional is an effective
form of control. However, talking can also provide a space for support. As Gluck
(1984: 226) points out, the collaboration between interviewer and interviewee results
in the access of people to public expression of their experiences to which they would
normally be denied. The denial of access to the ‘correct way’ to speak also creates
hierarchies of knowledge. (Standing, 1998: 192-193).
The Rationale for Research Method
The rationale for my method is drawn from feminist approaches to research,
specifically standpoint, (for example Harding, 1991; Collins, 2000; Smith, 1988)
poststructural and postmodern feminism (see Ramazanoglu, 1993; Hekman, 1991).
Although postmodern and poststructuralist feminisms emerged partly from criticism
of standpoint feminism, I have deployed these somewhat contradictory approaches in
an attempt to address the discrepancies in each as well as provide a richer, more
nuanced research. Indeed, when I had difficulty conceptualising the everyday
workings of power and powerlessness my position was guided into feminist poststructuralism. Immersion with this perspective directed the research focus to the
relations between language, power, subjectivity and social organisation (Weedon,
1999; 1987).
Standpoint feminism initially guided the decision to interview women. Researchers
adopting a feminist standpoint approach argue that the best way to explore
establishments of power is through telling stories. The notion that “women speaking
their truth” results in new knowledge of gendered social lives, grounded in women’s
experiences, is a central theme of conceptions of a feminist standpoint (Hekman,
1997: 401). The notion of standpoint assumes that there are specific locations (for
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example being a man or a woman) grounded in material conditions (different actual
experiences of living as a man or a woman) from which real relations of power can be
best conceptualised (Ramazanoglu & Holland, 2002). The emergence of feminism has
highlighted the ability of hegemonic groups to obscure the nature of marginalised
experiences, and deployed the voicing of experience as an important source of
information. Following from Marxist theorising, standpoint feminists have suggested
that we listen to ‘voices from below’ as a way of inviting women into expressing
experiences in a forum from which they have traditionally been excluded (for
example Smart, 1995).
As will be discussed later in this chapter, when interpreting the interviews I became
influenced by a postmodern and poststructural feminist framework to view these
narratives of experiences as being embedded and created within discourses of power.
Theorists have argued that appeals to experience risk naturalising socially and
discursively constructed categories that structure our experiences within the world
(see for example Haraway, 1987; Harding, 1991). Scott (1991) argues that the very
selves that have experiences are constituted through discursive practices.
Consequently, narratives about marginalised experiences reinscribe the assumption
about identities, differences and autonomous subjects that underlie available
discourses (Stone-Mediatore, 1998). Postmodern feminism enforces an awareness of
diversity amongst individuals. In doing so, postmodern feminists examine the frames
of reference through which we perceive the world. They understand that “to
understand concepts such as ‘woman’ we must therefore understand their place within
language and their histories,” (Naffine, 1995:xxiv). To speak as a woman is to speak
as a thing created, but not based on its own interests. There is a need to analyse the
cultural constructs within which we are embedded. As Naffine explains, “we are
always already immersed in culture…since there is no getting clear of it, we must
focus our efforts to change the world in terms of how we are constituted, and
constitute ourselves, within it,” (1995: xxvi).

Foucault’s work on discursive regimes offers a focal point for explaining power and
knowledge relationships. Of importance here is Weedon’s (1987: 77) declaration that
what constitutes common sense is not monolithic or fixed. It is often contradictory

53

and context specific. However, as Weedon (1987) articulates, its power comes from
its claim to be natural, obvious, and therefore seemingly true.
Foucault criticises the humanist discourses that place the knowing subject at the
centre of knowledge production (Foucault, 1978). He questions how we become
particular kinds of subjects who produce particular kinds of knowledge in the world.
Drawing on Foucault’s concept of the discursive regime, we see that domination is
deeply embedded in the networking of our society (Foucault, 1978). His concept of
genealogy, which concerns itself with the “politics of the discursive regime,” defines
the processes, procedures and apparatuses whereby truth, knowledge and beliefs are
produced (Foucault, 1978: 118). Foucault sees that power performs as a capillary,
which is entrenched in discursive regimes. Knowledge claims of one group are
valorised and authorised, while excluding others.
Foucault’s approach examines not what is or is not true, but how each discourse
operates, its history and effects, and the connections between different discourses. He
describes how discourses are constituted in a particular way of thinking that decides
what counts as knowledge (Foucault, 1978). In Foucault’s theory, ‘reality’ cannot be
accessed, but researchers can examine how the ‘truths’ of normality come to be
constituted and with what effects. New discourses can establish what is normal and to
be aspired to, and what must be denigrated, disavowed, punished, or otherwise
disciplined (Foucault, 1978; see also Foucault 1977). To illustrate the ways in which
discourses can change, Foucault looked at the discourses about sexuality and the
discourses about mental illness and how these changed over time (for example, see
discussions in Smart, 2002). Through his analysis of the history of discourse, Foucault
shows that changes have been made to the way in which groups of people are
understood by, and relate to society. The fact that discourses are historically produced
means that individuals and groups may contest the discourse, and develop new ways
of constituting knowledge.
Feminist Qualitative Research
There is a considerable debate concerning the use of quantitative and qualitative
research methods. Much of this debate has focused on the claims that quantitative
research methods fail to capture the participant’s perspective and exploit the
relationship between the researcher and the researched, while maintaining an illusion
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of objectivity and neutrality (Fontana & Frey, 1994; Acker, Barry & Esseveld, 1991).
In qualitative research, the researcher is acknowledged to be present in the inquiry, a
presence that permeates all methodological decisions and penetrates the very fabric of
meaning constructed (Greene, 1994). Advocates for qualitative methods stress the
importance of the socially constructed nature of reality and the situational constraints
that shape inquiries (Jayaratne & Stewart, 1991).
My choice of methodology is influenced by feminist approaches to social research
(Reinharz, 1992). The nature of my study will benefit most from the use of qualitative
research methods. Qualitative approaches hinge on interviews, discourse analysis and
place importance on the individual experience. Kotre (1984) argues that only
qualitative analysis can accurately capture the complex pattern of an individual life.
Qualitative methods enable the examination and interpretation of subtle aspects that
may be overlooked by numerical coding and statistical analyses. In addition,
quantitative methods may never provide the kind of richly textured ‘feeling for the
information’ that qualitative methods can permit (Jayaratne & Stewart, 1991).
The primary objective of my research is to understand and explore women’s
narrations of their experiences,2 processes and procedures of seeking asylum, and
attempting to gain on shore refugee status in Australia. Poststructural feminism and
postmodern feminism suggest that experience is an effect of discourses that produce
multiple and often contradictory modes of subjectivity. However, it is important to
affirm that poststructuralist feminists would argue that it is only through assuming
forms of subjectivity that we are able to think, communicate and act in the world
(Weedon, 1999: pp104-110). So too, poststructuralism conceptualises a “knowing
subject who is both the agent and effect of discourse,” (Weedon, 1999: 182). As
Weedon (1987) explains, for a theoretical perspective to be politically useful to
feminists it should not deny subjective experience, “since the ways in which people
make sense of their lives is a necessary starting point for understanding how power
relations structure society,” (p.8). Theory must be able to address women’s
experiences by understanding how particular social structures and processes create
conditions of experience, both materially and discursively (Weedon, 1987: 7-10).
Furthermore, my approach to my research reflects the idea that there is no single,
2

Indeed, a poststructuralist position on experience would claim that no one has experiences directly.
Therefore the use of the term experience in this thesis does not refer to the notion of a fixed experience
but to Scott’s (1992) definition that experiences are always mediated by culture and discourse.
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correct way to have an experience or transmit knowledge of that experience (Lather,
1991; Lather & Smithies, 1997) and that there are many different ways in which the
world can be experienced and represented (Barone & Eisner, 1997).
Women’s experiences cannot be confined to specific categories, but are subject to
many social and individual circumstances and interpretations. As Weedon (1987)
explains, “the experience of individuals is far from homogenous. What an event
means to an individual depends on [her] ways of interpreting the world, on the
discourses available to her at any particular moment,” (p.79). Furthermore I could not,
without having undergone the process of seeking asylum, or interviewing women
refugees myself, attempt to identify key areas of importance for each woman. To
insist that my participants document their experiences through a series of limited
choice, structured questionnaires could not accurately reflect the dynamic nature of
their experiences. Furthermore, they could not capture interpretations, explain
concepts and understandings, nor expose hidden motivations. A qualitative approach
enabled access to the perceptions, attitudes, actions and interpretations of the women,
in their own terms. It has been noted in past research that participation in research that
gives an opportunity to refugees to express their own views can be experienced as
beneficial for refugees themselves (Dyregrov, Dyregrov & Raundalen, 2000). This is
a further justification for adopting a qualitative approach.
My inability to define areas of importance for each woman interviewed was addressed
by deploying a semi-structured interview as method. “The use of semi-structured
interviews has become the principal means by which feminists have sought to achieve
the active involvement of their respondents in the construction of data about their
everyday lives,” (Reinharz, 1992: 2). Semi-structured qualitative studies are widely
regarded as an effective approach to obtaining richer information (Burgess, 2000;
Hakim, 2000). Semi-structured interviews are conducted on the basis of a loose
structure consisting of open-ended questions that define the area to be explored, at
least initially, and from which the interviewer or participant may diverge in order to
pursue an idea in more detail (Foddy, 1993). They allow the interviewer to maximise
the participants’ responses by allowing the discussion to go beyond the originally
planned themes and topics, and by encouraging the respondents to discuss as many
issues within the themes as possible. The purpose of this method is “to understand the
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world from the subjects’ point of view, to unfold the meanings of people’s
experiences and to uncover their lived experiences,” (Kvale, 1996: 42).
While seeking to examine areas of interest to the participants, and keeping the
research focused on its theoretical components, the use of open-ended questioning
was appropriate to achieving these criteria. A researcher who uses open-ended
interviewing has a desire to understand rather than to explain (Spradley, 1979). All
questions were deliberately open-ended to permit participants to express their ideas
and offer their views in their own terms. An open-ended, qualitative approach to
interviewing facilitated access to the perceptions, attitudes, actions and interpretations
of the women in the context of their daily lives. The semi-structured interview
allowed the women to elaborate and clarify their answers, linking particular incidents
with their attitudes and perceptions of wider issues (see for example Wolf, 1996;
May, 1993). Furthermore, information gathered throughout each interview effected
the research process. It encouraged me to ask new and different questions, promoting
other ideas and influencing the direction of my research itself (Yow, 1994: 6).
Furthermore, while interviewing is concerned with giving ‘voice’ and filling in the
silences (Passerini, 1986), it has also primarily been concerned with politics, those of
everyday life and those of social structures and relations. Therefore it is important to
acknowledge the way interviewing has addressed the political imperative of research
and the importance of this in terms of the feminist alliance with interviewees.
Thompson (1982) has noted the potential of listening to individual’s stories:
For in bringing ordinary people to the centre of the stage, it offers not
only a new way of viewing the past, but a means of generating
confidence and changing consciousness which could actively
contribute to the reshaping of our future (Thompson, 1982: 11).
Drawing on the personal narratives of socially constructed experiences of women who
were asylum seekers was a method deployed to examine more theoretical and
complex concepts. I could not simply state my theoretical questions to my participants
and have them respond. There was a need to develop questions of a simpler nature,
which the women could understand, despite language and communication barriers,
which would enable me to explore issues such as sovereignty, globalisation,
statelessness and gender, as they related to my study. This posed complex questions
that the research had to engage with; How do I find out what I want? How do I
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develop questions appropriate to exploring my theoretical concepts? How do I reinterpret my questions to be easily understood? How do I develop the words to use
that can be easily interpreted in alternate languages?
Indeed, throughout the course of my research, I came to realise the power and
potential richness of oral sources, not simply to record facts, but to provide insight
into their subjective, personal meanings instead (Portelli, 1998). I believe that oral
narratives were a means through which the women alternatively made sense of,
interpreted, or commented upon their experiences, and provide great insight into the
ways in which relationships between public and private, personal and political, are
continually negotiated (Farah, 1997).
An Ethnographic Study
Ethnographic research is a method of qualitative research aimed at exploring cultural
phenomena which reflect the knowledge and system of meanings guiding the life of a
particular group (Geertz, 1973; Philipsen, 1992). Multiple methods of data collection
may be employed to facilitate a relationship that allows for a more personal and indepth understanding of participants and their communities. These can include
participant observation, field notes, interviews and surveys (Brewer, 2000). Feminist
scholars, amongst others, have identified ethnographic methods as particularly suited
to feminist research because it draws upon such traditionally female traits as empathy
and concern, and allows for a reciprocal relationship between the knower and the
known (Reinharz, 1992).
Gathering and documenting narratives through interviews and conversations was a
particularly challenging process given the tumultuous social and political timing of
my research, and it clearly had a pronounced effect on both the content and form of
many narratives. Initially, my research was to be based exclusively on semi-structured
interviews. However, as the research process progressed, it became apparent that
interactions were limited and hindered by barriers of language, misunderstanding and
a heightened discourse within society about the ‘ungrateful refugee.’ As my
interactions extended beyond the interviewing process, I was aware of the great
disjuncture between individual actions in the field and formal responses ‘on record.’
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This alerted me to the need to build upon my interview data, by integrating and
interpreting the actions I had observed. Ethnographic research became important to
this research because of its application of multiple methods to document experience.
In particular, feminist ethnography is consistent with three goals mentioned frequently
by feminist researchers. Firstly, it allows the documentation of the lives and activities
of women. Secondly it helps understand the experience of women from their point of
view, and thirdly it helps conceptualise women’s behaviour as an expression of social
contexts (see Reinharz, 1992: 51). Skeggs (1994: 87-88) explains that feminist
ethnography can contribute to a wider feminist project by giving knowledge a
practical relevance and by exposing the constructions of knowledge as a form of
control and categorisation. Feminist ethnography shows how women can make
history but not in conditions of their own choosing (Skeggs 1994: 88). So too,
feminist ethnography can account for the practice of different women, at different
times, in different places. Skeggs explains:
“The longevity and intensity of feminist ethnography enables the
feminist researcher to gain greater insights into the contradictory
behaviour of the everyday in which women are located,” (1994: 88).
The use of interviews allowed me to interpret and understand the actions of my
participants, and my observations exposed a number of attitudes and experiences that
were overlooked or perceived as irrelevant to the questions I had originally designed.
Both proved fruitful to the research process.
Ethnography, according to Willis (1981), is concerned to see how structures are lived,
reproduced and challenged on a daily basis, thus acknowledging agency in the
participants who are being researched. Skeggs (1994) too acknowledges the levels of
agency that can be identified. As Skeggs (1994) articulates:
The role of ethnography is to show the cultural viewpoint of the
oppressed, their ‘hidden’ knowledges and resistances as well as the basis
on which their entrapping ‘decisions’ are taken in some sense of liberty,
but which nevertheless help to produce ‘structure.’ This is, in part, the
project of showing the capacities of [women] to generate, albeit
ambiguous, complex and often ironic, collective and cultural forms of
knowledge that is not reducible…and the importance of this as one of the
bases for political change (Skeggs, 1994: 74).
It is what Hooks (1984) defines as the view from below. As Reinharz (1992) offers,
ethnographic interview research typically includes opportunities for clarification and
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discussion. In deploying an ethnographic approach to my research, I could ask for
explanations and motivations behind different acts of behaviour I had observed. In
doing so, I was often able to gain access to what Goffman (1959) defined as
‘backstage performances’ where the women offered part of themselves that was not
put on display for all to observe.
Research in a Hostile Environment
Credibility in the field is an important component when conducting interviews to
explore private aspects of an individual’s life. This becomes paramount when the
research focus is on an increasingly politically contentious subject. The interviews for
this thesis were carried out from January 2002 to January 2003. Preceding and
throughout this period, the political environment and the media were dominated by
reactions to the September 11 2001 terrorist attacks and their aftermath. There is no
doubt that the difficulty accessing women asylum seekers, and more so women
willing to be interviewed, was a result of the unease and suspicion dominating public
discourses and private perceptions.
My experiences in undertaking my interviews taught me that research in a politically
heated situation exacerbates particular obstacles that may be present in many research
environments. In these circumstances, standard advice and practices outlined in
research method texts often lack the specificity and warnings needed to confront such
situations with a successful outcome. The following extract from my field notes
describes one of the pervasive dialogues that were present throughout my research
schedule:
When I first decided to focus on refugees, I was worried that by the time
I got around to actually undertaking my research, and finishing my
thesis, ‘refugee’ would be a term of the past, but its importance
continually resurfaces. Ever since September 11 2001, asylum seekers,
refugees and illegal immigrants have become the dominating topic.
Today all the news is riddled with reports of conflicts at Woomera
detention centre. The prominent projection tends to be the ‘ungrateful
refugee’ who has come to Australia illegally. (Field notes, 21/01/02).
My concern, at the outset of my research, that interest in and issues related to refugees
would be a passing fad was soon negated. Negative rhetoric had become so prominent
and pervasive in relation to the people seeking asylum via Australia’s on-shore
determination system. It was a concern that any asylum seeker who spoke about their
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experiences would be met with an extremely hostile environment. Furthermore, the
asylum experience was still continuing for many of the women interviewed who were,
at the time, awaiting their determinations for applications to extend their visas or gain
permanency in Australia. Consequently, many of the women I approached were afraid
to speak out for fear their applications for asylum would be rejected. Furthermore, to
counteract the ungrateful subjectivities that have been projected on them, despite
contradicting observations, women were adamant that their lives in Australia were all
they had hoped for. Many interviews were limited to responses of ‘Australia is good
country.’ Often their observed and ‘off-record’ actions suggested differently.
In addition to the reluctance of women whose experiences were important for this
research, there was much trepidation from ‘gatekeepers.’ There are a number of
services and programs throughout Australia that assist men and women who are
seeking, or have gained refugee status in Australia. However, the dominant response
that kept surfacing was ‘yes, we know lots of women who would love to tell their
story, but we cannot let you speak with them.’ Although research texts had warned me
of this (see for example Reinharz, 1992) I was unprepared for, and frustrated by, such
responses. This reflected the nature and power within society, establishing who was
awarded the ability to create the discourses which would be circulated and who had
the power to authorise this production.
To overcome these problems, it was important for me to leave my researcher title
behind temporarily and become involved in the field in other ways. Entering a field
that was foreign to me, I needed to not only establish myself by becoming involved,
there was also a need for interaction to gain a preliminary understanding so that I
could commence interviewing with some preparation.
Initially, I found it difficult to not only access participants, but also gain the
confidence of the gatekeepers. To do so, I became a volunteer in a number of refugee
support groups. My involvement required me to meet the rigid criteria required to be
granted permission to become involved in the groups. I was required to submit written
applications, gain references, and attend interviews. As most refugee support groups
have a religious affiliation, I had to undergo additional and rigorous interviewing, and
produce documentation proving my strong commitment not only to Christianity, but
also a church family, whose resources the group and myself could draw on. This
61

worked similarly to Foucault’s (1978) analogy of the confessional. I had to be open
myself, divulging copious amounts of information about who I was, my background,
my beliefs, attitudes and actions so they could make the determination of whether I
was appropriate for participation in their group. Furthermore, through appealing to my
desire to access participants, the conveners of the support groups could learn all they
wanted to about me while they remained concealed from me.
Such obstacles did not mean I was required to give up my research aspirations, but
rather, what was required was a search for different ways of going about my research.
This experience required me to negotiate differing identities. I was a researcher, and a
support group worker, sometimes employing one role, sometimes taking on another.
Reinharz (1992) advises that when feminist interviewing is planned as a component of
ethnography, the researcher may defer the interviewing of people until she feels they
trust her. Furthermore, she explains how, to encourage trust, an option is to define
oneself as a listener and learner rather than a researcher. I wanted to learn from the
women asylum seekers about what their experiences had been and how they
responded to these. I wanted to learn what it was like to be attempting to gain asylum
in a foreign country. I did not want to speak for them, or about them. I wanted to
speak to them, for it was the women in such positions themselves I could learn from.
Of paramount importance was my ability to transcend the insider/outsider divide. This
did not mean that I had to become a woman seeking asylum in Australia. This
transcendence involved becoming an accepted member of the group, as well as being
perceived as a friend to many of the women. Browne (2003) seeks to problematise
and deconstruct the ‘insider’ status insofar as it carries assumptions of sameness that
further permit power relations. However, Oakley (1981) argues that being an ‘insider’
in particular communities enables researchers to understand and empathise with
participants’ viewpoints. For undertaking my research, being an ‘insider’ meant being
accepted by the group and being able to interact with the group on an informal basis. I
thus had access to the women who would not speak to outsiders about their
experiences. These interactions also enabled me to observe the women in their
everyday activities and interactions. I was also actively involved in helping the
women with practical things, such as filling in forms and accessing services. My
experiences support Browne’s (2003) suggestion that field work is ongoing and
negotiable. This too enabled me to observe the many procedures and processes
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required to be functional and active participants in our society and cultural
framework. This included the observation of such practices resembling different
forms of control, such as keeping the women busy filling in forms, making phone
calls and attending appointments which essentially kept them preoccupied and
distracted.
A number of researchers describe how they have become friends with their
participants after entering the field (see for example Crick, 1992 and Newton, 1993).
Due to the development of friendships with a few of the women I was able to access
more participants through their validation of me, as well as gain unique information
and insights pertaining to their experiences and emotions. This contests notions of the
need to maintain objectivity and distance (Sparke, 1996). As Browne (2003) found
that these friendships that developed “illustrated the fluid boundaries of relationships
that can move between categories of friend/stranger”. (Browne, 2003: 140).
Sampling
Awaiting validation of the self I presented was important for gaining both acceptance
as an outsider within the groups (Goffman, 1968: 41) and participants for my
research. I employed a non-random, snowballing sampling technique to acquire
participants for my research. The individuals were selected deliberately, and with a
particular purpose in mind (Jupp, 1989). The object of sampling in a qualitative study
is not the ability to make generalisations, but the ability to identify and understand the
complexities of the research questions. I made myself known to a number of
individuals and agencies that had direct contact with women seeking asylum in
Australia. Accessing women for my study was dependent on the validation afforded
to me and my research by those who had direct contact with the women. Anderson &
Hatton (2000) also speak of the need to engage with staff and organisations as part of
the process of gaining approval to access participants and undertake their research.
Establishing these contacts enabled me to access wider networks through word of
mouth. Introducing my research and gaining the confidence of workers resulted in my
credibility amongst the women themselves. Where women were unsure of their
willingness to participate I did not pursue or pressure them.
The criteria for selection was determined for their relevance to my theoretical
knowledge of the concepts I was examining, and my preconceived ideas of their
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positioning and experiences in Australian society. Whilst I understood that the
perceptions, motivations and interpretation of experiences and discursive positions of
the women who participated in my research are not representative of all women
seeking asylum in Australia, nor are they representative of all asylum seekers who
match the defined criteria, it is their relevance to the research topic rather than their
representativeness which determined their selection (Flick, 1998).
Specifically, the defining criteria for sampling research participants were based on
each woman’s formal status in Australia, as defined by the Department of
Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA)3. I was interested in
women who had applied for asylum after arriving in Australia, via the on-shore
refugee determination system. This extended to both women who had been permitted
to live in the community on bridging visas, and those who had been forced to wait in
reception centres while their cases are being processed and investigated. Specifically,
I was interested in women who had arrived in Australia seeking asylum after October
1999. This time was particularly important as it denotes the time legislative changes
began, introducing Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs) as a means of deterring
further arrivals.
This classification of women seeking asylum in Australia enables an examination of
the nature of the state and processes of sovereignty in two ways. Firstly, there is a
long history of womens’ exclusion from the state, and in particular active
participation in the public sphere (see Hoffman, 2001). Women seeking asylum not
only challenge the patriarchal nature of the state, their perceived differences, as
women and foreigners, are potentially symbolic of an alleged threat to the national
will (see for example Enloe, 1989 and 1988). Secondly, any such arrival, perceived as
questioning the rigidity of the nation’s borders, laws and patrols, is responded to in
ways that attempt to reinforce the authority of the state. These issues are taken up in
chapters two, four and five.
Interviews were undertaken with women in Brisbane (Queensland), Melbourne
(Victoria) and throughout Sydney and Bathurst (New South Wales). Thirty women
were interviewed. This was twenty six women on Temporary Protection Visas and
four on Bridging Visas. This was not a preselected number, but reflected the point
3

This Department is now known as the Department of Immigration and Citizenship.
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where I believed I had reached a point of saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and was
learning very little from additional interviews. Furthermore, it was the point where I
felt I had exhausted my resources and all that I would gain in the field. Interviews
lasted approximately one to two hours each. The interview process was an informal
experience, and was characteristic of a guided conversation, whereby I had a list of
core questions that defined the areas to be covered, but I was equally responsive to
what the women were revealing and discussing. Interviews were conducted either in
the participant’s home or at a local refugee support centre. The participant, enabling
them to choose a place in which they felt comfortable, decided the location of the
interview. An interpreter was used for thirteen of the interviews. All interpreters were
chosen by the participant, being either a family member or friend. Those interviewed
were not reliant upon interpreters, but benefited from their existence as points of
referral and understanding. The more in-depth the discussion became, the more reliant
the participant and I became on the interpreter. At times, some participants found it
easier to express themselves in their dominant language.
Like Browne (2003) I continually negotiated power relations. I did not impose a
formal research schedule on my participants, but rather allowed them to determine the
places we would meet, how long they would speak for and what they would speak
freely about. In some of my interviews the discussion would be terminated by a
husband or child returning home. On one occasion I visited one of my participants at
her place of work. When a customer came we would cease our conversation and often
found it difficult to return to the thread of conversation we had been following.
Power relations were continually negotiated, and as McKay (2002) found, formal
research agendas were counter-productive to gaining insights and narratives.
My research proceeded with the greatest of caution and respect for the women I
interviewed, many of whom were concerned about the lengthy wait for decisions
relating to their asylum applications. With the consent of participants, all interviews
were tape-recorded. Pseudonyms were used throughout the research process to ensure
the confidentiality of the participants.
Rapport
The establishment of trust and rapport between my participants and myself was
fundamental to a productive outcome in my interviews. Before I could even begin to
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attempt to explore the lives of the women I was interviewing, I needed to develop
rapport and establish a relationship with them which extended beyond the supposed
objective researcher and those participating in the research. Following from their
extensive experiences of fear, betrayal and struggle I could not simply approach the
women and say ‘I want you to tell me about your life.’ I was initially treated with
suspicion. As discussed earlier in this chapter, to overcome this, I had to spend time
with the women and with their support workers to establish a relationship that could
build on their willingness to trust me.
I believe that my identity as a young, white, educated female in this particular
research project, had the potential to accentuate the researcher/ researched dichotomy.
This further emphasised my need to establish a positive relationship with my
participants before expressing my role as a researcher, and my desire to have them
participate in my research. Indeed, many feminists have recognised the importance of
recasting power relations in the interview by encouraging participants to ask questions
of the researcher (Kelly, Burton & Regan, 1994; Phoenix, 1994; Gluck, 1984). This
involved conversations about motherhood, about clothes, about boys and other things
that girlfriends tend to chat about. I found that being honest, and telling them that I
did not like children, and that I could not see myself as a mother, drew us together in a
bond, tighter than I had anticipated. We did not have to come together as potential
mothers. At times, the older women ‘mothered me’ and laughed at my disinterest in
children, while the younger women, most who had children of their own, laughed at
their experiences of learning to take care of their children. This did not reflect an
inequality and my ability to choose whether or not I had children. We discussed my
belief that I could never have the patience, the unselfish nature, or be nice enough to
be a mother. Being the same gender did not mean that we had to share the same
interests. It meant identifying, exploring and challenging both our own and each
other’s boundaries and understandings of what being a woman embodies. As Oakley
(1981: 49) points out, there is no “intimacy without reciprocity” in interviewing, and
it is on intimacy, and the trust that that implies, that the disclosure so necessary to
produce rich data rests.
To enter the field with the thought that I could not say this, and could not discuss that,
and to remember certain warnings would have limited my engagement with my
research participants. Many of the women had seen me fail at sewing tasks, and
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become distressed after child minding. Some had taught me to do manicures, or cook
authentic dishes. When a woman would greet me with a kiss on each cheek, which
was the way I had observed the women greeting their friends, I knew I had gained her
trust and respect. On my initiation of this greeting, one of my participants expressed
that she knew that I did not perceive myself to be better than her.
Emotionality and Reflexivity
Researchers have emphasised the importance of reflexivity to undertaking fieldwork.
Reflexivity in research involves reflection on the self, process and representation, and
critically examining power relations and politics in the research process (Al-Hindi and
Kawabata, 2002). A reflexive research process can open up the research to more
complex and nuanced understandings of issues (Al-Hindi and Kawabata, 2002), and
entails careful consideration of the ways a researcher’s own assumptions and
behaviours may be impacting on the research process (Watt, 2007).
Emotionally engaged research, in particular opens up space for new questions, ideas
and interpretations. It can challenge concepts such as claims to truth, subjectivity,
objectivity and experiences. Denzin (1997) explains the way in which emotions are
imperative to a research process to ensure engagement, trust and validity of stories.
He explains how the ability to evoke emotional responses produces a sense of shared
experience (Denzin, 1997: 209). So too, Ellis concurs by stating, “In evocative
storytelling, the story’s ‘validity’ can be judged by whether it evokes in you a feeling
that the experience described is authentic, that is believable and possible (1995: 318;
see also Denzin, 1997). The use of emotion helps to recreate the ‘lived experience’
(Denzin, 1997: 210), influenced by the use of ‘self’ and ‘other’ language to ‘capture
emotions,’ and a sense of ‘narrative truth’ (p.211). This use of language also helps to
break down the hierarchical barrier between writer and the reader, creating a context
in which equals mutually engage a shared experience (Denzin, 1997: 211; see also
Ellis, 1995: 329).
The incorporation of oneself into the research process has long been a debated topic.
Mills explains that “you must learn to use your life experiences in your intellectual
work,” (1959: 196). A researcher’s history, views and emotions not only shape their
research, but also nourish their work, through insight, compassion and understanding,
and increase the ability to articulate how and what participants are feeling (Bentz &
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Shapiro, 1998). Emotionality is crucial at every stage of the research process.
However, emotions are not only personally understandable, but also theoretically and
ethically important (May, 1993). They can be identified in the selection of
participants, the analysis of their stories and experiences, and, in turn, our
interpretation of the research process. Emotions are going to be evident. In my
research interviews I was engaging with the lives and experiences of people about
factors that had come to dominate their lives.
“To be vulnerable is to allow for the opening of a Pandora’s box, where no-one can
tell what might come flooding out,” (Behar, 1996: 19). I was vulnerable to my
emotions and those expressed by the women I was interacting with, and thus I became
empowered by these emotions. The exposure of the self, both to oneself and others,
has the ability to take us somewhere we could not otherwise go. It has the potential to
persuade us against leaving the writing pad blank (Behar, 1996).
In discussing moral dilemmas in undertaking research, Finch (1993) recognises what I
deem to be an important ethical dilemma. She considers the “extreme ease with
which, in [her] experience, a woman researcher can elicit material from other
women,” (Finch, 1993: 166). However, it is important to recognise that my personal
involvement with my participants would have helped enormously in establishing the
rapport necessary for eliciting descriptions and understandings.
My subjectivity became an intrinsic part of the research process in which the
interviewee and I were both individuals reflecting on our own understandings and
experiences, and communicating these reflections (Acker, Barry & Essevald, 1991).
My personal involvement helped me to remember that my participants were not
merely objects to gain information from but, like me, could express thoughts, feelings
and emotions that must be respected. Blakely (2007) explains the importance of
emotionality in that it “prompts, even compels, women researchers to express the
feelings from their research” (p.61). Blakely (2007) explains that a researcher’s
emotions are a natural part of enquiries, and an “untapped resource of information,
lending insight into the research process, the findings of the study”, (p. 61). As
Campbell (2001: 123) explains, “emotionally engaged research...incorporates both
emotions and intellect working together to co-inform study”.
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My experience highlighted the need for me to be reflexive, not just focusing on the
researched, but the need to offer a part of myself in exchange. It emphasised a need to
erode the boundaries between the self and other. My own thoughts and emotions
affected my interviews, but from this experience I can agree with Ellingson (1998)
that the power of grasping what is being revealed and presented comes from
emotional involvement. Through emotional involvement I was able to embrace both
myself and my participants, moving beyond the ‘othering’ of my participants
(Ellingson, 1998) as a way of grasping fuller meaning. I have learnt that ignoring our
‘self’ can muddle our quality of research and findings, but, properly dealt with, they
can lead to greater insight and explorations of how people shape their knowledge and
interpret their situations.
In addition to emotions guiding my research, I was motivated by my own emotive
reactions influenced by my political standpoint. I had heard the stories of women
fleeing from persecution. I had seen the desperation in their expressions as they spoke
about their desire for safety and peace of mind. I had seen the conditions they were
subjected to, and I had observed them in their everyday lives and interactions. The
responses they gave me seemed to be telling a tale about a different person, a happy
and peaceful person. The contradictions frustrated me, and I was driven by the need to
interrogate the discrepancies. It was not so much a need to challenge what they were
telling me, but to grasp an understanding of what informed and motivated my
participants. I was unable to simply accept answers at face value, but needed to
examine them. I believe this served to strengthen the information and summations I
could make.
Interview Data Analysis
Creating a written narrative from oral sources has been a troubling process for, as
Singer (1997) notes, oral narratives “are intended to be communicated by word of
mouth. They are designed to be transient, changing with each retelling. Recording
them fixes them in time like a written text,” (Singer, 1997:ix), which they are not.
Indeed, the narratives produced here come from a range of women, each with
differing backgrounds and histories of asylum, and relies upon the stories the women
have shared with me.
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Subject positions, related to discursive practices, are made available to us as we speak
ourselves, and as we are spoken into existence. As positions are made available, we
actively position ourselves in relation to them, or are positioned by others in relation
to them (Davies, 1993). While interpretation takes place throughout the research
process, it becomes paramount during analysis. Leaving the women’s stories without
interpretation would be to ignore the theoretical project of research. As Maynard
(1994) suggests:
There has been some discussion about this amongst feminists with the
suggestion that to do anything other than simply let women ‘speak for
themselves’ constitutes a violation. The problem with this is that it
overlooks the fact that all feminist work is theoretically grounded,
whatever perspective is adopted, feminism provides a theoretical
framework concerned with gender divisions, women’s oppression or
patriarchal control which informs our understanding of the social
world (1994: 25).
However, it was important not to distance the women from their experiences by
reframing them only in terms of theory.
Feminist grounded theory influenced the approach taken to analyse the interview data.
Both feminist theory and grounded theory emphasize the interpretation of language to
derive meanings. Plummer & Young (2009) found that the use of grounded theory in
feminist research influenced them to continuously elaborate the material of their
interviews. Corbin & Strauss (2007: 10) state that as part of the grounded theory
approach “concepts and theories are constructed by researchers out of stories that are
constructed by research participants”. Initially, transcripts and documents were
analysed in an attempt to identify key themes pertinent to my research questions.
These key areas were ‘gender,’ ‘woman,’ ‘power,’ ‘race,’ ‘control,’ ‘surveillance,’
‘regulation.’ These were developed through my initial reading of literature, drawing
mainly from feminism and concepts from Foucault. My progression through works of
Foucault led to my introduction to poststructuralist feminist theory, expanding my
themes to explore subjectivity, agency and gender identity. Understanding that
experience is not something fixed or singular, I was able to examine the multiple
interpretations attributed to specific concepts and situations. In drawing out these
themes, my aide-memoire was used as a conceptual framework from which categories
were refined and further developed. Additional themes and codes were developed
inductively by way of a data driven approach (see Boyatzis, 1998; Heritage, 1984). I
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looked for the emergence of themes and categories from within the interviews
themselves. This followed an open coding process on a sentence-by-sentence analysis
of each transcript, where concepts are identified in terms of their properties and
dimensions and similar concepts are then grouped to form categories (as described by
Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Themes were coded by identifying topics, language,
interpretation, emotions, events and actors. I formulated a catalogue of themes
consisting of codes, each of which contained its own group of descriptors (see for
example Glassner & Loughlin, 1987; Boyatzis, 1998). This was to ensure the women
whose words were being analysed determined the “categories, relationships and
assumptions” (McCracken, 1988: 42).
I completed an intensive analysis of individual interpretations of refugee experiences,
as well as a comparative analysis (see Reinharz, 1992). I found myself continually
returning to the literature to seek clarification of the importance of emerging themes.
My analysis, therefore, did not depend on the use of a preconceived framework
(Jansen & Davis, 1998). In taking such an approach, perceiving participants as active
subjects, it becomes inevitable for those being researched to become active agents and
equal contributors to the research process itself, in collaboration with the researcher
(Krall, 1988: 474). They were able to guide the questioning to matters which were
important to them and reflective of their own subjective experiences and relations.
They were not merely something being written about, they were constructing and
guiding my research.
Textual Analysis
Rowland (1988: 77) highlights the importance of not only ‘giving voice,’ but also
listening to the silences. This includes the silence of women within the media; the
denial of their own voice within hegemonic and patriarchal discourses. Some theorists
have problematised the idea of drawing from narratives of experience, as they risk
naturalising ideologically conditioned categories that structure our experience of self
and the world (Scott, 1991; Haraway, 1987; Harding, 1991). Furthermore, Foucault
has given particular attention to the institutional effects of discourse and its role in the
constitution and government of individual subjects (Foucault, 1977 and 1978). With
this in mind, in addition to observation and interviewing, discourse analysis was used
to examine the constructions of women attempting to gain asylum in Australia. In
adhering to poststructuralist thought, this enabled me to “tackle the fundamental
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questions of how and where knowledge [about women seeking asylum] is produced
and by whom, and of what counts as knowledge [in hegemonic discourses]” (Weedon,
1987: 7). Reality is socially constructed through discursive practices, which are ways
we order our world through storylines, myths and metaphors. These discursive
practices position us as we construct ourselves in relation to them (Weedon, 1997;
Davies, 1989; Davies & Harre, 1990; Tong, 1989). We do not have meaning outside
of these constructions (Weedon, 1987: 108).
A qualitative textual analysis informed by poststructuralism enabled me to read the
print media as a text that “articulates a specific signifier as part of common sense and
the production of experience” (Grossberg, 1997: 225) as well as the other side of
“double articulation,” how “meanings are articulated to real social practices, relations
and conditions,” (Grossberg, 1997: 225). Weedon (1987: 110) explains that “in order
to have a social effect, a discourse must be in circulation.” In seeking to identify and
analyse hegemonic discourses influencing society in relation to interpretations of
people seeking asylum I identified the media as one of the most prominent and
persuasive sources.
Newspapers were chosen for the media analysis due to findings from a number of
researchers that the creation of a moral panic is more likely to be used in newspapers
than other forms of reporting (see for example Altheide, 2009; French, 1997;
Eldridge, 1997). Young (1990) too discusses the benefits of studying newspapers over
other media sources. She states that due to its tangible and written form:
the newspaper coverage of a continuing event builds up over
time...the newspaper coverage therefore affords particular
opportunities for mapping, annotating and analysing the
development of a news story (Young, 1990: 4).
Articles from the key state newspapers were studied. This included the Sydney
Morning Herald, Brisbane Courier Mail, The West Australian, Adelaide Advertiser,
Australian, Daily Telegraph, Herald Sun, Sunday Times, The Age, Townsville
Bulletin, Western Times and Canberra Times. Articles from the Australian Associated
Press and Reuters were also used as they are used to inform other news items
throughout Australia. ‘Quality broadsheets’ were used for this study due to them often
being perceived by readers as being true accounts and offering real presentations
(Allan, 1999). Tabloid newspapers were also used based on research findings that
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they may be more influential than broadsheets (Gross, Moore and Threadgold, 2011).
The different newspapers were not used as a way of comparing and contrasting the
ideologies of each source, but to gather broader documentation on reportage. The state
based newspapers were selected as I assumed them to be more context-specific and
more focused on news within the state. Indeed, what is happening locally is likely to
have more impact than events which have minimal relation to the reader. So too, as
these are the newspapers more widely distributed within a state, I believed they would
have better access to sources and thus appear to be more detailed. Where the statebased newspaper tends to remain within the confines of one state, The Australian has
more likelihood of being distributed throughout Australia, therefore a wider audience
would be informed by its representations.
The mass media is a component of what Gramsci (1971) terms ‘civil society’ and
allows dominant social groups to organise consent and gain social ascendency. Thus,
the values of the dominant social order become reflected in the social construction of
news (Roshco, 1975; Gans, 1980; Allan, 1999). The press itself has contributed to
hegemonic relations in asserting its ‘objective reality’ (Allan, 1999) and has the
ability to construct our understandings of reality often without, or with little,
interrogation from the general public (Young, 1990: 158).
To the poststructuralist, reality is a product of negotiation between text and reader,
and the reader is actively, not passively, negotiating with the text (Gill, 2007).
Obviously the media are among the central sites in which struggle over meaning takes
place for the purpose of redefining truth and reconstructing consciousness. News
media studies offer a useful framework for studying social constructions. In applying
feminist and poststructuralist knowledge to a thematic analysis of media statements
and policies, I have been interested in disclosing the discourses, myths, stereotypes
and underlying assumptions that have shaped everyday constructions about women
asylum seekers.
The purpose of the textual analysis was to identify the major themes embedded in
newspaper coverage relating to people seeking asylum through Australia’s on-shore
determination system, most specifically women, and reveal the explanations and key
themes routinely prioritised. The primary examination of media documents was to
identify the key themes that emerged and how they were used to develop the
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construction of reality and the people involved. Descriptors and themes were
extracted from the text. This included looking at the ways people were being
described, and then the ways their actions were defined. I considered the ways that the
asylum story had been constructed. An additional approach was to detect the ways
images were used to convey stereotypes and attitudes. The identification of whose
voices were speaking within the texts and what sources were deployed as expert
opinion was also considered. There was a need to interrogate the underlying meanings
and their relations to domination for which the meanings serve to sustain. It is
becoming increasingly important not only to analyse the ability of visual and textual
images to create new discourses, but also necessary to examine the social and
institutional constraints on their function.
Ethics of Research
The realm of capabilities that encompasses a researcher is defined by the ethical
guidelines of the institution in which they are constituted. These guidelines define
what type of study can be researched, what method they may use, and present a line of
guidelines and rules that must be adequately addressed before the research can be
undertaken.
“Qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces of the world. Their manners
must be good and their code of ethics strict,” (Stake, 1998: 102). Because qualitative
researchers deal with people face to face, they need to be attuned to ethical decisions
and concerns. May (1997) explains that researchers have a responsibility to those who
come after them. I was aware of the potential of spoiling the field, and the need to be
considerate to my participants. In accordance with Charles Sturt University’s Ethics in
Human Research Committee’s guidelines, this study afforded the women interviewed
every protection of anonymity and confidentiality throughout the entire process of
collecting, storing and analysing interview data.
Before I commenced the interviewing process ethics approval was obtained from the
Charles Sturt University Ethics in Human Research Committee. In respect of the set
guidelines, there were a number of practices I adopted to protect my participants. The
preliminary ethical guideline applicable to my study was informed consent. Informed
consent is the procedure whereby individuals choose whether or not to participate in
the study after being presented with information that is likely to affect their decision
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(Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1997). I handed out information sheets and spoke to all
potential participants making sure they understood my research and their role in the
process. Furthermore, I clarified their rights within the research process. For those
women who required the assistance of interpreters throughout the interviews, I asked
each interpreter to explain what was on the information sheet to ensure the women had
understood correctly. It was made clear to all participants, both prior to and
throughout interviews that they did not have to respond to any question they did not
feel comfortable with and that they were free to withdraw from participation at any
time.
The volatile political climate meant I was never complacent about the identity of the
women I was interviewing. Sluka (1994) recommends such practices not only to
protect research participants but also the researcher. Each participant was required to
consent to her interview being recorded prior to commencement. Given that most field
workers consider it advantageous to protect respondents from revealing their identity
(see Nordstrom & Robben, 1995), participants were informed that at no time would
their names or any other identifiable features be used. Due to the persisting trepidation
about jeopardising applications for protection, no woman opted to have her name
revealed. Academic convention suggests that in sensitive research all participants
should be given pseudonyms (Punch, 1998). All tapes are kept in a locked drawer,
where I am the only one to have access.
Conclusion
This chapter has acted as the contextual chapter for my research. It outlines the
methodology employed in this study and the rationale for the choice of methods. In
this chapter I have outlined a number of the issues which arise and must be addressed
when conducting research on a sensitive and politically contentious topic. In addition
to detailing the methods deployed for completing my research, throughout this chapter
I have attempted to locate myself and my own motivations within my research while
addressing concerns such as bias, ethics, emotional involvement, subjectivity and the
presence of the self. As discussed throughout this chapter, a number of theoretical
approaches were drawn on with the purpose of producing richer research.
This research, based on interpretive narrative and textual analyses, informed primarily
by Foucault and feminism, has enabled me to look at some of the dominating
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descriptions and beliefs about women who seek asylum in Australia. Discursive
practices position us as we construct ourselves in relation to them. Furthermore,
positions are made available as we speak ourselves, and as we are spoken into
existence. As positions are made available, we position ourselves in relation to them,
or are positioned by others in relation to them. Thus subjects are constituted in
discourses as they take up positions in different ways. Deploying both interviewing
and textual analyses as my methods of research enabled me to define the specific
discourses available within Australia which relate to the asylum process, while
allowing the women the opportunity to critique, construct and direct such discourses.
By reconstructing knowledge, we perform the political act of changing the power
relations that rule our lives.
I believe the various methodologies which governed this research were reflective of
my own attempt to conduct both a politically and a socially relevant feminist
ethnography. To this end, the time I spent with the women provided me with ample
opportunity to document and reflect upon their testimonies and explore how social and
political mechanisms functioned on the level of lived experience.
Before I can go on and discuss my analyses of data from interviews and press
statements it is necessary to draw on the history of racism in Australia. The following
chapter acts as a timeline detailing refugee intakes and immigration control
throughout Australia’s history. Australia has had an ambivalent relationship with
issues pertaining to immigration and asylum. Thus chapter four identifies the
dominant discourses which have informed the asylum and immigration debates and
influenced Australia’s current responses to women attempting to gain asylum through
Australia’s on-shore refugee determination system.
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The Mongolian Octopus – His Grip on Australia (1886). This resembles racism and
stereotypes regarding Australia’s Asian ‘Other’.
Artist Phillip May, Published in The Bulletin newspaper on the 21st August 1886
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Chapter Four
History of Immigration Control
“We will decide who comes to this country and the circumstances
in which they come” (Howard, 2001)

This chapter identifies important elements in the development of Australia’s
immigration policy, as well as its refugee policy and intake. Furthermore, it tracks the
trends and responses in official thinking, while placing them in the context of the
broader immigration program in Australia. It looks at responses to asylum seeking,
refugee settlement and labour migration. The purpose of this is to examine the ways in
which a country’s history may contribute to the present and to explore whether or not
Australia’s history can contribute to an understanding of current contemporary
practices relating to asylum seekers and immigration control. Informed by
poststructural feminism and Foucauldian theory this discussion looks to historically
specific discourses and social practices. This chapter will show the way Australia sets
up the ‘other’ as something which must be repelled and feared.
Foucault’s discussion on ‘dividing practices’ is particularly important to the analysis
in this chapter. In this, Foucault spoke of the processes of distinguishing people on the
basis of their perceived normality. Foucault (1977) discussed how a society judges
people on their degree of normality by setting up identities or subject positions as an
‘other’ against which normality is measured. Further to this was the need to reform
those who fall outside the norms. Indeed the question to be considered is what
happens to those ‘others’ with physical differences which cannot be transformed?
Barsky contributes to the notion of the ‘other’ in referring to the ‘suitable other’
(1994: 5). To Barsky (1994) the ‘suitable other’ would be in accordance with what has
been constructed as an appropriate refugee that is projected by the potential host
country.
Feminist research is also important to the analysis in this chapter. Feminist researchers
have highlighted the ways women have been set up as the inferior ‘other’ to men
(True, 1996). This included the ‘othering’ and silencing of women by men. As such,
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women were traditionally maintained within the private sphere of society while men
were active within the public sphere. The ‘other’ was set up as everything we are not.
This distinction of the ‘other’ extended to ‘othering’ amongst women, for example
women from the third world have criticised the ways the third world woman was set
up as the ‘other’ to the middle class Western woman (for example Mohanty, 1991).

From the 1860s on, the ‘Asians,’ ‘the yellow peril,’ and the ‘hordes from the north,’
have been constructed as a threat to the Australian nation and Australia’s national
identity (McMaster, 2001). This resulted in the construction of Australia’s ‘other,’ a
group or race that is perceived as the most important threat to the existence of a nation
or national identity. From this time Asians were set up as the inferior race and a
‘suspect community’ which needed to be excluded (Young, 1975).
The key themes that come out of an analysis of Australia’s history are the importance
of border control, the importance of national interests over human rights obligations,
and the white community as a desirable community – more specifically British or
Western European. What is also evident is that Australia has had an ongoing
preoccupation with portraying sovereignty and exercising power over who can and
cannot enter the country. What also becomes apparent when reviewing Australia’s
history of immigration control is the invisibility of women and a lack of consideration
of gender.4 As mentioned in chapter two, this has continued to the exclusion of gender
within the definition of a refugee, something which has received criticism amongst
feminist researchers (see for example Crawley, 2001; Freedman, 2007).

From the beginning of the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901, the developers of
immigration policy have made it clear that ‘non-whites’ were not welcome as
permanent settlers within Australia. When the first federal parliament of Australia was
elected, the Parliamentary Labor Party was vitally concerned with the idea of
Australian nationhood (see Yarwood, 1968; Jupp & Kabala, 1993; Spencer, 2003).
With its trade union base, it represented those groups in the community who had the
most to lose from an influx of foreign, particularly Asian, labourers. This concern
regarding labourers stereotypically places foreign males at the forefront of migrant
4

It is important to note that while women were invisible in immigration until the late twentieth century,
there is now a substantial body of scholarship on women and immigration and on gender and
immigration.
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representations. The Labor Party was particularly opposed to Asians, and was
sensitive to British interference. The perception was that Asian and convict labour was
inefficient. This corresponds with the construction of Asians as the inferior ‘other’.
Furthermore, the belief was that Asian people could make no contribution to such a
nation, only a threat. This belief worked to reinforce a notion of ‘us’ and ‘them’ with
immigrants being further established as the ‘other’ to Australians. This can be
understood with Foucault’s (1977) construction of the undesirable subject which must
be excluded or normalised. However, at this time in history exclusion was the primary
outcome. A policy of protectionism was increasingly favoured by the Commonwealth
and involved the sacrifice of economy and efficiency in the name of definite public
goals (Yarwood, 1968; Jupp & Kabala, 1993). Similarly, the policy of excluding
‘coloured’ labourers implied the acceptance of a limited rate of national development
as a reasonable price to pay for racial homogeneity (Yarwood, 1968). It is clear that
Australia had set up what Anderson (1983) referred to as the ‘imagined community’.
For Australia, the ‘imagined community’ was a white nation. Inherent in this imagined
community was the identification of the Chinese as, culturally, the type of community
Australia would not embrace. The Chinese were regarded as ‘polluted’ and impure
(McMaster, 2001: 133). Although Australia was opposed to all non-whites, Chinese
were the primary ‘other’.
Between 1891 and 1901 the White Australia Policy was developed as a strategy for
targeting Chinese immigration (Hawkins, 1989; Yarwood, 1968). The White Australia
Policy was derived out of the perceived threat of Asian immigration to the Australian
goldfields. Chinese people, in particular, were treated as an inferior race, and a threat
to the national identity. The resentment towards Chinese can be dated back to the
1850s, with the tensions between the ‘white’ miners and Chinese diggers. Due to the
resulting violence and conflict local governments placed restrictions on Chinese
immigration (Healey, 1999). Following this, tensions became focused on Pacific
Islanders in Northern Queensland. These concerns with the Chinese and Pacific
Islanders appeared to be twofold. Firstly these workers were industrious and hard
working. Secondly, there were concerns that they would accept a lower wage and
lower standards of living (Healey, 1999). Concerns were also that Chinese and Pacific
Islander workers would jeopardise Australian material and cultural standards (Blainey,
1971). As a result, immigration was opposed based on the potential threat to jobs and
the possibility of changing Australia’s way of life. This essentially placed Chinese and
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Pacific Islander men at the forefront, with them being constructed as the ‘other’ who
were perceived as creating the threat to a homogenised society. By being presented as
the ‘other’ and a threat to jobs, a moral panic was cultivated. Cohen used the term
‘moral panic’ to describe where “a condition, episode, person or group of persons
become defined as a threat to societal values and interests”, (1987:9). Concerns with
immigration related to men. Women immigrating were not evident in this discussion.
In 1901, when Australia became a federation, one of the first policy laws enacted by
the new federal parliament provided the legal framework for the White Australia
Policy. The White Australia Policy emerged as one of the prime motivating forces of
the Federation. Amidst tensions amongst states and the labour versus liberal party,
advocating for a ‘white Australia’ became the point of agreement from which
harmony was drawn (Yarwood, 1968). The survival of the White Australia Policy to a
stage in which it could be formally stated in legislative form to cover the entire nation
had only been possible because it had been perceived as an essential part of the
development of Australia as a nation. This was deployed to address the perceived
threat posed by Aboriginals already inhabiting the land, and the fear of Asian and
Pacific Islander immigrants (Jupp & Kabala, 1993). All three groups had distinct
physical differences setting them apart from the social construction of the ideal
Australian. The desire to maintain a collective identity of whiteness was the
underlying ideology of the White Australia Policy. ‘White Australia’ thus became the
slogan for Australia’s stance towards immigration. During its first year, the
government passed the Immigration Restriction Act 1901, which embodied the White
Australia principle, justifying institutional racism within Australia (Willard, 1923).
The White Australia Policy was grounded in the Commonwealth of Australia
Constitution Act 1900, which came to fruition on the 1st January 1901. Under the
terms of this act:
The powers of the Commonwealth parliament included the power to make
laws for the peace, order, and good government of the Commonwealth
with respect to naturalisation and aliens; the people of any race, other than
the Aboriginal race in any state, for whom it was deemed necessary to
make special laws; emigration; and the relations of the Commonwealth
with the islands of the Pacific (Hawkins, 1989: 14).
It is evident, then, that there was a preconceived notion that ‘non-whites’ would result
in a lack of ‘peace, order and good government’ (Hawkins, 1989: 14). This
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encourages support for the confinement of social outcasts, and once again correlates
with Foucault’s explanation of the undesirable other which must be classified,
excluded, or contained, such as the mentally insane and the prisoner (see Foucault
1973 and 1977). Foucault (1973) spoke of how undesirable members of society were
locked away and institutionalised. Social outsiders were confined and subject to
intervention by the disciplinary power of the asylum.
When the new Commonwealth was founded in 1901 control went to the new
government. George Reid, then premier of New South Wales, made a vital
contribution to the movement by promoting apprehension towards the danger of
permitting the development of a situation that might give an Asian Government a
pretext for intervening in Australian affairs. This meant that the new Commonwealth
Parliament could pass laws to ensure that only white people would be allowed to
settle, work or live in Australia (Palfreeman, 1967). It is clear that by this stage
Australia had already developed a racist streak and had set ‘white people’ up as a
superior race. Measures to set Australia up as an autonomous country without external
interference were also in place.
Immigration control, consequently, was at the heart of policy. As an implication, the
White Australia Policy instilled the racist tone that has continually dominated
immigration policy. The main contention of the White Australia Policy was that, as a
requirement, all intending arrivals were to complete a dictation test. This was a test in
a European language chosen by the administering officer that was to prove capable of
excluding any immigrant to whom it applied (Hawkins, 1989; Yarwood, 1968;
Willard, 1923). This promoted European language as superior and the only ones
worth knowing. Failure of the test automatically imposed a ‘prohibited immigrant’
status on the individual. The test was usually administered at the point of
disembarkation and was applied selectively to Chinese and ‘non-white’ potential
immigrants. It proved to be an effective mechanism of exclusion and deterrence. Not
only did this mean the power to make a decision over someone’s future was arbitrary
and given to one individual. It appears as though Australia was exerting its power and
control by utilising biased measures of selection based on predetermined decisions as
to who was worthy of coming to Australia. It can be assumed that in addition to a
sense of superiority, Australia was responding to a fear of change and difference, thus
a fear of the ‘other’.
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In 1937, this further extended to the implementation of the ideal of assimilation.
Later, it was officially agreed that, in favour of white Australia, Aborigines should
assimilate too.5 This meant the push for the disappearance of any characteristics that
marked off individuals from each other (Palfreeman, 1967; Jupp, 2002: 22). So too, it
emphasised the perceived superiority of white people and their way of life. This
attempt to create a homogenous society can be equated with Foucault’s (1977)
analysis of power and normalisation. Attempts were made to create an ideal, docile
and regulated population to maintain a homogenous society and to contain dissent and
resistance.
In 1941 Sir John Latham decided it was time Australia dropped the term ‘White
Australia,’ which was deemed offensive to some nations. Australia could conduct its
immigration policy without reference to colour. However, from 1945 Arthur Calwell,
then Labor Minister for Immigration, pursued the ‘White Australia’ line. Where
Australia had taken in Asian evacuees from the Pacific war, as soon as the war was
over, the Australian government took action to repatriate them. This showed that
Australia could make its own decisions and would meet its humanitarian
requirements, but only for the limited time it was required. This reconfirmed the
dislike of Asians and Australia’s actions to eradicate the threat. Calwell passed the
‘Wartime Refugees Removal Act’ as an instrument for his rigorous enforcement of
the policy (Kunz, 1988; Blackburn, 2001).
Immediately after World War II, when mass non-Anglo immigration was initiated, the
rationale for Australia’s immigration program was based on defence and economic
reasons (Jupp & Kabala, 1993; Jupp, 2002). The presumption here is that Australia
needed to increase immigration of males, them being stereotypically the strong and
more capable sex, with the ability to work hard and defend the nation. This was a
measure taken in Australia’s interests to strengthen the nation. Australia needed to be
able to increase its population to defend itself against a potential invasion from Asia,
and it needed to meet its labour shortages through labour migration. There was an
appearance of a military threat which the nation seemed unable to meet.

5

For example, in 1940 NSW implemented the NSW Aborigines Act aimed at assimilation (Fraser,
1984)
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The slogan ‘populate or perish’ was advanced by Arthur Calwell who initiated a new
policy offering settlement to displaced people from refugee camps in Europe,
operating between 1947 and 1953 (Jupp & Kabala, 1993). It is also important at this
time to consider wider historical and political contexts. In the late 1940s as part of the
Chinese civil war, the Communists overthrew the established order in China. This
resulted in fears that there would be a domino effect. Not only do we have to fear the
‘Asian’ man taking our jobs, we also have to fear the Asian man spreading
Communism. The slogan ‘populate or perish’ makes it clear that Australia’s
acceptance of displaced people and refugees was not primarily for humanitarian
reasons or obligations, but rather in the interests of the nation itself.
Also following World War II, The United Nations 1951 Convention Relating to the
Status of Refugees, which Australia became party to, set the framework for Australian
immigration and refugee policies (Jupp, 2002). Prior to this, Australia was under no
obligation to take refugees until it ratified the Convention. Even then it still remained
free to discriminate who was accepted on racial grounds. Still, Australia became more
open to accepting immigrants. However, the majority of people migrating were those
of European descent. Australia was welcoming them on to its shores as a form of
labour (Jupp, 2002; Jupp & Kabala, 1993). This is in contrast to current fears that
refugees, asylum seekers and immigrants will take away jobs from Australian citizens
(Phillips, 2011). This migration was dictated by a renewed policy of assimilation,
whereby Australia was willing to accept new migrants, but in return, they were
expected to abandon the cultures they had gained from their countries of origin, and
‘blend in’ to the prevailing ‘British-based’ Australian society (Jupp, 2002). This once
again reverts back to national sovereignty, as well as Foucault’s (1977) ideal of a
homogenous society. All differences had to be discarded. One question which could
be asked is, does Australia’s desire to expel Asians and migrants from non-white
backgrounds come from their inability to ‘blend in’ based on appearance? Asians and
non-whites signify an obvious physical difference and therefore it is impossible for
them to conform to a homogenous society of white Australians. So too, their physical
appearances symbolise difference in culture, religion and race.
In 1958 the Migration Act was passed. This Act consolidated previous legislation and
provided for new immigration procedure (Jupp, 2002). In its specifications, there was
no reference made to race or nationality, and the dictation test was abolished.
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According to this act, anyone could be admitted to Australia if they have an entry
permit. Whether or not an entry permit was granted was completely at the discretion
of the Minister for Immigration and their officials. Nothing was specified within the
act as to the grounds on which permits would be granted or refused. This meant
decisions were open to individual judgement and prejudice. The Migration Act 1958
also prescribed a system of temporary permits, which specified a period for which the
holder was entitled to stay in Australia. It was within the power of the Minister to
grant such temporary permits subject to conditions, the conditions being such as they
thought fit to prescribe (Jupp, 2002). Although judgement and prejudice were
removed from formal guidelines, they were still able to be played out through
interpretation and bias.
After the passage of the Migration Act 1958, which required landing permits usually
prior to coming to Australia, the Immigration Department’s officers had to judge the
degree of ‘blood’ in the veins of applicants (Jupp, 2002: 9). This was another form of
discrimination based on race and perception and reinforced the ‘us’ and ‘them’ divide.
The Minister for Immigration had unlimited powers to decide on entry and had
virtually unfettered powers to decide whether those who were not Australian citizens
could stay on in Australia or should be removed. There was a belief in creating these
practice guidelines, (based on a goal of social harmony) that to bring in anyone that
looked different would promote social unrest. Migration restriction remained directed
against groups believed to be unassimilable or to threaten social harmony, thus those
threatening the maintenance of domestic sovereignty and control. Those with physical
differences could never be assimilated. This would have been a remnant from the
White Australia Policy enshrined in the Immigration Restriction Act (1901- 1958).
Under the Migration Act 1958 non-citizens who sought to enter or remain in Australia
without a valid visa or entry permit could be detained and in some circumstances must
be detained while their claims to enter or remain in Australia were determined. This
requirement reflects Australia asserting its right to determine who was permitted to
enter Australia. If a claim was unsuccessful, the claimant/s were to be removed from
Australia as soon as practicable. This practice conformed to legal principles of
national sovereignty accepted in Australian and international law where the state
designates which non citizens are admitted and conditions under which they can be
removed (McMaster, 2001).
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Eventually, during the 1960s, the policy of assimilation was gradually changed to an
integration policy, whereby new migrants were permitted to maintain their former
ways of life while becoming part of Australian society (Jupp, 2002). Although this
represented a shift in policy, Australia was primarily accepting people from European
countries, maintaining the exclusion of Asians. In 1966, after a review of the
restrictions on non-European immigration, applications for immigration were
considered from well-qualified people on the basis of their “suitability as settlers,
their ability to integrate readily and their possession of qualifications positively useful
to Australia”, (Healey, 1999: 9). This meant that an application was likely to be
judged on the extent of threat the immigrant would pose to the homogenous society,
as well as the degree to which they could benefit Australia.
The 1970s mark a defining moment in the development of refugee policy for a
number of reasons. By the 1970s the recession and high unemployment raised doubts
about importing labour. In 1973, the Whitlam government set the guidelines that race,
colour, or creed would no longer be a basis for immigration control (see Jupp, 2002;
Viviani, 1992). However, there were no formal legislation changes, and there was still
a dominating concern of racial purity. The White Australia Policy, which officially
ended in 1973, had effectively excluded all non-Europeans and Asians from
attempting to alter Australian identity (Rivett, 1975). Throughout this time, the
negative perception of Australia’s ‘other’ became ingrained and widespread. Since
this time, the perceived threat of the “Asianisation of Australia” (McMaster, 2001: 39)
has flourished within public discourse resembling attitudes that exemplify the
underlying tension of white Australia and its ‘other.’
Despite the negative rhetoric regarding non-Europeans, and the support for the White
Australia principles, the Australian Ethnic Affairs Council defined Australia as
multicultural (Jupp, 2002). The Whitlam Government officially ended ‘White
Australia’ and gave its support to the concept of multiculturalism (Rivette, 1975). As
such, the Immigration Department was abolished, with functions redistributed to
social security, education and labour departments. However, despite the steps
seemingly being towards reform, the Whitlam Government had at the same time
substantially reduced the overall immigration intake, meaning there was very little
impact on the number of immigrants from non-European countries (Healey, 1999).
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Thus, on the surface it would appear that the Whitlam Government were making
reforms more favourable towards multiculturalism, but in reality the restrictions were
still in place.
In 1975 the Fraser coalition government recreated the immigration department,
naming it the Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs. This became renowned
for its humane approach to refugees and its creation of institutions of
multiculturalism. On the 24th May 1977 the Minister for Immigration and Ethnic
Affairs articulated the basic principles, and enunciated a strategy, for a comprehensive
policy. It is worth noting the four key principles, as they have remained a formal basis
of policy to the present day:
1. Australia fully recognises its humanitarian commitment and responsibility
to admit refugees for settlement;
2. The decision to accept refugees must always remain with the Government
of Australia;
3. Special assistance will often need to be provided for the movement of
refugees in designated situations or for their resettlement in Australia;
4. It may not be in the interest of some 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).
The above principles are historically significant as they show that Australia formally
recognised that its commitment to refugees must be an ongoing one. However, these
principles establish Australia’s sovereign control and set in concrete the pervading
precedent that the Australian Government was to have the power to make any
decisions about when it would accept refugees, and who it would accept. Through the
development of practical mechanisms for refugee policy implementation, refugees
were recognised as a separate component of the wider immigration program, not just
another migrant group. However, point two above appears to have prevailing
significance at the forefront of all policies, actions and decisions. This point ensures
Australia’s sovereign and autonomous power to control any decisions regarding
asylum seekers, regardless of humanitarian obligations.
In 1978 further pressures from people wanting to immigrate to Australia alerted the
Department to the need to formalise the migration program (Price, 1990). Principles
included that settlement should be permanent and selection non-discriminatory,
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reasserting the end of ‘White Australia.’ The establishment by the Australian
Government in March 1978 of an inter-departmental Determination of Refugee Status
Committee (DORS) was a response to the unauthorised arrival of boats carrying
mainly Vietnamese refugees. At the end of the Vietnam War Australians were
encouraged to believe the aim of the war was to contain China and international
communism (Stewart & Cahill, 1987: 104). Thus a paradigm shift meant Australia
was welcoming boat people from Vietnam. Thus, although only a minority of the
refugees actually came by boat, the “boat people” phenomenon commenced in the late
1970s with this arrival of Vietnamese refugees who travelled to Australia in fishing
boats (Healey, 2000: 11). As a signatory to the United Nation’s 1951 Convention
Relating to the Status of Refugees and to the 1967 Protocol, Australia needed a
mechanism for assessing refugee status onshore. In 1979 the Australian Refugee
Advisory Council was established. In 1981 the Fraser government introduced the
‘Humanitarian Program’ which was established for people who were outside their
home country and who had experienced gross violations of human rights and could
not return (Jupp & Kabala, 1993).
While policy development by 1982 argued that ‘multiculturalism is for all
Australians,’ this was never effectively implemented or understood (Lopez, 2000;
Jupp, 1996). Multicultural policy in Australia remained within the immigration
portfolio from 1975 to 1987. However, multiculturalism was criticised as being
bureaucratic and alienating (Gardiner-Garden, 1993; Sheehan, 1998; Betts, 1999). So
too, while overt racism was unacceptable in public affairs, the increasing attacks on
multiculturalism and Asian immigration, which began in the early 1980s, encouraged
a shift in public debate. It appears as though Australia regressed and once again
emphasised the fear of the Asian other, and the need to expel them.
In 1989 the Migration Act and migration regulations were substantially revised. The
1989 Act established immigration rules and criteria within legislation with a view to
ensuring accountable and consistent decisions. The new regulations greatly reduced
room for discretion by departmental officers. For example, the amendments clearly
defined selection criteria for each visa category, and restricted the court’s ability to
overrule status determinations. So too, asylum seekers had to prove that they had
suffered from natural disasters of political upheavals, and the countries that could
produce refugees had to be formally approved and published by the Minister for
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Immigration (Stevens, 2002). Administrative detention was introduced for all
immigrants (except those from New Zealand) who arrived without a valid visa. In
addition to this, the judiciary could not over-turn any administrative detention rulings.
A two-tier system for the review of migration decisions was also created. In these
ways, the Act sought to create a fairer processing system. Policies concerning entry,
stay and removal were recast and codified. Amendments were designed to deal with
perceived control problems, with increased numbers of illegal entrants and on-shore
refugee claimants. Codification of the rules for entry, stay and removal entailed an
exhaustive compilation of the classes of people permitted entry and stay, as well as an
explicit recitation of those classes of people who were to be excluded from entry, or
whose entry was to be subject to restrictions (Price, 1990). This too set up a discourse
of who was and was not worthy of entering Australia. It is possible then that cases
may not have been assessed on an individual basis.
During the 1990s, legislation which aimed at tightening the reception, detention and
processing system was motivated by a desire to ensure that the government’s intake
was not undermined by unauthorised arrivals who may or may not be in genuine need
of protection. This once again reflected sovereignty and the ability to show that
Australia decides who can and can not come to Australia. That is, Australia’s power
and control over the nation was not to be questioned. In 1990, under the Hawke
Government, the first known boatload of asylum seekers for ten years began to arrive.
This prompted panic that was described as scarcely justified by the small number of
arrivals (Jupp, 2002). The Australian Government’s negative stance against illegal
immigrants came under public scrutiny when the detention provision in the Migration
Act 1958 was first invoked after the arrival of several boatloads of Chinese,
Vietnamese and Cambodian illegal immigrants (Rod & Brunton, 2002). Australia was
again excluding its ‘other’.
The Keating Labor government (1991 to 1996) shifted the emphasis of government
policy towards indigenous issues, the republic, and the notion of Australia as part of
Asia (Jupp, 2002). In 1992 a special assistance program was formulated and The
Migration Amendment Act 1992 was introduced. In 1992, mandatory detention for all
unlawful arrivals became the standard practice and an immigration detention centre
was opened at Port Headland. The justification for mandatory detention was so that
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people who arrived without the authority to do so could be properly assessed and their
identity verified. So too, being in detention ensured that people were available for
removal from Australia (Healey, 2009: 7). At this time, the One Nation political party
emerged within Australian society.
Primarily One Nation assumed an expectation of ‘acculturation,’ (Jupp, 2002: 23).
This policy decided that individuals might maintain varied behaviour such as religious
adherence and food preferences, so long as it was kept within the privacy of the home.
This still reflected a policy of exclusion, meaning that any deviance from the ideal
was not visible and was contained within the confines of individual homes. So too,
encouraging people from different cultural backgrounds to stay within their homes
meant they may not be active in the community and are thus less likely to pose threat
or creating disharmony.

In addition, dominated by Pauline Hanson, the party’s

position was basically that, as all Australians were ‘equal,’ there should be no special
services for Aborigines or immigrants, that preference for Asians was changing the
traditional character of the Australian population, and that multiculturalism was
encouraging minority cultures to disengage from mainstream society (see One Nation,
1998; also Leach, Stokes & Ward, 2000). This highlighted a concern about a shift
from homogeneity and how it could affect society and the nation. It would seem
easier to maintain and contain a homogenous society, acting in the nation’s interest.
Once more fear could be elicited through emphasis on the desire to contain difference,
or problem ‘other’.
The Migration Reform Act 1992 may be seen as responding to a new period
characterised by mandatory detention of asylum seekers in remote centres and by the
rise of the organised crime known as ‘people smuggling’. Interpol (2011, online)
described people smuggling as “the procurement, for financial or material gain, of the
illegal entry into a state of which the individual is neither a citizen or a permanent
resident”. With the stipulation of mandatory detention, one requirement of this act
was that a designated person who was a non-citizen should be kept in custody until he
or she leaves Australia or is given an entry permit (Mares, 2001; McMaster, 2001).
The term ‘designated persons’ was applied to all refugee claimants, specifically boat
people who had arrived in Australia after 19th November 1989 (Mares, 2001). The act
also stated that no court could overrule the decision to detain a ‘designated person’
(Mares, 2001). Gerry Hand, a former Minister for Immigration in the Labor
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Government, promoted detention as a means to deter other asylum seekers from
coming to Australia. The Government was determined that a clear signal be sent that
migration to Australia could not be achieved by simply arriving in this country and
expecting to be allowed into the community (Mares, 2001). Not only was detention
used as an attempt to deter people from coming to Australia, it also kept the
‘undesirables’ out of Australia and communities, not allowing them to become a
threat to social cohesion. According to the Act, refugees and humanitarian cases were
to be given four-year Temporary Protection Visas rather than permanent residency. At
the time, this policy proved unviable and ended in November 1993, only to be revived
again under the Howard Government. Australian Labor Party politicians actively
supported the mandatory and irrevocable detention system for undocumented asylum
seekers (Saggar, 2003; Spencer, 2003).
In 1993 the Refugee Review Tribunal replaced the Immigration Review Tribunal. The
Refugee Review Tribunal (RRT) is an independent Commonwealth statutory body
whose members are appointed by the Governor General (Jupp, 2002). All applications
to the RRT receive an oral hearing followed by an independent merits review in
refugee status determination to guarantee equality and fairness before the law and
allows asylum seekers to present their full stories confident that the government
policy towards their country of origin will not influence decision makers (DIMIA,
2003). Since 1993 Australia has had a two-stage administrative determination
procedure. The primary stage consists of the lodgement of an application with DIMIA
and its assessment by a department officer. Subsequent to this is the Review stage, for
occasions where the application is rejected at the primary stage.
Unfortunately, for the Howard Government, numbers of arrivals began to increase in
1998. Following from this, in 1998 the One Nation party presented and promoted a
comprehensive immigration program. This contained the argument that ‘mass
immigration is a concept whose time has passed,’ and in-takes would be nondiscriminatory as long as ‘the numbers do not significantly alter the ethnic and
cultural make-up of the country,’ (One Nation, 1998: 10). That is, no physical, racial
or cultural differences so as to maintain the ideal white society. The focus of
immigration was primarily on refugee and asylum seeker movements. It stated that
genuine refugees should be treated with compassion but ‘temporary refuge need not
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extend to long-term permanent settlement,’ (p.10). One Nation believed ‘in providing
temporary refuge until the danger in the refugee’s country is resolved,” (p.10).
The principle of temporary protection presented by One Nation became attractive and
was seen as presenting a threat to those fleeing to Australia without prior approval
from the Department of Immigration. Viviani described mandatory detention and fear
of boat people as creating a ‘series of policy blunders’ (1996:24). The rationale for the
dramatic change in policy was that the integrity of the system must be maintained,
that a relaxation would open the floodgates to huge numbers of new arrivals, and that
people smuggling was a growing criminal threat to national borders (Joint Standing
Committee on Migration Regulations, 1990; Parliamentary Joint Standing Committee
on Migration, 1992).
In April 1999 ‘Operation Safe Haven,’ was formulated to address those who were
displaced as a result of the conflict in Kosovo. ‘Operation Safe Haven’ was the largest
single humanitarian evacuation Australia had undertaken and created two important
precedents for the Humanitarian Program (DIMIA, 1999). The first of these was to
establish the precedent of offering temporary rather than permanent protection to
people in genuine need. The second precedent created through ‘Operation Safe
Haven’ saw the Government’s introduction of ‘reintegration packages,’ that is,
financial inducements to return home. Adding further to this, the Government offered
a special ‘Winter Reconstruction Allowance’ to those who returned before the end of
October. This appeared to be a way of compelling people to return to their country,
and thus freeing Australia from the problem. If Australia could offer a form of
assistance to keep these people in their own country, it meant these people could not
pose a threat or cause problems within Australia. This was another way of exercising
power over who can and can not be in Australia, and sent the message that they had
outstayed their welcome and the only thing Australia could offer now is to assist the
return to their country of origin. Here, Australia had control of the decision making.
Government concern about people smuggling intensified as a result of a significant
increase in unauthorised arrivals in 1999 and 2000 (DIMIA, 2002). The Border
Protection Legislation Amendment Bill, introduced to Parliament by the minister in
September 1999 was part of a package announced by the Prime Minister’s Coastal
Surveillance task force. This gives officers of front line border agencies, such as the
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Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, the power to enforce
Australia’s border strategies in international waters (Healey, 2000). Officers thus
obtain powers to board, search and detain vessels in international waters they suspect
are involved in people smuggling. This prevented boats from reaching Australia’s
migration zone and thus preventing those aboard from having the rights to apply for
asylum in Australia. This further reinforced and extended Australia’s power to make
decisions about who can and cannot enter Australian territory, and now waters. In
July 1999 the Migration Legislation Amendment Act (No.1) 1999 was passed to
create people smuggling and related offences. This further criminalised people
smugglers, and as a result asylum seekers, and contributed to the discourses
promoting exclusion, punishment and deterrence.
On the 20th October 1999 an important legislative amendment was made to the
Migration Act resulting in the proclamation of the Migration Amendment Regulations
(no.12). These amendments introduced new arrangements relating to people who
arrive in Australia unlawfully. These regulations strengthened the legislative
provisions that could be used to contain and limit refugee claims. The most important
changes were included in the Border Protection Legislation Act and were designed to
prevent ‘forum shopping’ by asylum seekers by allowing the Minister for
Immigration to declare that certain countries are ‘safe third countries’ where people
should have lodged refugee applications and to which they may be returned (Mares,
2001). This could be viewed as a form of punishment which sought to take away the
choices made by asylum seekers to come to Australia, and gave the power to make
that decision to the Australian government when the asylum seekers could have
applied for asylum in another country. Until October 1999, refugees recognised by the
Australian Government were granted permanent protection. Refugees who come to
Australia through the off-shore Refugee and Special Humanitarian categories, having
applied from their countries of first asylum, are granted permanent visas, have access
to government support systems and can apply for Australian citizenship after two
years. Asylum seekers recognised as Convention definition as a refugee after arriving
within Australia after October 1999, however, were granted Temporary Protection
Visas. These were valid usually for three years. (Temporary Protection Visas will be
discussed further in the following chapter). In November 1999 the Border Protection
Legislation Amendment Act 1999 was passed to expand Australia’s capacity to board,
search and detain ships and to detain persons aboard those ships at sea. This exerted
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power outside of Australian borders and was a way of keeping boats out of Australian
waters and thus preventing them from reaching Australian migration zones so that the
people on board had no rights to apply for asylum in Australia. This was also a
measure to target and reduce people smuggling.
The new measures were tested with the arrival of the MV Tampa off Christmas Island
on August 2001 and the adoption by the Federal Government of the ‘Pacific
Solution.’ In August 2001 a Norwegian freighter, MV Tampa, rescued 438 Afghans
from a distressed fishing vessel in international waters. The Afghans wanted passage
to nearby Christmas Island, however, the Howard Government refused permission for
the freighter to enter Australian waters. When the Tampa did enter Australian water,
the Prime Minister ordered the Australian Special Forces to board the ship. This
brought censure from the Norwegian Government who said the Australian
Government had failed to meet its obligations to distressed mariners under
international law at the United Nations (United Nations, 2001). The Australian
Government then introduced the Pacific Solution, whereby the Afghani asylum
seekers were taken to Nauru. The Pacific Solution was developed as another means of
preventing asylum seekers from reaching and entering Australia. Australian naval
vessels intercepted boats coming from Indonesia, and asylum seekers were
transported to a detention centre housed on one of the small islands within the Pacific,
rather than being allowed to reach Australia’s mainland (Healey, 2000). The intention
was to deter those travelling to Australia by boat without the authorisation of the
Australian government and physically excluded asylum seekers from Australian
territory (Healey, 2000). Once again this reinforced the fact that only Australia could
make the decision about who could come to the country. In the words of the then
Prime Minister Howard, “we will decide who comes to this country and the
circumstances in which they come” (Howard, 2001 online). Following the Tampa
crisis, Australia became even stricter in order to stop unauthorised vessels landing on
Australian territory, and Border Protection Legislation was enforced as a response to
the incident. The Border Protection Bill 2001 sought to retrospectively validate the
actions in relation to the Tampa and, effectively, to deny its passengers the right to
claim asylum in Australia. It was rejected by the senate against the backdrop of legal
action in the Federal Court challenging the lawfulness of the action in relation to those
rescued. The key provisions were subsequently reintroduced along with various other
measures. In the last sitting period for 2001, Parliament considered and passed a
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number of bills dealing with the validation and enforcement of border protection
measures, the ‘excision’ of offshore territories from the migration zones, a new
protection, humanitarian and refugee visa regime, mandatory sentencing for people
smugglers and a privative clause relating to judicial review of migration decisions
(RILC, 2001). A number of acts were passed which sought to narrow the definition of
a refugee and restrict independent judicial scrutiny and review of administrative
decisions (RILC, 2001).
Conclusion
This chapter has explored the development of immigration policy in Australia. So too
it outlines the differing as well as ongoing relationships Australia has had with other
countries, and specifically people from other countries wishing to come to Australia.
In particular, this chapter has traced the progression of refugee policy, including the
development of policies for responding to the arrival of undocumented asylum seekers
attempting to seek protection within Australia.
What can be seen throughout Australia's history is that Australia has always been
preoccupied with being in control of who can and cannot enter the country. The
continual theme running throughout immigration control is the desire to maintain a
homogenous society, based on Australia’s interests. There is an ongoing campaign of
fear and threat, where any difference has been actively excluded, contained or
maintained. Importantly, the ‘other’ that must be excluded has been defined through
dominant discourses thus leaving little consideration of individual circumstances and
interpretations. Other key themes that appear are border control and national interests.
It would seem as though all decisions were examined based on how Australia could
benefit. A number of key concerns have become evident throughout the overview of
Australia’s history of immigration control in this chapter, in particular the construction
of the ‘other’ as something to fear and exclude. Throughout history Australia has set
up the ‘ideal’ Australian as well as the ‘suitable other’. What has become apparent is
that the ‘suitable other’ that has been created based on who Australia was accepting
for immigration and asylum closely represents the ‘ideal Australian’.
Although the majority of asylum seekers did not arrive by boat, the question to be
asked is, has Australia also been keen to stop the ‘other’, that is Asians, entering the
country due to the way they came to Australia – by boat? Unauthorised boat arrivals
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risk creating an atmosphere that things are out of control. This questions the
sovereignty of the state, as well as the sanctity of Australia’s territorial borders, and
also denies Australia the decision making power to determine who can enter the
country. This could be why ‘boat people’ continue to be at the forefront of
government and media rhetoric when discussing ‘illegal immigrants’ and border
controls.
As a particularly contentious issue in Australian and international society, the
following chapter explores the implementation and specifications of the Temporary
Protection Visa regime. This examination draws on the narrations of experiences of
women who were granted the Temporary Protection Visa. The following chapter
explores the different experiences of control and regulation as narrated by the women
interviewed. This looks specifically at the specifications of the Temporary Protection
Visa, as well as the reverberating effects, and how they have impacted on women’s
experiences and actions within Australia.
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Chapter Five
Narrations of Control and Regulation:
Temporary Protection Visas
What One Nation would be saying is that they have no place in Australia.
They are only to be here temporarily...Can you imagine what temporary
entry would mean for them? It would mean that people would never
know whether they were able to remain here. There would be
uncertainty, particularly in terms of the attention given to learning
English, and in addressing the torture and trauma so they are healed from
some of the tremendous physical and psychological wounds they have
suffered. So, I regard One Nation’s approach as being highly
unconscionable in a way that most thinking people would clearly reject.
(Phillip Ruddock, Minister for Immigration, 1998, as cited in Leach &
Mansouri, 2004)

Introduction
In the previous chapter, I have given an outline of the important elements in
Australia’s history of immigration control. This has included the development and
deployment of policies for specific purposes, and the discourses that influenced their
implementation. As is evidenced in the above quote of Phillip Ruddock, which was
given in response to One Nation’s bid to introduce temporary protection in 1998, there
were a number of apprehensions regarding the implementation of Temporary
Protection Visas, notably by people who proceeded to implement the new conditions.
In this chapter I want to focus more specifically on the utilisation of Temporary
Protection Visas and their related effects on women seeking asylum in Australia.
Experiences of control and regulation are expressed at a variety of points throughout
the narratives of each woman. The predominant themes arising that will be the focus
of this chapter were the experiences in detention, relations with interviewing
personnel, interactions with service providers, an inability to be united with family,
and the notion of being ‘temporary’.
The central concern of this chapter is to examine the consequences of such deterrent
policies for the asylum experience in Australia, as narrated by the women being
affected by the stated policies. These policies are important as they have governed,
and will continue to affect each woman’s experience of living since her arrival on
97

Australian shores, and their claims for refugee status. So too, the governance of each
woman goes beyond the specifications within the policy and extends to personal
interpretation of people with whom the women interact. A number of researchers have
focused on Australia’s policies responding to asylum seekers, particularly the use of
Temporary Protection Visas, the Pacific Solution and mandatory detention. The main
focus of such research has been on the implications of and experiences within
detention and the psychological and health effects. (See for example Crock, 2002;
McMaster, 2002; Mansouri & Bagdas, 2002; Barnes, 2003; Mansouri & Leach, 2009).
As continually mentioned, Foucault (1977) saw sovereign power as a form of
disciplinary power. This chapter is informed by Foucault’s conceptions of the
deployment and workings of discipline and control within modern society. Foucault
argues that modern power produces and normalises bodies to serve prevailing
relations of dominance and subordination. Foucault’s (1977) discussion on discipline
and normalisation also suggests the importance of less obvious and less public forms
of control. In particular, Foucault explains how modern power functions as a
normative power. Furthermore, he explains the process through which individuals
become regulators of their own behaviour. Throughout the interviews many of the
women spoke of different individuals and organizations that had a significant impact
on their actions and their realisation of the ways in which these people have
influenced their time in Australia. This will be discussed with an examination of the
intersections of control and regulation to highlight women’s awareness of bodies of
control and regulation, and the ways they understood and spoke about these.
Critical criminology theory, particularly the work of Young (1999), helps to examine
the experiences of being on a Temporary Protection Visa through its discussion on
marginalisation and the creation of suspect communities. This also includes Young’s
(1999) discussions on inclusion and exclusion. Feminist research is also important to
the examinations, in particular feminist engagements with the oppressive nature of the
state, and examinations of the western construction of women from the Global South.
Many feminists have offered complex articulations of the processes through which
women have been controlled and regulated. Importantly, Lorde (1984) has argued that
women have been encouraged to recognise only one area of human difference as
legitimate, those differences which exist between women and men. Concerns of
feminists from the Global South become important to this analysis by critiquing the
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ways women have been controlled and silenced through the adoption of the notion of
the ideal woman in the context of both race and class (see for example Mohanty,
1991).
Under the contemporary system of punishment analysed by Foucault (1977), society
turned to disciplinary practices designed not only to reform criminals but also to selfdiscipline members of society. A set of habits was inscribed on the soul through
techniques of reform (by example) and redemption (through work) that effectively
produced self-disciplined subjects. Foucault (1977) explains how the workings of
power were so thoroughly dispersed throughout society that they were rendered
virtually invisible. These disciplinary regimes are subtle in the way they operate,
becoming apparent through Foucault’s explanation of how they work.
Most importantly then, Foucault’s (1977) analysis was not merely on the development
of punishment as such, but of the means by which standards of proper conduct put into
place a mode of regulation characterised by interventions designed to ‘correct’
deviations and secure compliance and conformity. These methods, which assured the
constant subjectification of its forces, were called ‘disciplines.’ “Discipline ‘makes’
individuals; it is the specific technique of a power that regards individuals both as
objects and as instruments of its exercise. It is not a triumphant power; it is a modest,
suspicious power, which functions as a calculated, but permanent economy,”
(Foucault, 1977: 170; see also Foucault, 1978). Thus, discipline is a means of securing
‘normalisation’ by embedding a pattern of norms disseminated throughout daily life
and secured through surveillance (Hunt & Wickham, 1994).
Hage’s (1998) analysis of Australia’s response to immigration is also useful when
examining the experiences of women seeking asylum within the country. Hage (1998)
adapts Anderson’s understanding of the ‘imagined community’ in his analysis of
contemporary Australian society, specifically the treatment of foreigners. He explains
how many people in Australia develop strong views about what the composition of
Australian society should be like. In accordance with the ‘belief’ in belonging, Hage
(1998) explains how most people hold opinions on whom they consider to be
desirable, and whom is undesirable, within the nation. Their specificity, however,
does not lie in a sense of inferiority or essentialism towards the ‘other’. Rather, it lies
in the construction of the ‘other’ as an object of spatial, actual and symbolic exclusion
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(Hage, 1998:48). This will to exclude is not based primarily on either race or
ethnicity, but by the specific image of the ‘nation’ which the nationalist is trying to
construct (Hage, 1998: 48). This relates to the discussion in the previous chapter,
whereby it was evident that throughout Australia’s history the ‘imagined’ Australian
community has always been the ideal of being white and of British descent.
Overview of Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs)
Asylum seekers who arrive in Australia without valid documentation are placed in
detention centres while their applications are processed. From 1999 to 2008, the most
positive ruling (although many stories reveal this to be quite a negative experience)
they could be granted was a Temporary Protection Visa. Individuals on Temporary
Protection Visas were governed by strict regulations, which defined the range of
services they had access to. Furthermore, it stipulated restrictions on services, as well
as services individuals were not permitted to access whilst holding a Temporary
Protection Visa (DIMIA, 2002 see also Refugee Council of Australia, 2000).
In October 1999, the Howard Government introduced this new visa regime. Asylum
seekers arriving by boat, and judged to be genuine refugees, were to receive three year
Temporary Protection Visas. They were required to wait thirty months before being
eligible to apply for permanent protection. Until then they could not be reunited with
their families. If they left the country to visit their relatives they could not return. They
could also be required to return to their countries of origin at the end of this three-year
period, if it was deemed safe by the Australian Government to do so (DIMIA, 2002
see also Refugee Council of Australia, 2000).
On the 27th September 2001, the Howard Government’s revised visa regime became
effective. The new provisions further tightened the criteria of assessment for
permanent protection (Barnes, 2003). This legislation specified that permanent
protection would not be granted to any Temporary Protection Visa holder who
remained in a transit country where they could have sought and claimed protection for
a continuous period of seven days or more, whilst en route to Australia. In
circumstances where such a Temporary Protection Visa holder was assessed as still
requiring protection when their three-year visa expired, they may have been granted a
further temporary visa. They did not have the opportunity to gain permanent
residency. Instead, every three years, they would be required to apply for a renewal of
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their temporary visas. In effect, this meant they could remain in Australia, indefinitely,
but could never be reunited with family members either in Australia or anywhere else,
unless they were prepared to return home and lose their ability to apply for protection
in Australia. This acts as a continuing form of control and punishment. Keeping
asylum seekers away from family maintains a form of isolation as well as maintaining
Australia’s sovereign power over who can and cannot come to Australia. This denial
of family reunification could essentially act as a test regarding the legitimacy of
claims. Without having regard to other influencing factors individuals are provided
with an ultimatum, you stay in Australia, or you can go to your family. This meant
that individuals could not be granted asylum in Australia and then send for family
members to join them. Such guidelines would seemingly work as establishing a form
of proof that Australia is the only country they can find safety in.
Although they may remain in Australia, indefinitely, strong guidelines and restrictions
continued to apply for their entire stay, be it one year or many. In brief, the specific
restrictions placed on individuals who had been granted a Temporary Protection Visa
include: no access to English classes; no workplace assistance; no family reunion
rights; no right to re-enter the country if they leave; and limited access to specialist
settlement services. Where Temporary Protection Visa holders were entitled to
welfare and torture and trauma counselling, access to these services were also limited
(DIMIA, 2002; Barnes, 2003). That is, only 12 sessions were allowed (Australian
Human Rights Commission, 2011). These guidelines maintained exclusion with the
implication that a person on a Temporary Protection Visa may be in Australia but may
never be an active member of society.
While eligibility for asylum was being processed, those who came to Australia by
boat, mostly Iraqi, Afghan, Iranian and Palestinian refugees, and sought asylum via
Australia’s on-shore refugee determination system were subject to mandatory
detention in one of Australia’s immigration detention centres while their application
was processed (DIMIA, 2002; McMaster, 2002). This reinforces the criminality of
trying to enter Australia and seek refuge, while not following the stringent rules for
seeking asylum. They are thus projected as criminal, and undesirable for the
Australian society. This helps to establish what Young (1975) referred to as the
‘suspect community’.
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In addressing the consequence of the objectification of the ‘other,’ Hage (1998)
explores the reception of immigrants, particularly those he classifies as ‘illegals,’
within Australia. “Clearly, the nationalist project of exclusion is guided by the desire
to make an other that is not quite an object into an object,” (Hage, 1998: 69). In
stating this, he argues that the Australian government categorises as ‘non-persons’
those who have attempted to enter Australia’s internationally recognised territory.
Therefore, by placing them in detention centres, they are not seen to be stepping on
Australian territory, and thus not imposing on the national social space. For example,
he argues, “Port Headland is ‘not Australian society’ in the same way refuge seekers
are ‘non-persons,” (Hage, 1998: 106). Hage’s analysis leads to a discussion on the
way the idea of the ‘imagined community’ thus becomes a question of territorial
space.
Indeed, Hage (1998) does acknowledge the ability for such individuals to become part
of this desirable community. However, in order to do so, they must acquire the
language, the accent, specific duration of residence, and mastering of national-specific
cultural practices. In other words, they must assimilate. Asylum seekers, especially
those who are perceived to have entered ‘illegally,’ are depicted as people who have
tried to subvert the national will. “They are ethnic others who have exhibited a will of
their own,” (Hage, 1998: 113). Otherness must not portray a weakening of a national
will. Therefore, the utilisation of detention centres is not the “caging of ethnic
numbers,” but more so, an example of Australia’s authority in saying “do not try to
activate your own will,” (Hage, 1998: 113). Indeed, the stories told by the women
interviewed reflected and supported Hage’s analyses.
Mandatory Detention
In an analysis of the responses of nation states to asylum seekers, Van der Horst
(2001) draws on Foucault’s ideas from ‘Discipline and Punish.’ According to
Foucault (1977), the prison emerged as a central institution in society, representing a
site where the coercive force of disciplinary power could be used most directly. As
offenders against the norms of society, those incarcerated could be observed as
bodies upon which the disciplinary forces of society could be imposed (Danaher,
Schirato & Webb, 2000). Van der Horst (2001) argues that, parallel to this, the
detention centre can be seen as the institutional continuation of the exclusion of
‘aliens’ through border controls and restrictive migration law. Van der Horst further
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argues that within the context of conflicting discourse between nation states and the
international human rights regime, it is inevitable to have a landscape of exclusion in
which reception centres are the most important elements (Van der Horst, 2001).
This analysis tends to rest on an assumption that the only problem lies within the
excluding nature of borders, centres and laws. However, the fact that individuals may
be able to force an opening through restrictive policies and enter mainstream society
does not mean that exclusion does not take place after entrance. In addition, in
focusing on the achievement of exclusion, Van der Horst (2001) tends to overlook one
of the main contentions of Foucault’s analysis. For Foucault, the prison had two
essential functions. Indeed, the first principle was that of isolation - from the external
world and from each other. The purpose of this was to provide an intimate exchange
between the inmate and the power that is exercised over him (Foucault, 1977: 236). In
addition, Foucault declared that “the prison would constitute the place for the
individual transformation that would restore to the state the subject it had lost,”
(Foucault, 1977: 123). Or, for those coming from other states, create an individual
desirable to the state. Thus, those incarcerated would not only be excluded, but also
reformed and transformed.
As dictated in immigration regulations, all people who come to Australia without
valid documents must be detained while they are screened and applications for
protection are considered. On reaching Australia, all the women interviewed who had
arrived without a visa were placed in detention centres while applications for asylum
were made and investigated. It was during these times that each woman lost her
confidence in Australia. As Emine6 remembers:
When I was on the boat I thought I could be in hell. It was a very bad
place. I did not think I could be any place that was not better than this,
even if it was just a little better…but I was wrong…we were sent to the
detention centre…
Most of the women explained that they did not understand they would be placed in
detention when they arrived in Australia.
The detention of the women is an example of an overt method of control deployed by
the Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs. All women were physically
6

Pseudonyms have been used to protect the identities of all participants
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restricted from entering into Australia beyond the detention centre. Being detained in
a detention centre ensures that individuals cannot threaten the social fabric.
Individuals would not be released until thorough character examinations have been
made. The length of time each woman was required to stay was never predictable.
Some women spoke of staying for a number of months. For other women, the time
extended to a number of years. In her study on the experiences of immigration
detention in the United Kingdom, Pourgourides (1997) found similar experiences.
Where the average duration of detention was for six months, some asylum seekers
were in detention for over a year. The unknown duration had significant
psychological affects, so too the unpredictable outcome of detention (Pourgourides,
1997). The women spoke of how they were not given prior notice when it was their
time to leave. Once again, the lack of knowledge and lack of time for preparation set
many women up for negative outcomes and experiences. As Denya recalls:
Denya: I was just woken early one morning and told I had 20 minutes
to collect my possessions. That was okay, I did not have anything but
the clothes I was wearing.
Yvette: Were you told where you were going?
Denya: No. They just say ‘you, come, you are leaving [detention].’
(pause) My friend she did not come.
Yvette: Really? Why is that?
Denya: Do not get me started. I do not understand that. We come to
Australia together, and we both come because of the same troubles.
But they let me out, and do not let her out.
As Denya continued to explain, this reflects an individuating process whereby being
women from the same country, fleeing from identical forms of persecution, did not
ensure a similar outcome for herself and her friend. Denya’s description relating to
release highlights the arbitrariness of selection for release. This indicated a lack of
formality and procedure relating to decisions by officials to release an individual from
immigration detention. So too, it indicates a form of control whereby the power for
release was exercised by officials and individuals waiting for release could neither
predict nor determine their likelihood of release. This also resembled a form of
control as individuals waiting for release could not prepare for such a time, and were
not considered for release with friends or family. As mentioned above, the
inconsistency and inability to predict the length of stay was a common finding in
research on experiences in detention centres (see for example Leach & Mansouri,
2004: 66; Mares, 2001: 32).
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The narrations of time within detention portrayed negative experiences, as depicted in
Emine’s comment above. Leach & Mansouri (2004: 66), in their research on
experiences within detention, found that many of the people interviewed described
how their experiences of officials within the centre was much worse than the
conditions and experiences of the detention centre, and they too felt like they were
treated like criminals. This view was espoused by most of the women who had been
detained in one of Australia’s detention centres while awaiting a determination
subsequent to their arrival in Australia. Many women spoke of being treated as though
they were criminals, and sometimes even animals. Reeba captures this by stating:
There was much trouble because we did not want to be there. Nobody
wanted to be there. No one tells us what happens. We feel like we, we
feel like we not human beings. We feel like animals.
Denya furthers this description by revealing:
It was detention…it was like a prison, only there were men, women
and children, all together…and all the people were scared, and instead
of being criminals, many of the people in there were the victims…[We
were treated] like criminals. We were in a prison, so I guess they had
to treat us like criminals. But we should not have been there. Nobody
told us one single word about what was going to happen to us.
A lack of understanding could often be attributed to the lack of information that was
offered and received. Even where the women could understand English, actions were
not understood because they simply were not being informed. Other times, where
things were explained, no effort was taken to ensure the women could understand
what they were being told. Becker & Silove (1993:86-88) found similar experiences
in their research on detention centres in 1993. They found that those detained
experience officials as hostile and unable to be trusted. As Magdalena points out,
“maybe they told us, but we did not understand. If we could not understand then there
was no point in them telling us.” Following on from such experiences with detention
centre workers, Becker & Silove (1993:87) found that the inability to trust workers
spread to others trying to help them. When workers from the Service for the
Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS) offered
support to detainees they found detainees did not trust them and would not make use
of their services. Where detainees did trust the workers they perceived their assistance
as futile, and workers as powerless amidst immigration officials and processes. “The
longer the people are left in detention the stronger the withdrawal, suspicion and loss
of confidence in potential help,” (Becker & Silove, 1993: 87).
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For people who come to Australia on a valid visa and make applications for asylum
before this expires, they are not required to wait in a detention centre. However,
Mazeel reveals how immigration officials threatened her with detention:
They said if we would not leave, we would be taken to a detention
centre, where we would have to stay until we decided we would return to
our country. They were saying that if we were really refugees, we had to
apply in our country and ask for permission. I told them I come to
Australia on the holiday visa. They said that I cannot use this now. I have
done the wrong thing, and I would have to go to the detention centre.
Unaware that these threats of deportation and to send her to detention were erroneous,
Mazeel spoke of begging and trying to bargain with the officers to allow her to stay in
Australia. Believing them to be the determinants of whether she could stay in her
community or not, she was continually satisfying their demands. Furthermore, Mazeel
had made the decision that she would return to her country because she did not want
to go into detention.
Concerns regarding immigration detention centres are not limited to Australia. Fazel
& Silove (2006) critiqued Britain’s use of mandatory detention and argued that Britain
is making the mistakes that Australia has already corrected. Observations in Britain
concur with those from Australia by noting that detainees suffer from “profound
helplessness, despair and suicidal urges”, (Fazel & Silove, 2006: 252; see also
Salinsky & Dell, 2001). Similar findings were also found in the United States (Keller,
Rosenfeld, Trinh-Shevrin, Meserve, Leviss, Singer, Smith, Wilkinson, Allden & Ford,
2003). As Pourgourides (1997: 674) found during research on detention centres in the
UK, “detention recreates the oppression from which people have fled”.
Much of the interrogation of nation states’ responses to asylum seekers focuses solely
on conditions within detention centres, and the fight for ‘freedom’ of detainees (see
for example McMaster, 2002; Crock, 1993). However, power is not confined within
the walls of a punishing institution, but emanates throughout all aspects of society
(Foucault, 1977). Indeed, being removed from detention and placed in the community
reflected a positive determination in response to an application for asylum. However,
as stated earlier, this did not ensure a woman was free from the restraints inherent in
discussions of experiences whilst in detention.
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So far I have considered an overt form of control where the women were physically
removed from society. However, Foucault’s (1977) discussion of discipline and
normalisation also suggests the importance of less obvious forms of control. Once an
individual’s application was assessed and approved, they were removed from
detention, and positioned in the community. However, the freedom enabled by
removal from detention did not mean the women were immune to the stringent
policies of the state. Where detainment represented physical exclusion, aspects of
control and regulation were evident throughout narrations of experiences whilst
interacting within society. These were not presented in similar forms. As will be
discussed further in this chapter, at times, the women spoke of overt forms of control,
whereby they were physically restricted from specified services and arenas. At other
times, forms of control were more subtle.
Producing Applications For Asylum
Before discussing the experiences the women spoke of trying to produce acceptable
applications for asylum, it is valuable to acknowledge the work of Barsky (1995).
Interestingly, Barsky (1995) draws on the work of Chomsky, in particular Chomsky’s
encouragement to recognise that complex social issues are “made to look complicated
so as to keep the rabble, you and I, away from recognising what is actually at stake,”
to discuss refugee concerns and the position of claiming refugee status. Indeed, using
a Chomskian approach, Barsky (1995) acknowledges that despite the appearance of an
adjudication process, those most in need of protection are least likely to be accepted.
Instead, “it leads us to accept people most like ourselves” (Barsky, 1995: 3).
Unfortunately, as discussed in chapter four, this has been apparent throughout
Australia’s history. Barsky (1995) explains that claimants must constitute themselves
as discursive beings, by arguing their claims in a very specific way. This means that
those who do not speak the language of the host country are at a disadvantage in their
inability to articulate their persecution and their need to rely on others to relay their
stories and applications. Barsky (1995) further explains that women face double
discrimination because the conception of what constitutes a refugee tends to be based
on actions typical of men. Barsky (1995: 4) explains that the claimant must “construct
a productive other”, by basically saying whatever it is that officials want to hear.
Women should thus be ‘doubly inclined’ to construct an appropriate ‘other’ (Barsky,
1995: 4). This would suggest that “the prejudices and preconceptions of those persons
involved with adjudicating claims is probably the most important factor in
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determining whether someone is given the chance to even make her claim” (Barsky,
1995: 5). This section goes on to discuss the stories of the women, detailing their
experiences of producing applications for asylum. However, this insight would
indicate the difficulty in and futility of attempts and struggles for achieving successful
outcomes for acceptance as genuinely in need of protection. Indeed, despite the
difficulties they discuss and the ways they attempted to overcome these, Barsky
(1995) would suggest such actions would be futile based on the knowledge of the
ways claimants are assessed.
As asylum seekers near the end of their journey and reach Australian waters, or
Australian shores, the initial question they are asked by immigration officials reads
similar to ‘why have you come to Australia?’ Mares (2001:6-7) explains that
immigration officials will never directly ask the question of whether they are seeking
asylum. Mares (2001:6-7) also explains that the first stage of the refugee
determination process is convincing frontline officials that a person has a valid
application to “invoke Australia’s protection obligations”. For the women
interviewed, this could have occurred when asylum officials first made contact with
their boat. In claiming refugee status, the burden of proof rests with the asylum seeker
(see Mares, 2001), which is a daunting task given language and cultural barriers and
lack of knowledge about international law and legal procedures. This suggests that an
asylum seeker should be given a period of time to seek assistance in order to prepare
an answer to the above question. However, a response is often demanded at the time
of earliest interaction, and formally documented. Barsky (1994) points out that the
first stage of the process is convincing immigration officials that an individual has a
claim. This means a test of the claimant’s ability to immediately construct an
appropriate version of the ‘Convention Refugee’ or the ‘suitable other’ (Barsky, 1994:
6).
Bogner, Herlihy & Brewin (2007), in their research on the experiences of asylum
seekers in the UK, have found that since asylum seekers carry little documentation,
the credibility of the person is crucial. Thus late disclosure, or non-disclosure, during
questioning is often given as a reason to doubt an asylum seeker’s credibility. Further
in their research Bogner, Herlihy & Brewin (2007) found that most of those
interviewed reported that in their culture sexual issues are not discussed with others,
and this prevented them from disclosing sexual issues during their interviews with the
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Home Office. This has implications for those who are fleeing from incidents of sexual
violence and find it difficult to discuss such experiences with others. This means such
experiences may not be divulged in official interviews and thus applications for
asylum are deemed to be lacking. Papadopolous, Lees, Lay & Gebrehiwot (2004)
document similar findings. They found that convincing the immigration department
that an application for asylum was genuine was reported to be extremely difficult.
Many of the women spoke of misinterpreting questions by stating what they know
about Australia. Their responses then that they have heard Australia is a good country,
become part of their claim for asylum and protection in Australia. As Rohima tells:
“They say you must tell us why you come to Australia. Kembal [her husband] say I
told Australia is nice place. They tell us no, but we not understand. That is all
Australia we know.” Mares (2001:37), critiquing official responses, explains that
people were ‘screened out’ at an interview conducted soon after they had stepped off
their boat where it was determined they ‘had not sought to engage Australia’s
protection obligations’ because they had not mentioned being a ‘refugee’ or ‘seeking
asylum’, or indicating a fear of persecution or harm if they returned to their country of
origin. Where immigration officials are expecting stories of persecution and
explanations of the need to flee to save one’s life, the abruptness of this question
leaves many asylum seekers lacking the correct and desired response. Yet, this is
never explained. Bogner et al (2007) support the concerns of the women spoken with
that this affected their credibility and thus their applications for asylum in Australia.
Bogner et al (2007) suggest that these issues need to be taken into account by the
immigration system. Foucault’s (1978) discussion of the confessional adds further to
the understanding of the experiences of the women when responding to questions of
why they have come to Australia. In this study Foucault (1978) explains how people
were judged and categorised based on their being forced to ‘confess’ their actions and
thoughts. Importantly, what is implied is that what is seen and heard is then
documented and used for further examination and constraint. As Foucault (1978: 30)
states such confessions and desires were transformed into discourses, and these
“discourses were interlocking, hierarchized and all highly articulated around a cluster
of power relations”. Thus discourses were used for the regulation of society and
individuals. Barsky equates the position of Senior Immigration Officer with that of the
‘confessee’ (1994: 237). The Senior Immigration Officer controls the situation, having
“power over the ceremony, the power of speech and the right to listen and ask
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questions” (Barsky, 1994: 237). Although the women were not necessarily confessing
to their own wrongdoing, they faced judgement and categorisation from immigration
officials based on the experiences they revealed.
On arrival in Australia, the women in this research were confronted with what was
perceived to be impatience from immigration officials. They told stories of how they
felt little consideration was given to the fact the women had come from foreign
countries, had fled from persecution, and had just alighted from a perilous journey to
Australia. Describing her initial contact with Australian officials, Chandra tells, “they
say, ‘you cannot understand, you go back to your country.” This suggests a prejudice
about who is deemed ‘worthy’ of being in Australia. This corresponds with the
construction of the ideal and desirable immigrant or refugee as discussed in the
previous chapter. Throughout Australia’s history it is clear that Australia favoured
those who were closest to the ideal of being white and British, where foreigners were
readily set up as the undesirable other. Bogner et al (2007) found that such beliefs and
attitudes from officials made it harder for asylum seekers to relay their experiences
and need for protection.
A lack of understanding circulates throughout the experiences of many women. This
stems beyond a difficulty in understanding the English language, reflecting the lack of
information made available to them, and what was described as a belief in the
inefficiency of Department of Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs
(DIMIA) staff and service providers at all stages of their journeys. A lack of
understanding was particularly detrimental throughout the interview and application
stages of the process. Mares (2001:6), argues that in some circumstances, the ability of
an asylum seeker to understand the processes and what they were required to do was
pure luck. Barsky (1996) argues that many claimants are rejected based on an unclear
or contradictory claim for asylum, when a few further questions could easily clarify
such situations. Barsky (1996: 49) also found that a lack of understanding and a lack
of relevant information and resources “only serve to further frighten and disillusion”.
The preparation of applications, and experiences throughout formal interviews were
described as particularly distressing and daunting events for many of the women.
Reeba remembers:
It was very hard. They give us paper, but we do not know what this
says. They tell us we must write, but if we not know what is on the
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paper, we not know what to write…(pause)…Sometime we write, but
we do not write in English and they not know what we write there.
They shout ‘English, you must put English.’ I remember this very well.
I am very scared and think, I not know English, they make me go back
to Iran.
In fact, as suggested by Reeba, amongst others, the lack of fluent English skills meant
many women had little understanding of what they were being asked, or what they
were admitting to. Such experiences can be examined through Foucault’s (1977 and
1978) discussion of discipline and self-regulation. The use of power was to produce
the ideal individual through processes of normalisation and discipline. This led to
processes whereby individuals became regulators of their own behaviour. The
inability of the women to understand English meant that in order for them to actively
participate and interact with officials they would need to learn, or gain assistance in
understanding, English. Young’s (1999) discussion of the exclusive society also
assists the understanding of such experiences. Rather than assist the women in their
understandings, the lack of assistance meant the women were “separated and
excluded” (1999: 7).
The women interviewed continued to speak of experiences of control and regulation.
These experiences ranged from overt forms of control, whereby they were restricted
from different services, or ignored at different stages of the interview process, being
responded to with comments such as ‘where is your husband, we need to speak to
your husband,’ and ‘you cannot do this, your husband must fill this out.’ Often these
responses were given to women who were making attempts to flee from relationships
marked by violence. Many of the comments and treatment the women spoke of
reflected the stereotypically gendered distinctions of what a woman’s role is and what
can only be done by a man. So too, this further reflects the stereotypes feminists from
the Global South have been trying to deconstruct, that is, the notion of the ‘third world
woman’ and her characteristics of being a passive, weak and submissive woman (see
for example Mohanty, 1991; Spivak, 1988). Barsky (1996) spoke of the discrimination
against “persons who are perceived as dwelling at the exterior of power struggles” (p.
204), being asylum seekers who are women, in Canada. This was based on a belief by
some members of the Immigration and Refugee Board that women could not be active
politically or religiously and therefore could not be persecuted. Questions addressed to
women, even if they had arrived alone, were focused on the activities of husbands or
relatives who were men. Unfortunately, as Barsky (1996: 51) explains, “one of the
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main problems here is that the claimant often does not recognise that she has missed
the point of the inquiry or hearing until she receives the negative ruling on her case”.
Barsky (1994: 212) found that women were constructed as the ‘other’s other’. A
claimant who is a female does not have her own personhood, but only exists as a
witness to her husband, with no questions asked about her own persecution. Barsky
(1994) argues that questions asked by officials, who have their own attitudes towards
women in the third world, can reinforce inappropriate perceptions concerning the role
and experiences of the claimant who is a female, or reduces the claim to a form of
domestic persecution.
At other times, women spoke of more covert forms of regulation. For example, where
guidelines recommend that all interviewees be provided with interpreters, many
women found the interpreters inadequate, and did not trust them to relay their case in a
truthful and sensitive manner.7 Most interactions with interpreters were reflected upon
in a negative and frustrated manner. This reflects the findings by Edwards, Temple &
Alexander (2005) that the ability to trust the interpreter was crucial to experiences.
Edwards et al (2005) discuss the importance of personal character and trust in
people’s understandings of good interpreting. This led to the preference of interpreters
drawn from informal networks. As Reeba continues:
Yvette: Did the people in Australia get anyone that could help you and
explain things to you?
Reeba: No. They bring one man to us. He say, he tell us what we must
do.
Yvette: Did that help you?
Reeba: No, he not know what to tell us. They say ‘this man help you,’
but he not help us. We say we tell you what happen. He say ‘no, no,
you must not talk.’ We think, okay, he say we must not, so we must
not. We only see him not very much. We think, how can he tell what is
happening if we cannot talk?
Furthermore, Magdalena’s view resembles the experiences spoken about by other
women throughout their interviews when describing their reliance upon interpreters:
We do not like to be using an interpreter. We had to be using this woman
that was coming from immigration. I do not be knowing good English, I
know even little English then, but I don’t think she be telling them what
we are saying. She would be saying wrong things, so I thinking she not
telling us what they been saying to us. I think that if she is a woman, and
I be talking to her, maybe she will listen and she will be helping us. But
when we get upset, or we are not being happy, she saying ‘if you feel
7

It is not known if interpreters had NAATI accreditation. What is more important is the way the
women perceived and spoke about their experiences with using interpreters.
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like that, go back.’ I be lost all my hope…all my hope to be having some
help.
Like other women applying for asylum in Australia, Magdalena described how she
was completely reliant on an interpreter. The women applying for asylum often spoke
of having little knowledge of English when first undertaking the process. However,
many of them knew enough to detect certain words or emotions. Often interpreters
behaved professionally, and the applicants were able to detect only a few words that
suggested they may have been framed in a negative manner. Other times, the women
described how they felt the interpreters were being quite abrupt, making it clear they
were not sympathetic to, or even believing, the women’s stories. The women
interviewed spoke of the frustration this caused. To many of the women it appeared as
though the interpreter’s own perceived bias acted as a gatekeeper further hindering the
women’s progress through the system. They did not have the power, money, or
knowledge to ensure their stories were understood and communicated accurately.
Barsky (1994) and Hathaway (1993), in their studies of Canada, found that
interpreters can make things worse for many asylum seekers. This was based on the
incompetence of interpreters as well as blatant discrimination and bias. Anker (1991)
found similar experiences in America based on poor quality interpreters and a lack of
standardised criteria for the selection of interpreters. In revealing the poor quality of
service she felt she was being offered by interpreters, Denya notes:
The only time there was an interpreter available was when they
interviewed us. But that was, he was not listening to me. I don’t even
think he understood what I was saying. I guess, if you get something
for free, you cannot complain.
The gender of the interpreter also had an impact on some of the women’s interview
experiences. The introduced gender guidelines stipulate that where a woman presents
a case of a sensitive nature, she is to be interviewed by a DIMIA representative who
was a woman. However, a number of the women, in presenting cases of a sensitive
nature, and unable to speak and understand English at the required level, were often
only provided with, and thus required to tell their story to an interpreter who was a
man. The application of an interviewing officer who was a woman was thus
discounted as the woman being interviewed was required to rely on the interpreter
who was a man to communicate her story. For example, Denya continues her
explanation of the interpreter she was allocated by stating:
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I had learnt some English, and I do not think he was saying anything
good about me. I would tell him some things that would happen to me in
my country, from my husband, and from the other people, but when he
would tell them my story, they would not think it was bad enough that I
should be a refugee. It was very humiliating. There are some things that
are very private. It is very hard talking with my friends about some
things that had been happening to us. It is even harder to try and tell
these things to a man. I don’t know, in my country, men were the enemy
to us.
Here it appears as though other people, without the designated power, are, whether or
not with intention, able to develop authoritative positions. This suggests that even
those who have not been formally granted power or authority can still exercise it over
others. This reflects Foucault’s continual assertion that power can emanate from
anywhere and from anyone. Understanding that all women should be provided with an
interpreter who was a woman, Denya explains that her interviewing officer was a
man. She extends this, arguing that the alleged benefits others believed they would get
if given a woman were removed because she was still required to tell her experiences
to a man. In addition to the stipulation that interviewing officers must ensure they act
in a gender sensitive manner, cultural sensitivity was also a specification.8 This was
not always provided. Explaining why it was hard to speak to an interview officer who
was a man, Denya points out that in her country of origin, ‘men were the enemy.’ This
extends beyond gender differences, and reflects wider cultural practices which were
either not acknowledged or not understood as important by service providers and
immigration officials.
The women who were required to use interpreters who were men spoke as though they
believed their experiences would have been improved remarkably if they had been
assigned a woman. However, the appointment of an interpreter who was a woman did
not necessarily ensure a more comfortable or more positive experience. Although the
women assumed they would be more comfortable sharing some of their stories with a
woman, the quality of service and the perceived attitude of the interpreter were, for
some of the women interviewed, equally distressing. This both reflects personal bias
8

See Australian Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (1996),
“Refugee and humanitarian visa applicants: guidelines on gender issues for decisionmakers” http://cgrs.uchastings.edu/documents/legal/guidelines_aust.pdf; also UNHCR
Guidelines on the Protection of Refugee Women, 1991, www.unhcr.ch
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from those who the women were needing to communicate with, as well as a lack of
regulation and goodwill across the Government’s asylum processing system.
While reflecting on the above recommendation that women making applications for
asylum should be interviewed by women, the placement of a male instead of a female
interviewing officer was viewed as having the potential to significantly alter an
individual’s application for asylum. For example, in reflecting on her experiences
throughout the application and interviewing process, Zachea explains:
When I apply, I must speak with only men officers. That is very hard.
If I could be speaking with a woman, then maybe it would be easier for
me. I feel very, it is very difficult for me to be speaking with the men, I
feel like I do not want to say what my husband would be doing to me.
Sometimes I feel that they look at me and picture different things in
their head. I do not like that. That makes me very uncomfortable.
Maybe if I speak to a woman then I would have more of a chance
because they would understand me a little…and I cannot trust the men,
maybe I could not trust the women too, but I cannot trust men. (long
pause). One of the nuns, I show her what my husband and his men they
have done to my body. She say ‘you must show the immigration this,
maybe they will listen to you then,’ (pause) but I am ashamed. I cannot
show my body to these men.
Burnett & Peel (2001), in their research on the health of asylum seekers and refugees
in Britain found that with topics such as rape and other torture, which were perceived
as taboo in their countries of origin, women found it very uncomfortable discussing
their experience. Their research highlighted the importance of the gender of the health
worker and the interpreter used. Bogner et al (2007) found similar experiences in their
research. Their study found that the majority of asylum seekers reported difficulties in
disclosing their experiences. Unfortunately this affected the credibility of the asylum
seeker. For Zachea, the fact that a man instead of a woman interviewed her altered her
entire application. She did not feel comfortable expressing her intimate experiences to
a man, nor revealing parts of her body that exemplified the torture she had been
subjected to. The act of reliving and describing a terrible ordeal was explained as
being extremely distressing in itself. However, needing to describe this to a stranger,
and a man, the icon of what she has come to fear, can have compounded effects on the
interviewer-interviewee relationship. Being unable to talk about, and show the wounds
and scars from her experiences in her country of origin meant that, in terms of her
application, Zachea did not have a valid claim for needing protection. Her reluctance
to tell her story to an interviewing officer who was a man invalidates her claim as
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being in serious need of protection. There appears to be a number of gendering
interactions in process. The women who were seeking asylum were being gendered by
immigration officials and interpreters, particularly in relation to the credibility given
to claims of persecution. In return, the interpreters and immigration officials were
being gendered by the women who were seeking asylum and trying to communicate
their asylum claims and need for protection. Returning to Barsky (1995) it is worth
questioning if, as the women believed, the circumstances they produced their claims in
met what they perceived to be their needs, there would be any differences to the
success of their applications and the way they were assessed by decision makers.
An inability to trust service providers was a recurring theme of the interviews
conducted. Not only were the women experiencing negative relationships with their
interpreters and the interviewing officer they were assigned. Chandra mentioned a
lack of professionalism on behalf of the solicitor she was provided with. She states:
When I think back, I felt (long pause) eventually I felt, it was like the
solicitors were on the other side…they call it pro bono and legal aid, but,
really, I don’t think they listen to our stuff, they are not on our side…you
have to get help of this nature, and then you end up worse than
before….Actually, I was not even able to go and speak to them, and not
prepared…
This dissatisfaction with legal representation was paralleled by Zachea’s interactions
with legal aid. When asked if this was helpful to her, she replied, “No, it did not help
me. Sometimes I think he did not even remember who I am.” Although the women
were, at the time, grateful for the provision of professionals to assist them, on
reflection, they were extremely disappointed with the services they had received. Not
only do the women have to present a case deemed as an acceptable claim for
protection. Their efforts to establish a worthy case were often futile while being
represented by someone who was not sensitive or sympathetic towards their
circumstances, nor deemed to be professional enough to disregard their own
prejudices. Furthermore, most women spoke of being assisted by a male, once again
reducing the potentials deemed inherent in being interviewed by a female DIMIA
representative. Burnett & Peel (2001) found that having a worker who was a male, be
it an interpreter, health care worker or immigration official, was seen to impact on a
woman’s comfort and ability to trust the person.
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The lack of understanding and productive assistance throughout the application
process was not limited to the submission of applications. Having minimal knowledge
of the asylum system adopted by Australia, Mantarla explains how she did not make
an application in time. As the bridging visa regulations specify, to gain work rights
and access to Medicare9, an application must be made within 45 days of arriving in
Australia. The compounded consequences of missing the deadline are described by
Mantarl:
I do not really understand. Lillian [lawyer] try to explain this to me.
She saying that when I come here I needing to apply for this special
visa so I can work. But I do not know this, and I did not get this visa.
Now I cannot get job…they tell me this one time that I can only get
money if I look for work. But then what is the point of me looking for
work if I cannot work? I don’t know.
Cinta also represented such a case, where she was unaware of the deadline for
submitting applications for protection in Australia. She explains the affects this had on
her:
It is very difficult, you know, when you don’t have work rights, when
you don’t have Medicare. It is hard because you don’t know what is
going to happen…because, um, it is a situation that gives you no hope,
and you are just waiting and waiting. Not just for a reply. You are
waiting for the money to stop…I think I will be told I must leave this
room…Finally when they give us an answer, it is a negative
answer…and so, the next step starts, and it goes on like that. Mentally
it affects you…
Cinta spoke about the disturbance of relying on other people. Without work rights or
medical benefits, she relied on a refugee support organization in Melbourne, to
provide her with a room and food, and cover all other expenses. Not only does she live
everyday not knowing if she will be granted protection and allowed to stay in
Australia, she is constantly relying on the charity of others for her means of survival
while she awaits the decision.
An inability to access or obtain knowledge was a major point spoken about by each
woman. Whether it was because they did not understand English, the processes, or the
information was not provided to them, this lack of information was seen as a major
component hindering an individual’s ability to successfully apply for asylum. Barsky
explains that distortions and difficulties in the process of communicating the claim
seriously jeopardised the veracity of the claimant’s application (1994: 38). So too,
9

Medicare operates as a health benefits scheme in Australia
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Barsky (1994, 1996) found that selecting the right interpreter was extremely
beneficial, as some interpreters took on multiple roles including informant,
caseworker and cultural agent.
Preventing family reunions
So far I have detailed some of the experiences women spoke about having throughout
their journey of attempting to gain protection in Australia, and whilst being detained.
One would expect differential treatment for those people who have been demonised
and criminalized by the government and the popular media, based on a lack of trust
and a desire to keep them away. However, these negative experiences go beyond this,
and are evident in both formal and informal interactions, even after Temporary
Protection Visas have been granted. This was particularly apparent when the women
attempted to forge a safe haven for their family within their new community. This
reflects Foucault’s (1977) argument that power emanates throughout all aspects of
society. In addition, Foucault states that “power is exercised from innumerable
points”, and “power is everywhere not because it embraces everything, but because it
comes from everywhere” (1978: 94). Thus, power is not possessed by a dominant or
political agent, but is instead distributed throughout social networks.
Six of the women interviewed spoke of leaving children behind as they undertook the
journey to Australia. These women discussed leaving daughters behind because they
did not want to expose their children to the dangers of the perilous journey. In
describing the spontaneity and secrecy of her flight from her abusive husband in
Chile, Chandra explains how she left her two daughters with her husband’s parents.
Her plan was to leave them there until she gained protection in Australia and could
convince the Department of Immigration to assist her in bringing her daughters to
Australia also. Without prior knowledge of Australia’s rigid policies of deterrence,
such women believed they would be able to send for their children once they had
reached Australia and gained protection.
Other women spoke of leaving children behind until such time that they had raised
enough money and could bring them to Australia in a much more humane way than a
perilous trip with people smugglers. For example, explaining how she and her
youngest son came to Australia, leaving her eldest son to look after her daughter,
Suhira noted, “we are wanting to bring my other family to Australia.” Being on a
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Temporary Protection Visa, they will never have the opportunity to bring their
children to Australia. The only chance of reunion is if the women forego their place in
Australia and return to their country of origin. This continues to punish the individuals
who have been investigated and granted asylum, for being autonomous and seeking
asylum through their own methods instead of those defined by the state. This
reinforces the power and control of the state and asserts authority where Australia’s
sovereign power has been tested and questioned.
Family visiting in Australia for a short period was also denied. In discussing her
pregnancy with me, Marjan explained her anxiety about having a baby without her
mother being present. When giving birth to her daughter in Iran the year before
coming to Australia, Marjan explained the comfort she felt having her mother present
during, and directly after, the birth. Being seven months pregnant at the time of the
interview, Marjan explained the difficulty she and her family had been experiencing
whilst attempting, for the previous five months, to gain permission for her mother to
come to Australia so she could support Marjan throughout the birth. Just one month
prior to her due date, their application for a visitor’s visa was denied. Although
Marjan’s mother was not intending to stay in Australia, and had proof of a successful
business and family to which she would return, she was not permitted to come to
Australia. This not only reflected the strict conditions placed on Marjan and her
immediate family as a result of their Temporary Protection status. Having arrived in
Australia in an ‘unlawful’ way, Marjan felt as though the government was wary of her
mother’s intentions, and ensured she could not do the same. So too, Marjan believed
that she was being punished.
The importance of learning the English language
As I have alluded to earlier, in order to become active participants within Australia, an
asylum seeker is required to have a sound command of English. This is important for
working, shopping, asking for assistance, and for interacting with most people in
one’s community. Furthermore, this continues to reinforce the identification of asylum
seekers as other as well as their exclusion. Many of the women interviewed spoke of
the importance of acquiring proficiency in English language skills. More specifically,
many spoke of an efficient understanding of English as being the ‘key’ to participating
in and becoming a part of Australian society. When asked if learning English was
important to her, Chandra explains, “Yes, it very important…you must know English.
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English is the key to be in Australia…to work, to making friends, to helping my
children, to living…without it I just exist. I would not be able to do things.” Nikta
further explained how not just appearance, but speech distinguished individuals within
Australian society. She thus emphasised the importance of English for becoming a
part of Australian society, “Australia is full of very many people who do not look
Australian…But they people, they can speak English. That is what we must be able to
know.” Through being denied access to English language courses, the women
confronted difficulty in numerous aspects of their asylum journey, and within their
general living. The importance of learning English, and difficulties experienced due to
a lack of knowledge and understanding is echoed in a number of research studies, and
not limited to experiences in Australia. For example, Papadopolous, Lees, Lay &
Gebrehiwot (2004) who explored experiences of Ethiopian refugees in the UK, found
that a lack of English and understanding resulted in difficulties in accessing health
services, adapting to British culture, difficulties in obtaining employment and a
reluctance to access formal support agencies.
Acts to control and regulate the women seeking asylum were not confined to policies
of restriction, nor to interactions with immigration and government officials. The
women spoke of demands from a number of different social actors, not directly related
to DIMIA or the government. In fact, experiences of regulation and control often
stemmed from members of non-government organizations. This equates with
Foucault’s (1977, 1978) analogy of power. Foucault defines power as acting like a
capillary that intertwines itself throughout social life. The transmission of power is not
confined to state institutions, but emanates, in different forms, throughout society.
People act as social containers through which power passes. As Foucault (1991)
explains, power is also exercised, and conduct shaped, by agencies which are thought
of as private, and not political.
For example, the response Petina received when attempting to obtain assistance in the
community was echoed throughout the reflection on many interactions. Reflecting on
the first time she asked a woman welfare worker for help after being released from
immigration, Petina relays:
She getting very angry with me and be saying, you cannot even speak
English. If you want to get help you need to be speaking in the English.
She saying she will not be coming back to help if I do not know the
English to speak.
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Displaying her experience of the restriction on access to English language courses,
Malina comments:
We ask one place and they say no, you must have the permanent visa, or
we not teach you. Other place, if we have permanent visa we can learn
English and it not cost money. But we are on the Temporary Protection
Visa. It cost very much for us. We not be able to pay.
The repercussions of this one stipulation had a marked impact throughout most
experiences described by the women. By denying access to English language courses
the policy makers are, in turn, denying their participation in Australian society.
Foucault (1977) discusses the ways in which people become regulated and
normalised, and thus self-regulators. However, in such instances of attempting to
access required courses, the women are attempting practices of self-regulation where
they have identified the need to learn English to be able to participate in Australian
society. However, they are being faced with exclusion.
In being restricted from government funded English classes, the women gave accounts
of seeking alternate lessons. This predominantly included lessons run by churches and
support groups with a religious foundation. These were unsatisfactory in two apparent
ways. The women explained how the groups targeted a broad group of people. This
meant that not only were there people with different first languages, but also people of
varying levels of English knowledge. For example, Marjan, in explaining her and her
husband’s dissatisfaction with their classes, states, “we go to a place to learn, but we
not like…There are a lot of Chinese there. They are all the same…we are different.”
Being a minority group amongst a large number of Chinese people, Marjan found that
the classes were focused on the adaptation from Chinese to English. Not being able to
relate to the Chinese language or culture meant Marjan and her husband were
extremely disadvantaged. Marjan was not the only participant to speak about the
difficulties of being in a mixed group. Lana spoke of a similar experience, “There was
many people who speaking not English and different speaking. Some from my
country and some from other languages. It was difficult. We all wanting to know this
different.” Saino (2003), although not talking directly about language classes, in a
review of literature about working with multi-ethnic groups, found that homogeneity
in a group was more beneficial, and mirrored society where racial and cultural
diversity tends to be avoided. Clark (2006), during group work with asylum seekers,
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found that varying English levels within a group can obscure conflicts or issues for
members, as well as making it more difficult for the teacher.
At other times, the quality of the teaching was not valued as being of a high standard.
This was most apparent where members of support groups attempted to teach English,
without prior training, and for the first time. Furthermore, at times the teaching of
English took second place to lessons about God and Christianity. The women felt that
the service providers did not acknowledge the level of urgency held by the women in
needing to be able to communicate through the use of English at an appropriate level.
This further compounded their frustration and anxiety.
While speaking about two women from a Christian-based refugee support group who
were teaching her English, I asked Malina if she found their assistance worthwhile and
beneficial. Wary of making a direct comment implying her dissatisfaction, Malina
replied, “It is very easy or very much difficult. Sometime they not teach me. They
come and pray for me, or they tell me I come with them to church or to see other
women. This is good for me, but I must know English.” Magdalena, also having a
support group worker assisting her spoke of similar lessons. Our conversation reveals:
Yvette: So she does not just teach you English
Magdalena: No, just a little
Yvette: Do you enjoy that?
Magdalena: umm, that is good, yes. I do not know. I think I am need to
be teaching
Yvette: Are you learning a lot?
Magdalena: Oh, a little
Yvette: What has she taught you?
Magdalena: She has taught me to, she has taught me to make this
sewing. She has told me what this is, Christmas and the Easter.
Yvette: So she does not just teach you English?
Magdalena: No, just a little
Yvette: You would like to learn more English?
Magdalena: Yes.
Here, Malina and Magdalena mention how they felt their attempts to establish a
successful acquisition of relevant English were marred by the preferences and ulterior
motives of their teachers. Malina and Magdalena were adamant that I understand their
gratitude towards their teachers for the time and effort taken to teach them all they had
learnt. However, they displayed frustration in their beliefs that their teachers’
priorities and level of urgency did not match the priorities or level of urgency they
themselves felt. As a result, Malina and Magdalena had become extremely frustrated
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and despondent because they were unable to achieve what they aspired to and
required. Exemplifying this frustration, Nikta states:
There are so many people from different languages. They not, they not
the same as the government places. They run by the churches. I know it
is good they will teach us, but they do not understand. I need English to
survive in Australia. I need English to understand what I must
understand. Maybe then when I know good English, they can teach me
about God. but right now that is not what I need. I just get more upset
because I cannot get what I need.
The differing agendas and priorities between those providing the services and those
deploying such provisions did not merely mean that the acquisition of English was
forestalled or themed differently than the government funded classes they were
excluded from. Indeed, this inability to access an English language service that was
relevant to the women’s needs meant their acquisition of English was prolonged. This
also impeded other aspects of their lives. This can be equated with Foucault’s
governmentality, which studies the ways in which individuals are governed, that is, it
studies the “conduct of conduct”, (1982: 220-221; see also Gordon, 1991:2).
Following an examination of the meaning of the ‘conduct of conduct’ Dean (1999: 1011) explains government as “any attempt to shape with some degree of deliberation
aspects of our behaviour according to particular sets of norms and for a variety of
ends”. This could suggest that those groups offering free English services to asylum
seekers had alternate agendas through which they as a group intended to benefit in a
prescribed way. Although the women spoke of dissatisfaction in the delivery of
English classes, the women did speak of positive aspects of participating in Christian
groups. This included assistance in completing applications and gaining access to
services, and establishing networks and developing friendships with other women who
shared their cultures and could speak their languages.
The one specification that those on Temporary Protection Visas cannot access
government based English classes appears to have impacted on many, if not all,
aspects of the women’s lives within Australia, and permeated throughout much of
their being. Not being fluent in English made it extremely difficult for the women to
access services and interact within their communities and the wider society. Further,
an inadequate command of English (as assessed by potential employers) meant they
were also hindered whilst endeavouring to gain employment. As a result, although
most of the women had been granted permission to seek employment, as allowed on a
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Temporary Protection Visa, they were restricted because they could not obtain
proficiency in English. It was extremely difficult for women to understand
employment advertisements, thus making it complicated for them to find and apply
for jobs. Where women were able to negotiate the system and apply for positions,
their applications often fell short because their level of English did not meet the
standards required by the specific employers. When asked if it was important for her
to learn English, Mohanjee replies, “Yes. I need…I want a job, but I cannot have if I
do not know Australian. They tell me they do not have anything for me, because I
cannot speak Australian [English].” Marjan, too, explaining how she applied for a job
in a bakery comments, “They ask me if I know English. I say a little. They say we do
not have job for you. You must talk English very good.” Indeed, the interview, for this
research, with Marjan was conducted in English, reflecting on her ample command of
the language. This reflects racism based on the appearance of the individual, as well as
a belief in the superiority of English.
The denial of formal English classes has compounded effects throughout the women’s
lives, beyond attempts to find employment. A simple task of going to the doctor is
complicated because the women find difficulty communicating their ailments to the
General Practitioner. Many women ignored the need for medical treatment. In being
unable to explain to their doctor what was wrong, what their symptoms were, they
became extremely frustrated and found it was easier not to attempt to express an
understanding, rather than fail. The need to involve additional people when going to
her doctor because they could not communicate with the same language was a
particular complaint from Mohanjee. She affirms:
I need a doctor that we can both speak the same language. It is not
the same when you have to tell someone, and they must pass this on
for you. Some things, they are private. I do not like to be telling all
these people what is happening with me.
Other research has found similar experiences where language barriers meant seeking
health care and treatment was often difficult due to understanding and complications
with communication and as a result, seeking such services was often neglected. For
example, Papadopolous et al (2004) in their research on the experiences of Ethiopian
refugees in the UK, found similar experiences, finding that difficulties were
experienced when accessing health services due to both poor language and a poor
understanding of the primary health care system. Bischoff, Bovier, Rustemi, Gariazzo,
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Eytan & Louton (2004) also undertook a study on language barriers in obtaining
health services, with similar findings that language barriers affected the reporting of
health problems, as well as their referral to further health care.
Furthermore, without private means of transport, (a result in itself of their ineligibility
to work and inability to access loans), their lack of knowledge of the English language
meant they did not understand bus routes, or know how to read train timetables. Thus,
they remained at home. For example, Magdalena explains the inconvenience of being
unable to communicate effectively in English:
I like to be going out like this, but it is very difficult for me to go out. I
do not understand how to be going to these places. This Sydney is a
very big city. If I can maybe learn the English better, then maybe I will
be able to go to this places.
Displaying an understanding of the negative rhetoric concerning asylum seekers,
which has been circulated throughout Australia, Nikta was particularly hostile towards
the government and certain service providers because of the restriction on access to
quality English courses:
I do not know English…it makes me very angry. They will not help us
learn English. Or they say we help you, but we cannot pay for it. They
will not help us to learn about Australia. But they, they do not like that
we do not speak Australian or that we are different. No-one will help us
or try to listen to us when we cannot speak English good, but no-one
will help us.
As articulated by all the women interviewed, negative stereotypes were built on
asylum seekers’ inability to engage with society in an adequate manner, reflecting the
division of ‘us’ and ‘other’ emphasised by Hage (1998). However, as was the feeling
amongst the women, any attempt to try and establish adequacy is hindered by the
denial, or lack of, service provision. A negative environment awaits those who fail to
comply with the expectation that the ‘other’ should accommodate the dominant
‘Australian’ way of life. Due to prejudice and systematic guidelines, however, the
women described that no matter how extensive was the degree of effort they put in,
they could never quite achieve the expectations. This potentially worked as a form of
control. Whereby societies are usually founded on the basis of being either exclusive,
or demanding assimilation (see for example Young, 1999) a different strategy was
evident. Both Young (1999) and Foucault (1977, 1978) have described how societies
and communities put measures in place to ascertain and encourage assimilation and
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the production of a desirable subject. However, the narratives of the women read
differently to this. On the one hand, stringent demands were emphasised reinforcing
the essential requirement of assimilation, and the need to be ‘Australian.’ On the other
hand, however, the tight restrictions meant the women were excluded from any
services that potentially enabled successful compliance. Instead, the women were
preoccupied with struggles to develop alternate strategies. Indeed, as further obstacles
became apparent, the women felt that all efforts fell short, and the women were
required to constantly renegotiate further approaches. Foucault (1977) discusses how
society aims to produce desirable subjects where individuals govern and regulate their
own behaviour. The women spoken of continually identifying particular subject
positions which they felt would assist them. When alternate discourses became
available to them, the desired subject positions altered according to new
interpretations, understandings and adaptations. The women were thus actively
engaged in trying to present themselves in a way which they perceived to be
corresponding with their understanding of the ideal. This paradox has the potential to
work as a trap. The women spoke of trying to represent themselves as something they
perceived to be the ideal. However, according to the women, the benchmarks for the
ideal were continually shifting, changing and being renegotiated.
Temporary Protection
Young (1999) suggests that society is no longer focused on inclusion, stability and
homogeneity, but has transformed into the ‘exclusive’ society of change and division.
However, within his discussion on the transformation inherent in late modernity to
that of a society that ‘separates and excludes,’ (1999: 7), he refers to ‘the other’, not as
an enemy so much, but as “someone who must be transformed, socialised,
rehabilitated and made into ‘one of us,” (1999: 7). However, the experience of being a
Temporary Protection Visa or even a Bridging Visa holder suggests a different
deployment of the notion of the ‘other.’
The descriptions of what it meant to have temporary protection were marked with
feelings of isolation, seclusion, preoccupation and frustration (see Leach & Mansouri,
2004 for discussions of similar findings). Although being on a Temporary Protection
Visa meant there were restrictions placed on the visa holders denying them access and
participation in specified sectors, the implications of this visa status were more
extensive than exclusion from particular arenas. The mere title of being a holder of a
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‘Temporary Protection Visa’ or ‘Bridging Visa’ encompasses all aspects of the
women’s lives. A simple piece of paper stating an individual’s status meant the
women’s lives became more complicated. Furthermore, partial knowledge about the
visa specifications meant service providers were either reluctant, or not willing to
engage with such people. This was an implication of the one specification. The
statement that each person’s status is only ‘temporary’ altered their complete
experience and acted as a threshold defining a limbo status between belonging and not
belonging. Such experiences can be equated with Young’s (1999) discussion of
suspect communities. Young (1999) explains how by focusing attention on a
particular group, in this instance holders of Temporary Protection Visas, a suspect
community is created. This means that while the women were identified as being on a
Temporary Protection Visa they would be marginalised from participation within
society. Young (1999: vii) states “differences [are] to be accepted yet kept at a
distance, not allowed to affect one’s security or composure”.
Being granted a Temporary Protection Visa, and all the restrictions this entails, was
often perceived as a punishment by the women. The following view from Elham was
presented by 21 women interviewed. “It seems like everything is on hold until you
know if you can stay in Australia or not. Yes, that is what it is like. Maybe that’s why
they do it. They punish us.”
For the women on Bridging Visas, the drawn out periods spent waiting for responses
were not observed as necessary time allocated for the investigation of applicants and
their applications for protection. This was recognised as an astute strategy designed to
prolong the anguish, and thus punish the women for requesting asylum subsequent to
their arrival in Australia. As distinguished from the Temporary Protection Visa, which
permits the holder to stay in Australia for three years, a Bridging Visa does not have a
specified time limit. At any time, a holder could be informed that their application has
been rejected, and they must be returned to their country of origin. Being on a
particular visa meant the women were marginalised from mainstream society, and
would remain so until otherwise socially defined (see Young, 1999).
The anguish of not knowing was a theme that recurred continually throughout the
interviews. For example, Libby points out, “waiting for our case to be decided has
been most nervous, depressing, perhaps even more depressing than what we were
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facing back home in my country…because this is where your life is decided.” Three
of the four women who were on Bridging Visas at the time they were interviewed
commented that they would rather be in their country than remain in limbo in
Australia. This did not mean that the individual was not a genuine refugee. This was
often related to the hope they had built up in relation to the reputation Australia had
gained in their communities, as being the leading country in upholding human rights
principles, prior to entering the country.
The sense of not knowing what the next day would encompass affected many of the
women. This is revealed in a conversation with one of the participants. She indicated
that she would rather return to her country, than await an unpredictable determination:
Yvette: so, being sent back would be easier than waiting for your
application to go through?
Cinta: (pause) I think so. It would be different if they would say your
application will take three months, or six months, or even one year to
process. But they don’t tell you how long it will be. You just wait and
wait and wait, and you never know when you might get an answer
(pause) and you never know what answer it will be.
Further into the interview Cinta extends this with, “and you spend every minute of
every day thinking of what is missing in your application that would give you a
definite answer, or what you could do or say, or wear to have them say ‘yes, she looks
like one of us, we will let her stay in Australia.’” Barsky (1996) found that in
countries such as America and Canada a person’s appearance did effect their claims.
Barsky notes that in America and Canada “the system has intrinsic biases against
those most ‘different’ and, in many cases, most in need” (1996: 59). Barsky further
describes the situation as “an environment which is less sympathetic the more
‘different’ the claimant is seen to be (1996: 61). Zachea echoed Cinta’s comment by
stating:
Yvette: Have you been told how long you have to wait?
Zachea: No (pause) that is the hard part. We just keep on waiting and
waiting and maybe one day they say we have accepted you, or maybe
one day they say sorry you cannot stay here…it is very difficult. If they
are going to send us back to my country, then send us, just let us know. I
need to know what will happen with us…I need to make plans for my
daughter and help her to be happy.
A number of studies describe the unpredictable and inconsistent nature of the asylum
process (for example Pourgourides, 1997; Papadopolous et al, 2004; Barsky, 1994).
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Pourgourides (1997) identified the unpredictable nature of outcomes and the
significant affects of the unknown. Looking at the mental health implications of the
asylum-seeking process in the United Kingdom, Pourgourides (1997) found that the
unknown and the lack of predictability meant that those waiting for decisions could
not make sense of their predicament and deal with it in a meaningful way (1997: 673).
As another form of exclusion, the persistent concern with developing impeccable
applications had the effect of preventing the women from fully participating within
their families and their new communities. Furthermore, all of the women spoke about
a desire to keep busy so they did not have time to think about what had happened to
them, and what their future might be. Indeed, this led to extreme frustration when they
were denied work, and did not have the English skills necessary to interact in their
communities. Such experiences are a further example of Young’s discussion of the
movement to a society which “separates and excludes” (1999: 1).
Furthermore, the consequences of being either on a Temporary Protection Visa or a
Bridging Visa were evident when discussing interpersonal relationships. As Laila
expressed, “I do not have friends here in Australia. Much time is used for us to show
the immigration that we must stay.” Alternatively, like with Cinta, much time was
taken constantly scrutinising an application, or observing those women who were
permanently in Australia so they could correct any discrepancies they perceived in
themselves as hindering their application. This is an example of Foucault’s (1977,
1978) notion of self-regulation where the individual women constantly corrected
themselves in order to produce an application that would enable them to gain
protection and remain in Australia.
Revealing the extreme distress caused as a consequence of her temporary status, Nikta
reveals:
They do this to us. They make us think and wait and we never know. In
one more year, when they tell me I must try to get permanent, then they
do not say you can stay permanent. They tell us you must go back to
Iran, or you must stay Australia. But that is still the temporary. They do
not know it is like torture to us. I would rather be dead now, if I must go
back to Iran in more years. It is very much hard living in Australia. Here,
I am safe. If they say me and my family can stay Australia permanent, I
be very happy. Then I can get help and I can learn English good. But I
try and try to be Australia. I cry and be very much scared because I
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cannot be Australia. I not know how to be Australia. I cannot get job, I
cannot speak English. I want to not try anymore.
Although the guidelines for Temporary Protection Visas and Bridging Visas provide
the visa holders with the right to work, (with the exception of those whose application
is awaiting consideration by the High Court), the uncertainty of an individual’s future,
and the simple term ‘temporary’ often meant they did not qualify for consideration by
many employers. Many experiences were similar to that of Elham:
They said, maybe we can give you some experience, and then we can see
how you go. Then they asked me if I had a work visa. When I explained
that I was on a temporary protection visa, they said ‘oh, we cannot give
you work. We do not know when you will leave us.’ So I stopped asking.
Amidst the already rigid obstacle attaining ‘Australian experience,’ a further barrier
prevented the women from entering the workforce. A Temporary Protection Visa
enables individuals to stay in Australia for three year periods. The ‘indefinite’ state
arises only at the end of each three year period, when further applications to extend
the length of protection are submitted. Despite efforts to assure employers that they
could commit themselves for an extensive period, many were denied work, with their
visa being the criteria for rejection. This suggests a lack of knowledge held by the
service provider and potential employee. At times where the women spoke of being
able to obtain work, this was predominantly as a casual employee. Not only did this
mean that hours of work, and thus income, could not be predicted. Being a casual
employee meant their employment could be terminated at any time. Therefore, the
uncertainty of job security also had a deleterious impact on the women and their
families.
An inability to work often had further implications than a restricted money flow.
As Elham remarked:
I have no confidence in myself…I feel like a fake…the biggest shock
was to lose my job status. There, I was respected. Here, I am nothing. I
feel useless, worthless. It was the end of my dream. We thought we could
come here and get good jobs…I think that if one day I get a permanent
visa and they let me work, I will be too old…I think that is the worst
thing, losing who you are. Without a job, and without a piece of paper to
say I can stay permanent in Australia, who am I? No one.
Elham expressed the importance, especially for those women who had occupations in
their country of origin, of finding a job in Australia most effectively. Snow &
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Anderson (1987), in their report on the construction of identity by homeless people,
found that when one’s status is perceived as negative, they grasp alternate identities to
distinguish themselves from such a classification. All the women had an
understanding that ‘asylum seeker’ encompassed negative interpretations. Where the
women had been employed in their country of origin, they often framed themselves in
relation to these particular occupations. However, the women spoke in past tense,
understanding the discrepancy between their status in their country, and their current
position. Being unable to say they were permanent Australians, the next option they
would revert to was employment status. Lacking this, unable to present themselves as
still being employed, and reluctant to rely on a status that carried such negative
connotations, the women spoke of losing their identities.
The extensive repercussions dictated by their visa status continued to appear within
the women’s dialogues. For example, Mohanjee explains “We cannot get…what is
that called when you take money from the bank people and you having to give them
this back…I must be on the permanent visa to get this loan money.” Magdalena
reinforces this, “if they say we can have permanent in Australia, then we can get some
money from the bank and use this to buy some things for us. That is what I look
forward to.” Being temporary, or having an indefinite presence in Australia meant
women could not gain employment, and meant women could not obtain loans. This
then meant the women could not acquire transport, they could not access the
expensive English courses (perceived as being the only worthwhile ones), nor could
they seek medical treatment. Further, the women became preoccupied, endlessly
formulating strategies as attempts to ground their positions in Australia. As they
continuously devised strategies, little time was left for making connections within
their communities. As so the process continued where the women were restricted from
one arena, and working at alternatives.
The Effectiveness of Temporary Protection Visas as a deterrent
So far I have discussed the specifications and guidelines of the Temporary Protection
Visa, as well as the ways in which the women spoke of experiencing being on such a
visa. DIMIA fact sheets defend the introduction of the Temporary Protection Visa as a
set of changes which “aim to reduce the perception, held by the people smugglers and
their victims, that Australia is both a highly attractive destination and a soft touch”,
(Leach & Mansouri, 2004: 15).
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All women interviewed expressed their impression of Australia as being a potential
safe haven for themselves and, in many instances, their families. Each woman spoke
of having "a goal in [her] spirit and [her] mind, to reach that goal,” (Zendra, interview
participant). This entailed an understanding of Australia as a land of hope, where they
would have the opportunity to be heard, informed, and seek asylum through a just and
humane system. All women concurred with Chandra’s explanation of hope, “the only
thing we had left was each other and a small hope in an island across the globe called
Australia”.
Here Chandra makes reference to Australia being a place far away, and removed from
her own country. The idea of distance appears to be an important element to other
women when articulating why it was vital that they reach Australia, not another
country with similar prospects. Zendra expresses this while attempting to explain why
her destination had to be Australia, not the United States, Canada, or another country:
We thought maybe if we go to the United States, for example, it will be
maybe too much pressure…we don’t want to be involved in any
difficulties, we just want a really peaceful place far away from any war
or whatever…the main reason we choose Australia…it is very, very,
far away…(Zendra, interview participant).
This view was espoused by the other women, particularly those who had come here
with children (who were often their sole motivators for gaining protection in a safe
and peaceful country).
While speaking about the distance of Australia from the extreme troubles being
confronted, another interesting aspect outlined within these discussions was the fear of
remaining close to their countries of origin. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, in
September 2001, legislation was passed in Australia, tightening the criteria of
assessment for permanent protection (DIMIA, 2002). This legislation specified that
permanent protection will not be granted to any Temporary Protection Visa holder
who remained in a transit country where they could have claimed protection, for more
than seven days whilst en route to Australia. In circumstances where such a
Temporary Protection Visa holder is assessed as still requiring protection when their
three year visa expires, they may be granted a further temporary visa.
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Interestingly, when detailing their journey to Australia, many of the women were
apprehensive about staying in Indonesia. Linda outlines:
We flew to Indonesia by the aeroplane. From there we travelled by the
boat to Australia…I could not be staying in Indonesia. I could not feel
safe, I could not stop the thinking that maybe the government from my
country they would find me…they are the powerful government. If my
husband go to them and say my wife, she has left the country, all I
could feel was they will be finding me. They will come to the
Indonesia and be making me to go back…Then I will die…I had to go
on the boat… (Linda, interview participant).
Yes, many of these women have continued their journey to Australia despite their
route through another country where they could have, according to international law,
sought asylum. However, extreme anxiety encompassed thoughts about remaining in
the closest country. Many women continued the journey to lengthen the distance from
their perpetrators. Furthermore, they envisioned Australia as being better able to
protect them from the oppressive governments of their own states.
Australian has the sovereign right to protect its borders, but equally, it has the
sovereign obligation to respect international law, including the human rights of
citizens and non-citizens. It ought not to choose which rights it will apply, how and
when, however it does. All women interviewed in this study indicated extensive
knowledge about human rights and the potential offered within Australia. Participants
were aware that, in international society, Australia had a reputation for being
extremely good as a unit on the humanitarian side.
All women displayed great motivation to reach Australia for the potential for seeking
asylum they believed it offered, and they would receive. However, women expressed
their understandings of Australia and the policies made stringent by the government.
In many discussions these did not sit neatly within their original understandings,
reflecting the negative positions women had come to attain following their
experiences of Australia, and with DIMIA. In an attempt to explore these
complexities, I asked women whether Australia had in fact continued to acquire such
complimentary interpretations. The majority of the women replied by stating ‘yes and
no.’ When drawing out further responses, more than half the women interviewed
stated that no, Australia is not what they thought it would be, and, because they did
not have a sense of safety, their primary goal would not be achieved. Barsky (1996)
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found that many claimants experience serious disappointment in their host country.
Not having a feeling of safety, knowledge or understanding in this new country
prolonged the suffering and served to frighten and disillusion (Barsky, 1996: 49). This
reflects the contradictions between the discourses the women had available to them
prior to arriving in Australia, and the perception of reality once they had reached
Australia.
Understandings that consider DIMIA and Australia as an enforcer of humanitarian
policies and international human rights laws contributed to the prevalent assumption
that the women would be able to rebuild their lives in Australia. All women have had
interaction with DIMIA, whether directly, or on an association basis through family
and friends who they were travelling with. All women had felt the damaging
repercussions of their ‘unauthorised’ travel. Whether through a specific interaction
with DIMIA, or a more general experience, most women generalised their experiences
to Australia as a whole.
Australia has installed policies of deterrence as a strategy to persuade individuals from
developing countries to devise an alternate destination. However, all women, prior to
arriving in Australia, had only received complimentary and positive accounts of
Australia’s immigration system. It seems that any negative connotations are developed
only after personal experience within Australia. For example, Mohanjee explains to
me, “we did not know that we were doing this bad. We did not know that we would
get to Australia and they would make us go to the detention centre,” (Mohanjee,
interview participant). This would suggest, then, that Australia’s political reputation is
not being distributed internationally to those it is intending to target. Furthermore,
these policies are not effective in deterring people attempting to arrive in Australia,
but creating a class of people in Australia who are disheartened by their indifferent
reception, and are willing to challenge this system in order to forge themselves a
position of permanent protection. Richardson (2008) explored the messages asylum
seekers were receiving regarding Australia’s deterrent policies. She found that policies
are not necessarily deterring asylum seekers, for a number of reasons. These being, all
information received was open to interpretation, no information was being received,
the advantages of going to Australia outweighed the negative, and some asylum
seekers were aware that many countries had similar policies, such as mandatory
detention.
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Those participants who came to Australia by themselves, without any dependents,
express the conclusion that if they had known what their reception would be like in
Australia, they would not have attempted the journey. For example, Nikta states:
I cannot live like this. It is very difficult for me, for in my heart…in
my country, I know it is bad. It would be not this difficult if I not think
Australia would help me to be safe. It is maybe better to be staying in
my country. The policy here it is like a rope here…a rope going around
my neck.
Only one of the women understood, prior to arrival, what the new policies in Australia
were. Danida’s journey to Australia was redirected, before eventually being granted a
three-year Temporary Protection Visa in Australia. As survivors from a sinking boat
retrieved in international waters, Danida and her son were confined in Jakarta for
seven and a half months while they awaited directions from officials. She explains
how her determination helped her throughout the boat ordeal, “I would just be
thinking if I do this, I will get what I am wanting…(pause)…I will get me and my son
to Australia.” However, after minimal time in Jakarta, she became aware of the
situation in Australia. As she explains:
I envy those survivors who had been taken in by other countries…at one
point in Jakarta I had begged to change my application for Australia. I
begged for them to allow me to go to Norway…Australia has been the
most feared destination (Danida, interview participant).
She did not explain why she changed her mind, nor the source of any information she
received to influence this adjustment of desire. She was the only woman to
acknowledge having accessed such information.
Conclusion
Drawing on Foucault, critical criminology and feminist appropriations of gendered
relationships within society, this chapter has examined some examples of control
experienced by women as they navigate the refugee determination process in
Australia. Control is not a simple process whereby one group becomes inhibited by an
oppositional force. The examples utilised in this chapter suggest that control operates
across a number of sites, by a range of actors, and in different forms. So too, the
experiences discussed in this chapter as spoken by the women interviewed suggest
that the self discipline and regulation of women’s subjectivity, which can be
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understood through the work of Foucault, is a key dimension of their being asylum
seekers.
All women interviewed who made ‘unauthorised’ movements to Australia were
granted a Temporary Protection Visa. For those who arrived in Australia via other
means, for example on student or holiday visas, and applied for asylum before these
visas expired, they were granted a Bridging Visa, as they waited for decisions from
the Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs to be passed. ‘Temporary
Protection Visas’ and ‘Bridging Visas’ did not simply reflect points of classification,
defining an individual’s current status within Australia. They were an allencompassing title, which had the potential to emanate throughout all interactions and
activities within society, both formal and informal.
This chapter has explored a number of the specifications relevant to women on either
Temporary Protection Visas or Bridging Visas within Australia and how this has
impacted on a number of aspects of their lives. The government and the Department
of Immigration have formulated a number of entitlements and restrictions relevant to
such visa classifications. Furthermore, it has defined modes of operation relevant to
the process of seeking asylum and service provision during and following the course
of submitting applications and making claims for protection. For the women who
arrived in Australia without valid documents, their initial treatment was detainment
within one of the seven detention centres then operating throughout Australia.
Despite the experiences spoken by the women of restriction, exclusion, control and
regulation, and the impacts of policies and guidelines of the Australian government,
the women cannot be perceived as passive recipients. For indeed, as Foucault (1977)
explains, power does not exist without resistance. Where this chapter has focused on
the specific implications of being on a Temporary Protection Visa, chapter seven
further examines the narrations of how women responded to such situations. The next
chapter, chapter six, entails an examination of media releases and press articles
relevant to and detailing accounts of women seeking asylum in Australia. The purpose
of this examination is to construct the image of the ‘typical’ asylum seeker and
‘typical’ woman asylum seeker that is portrayed and circulated throughout Australian
society.
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Chapter Six
Media Re-creations of Women Seeking Asylum in Australia

Introduction
This chapter examines the predominant portrayals of asylum seekers in Australian
newspaper coverage. It looks at the images used by the media to create popular
discourses of asylum seekers. Specifically, in this chapter I identify issues which,
rightly or wrongly, have become central to the asylum debate.
I will show whether or not a distinction is often made in public discussions and
discourses between the ‘official’ refugee, who has gained permission to enter
Australia as a refugee via Australia’s off-shore refugee determination system, and
those individuals who arrive in Australia before making applications for asylum.
These distinctions become particularly evident when attention is being drawn to those
people who attempt to enter Australia following an unauthorised boat arrival. As
separate to the notion of a refugee, this chapter is interested in the construction of
women who were attempting to make applications for asylum after arriving in
Australia.
Debates surrounding asylum seekers have been the focus of intense media interest in
Australia for some time. The first part of this chapter illustrates the key issues that
emerge through print media in Australia in relation to the asylum seeker. Some of the
prominent themes that dominate the discourses within newspaper coverage of asylum
seekers include; the financial costs to Australia, the possibility of a natural disaster, an
attack on Australian shores, and the criminality of asylum seekers. This chapter then
goes on to examine the construction of the woman seeking asylum in Australia within
newspaper reporting. The asylum seeker who is a woman is depicted in three main
ways. This includes: the vulnerable woman in need of protection, women according to
their motherhood role, and the evil woman who must be detained.
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A number of studies have been undertaken of the media portrayals of ethnic minorities
(see Van Dijk, 1991) and asylum seekers (see for example Threadgold, 2006;
MacCallum, 2002; Mares, 2001). This research has found that media depictions of
ethnic minorities, as well as asylum seekers are largely pejorative and stereotypical. In
2001 the Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) (2000:1) expressed concern that the
media had helped produce a ‘climate of fear’ that was being used to ‘legitimise the
introduction of draconian policies’. This chapter seeks to explore and describe such
stereotypes and images. So too, it offers a particular focus on the ways women have
been portrayed within newspaper reporting. As discussed in chapter three, newspapers
were chosen for a number of reasons, primarily based on findings in a number of
studies that newspapers are the form of press most likely to create a moral panic (see
for example Altheide, 2009). The Australian Associated Press (AAP) and Reuters
were also chosen as they are often used to inform other forms of reporting.
May (1997) asserts the need to find a ‘constant’ in society in which to study cultural
constructions. The media may be used by dominant social groups in an attempt to
organize consent and gain social ascendancy, whereby the values of the dominant
social order are reflected in the social construction of news (Roshco, 1975; Gans,
1980; Allan, 1999). The media itself has developed a sense of hegemony in that it is
accepted as fact, and has the ability to construct our understandings of reality with
little interrogation from the general public. Young confirms “the construction of
authority within the newspaper text fixes the proffered version of meaning as true or
real,” (1990: 158).
Theoretical understandings10
These examinations are informed primarily by the works of Chomsky and Foucault.
Leading on from Foucault a feminist poststructuralist perspective was also drawn
upon. Feminist poststructuralist theory is concerned with identifying the versions of
subjective reality available to women, and the competing social and political interests
which sustain these versions (Baxter, 2003). A key consideration of

feminists,

amongst others, to studying the media is the concept of representation, be it the
representation of different groups based, for example, on race or gender, as well as the
representation and interpretation of reality (Fourie, 2001). An important contribution
10

It is important to acknowledge that, in addition to the literature used for the purpose of this thesis,
there is now a substantial body of literature focusing on media representations of asylum.
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of feminist poststructuralist theory is the “deconstruction of female subjectivity and an
analysis of the extent to which women’s experiences of themselves as subjects may be
constructed within discourses, practices and power relations” (Baxter, 2003: 33). That
is, the subject of poststructuralism is always socially constructed within discourses
(Weedon, 1997). However, it is important to note that the subject has the ability to
resist such discourses (Weedon, 1997).
An examination drawing on Foucault and Chomsky enables a review of the genesis of
power and the ways in which power operates within society. Although Chomsky and
Foucault are important to the analysis in this chapter by offering opportunities to
explore power, it is essential to acknowledge their differences as well as the
opportunities they provide to examine press re-creations of women seeking asylum in
Australia. Both Chomsky and Foucault acknowledge the importance of the
power/knowledge relationship, that is, those who can show they have knowledge also
have power (Chomsky & Foucault, 2006). Both also recognise the need to challenge
sources of illegitimate power. However, it is important to acknowledge that they have
essential differences in thought, theory, histories and ideologies (Wilkin, 1999).
Going beyond their paradigm differences of essentialism versus anti-essentialism and
modernism versus postmodernism, of direct relevance for this research, both have
different understandings of how knowledge is produced and who has power. For
Chomsky, knowledge is generated by innate properties. For Foucault, knowledge is
passed on through discursive practices. For Chomsky, only set people or groups have
power, and power cannot be resisted or opposed. Chomsky draws on the notion of the
essential qualities of people, society and institutions, placing significance on
biological aspects of humans in shaping knowledge and social behaviour (Chomsky,
1989; Wilkin, 1999). However, for Foucault, anyone can exercise power, anyone can
resist power, and everything is discursively constructed (Foucault, 1977, 1978).
Therefore knowledge is discursively constructed and passed on through discursive
practices. For Chomsky language and its acquisition are innate. Yet, for Foucault,
language is not an abstract system, but always exists in socially and historically
specific discourses (Weedon, 1997: 40). Importantly, as discussed in the previous
chapter, Barsky (1995) highlights the ways drawing on the work of Chomsky enables
identification of discursive constructions. Chomsky’s notion of manufacturing consent
could well be consolidated through the application of a discursive approach.
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Chomsky (1989), in particular, focused discussions on the political economy of the
media. He defines the reporting of the media as upholding a ‘propaganda model’
whereby the political elites consensually define and dictate what images and accounts
can and cannot be portrayed within the media (see also Herman & Chomsky, 1994).
According to the propaganda model, the state exerts a powerful influence over media
reporting. The state is able to exert an influence on the media as an economic
benefactor, as a censor of information, and as a major source of ‘credible information’
(Herman & Chomsky, 1994). These relations influence what is emphasised and
omitted in media reporting, with the resulting media product involving the
marginalisation of dissent and the mobilisation of consent (Herman & Chomsky,
1994). The media tends to portray the world in accordance with the perspectives of the
political elite. It then makes it difficult for the public to have access to information
necessary to challenge the interests of the elite. Chomsky (1989) argues that, in the US
media, institutional filters operate to ensure that criticisms generally stay within the
narrow bounds set by the political elite. There are five filter functions to shape news
media output. These are corporate, advertising, sourcing, flak and ideological filters.
Furthermore, the state is reliant upon the media for the communication of its policies
to the public (Curran, Gurevitch & Woollcott, 1982). Chomsky (1989) deployed an
analysis of press reporting within the United States to exemplify the United States’
efforts to contain the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union was an ‘intolerable threat’ that
was able to be ‘brought to order’ and contained (Chomsky, 1989: 26). Chomsky
further asserts that intentionally inducing fear of a ‘terrifying enemy’ is a standard
device used ‘to whip the domestic population of any country into line’ behind
contentious policies (Chomsky, 1989: 269). Herman & Chomsky (1994) define the
media as serving a societal purpose to inculcate and defend the economic, social and
political agenda of privileged groups in a position to dominate society and the state.
This model can be deployed as a means for informing a critical reading of newspaper
accounts of people seeking asylum in Australia.
Herman & Chomsky (1994) define the phrase ‘manufacturing consent’ to refer to the
special importance of propaganda. It is the primary function of the mass media to not
only amuse, entertain and inform, but also inculcate individuals with the values,
beliefs and codes of behaviour that will integrate them into the institutional structures
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of the larger society (Herman & Chomsky, 1994: 1). Chomsky details the way
strategies are deployed within the media to counter dissent and allow the government
and dominant private interests to get their interpretations across to the public. He
explains that power comes from the ability of groups to set the agenda (Chomsky,
1989: 48).
In attempting to be granted asylum in a country, an individual’s position is not only
dictated by the policies which effect their status. The response a host country has to
individuals or groups of people is often predicated upon the dominant discourses
which permeate throughout that society. The environment in which asylum seekers
must mobilise themselves and interact, and the prominent stereotypes on which their
reception is based, can be detected in a reading of accounts within the press. As
indicated by Chomsky (1989) (and later Herman & Chomsky, 1994), the government,
or governing body, intentionally influences stories and depictions that are circulated
within mainstream society.
The elite’s domination of the media and marginalisation of dissidents occurs so
naturally that media commentators are able to convince themselves that the news is
chosen and interpreted ‘objectively’ (Herman & Chomsky, 1994). However, to claim
a story is objective, oppositional and alternate voices would be incorporated to allow
the full story to be reported. Yet, money and power are able to filter out news fit to
print through the marginalisation of dissent (Herman & Chomsky, 1994). The media
are dependent on government and major businesses for financial support and as
information sources. The Government is thus best positioned to pressure the media
with threats of withdrawal, libel suits and other direct and indirect modes of attack.
According to Foucault the subject is created within a certain discourse. Foucault’s use
of the term ‘subject positions’ highlights the productive nature of disciplinary power
and how it categorises people. Foucault’s work on discursive practices has also been
important for informing this work. Drawing on Foucault’s concept of the discursive
regime, we see that domination is deeply embedded in our society (Foucault, 1978).
His concept of genealogy, which concerns itself with the “politics of the discursive
regime”, defines the processes, procedures and apparatuses whereby truth, knowledge
and beliefs are produced (Foucault, 1978: 118). Foucault sees that power is embedded
in discursive regimes which valorise and authorise knowledge claims of one group,
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while excluding the other. Foucault has thus identified discourse as a site where
dominant groups exercise and maintain power.
Foucault’s work on disciplinary power and normalisation are also important for
research on media representations. Foucault (1977) refers to disciplinary power, where
power is conceptualised as circulating through fine channels, invading the body and
seeking to regulate it. Although Foucault’s work focused on the operation of specific
institutions, such as the prison, factory and clinic, it can be equated with the work of
the media rather than being confined to specific institutions (Gill, 2007: 62-63). In
terms of Foucault’s concept of normalisation, the media has the power “to regulate
through description, measurement [and] calculation of differences between
individuals” (Gill, 2007: 64).
Of particular importance for understandings of representations Foucault (2009)
explains that power exists because something is created as being illegal. That is, if
something is illegal power must be exercised and it must be controlled. These
understandings help to explain the dominant depiction of asylum seekers within the
discourses of Australian newspapers. When writing about asylum seekers the press
frequently emphasises the criminality and illegality of this group of people. So too, it
often elides the vocabulary of war with crime and asylum. As policies are introduced
in the name of Australia’s border protection, such alignments become more apparent.
This justifies the need inherent in policies and national action to close Australia’s
borders. Newspaper articles create depictions in their reporting to suggest the needs
for blockades, an impending war or a natural disaster appeal for action from every
reader to help prepare and fight for the safety of Australia. It is to such semiotics and
language games that attention is directed next.
The power of labels and language
One of the most striking features of the media coverage of the asylum issue is the
confusion generated by the inconsistent use of language. Language, from a feminist
poststructural perspective, is not simply a tool but a site of struggle where subjectivity
and consciousness are produced (Orner, 1992). Feminist poststructuralism has an
interest in language as a ‘site’ for the construction and contestation of social
meanings. Weedon (1997: 21) highlights language as the common factor in any
analysis of power, social meanings, and the construction of identities.
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Initial analysis sought to identify the labels and ways asylum seekers were defined
within the press, and the associations being made. In newspaper articles referring to
asylum seekers, the group of people being described were referred to variously as
‘asylum seekers,’ ‘refugees,’ ‘illegal immigrants,’ ‘would-be illegal immigrants,’
‘bogus asylum seekers,’ ‘queue jumpers,’ ‘boat people,’ and ‘unlawful immigrants.’
They were described as ‘parasites,’ ‘scroungers,’ and other derogatory and
meaningless terms that seemed to draw attention to overgeneralised assumptions of
what were presented as hordes of people arriving on our shores. These labels were
particularly potent as they presented asylum seekers as not entitled to protection
within Australia and differentiated them from what were portrayed as genuine
refugees. At times these terms were used interchangeably to refer to similar groups of
people at different times depending on the story being projected. Some of these
examples are discussed below. A consistent definition to describe this group of people
coming to Australia, predominantly consisting of Iranian, Iraqi and Afghani asylum
seekers, proved elusive. This can be understood with Foucault’s explanation of
‘dividing practices’ that involve the objectification of the subject to divide the ‘self’
from the ‘other’ (1982: 208). According to Foucault the self modifies and consumes
the ‘other’s’ individuality and enforces a different identity (Foucault, 1982: 217).
Categories are not fixed but interchanging, just as power and hegemony are
interchanging. However, the crucial point, as emphasised by Falzon (1997: 230) is
that ‘the other’ we encounter is not passive either, and is not simply whatever we
interpret it to be. This is discussed further in the following chapter.
What is apparent is that the overwhelming message being relayed is that the people
being discussed were not to be trusted and the impending arrival of an unknown and
allegedly ‘massive’ number of them in Australia was a cause for great concern.
Amongst the most striking portrayals were when asylum seekers were described as
‘bogus asylum seekers,’ at worst they were defined as presenting a threat to the
security of Australia. Australia’s defences and Australian citizens were ‘put on alert to
receive a mass exodus of refugees,’ (Adelaide Advertiser, 17/08/1999) a ‘surge’ which
constituted a ‘crisis.’ One senior official, who was not named, was quoted as
describing the imminent arrival of ‘so many refugees’ at a time of heightened security
as a ‘doomsday scenario’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 01/10/2001). This was an
interesting statement as it says that they are refugees, however, they still should not be
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here. The constant change of descriptive terms, as well as the use of collective terms
(see below), works to dehumanise the individuals that come to Australia trying to seek
asylum from the persecution in their own country. This use of language and words to
dehumanise asylum seekers has also been identified outside of Australia, for example
the United Kingdom (Threadgold, 2006).
The language used to describe those making claims for protection in Australia was not
only inaccurate and pejorative but at times had the effect of dehumanising the men,
women and children who were the subjects being referred to. For example, there was a
theme of goods being exported to Australia with a number of stories telling of the
arrival of a “batch of immigrants,” (see for example, Adelaide Advertiser, 01/11/01)
and another speaking of “human cargo” (The Age, 14/11/2001), This objectification
portrays them as being more like a product, and takes away the individual nature of
claims and experiences, and diverts the reader from perceiving the men and women
described as human beings in need of Australia’s humanitarian protection.
In addition to the ever-changing names and labels, newspaper reporting used a number
of key themes to create a moral panic. We are being overrun by criminals, we are
facing a war to secure our borders, and we are awaiting an impending natural disaster
(these themes will be discussed with examples throughout this chapter). Cohen (1987)
discusses the ways in which the mass media amplifies the nature of facts and
consequently turns them into a national issue. Cohen’s study focused on the ‘Mods
and Rockers’ from the 1960s and the way they were portrayed to the public. His main
analysis was that they were seen as a threat to law and order largely through the way
they were portrayed by the mass media. The media sensationalises an event and then
calls for a punishment to be set to persecute the offenders (Cohen, 1987). The media
appeals to the public so that they concur with actions being taken.
Metaphors of a natural disaster and war
Despite asylum seekers deploying a number of ways to come to Australia, by using a
number of terms which relate to the water and boats, the reader starts to equate asylum
seekers with coming by boat, and through the water. Those who come by plane on a
valid visa and then apply for asylum in Australia are not referred to in such discourses.
This can create a more sinister image by evoking a concern about what lurks within
our oceans. Australia has an expansive coastline, making it possible for asylum
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seekers to find a gap that is not patrolled and sneak onto our shores and avoid
detection. A number of articles use descriptions such as ‘storms’ ‘tides’, ‘pouring’ and
‘floods’ and comments such as ‘the tide won’t stop’, (Herald Sun, 23/11/01), ‘the
trickle will swell into a flood’, (Adelaide Advertiser, 01/11/01). Such terms make
general correlations, and therefore non-factual or factual assumptions that relate to
each other. The headline ‘boatloads of illegal immigrants flooding the nation’s
coastlines’ (the Canberra Times, 10/11/99), or ‘spilling thousands’ (Western Times,
4/11/99), not only reinforce this correlation, it is alarmist. The writer and speaker may
have the effect of appealing to the whole nation, implying that we are all at risk, and
that we may be facing a natural disaster, that has broken through every opening onto
our shores. The comment ‘cyclones tipped to slow the flood of boat people’ (Adelaide
Advertiser, 21/11/01) impresses upon the reader the magnitude of the problem, that
only something as huge and destructive as a cyclone can take on the ‘boat people.’
The reader is also told “boat people may try to beat monsoons” (The Age,
14/11/2001). This too displays the strength of asylum seekers, as well as creates the
impression that asylum seekers have no fear, and nothing will stop them. As such,
these depictions continue to create asylum seekers as undesirable and a threat that
must be controlled and excluded. So too, the depictions implore consent for policies
which punish and exclude the people being referred to. The terms being used continue
to fuel a moral panic, as discussed by Cohen (1987) and create the suspect community
referred to by Young (1975).
Nature can be dangerous and unpredictable. The depictions are not isolated to single
communities and raise potential moral and political biases which influence society as
a whole. These portrayals also call into question the safety and sanctity of the
territory. Portrayals also raise metaphors of damage to the physical territory of
Australia. “Island braces for more boat people arrivals” (West Australian,
14/11/2001), and the ‘floods keep coming’. Floods have the ability to ruin everything
in their path, as well as destroy homes and make people flee their homes. They also
have the potential to bring disease. Therefore, not only are Australians at risk of harm,
the physical territory of Australia is also at risk.
News hegemony has the power of selecting facts and neglecting others so as to ascribe
blame and distort reality (Allan, 1999). Not only are we facing a natural, or national
disaster. The media has sensationalised stories about asylum seekers so that readers
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can be led to believe we are facing a phenomenal creature with a power to destroy.
What could be more forceful and unpredictable than nature? By using stories to
describe the destructiveness and danger of the people being spoken about, writers
appeal to the defensive side of the nation, and the need to fight against asylum seekers
for the safety of the nation. Descriptions also work to project a belief that such people
are not human, and can destroy the physical territory of our nation.
The press has produced another theme throughout its coverage of asylum seekers to
persuade people and justify the lengths forces must go to as a way of keeping out this
group that can only cause trouble and harm to our society. This includes inferences
related to battle, the defence forces, and war. Words play on the apparent strength of
asylum seekers, and the need for authorities to use excessive force to control them.
This reinforces the notion that asylum seekers could be a real threat to the people of
the nation. The most pervasive image that emanates through reports alludes to the use
of force needed to contain and keep in order the group of people coming to our shores.
These images also work to create a dichotomy and reinforce the two sides of a war,
‘us’ and ‘them’. Such descriptions also justify the need to repel whatever is
threatening. This relates to Chomsky’s assertion that intentionally creating fear of a
‘terrifying enemy’ is a standard device used ‘to whip the domestic population of any
country into line’ behind contentious policies (1989: 269). In addition, this once again
equates with Foucault’s ‘dividing practices’ and the creation of ‘self’ and ‘other’
(1982: 208). Foucault (1977) has argued that practices of social regulation and control
are rooted in the organisation of knowledge according to irreconcilable binary
opposites that are discursively constructed.
Feminists too have discussed the creation of the ‘other’. In particular Butler (1990),
drawing on Foucault, critiques a binary view of gender relations and the division of
two clear cut groups, being men and women. Initially feminism critiqued the ways
‘woman’ was set up as the inferior ‘other’ to man. Feminists have since developed this
argument to the ways in which certain groups of women have been set up as ‘other’
based on race, class, culture and sexuality (for example Butler, 1990; Mohanty, 1991;
Collins, 2000; Ransom, 1993; Gill, 2007). For example, poststructural feminism has
sought to challenge the notion that all women are universally subordinated by a
patriarchal order, offering a perspective where power is constituted both between men
and women and between individual women themselves (Ransom, 1993). Butler (1990)
has highlighted difference between women and the failure of feminism to
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acknowledge the intersection of gender with race, class, ethnicity, age, sexuality and
cultural identity. Poststructural feminism is important to this discussion by
recognising that in discourses particular groups are created and privileged over the
other, for example masculinity over femininity (Ransom, 1993).
In 1999 the media begins by referring to asylum seekers in individual terms, with
references to specific countries of origin, such as ‘Iraq’, ‘Afghanistan’ and ‘Turkey’.
The media then begins to use a mixture of concepts describing impending need for
action. We must be ready to ‘intercept’ (Daily Telegraph, 18/11/1999) and
‘crackdown’ (AAP. 13/10/1999). The warning is sent “we must act before it is too
late,” (Adelaide Advertiser, 17/08/1999). This can be seen as preparing the nation to
take a stance against asylum seekers and projecting the sense of impending trouble.
This also calls for, and justifies, the development of a tough political stance.
The government is then depicted as though it is going into a planning stage of how to
combat the asylum seekers coming to our country as “the government plans to
crackdown on illegal immigrants” (AAP, 13/10/1999) and “Australia warns of new
people smuggling racket” (Reuters, 13/10/1999). However, towards the end of the
year we are being told of Australia, “battling to contain a growing number of illegal
immigrants,” (Reuters, 27/11/1999). However they “keep on coming” (Courier Mail,
27/11/1999), and there is report of a “surveillance boost in war against people
smuggling” (Courier Mail, 15/11/1999), therefore it is predicted that the problem is
not going away any time soon. This article has also metaphorically spelled it out as a
war. This gives the impression that Australia still has control, but the front line is
working hard and using all they have to hold back this threat. The navy is also in place
to “intercept illegals” (Daily Telegraph, 18/11/1999). Continual reporting creates
images which create fear and concern, thus potentially eliciting support for
governmental policies which aim to keep those who are being spoken about out of the
country.
Further to the preparations for war, newspaper reporting then progresses into detailing
the extreme measures required to keep asylum seekers under control. This force even
extends beyond that ever required before in Australia. For example “authorities had
for the first time used water cannons”, (The Australian, 02/09/2000), and there has
been a need to “repeatedly inject [asylum seekers] with drugs to restrain,” (Daily
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Telegraph, 17/05/2000). This brings into question the strength and power of asylum
seekers, worse than anything ever in Australia. It implies that water cannons have
never been needed for Australians, therefore these people can not be one of us. This
then further accentuates the ‘us’ and ‘them’ divide, further emphasising asylum
seekers as the undesirable other and everything that Australians are not, and do not
want. At one time we are told “deportees are sedated”, (Daily Telegraph, 15/03/2000).
This suggests that they are being violent and aggressive and the only way to control
them is to give them an injection. This also justifies, and reinforces, the actions of
sending them back to their own country. The writer, and therefore the reader, may not
consider the emotions and angst relating to being sent back to a country from which
they have fled. Such stories and depictions remain evident in current newspaper
reporting, for example stories where the Australian Federal Police have been forced to
use tear gas and water cannons to contain asylum seekers and extinguish fires set by
asylum seekers in “a night of rioting” at Christmas Island detention centre (for
example The Australian, 18/03/2011). The headline of a recent article reads “full force
of AFP” (Daily Telegraph, 01/08/2011). This article informs the reader that
“sedatives, handcuffs and physical force are all options open to the team”, and they
are allowed to use tear gas and beanbag bullets (Daily Telegraph, 01/08/2011). “While
children and families are usually held in a low security camp with a pool fence around
it” the asylum seekers being spoken of will be housed in the “former detention centre
for single men, regardless of gender or age because it has two rows of live wire fences
that will soon be electrified” (Daily Telegraph, 01/08/2011). Here the article is
accentuating the dangerous and criminal nature of the asylum seekers. So too, the
writer makes reference to gender distinctions before implying that for asylum seekers
there is to be no distinction between man and woman.
Another theme adopted in newspapers is the effect of the asylum seekers on our
defence force personnel. Asylum seekers “defy the threat of force”, (Sydney Morning
Herald, 01/10/2001) giving the impression that they cannot be deterred by the
presence or thought of our defence forces and that further action is required. There are
“tired boat people guards” impressing the idea that personnel are worn out and
fatigued from all the trouble that has been caused. This suggests physical exhaustion
as well as long hours they are doing to control this unwanted population. We are told
“asylum seekers attacked sailors,” (Courier Mail, 13/10/2001) and “the troops are
trained for war, but this is an experience they will never forget,” (Daily Telegraph,
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13/10/01). This sensationalises the depiction of asylum seekers and impresses the
suggestion that dealing with asylum seekers presents tougher conditions than a war.
War is often depicted as being full of horror, lost lives and bloodshed, and many
defence force members suffer trauma. Yet this situation presented by asylum seekers
in Australia is worse.
The HMAS Manoora ended up as “the voyage of the damned” (Daily Telegraph,
13/10/2001) while the news article talks about the treatment of the sailors at the hands
of asylum seekers. Furthermore, “boat people abused Manoora crew” (Adelaide
Advertiser, 13/10/2001), and the “Manoora is damaged after asylum seeker mission”,
(AAP, 07/10/2001). Articles tell us of how the “boat people tried to manipulate navy
crew” (Daily Telegraph, 06/04/2002), and offer us depictions of “how the illegals
treated our sailors” (Sunday Times, 14/10/2001). The article tells the reader how the
sailors were bitten, attacked with homemade weapons, and were repeatedly threatened
by the asylum seekers they rescued. This projects the image of savages. Stating they
were biting the sailors and attacking them with homemade weapons gives the sense
that they are primitive, using whatever means are at hand for a weapon, not yet aware
of modern technologies. This too reinforces the ‘us’ and ‘them’ distinctions and brings
the impression of the ‘backward’ and ‘traditional’ third world. In addition, the HMAS
Manoora was sent to assist the boat people, yet they are portrayed as being ungrateful
and violent towards their saviours. This helps to reinforce the opinion that they are
ungrateful of what Australia is doing to assist them. Bell (1993) and Van Dijk (1991)
in their research on ethnic minorities, found that there was a lack of contextualising
information in representations of ethnic minorities. Correspondingly, the newspaper
articles used in this research do not provide any contextualising information, with no
explanations considered regarding the reasons behind the asylum seekers’ desperation
to remain in Australia and push factors for having to leave their countries of origin.
Discussing the actions of asylum seekers without this context enabled their actions to
be presented as negative.
Reference is also made to political stances, as though the then Prime Minister himself
is in the physical battle, “Howard holds the line on asylum seekers...over border
protection battles”, (Adelaide Advertiser, 08/11/2001). The Prime Minister John
Howard is quoted as commenting that “backing down would pave the way for many
thousands to try and sneak into Australia.” This makes the political battle over policies
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by the Prime Minister sound like he is actually fighting the physical battle. In addition,
Mares (2001) argues that the official statements by people in positions of power were
rarely questioned or challenged with alternate points of view. By this stage reporting
has produced a discourse of fear, distrust and a need for exclusion. Thus, it is timely
for the Prime Minister to start discussing political stances and policy discourse. This
can be understood through Chomsky’s (1989) discussion on discourse and power, and
demonstrates the discursive power of the state. As stated earlier, for Chomsky (1989)
only set groups have power, and this power cannot be opposed or questioned. At one
stage we even read of a battle between the current Prime Minister and the opposition
leader as “knives come out over who is tough on boat people”, (Sydney Morning
Herald, 06/11/2001). Using the metaphor of knives makes it very dramatic, suggesting
Australians will be using weapons against other Australians. Asylum seekers are so
powerful and evil they have caused our leading Australians to turn on each other, and
created unrest within the nation.
Another key theme that dominates the reporting in newspaper articles is the
pervasiveness of the inherent criminality of asylum seekers. Not only are we
consumed by the impending war, the media alludes to the criminal elements behind
conveying asylum seekers to Australia. This correlation implies that it is in the fact
that asylum seekers are coming to Australia that a criminal racket has been created.
We are told of ‘finger printing’, ‘DNA testing’ to ‘discover true identities’. This is
serious crime and Australia is resorting to professional and leading technological
means to identify the criminals that evade detection. The reader is told of “suspect
refugees”, “asylum seeker rioting”, “boat people warning”, “asylum seekers setting
fire to their boat,” “asylum terrorist link” and “asylum seeker’s trip ends in jail.” The
use of comments such as “detainees allude police,” (The Australian, 16/12/2002), and
“phantom boat people,” (Adelaide Advertiser, 12/06/2002), influences the reader to
develop the impression of a criminal who is secretive, sneaky, cunning and sinister.
Not only do the stories in newspapers help to justify the approaches and actions
adopted by the Australian government in terms of deportation and adopting a tough
stance. By writing about actions in immigration detention centres the reader gains a
sense that this is the only place for people to be. This also reinforces the criminal side
of asylum seekers. As stated earlier, Foucault (2009) explains that criminality and
illegality are needed in order for power to be operated. The press reporting covers
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stories of riots, hunger strikes, a “clash at detention centre”, “police barricades”,
“protests”. We read of a “knife threat against staff by detainee” (West Australian,
05/07/2001), “breakouts” and “detainees defy threat of force”. This tends to portray
asylum seekers as hardened criminals and the only place for them is in detention,
excluded from Australian society.
The costs to the nation
Not only do battle-related descriptions create a sense of panic, the use of numbers and
costs influences readers to question the legitimacy of asylum claims and the safety of
the nation. By detailing expenses of responding to and accommodating asylum seekers
in Australia, the reader may start to question or consider the assumption that a large
percentage of the nation’s budget is being utilised as an additional price to pay for
these ‘undesirables’ and ‘illegals’ and the danger this group of people bring to our
country. This further builds the political argument that asylum seekers must be kept
away, and justifies policies of exclusion and border protection. Emphasising the extra
costs asylum seekers are costing the nation, this lends reason to explain budget cuts,
and the government’s inability to follow through on campaign promises.
Starting in 1999 stories state how Australia is “tolerating the cost”, (Courier Mail,
28/12/1999). This implies that at this stage Australia is still managing to cover costs
without great effect. However, by 2001 circumstances are becoming more expensive,
and asylum seekers are “bleeding up to $500 million from the federal budget”,
(Townsville Bulletin, 13/12/2001). Not only does this imply that asylum seekers are
using an excessive amount of the nation’s budget, using the term ‘bleeding’
metaphorically equates it with a physical wound. It dramatises, sensationalises and
personifies the circumstances of the nation. So too, a loss of blood is not good for a
person, therefore it can not be good for the nation. It also portrays the image of money
continually oozing out and a wasting of resources. Unfortunately, stories do not detail
a breakdown of figures and exactly what the money is being spent on.
Further figures are also given to establish the cost of asylum seekers. These are
particularly in relation to the introduction and maintenance of the ‘Pacific Solution’.
The reader is told “[the Pacific] Solution is expensive...refugee camps costing
Australia up to $500 million,” (Townsville Bulletin, 13/12/2001) and the “Pacific
Solution may hit the next budget,” (Sydney Morning Herald, 13/12/2001). This same
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article goes on to explain that “the continuing high numbers of asylum seekers and the
unforeseen cost of housing them would exceed the amount already earmarked”. This
brings into question the taxpayer dollar and implies that a large percentage of what
Australians work for is going towards these people who are ‘ungrateful’ and
‘undesirable’, and putting Australians in danger, and we as a nation are not benefiting
as much as we could be, in more preferable ways, from our hard earned money. So
too, it implies that money will have to be sacrificed from where it has been designated
elsewhere. Articles continually tell us the cost to the nation. It costs “$50,000 to
process each asylum seeker”, (Herald-Sun, 27/10/2001), “$130 million more to stop
illegals”, (Sydney Morning Herald, 27/10/2001), and the “Tampa crisis cost taxpayers
$600,000 a day”, (Daily Telegraph, 23/10/2001). Such discussions do not question the
methods of dealing with asylum seekers and whether they are the most cost effective
responses.
By the end of 2002 coverage has proceeded to the trouble asylum seekers are causing,
and the additional expenses they are creating. This too alludes to, and spells out, the
waste of the taxpayer’s money. For example, “arson in detention centres...a waste of
tax payers money” (The Australian, 30/12/2002), and “riot bill tops $2 million” (Daily
Telegraph, 31/12/2002). Not only has the government wasted the nation’s budget on
providing for these asylum seekers, they are now destroying what they have been
given. This too creates images of the ungrateful asylum seeker, as well as one who has
no respect for Australian property. When talking about costs the reporters once again
use terms ‘refugee’, ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘illegals’ interchangeably so no distinctions
are made. Yet, while they are wasting the government’s money, the reader is led to
believe that they have significant amounts of money of their own. For example, one
story states, “refugee hired boat for $14,000” (Daily Telegraph, 29/12/2002).
The existence of women asylum seekers
Further to examining the ways asylum seekers are portrayed within newspaper
reporting an exploration of the ways in which an asylum seeker who was a woman
was portrayed was also important for this research. This was primarily to identify the
ways in which traditional stereotypes played out within reporting. Heidensohn (1985:
93) has argued that women are regulated, manipulated, constructed and defined within
the press. There is a concept of otherness where women’s experiences are recurrently
and concurrently effaced, trivialised or marginalised (Allan, 1999: 147-18). Feminist
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poststructuralism has contributed to studies of newspaper reporting. Rather than the
media reflecting a reality, the media is involved in constructing reality (Gill, 2007).
The media produces and constitutes understandings, subjectivities and versions of the
world. Of importance for this research, the media is actively involved in producing
meanings of the categories of masculine and feminine, and the creation of gender
(Butler, 1990). Another important factor offered by feminist poststructuralism is that
meaning is never single or total but rather “fluid, ambiguous and contradictory: a site
of ongoing conflict and contestation” (Gill, 2007: 13).
Women seeking asylum are rarely portrayed within the newspaper reporting on
asylum seekers. Research in America and the United Kingdom have found that media
constructions are largely gendered, with asylum seekers presented as being men and
masculine (see Threadgold, 2006; Barsky, 1995). Similar findings were evident in this
research on press reporting of asylum seekers in Australia. As discussed in the
previous chapter, this may potentially have implications for the outcomes for asylum
seekers who are women. As Barsky (1995) explains, that if asylum seekers and
refugees are typically seen as men, the existence of women is rarely considered in this
domain, thus women face additional difficulties when producing claims for asylum.
When women appear in press reporting in Australia a number of key themes can be
identified to influence the reader’s understanding of who, and what, is a woman
seeking asylum. A lack of presentation of asylum seekers who were women can either
influence the reader to believe that women do not seek asylum, which draws on
stereotypes of the submissive third world woman who is a victim of her culture (see
Mohanty, 1991), or posit and reinforce an idea that there is no difference between the
women and the men. In light of stereotypical gendered differences, this too causes
concerns and questions about the men and women who are forcing their way across
Australia’s territorial borders.
When a woman is spoken about, this is often in relation to her title as a ‘wife’ or
‘mother.’ This reinforces women’s identity within the home, and in relation to another
human being. So too, it does not let the reader forget who she is, and what she should
be doing. She is the ‘wife’ of some man, or the ‘mother’ of a child. This constructs her
as a possession and never as an individual character. This dehumanises women and
portrays the assumption that women are only valued in relation to something else. The
anonymity and lack of naming the women deprives them of individuality. Such
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anonymity means the reader can not relate to them. As mentioned earlier in this
chapter, feminism has critiqued the ways in which women have been constructed as
the ‘other’ to man. In discourses within Western society man is emphasised as the
rational being while women, because of their emotion, are set up as ‘other’ and
inferior to man (see for example Rowland, 1988; Boles & Hoeveler, 1996).
When women are spoken about they often fall under the phrase of ‘women and
children.’ This denies autonomy and individuality, and reinforces the motherhood
role. In a typical news article, a woman’s potential to mother is emphasised. Feminists
have exposed motherhood as a cultural construction of gender identity, where all
women are oppressed by men (Coulson, 1980: 35; Bleier, 1984: 159). Women’s
biology makes them capable of motherhood, but the ideologies produced by patriarchy
and the primary definition of women as mothers, is where the challenge exists (Rich,
1980). It is this ‘institution of motherhood’ (Letherby, 1994: 525) that forms an
enclosure around women.
A woman’s position is predominantly in the home with her family. A woman as the
primary foundation of the family and homemaker is also reinforced. These
descriptions of women reinforce socially constructed gender distinctions between man
and woman which have been critiqued in feminist literature (see Butler, 1990; Bleier,
1984; Bouchier, 1983; DeBeauvoir, 1993). Accounts contain comments of “families
housed at Woomera,” (The Australian, 04/12/02). This is a misnomer, giving the
appearance of support and respect for the family unit, but this is not necessarily the
reality. The residential housing project at Woomera accommodated only women and
children. In a different context, the caption accompanying an illustration describes,
“women inspect the makeshift camp being prepared by the Australian Army for the
asylum seekers,” (Sydney Morning Herald, 18/08/01). One article details the
objectives of placing women and children in detention. In detailing what the then new
housing project provided, much was spoken about the ability of women to go
shopping, to do the cooking, to housekeep, and to take care of their children. These
are stereotypical feminine chores, and in particular those equated with white middle
class women. Following this it was concluded “these detention arrangements enable
individual needs to be addressed,” (The Australian, 04/12/02). Not only does this
representation promote the domestication of women’s roles, it suggests that partaking
in these tasks is, in fact, necessary for women.
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With this in mind, many representations in the newspapers were portrayals of women
neglecting their socially defined responsibilities. In addition to descriptions of events
and people, statements from witnesses are integrated into accounts, for example,
‘lieutenant’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 18/08/01) and ‘the boat master’ (Daily
Telegraph, 06/04/02). This parallels Chomsky’s (1989) assertion that the opinion of
important and well-known people are often incorporated to individual stories. The
deployment of what is portrayed and perceived as a credible witness emphasises the
reliability of the reports being printed. So too, a ‘lieutenant’ and ‘boat master’ are
stereotypically masculine roles, thus men have been given the power to talk in such
domains, and have the authority to speak about and define women.
In addition to valorising the inseparability of women and children, as indicated below
a woman is often only visible when being referred to as part of the mother and child
relationship. News writers have an ambivalent relationship with the motherhood role.
On the one hand, the maternal role is idealised in its passive position as carer and
family maker. On the other hand, the motherhood potential is demonised, with images
emphasized of women, specifically mothers, acting ‘out of character.’ Some feminist
academics highlight the issue of the media enforcing the conformity of women to a
submissive motherhood role and the condemnation of those who reject the ideal
(Munro, 1996: 15-16; Creed, 1996). Researchers have argued that the most popular
press and theoretical characterisation of women is the motherhood archetype (Young,
1990; Raymond, 1993). “Motherhood is meant to check female autonomy, to draw
women back into the fold” (Raymond, 1993: 73). The production of meaning lies in
the ‘power of naming’ (McConnell-Ginet, 1998:199).
The maternal bond is reinforced in the lines “the mother in particular would ‘rather die
than leave Australia’ because this is the closest to where her daughters drowned,”
(Sydney Morning Herald, 04/03/03). Not only does this serve as an attempt to prove
the existence of the maternal bond between a mother and her children. By mentioning
the woman’s persistence to stay close to where her children died, this suggests that a
woman is incomplete without her children. This too is supported by the continual
reference to ‘women and children.’ Reference is constantly made to ‘women and
children’ as constituting the family unit, without acknowledgement of the paternal
figure. The desperate measures a woman will employ to maintain the family unit is
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evidenced by the claim, “there’s a real risk their wives and children will be drowned
trying to reunite the family,” (The Age, 26/10/01).
However, many times a woman seeking asylum’s ability to fulfil the motherhood role
is questioned. The readers of one article are told, “they were willing to sacrifice their
kids,” (Daily Telegraph, 15/11/01), “an Iraqi woman threatened to throw her child
overboard,” (Daily Telegraph, 15/11/01), and “the woman then dropped her child into
the water,” (Daily Telegraph, 26/03/02). These stories assisted the portrayal of women
asylum seekers as a barbaric ‘other’ who did not possess the basic human qualities of
parental devotion (Marr & Wilkinson, 2003: 194-210). So too, by labelling her as
‘Iraqi’ she is maintained as the cultural ‘other’. At other times, accounts of children
being in detention posed the questions, ‘where is the mother?’ or ‘what kind of mother
would let this happen to her child?’ For example, “boat people children a problem,”
(West Australian, 30/11/99), “there were 28 children,” and “big number of children,”
(West Australian, 18/08/01). Furthermore journalists state, “there were women and
children…including a one month old baby,” (Sydney Morning Herald, 26/03/02),
“children and toddlers were involved in the hunger strike,” (Sydney Morning Herald,
22/01/02), “54 children aboard without life jackets,” (Daily Telegraph, 15/11/01).
These depictions set up the duality of the mother as caregiver and comforter, and the
asylum seeker woman who is perceived and portrayed as not caring for and posing a
threat to her child. So too, in describing hunger strikes, children in detention and the
portrayal of a seeming lack of care taken for the safety of the children, the media
presented women who were asylum seekers as threatening to their own children,
rather than following the ideal of the ‘maternal instinct’ by protecting and providing
for the needs of their child.
A mother’s role is predominantly the protector and nurturer of children. Yet, we
cannot deny the seeming fact that these women seeking asylum are “PIIs” that is,
“potentially illegal immigrants,” (Daily Telegraph, 15/11/01) and criminals,
“Bakhtiari mother charged,” (The Australian, 31/01/03). Written as a headline,
‘mother charged,’ is sensationalised. On one hand we have the image of innocence,
that is, the protective mother, carer of her children. On the other hand the writer is
reporting about a person who has been charged with a crime. What kind of mother can
act in such a bad way that she will be charged for a crime? Such juxtapositions
represent the woman as threatening and criminal. The ‘maternal instinct’ has been
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socially manufactured to valorise women’s potential to give birth and to be a mother,
thus maintaining her position in the family home, and thus the private sphere of
society. A woman seeking asylum has the ability to step out of her ideal position as
nurturer of life and jeopardise the life of her child. According to popular assumptions,
having children and nurturing a life is the one thing she has been biologically
determined to do. Further to this image, the mother is identified as ‘Bakhtiari’. This
language used in reporting is not person first thus limits the individuality and
humanity. So too, a cultural label rather than an individualised label is used,
portraying otherness rather than any commonality. Foucault’s work on the subject and
power and care of the self examines the processes by which one sets themselves up as
the ultimate self and creates a category of the ‘other’ as a means of containing those
who are different (see Foucault 1982). Not only is this one woman defined, this
projection can readily be generalised so that this behaviour becomes equated with all
Bakhtari women. This also highlights that the woman is not Australian and works to
reinforce xenophobia. The particular focus is on accentuating differences, not
allowing for similarities.
This further accentuates her as the cultural ‘other’ and reinforces the ‘us’ and ‘them’
divide. In the struggle for identification and understanding of the ‘self’, the notion of
difference, or ‘other’, as culturally constructed continues to come to the fore in
feminist criminology (see for example Scraton, 1992 & McNay, 1992). When
confronted with something that is strange or different there is a tendency to place it
into a category of everything that we are not (Kristeva, 1991). It is constructed and
moulded into something that is inferior that can be controlled through its deployment
as concerned with natural differences but by creating differences through power,
control and regulation (Kilic, 1994; De Beauvoir, 1993). So too, the categories are not
fixed but interchanging (see Naffine, 1997; Mohanty, 1991; Johnson-Odim, 1991).
Stories of women unable to fulfil their responsibilities are accompanied by accounts of
the terrible consequences the stages of their journey for asylum will have on the
children. One headline reads, “the plight of babies born behind the barbed wire,”
(Sydney Morning Herald, 24/12/01). Whether this is interpreted as a criticism of the
Australian government or of the mother, this is quite stark in comparison to
stereotypical images of a baby’s nursery and the associations of a maternity ward.
Further, information contains “effects on young children of parental problems.” One
157

account tells a child “desperately trying to get her mother’s attention,” whilst suffering
the “emotional consequences of depression and unavailability,” (Sydney Morning
Herald, 24/12/01). Another child “shows clear signs of her emotional neglect, the
result of her mother’s trauma,” (The Australian, 23/12/01). By referring to the
mother’s trauma a touch of sympathy is allowed to surface. However, according to the
newspaper stories, she thus becomes unsuitable to look after her children.
Women have been traditionally depicted as the emotional sex (Rowland, 1988; Boles
& Hoeveler, 1996). Therefore, describing them as ‘emotionally unavailable’ and their
children suffering ‘emotional neglect’ once again questions the type of people these
women are. It is rare for a mother to be awarded empathy or compassion for the
events she herself has experienced and survived. Nor are questions posed about the
mother’s experiences of her own trauma. It could be suggested that a woman does not
exist outside of this mothering role. Furthermore, it is not common for the reader to be
left to ponder the possibility that the journey could be in the best interest of her
children, nor is there likelihood that the conditions they have left could be more
detrimental than this treatment they are exposed to in Australia.
Deviance from stereotypes
The actions of women seeking asylum become even more obscure when the women
are depicted as acting in roles unrelated to motherhood. Firstly, women are seen as
conspirators. Maintaining the image of women’s passivity and removal from the
public arena, they “had deliberately lit the fire,” (The Australian, 10/11/01). Women
are not portrayed to be actively fighting or using physical force against another human
being, and thus may not have been out in the open or involving other people.
Partaking in this task would have been treacherous. Furthermore, the article informs of
“operations becoming more covert,” (The Australian, 10/11/01). Where men are seen
to be more physical in their dissent, women are supposed to be less active, still acting
in ‘passive’ and thus ‘feminine’ ways. However, other articles depict role changes,
where women are acting in what would be described as typical masculine ways. There
is an account where “activists encircled one of the escapees, an Afghan woman,” who
was “immediately tackled by a guard,” (The Age, 30/03/02). There was “one
woman…screaming violently,” as “police arrested a 31 year old woman,” (Daily
Telegraph, 06/02/03). An article titled “Manoora stand-off,” (Daily Telegraph,
18/09/01) makes a point of mentioning “this group is mainly women and children.”
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“A woman in a black head scarf is seen screaming. And a highly emotional man holds
a toddler,” (Sydney Morning Herald, 06/04/02). In this description we are once again
confronted with the contrast of the cultural ‘other’ woman who dons the head scarf as
part of her, Western defined, strange and oppressive culture. In traditional and socially
defined gender differences women are described as the emotional sex, however in
these portrayals the man is the emotional one and the woman is actively fighting
against authority. So too, the man is presented as the one caring for the child. Where
this may be appropriate behaviour in the cultures the women and men identify with,
this contradicts traditional Western gender constructions, and further distinguishes the
cultural ‘other’.
The head scarf has the potential to be perceived as symbolising a woman’s acceptance
of the governing rules of her culture. It could be assumed that a woman socialised to
wear the head scarf would also be socialised to adopt many traditions of her culture. In
the west, the image of the head scarf, rightly or wrongly, automatically carries with it
the signature of submission, oppression and inferiority (Hirschman, 1998). In the
article, the woman is described as the one being violent and making a great noise,
while the man adopts the stereotypical female trait of emotionality, and nurses the
child. Not only is this image strange and cause for great concern, the ability of the
woman to mask herself behind her culture’s traditional dress makes her dangerous and
her actions unpredictable. Furthermore, the veil metaphorically conceals the person,
presenting them as the exotic and sinister other. This plays on one culture’s phobias of
another culture.
These accounts of women partaking in criminal actions are not allowed to rest as rare
and one off incidents involving individual women. We are informed of a need for
“expanding housing for women and children,” (The Australian, 16/12/02) which
emphasises the number of women needing to be contained. Further, this housing
“places women and children…under 24 hour surveillance,” “maintaining effective
control,” (The Australian, 04/12/03). One headline highlights a “detention centre for
women,” (Canberra Times, 14/05/03). Also, the government is looking to “fund a new
detention centre for women,” (Sydney Morning Herald, 11/11/01). Significantly, there
are “165 women and 112 children held in six immigration detention centres,” (The
Age, 02/12/02) thus supporting the notion that the women seeking asylum as a whole
may be of a criminal nature.
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Indeed, despite the negative rhetoric portraying women asylum seekers as described
above, there is still hope of finding genuine applications. Not all women are portrayed
as being corrupt, criminal, and descendents of a barbaric culture. Significantly, a small
proportion of women are portrayed in a way that adheres to the Western image of the
ideal Western woman.
Firstly, there is the image of the weak woman, unable to cope in the harsh conditions
of detention life. For example, one journalist writes of the “top priority to getting
women out of mandatory detention and into alternate accommodation,” (The
Australian, 04/12/02). This could be suggesting that women are not criminals that
should be detained in detention centres. Alternatively, it could be assumed that women
do not have the mechanisms to cope in such a harsh environment. In this context,
women’s linkage with children suggests that women carry a similar trait of
vulnerability inherent in children. Although the stories are depicting actual events,
womens' vulnerability is further enhanced with the following statements, “women
drown as boat burns,” (Canberra Times, 10/11/01), “women who drowned,” (The Age,
26/10/01).
The women in these stories lack the strength required to survive the perilous journey.
This would suggest that although women may attempt to step out of their socially
constructed role, they are physically incapable of achieving such opposing positions.
So too, a woman is unable to deny her, albeit oppressive, culture, as a writer observes,
“I watched those poor women in their purdahs cringe in shame when forced to
abandon every cultural sensitivity,” (Sydney Morning Herald, 10/06/02). It is
important to note that, although implied, ‘purdah’ does not describe an item of dress
but rather the practice of seclusion. By detailing that they were wearing ‘purdahs,’ the
reader is able to envisage the cultural ‘other.’ Their perpetrators are also identified,
“the male PIIs [potential illegal immigrants] were willing to sacrifice their women,”
(Daily Telegraph, 15/11/01), and “the wives…hands of people smugglers, putting
them at risk,” (The Age, 26/10/01). This returns us to the comfortable notion that
women are victims of a barbaric and backward patriarchal culture.
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Conclusion
The depiction of women asylum seekers within the Australian press can be equated
with Herman & Chomsky’s (1994) description of ‘worthy’ and ‘unworthy’ victims.
Their hypothesis was that worthy victims will be featured prominently and
dramatically, that they will be humanised and their victimisation will receive enough
detail and story construct to elicit interest and sympathetic emotion. The unworthy
victim, then, would be given little detail with little chance for them to be humanised.
Significantly, Herman & Chomsky (1994) advise that a propaganda system will
consistently portray people abused in enemy states as ‘worthy’ victims, whereas those
treated with similar severity by its own government will be unworthy.
This is identifiable in Australia’s media representations of refugees and asylum
seekers throughout the world. Stories of persecution in refugee producing countries
elicit great concern, outrage at foreign governments, and sympathy for the people
forced to flee. However, as Bauman (1998) also contends, we offer sympathy and
interpret practices as barbaric when the issue is kept local. For example, aid is elicited
for those who are internally displaced within their own countries, or countries close to
their borders. We can visualise it through reporting on television and within the press,
but this implies that it is still maintained at a safe distance. A different perspective
becomes apparent when the ‘problem’ challenges us on our own territory (Bauman,
1998). When the issue of asylum reaches our shores, and attempts to cross our
borders, we lose sight of the earlier images, narratives and accounts that have elicited
feelings of compassion, and reconstruct it to serve political needs. By portraying and
labelling them with such negative connotations, the public can be convinced that we
must keep them out before they do harm. Thus policies of deterrence are justified and
supported as a way of protecting the nation and its people. Acting a little tough now
will prevent the need to take violent action against them in the future.
This chapter has explored the key themes used in newspaper reporting pertaining to
asylum seekers. This has helped define the agenda of the media examined at the time
of reporting, as well as identifies how political campaigns correlate with reporting.
Following this it has specifically examined the ways women seeking asylum in
Australia have been portrayed. This has been predominantly in relation to traditional
Western constructions of who and what a woman should be.
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In the discourse of newspapers, the typical asylum seeker is portrayed as uneducated
and barbaric, but able to plan and be sinister; rich enough to pay thousands of dollars
to a smuggler, but forcing Australia to pay millions of dollars for their upkeep;
primitive, but wanting to come to Australia for a better life. The media has built up a
contradiction of negative images to portray asylum seekers as something that would
not be good for Australian society. Contrasting images make them appear more
sinister and assists in creating an ‘other’ and a need to keep them excluded from
Australian communities.
The discursive construction, in newspaper coverage, of asylum seekers has focused on
the negative and deviancy to reinforce the need for the strength of the state to keep out
and control the threat. The reports relating to asylum seekers have not represented
individuals or allowed for their stories, nor focused on the conditions that have led
them to flee their countries and seek asylum in Australia. Due to the media
atmosphere asylum seekers are more likely to evoke cynicism rather than sympathy.
This chapter has explored the ways in which asylum seekers, and more specifically
women who attempt to seek asylum in Australia, have been portrayed within the press
and the discourses which elicit support for policies of deterrence and exclusion, and a
need for the exercise of power and control. The following chapter explores the
interplay of relations of power and control, as well as self-regulation, resistance,
accommodation and negotiation as discussed in the narrations of experiences of the
women who have sought protection in Australia. This includes a discussion of the
differing forms of control and regulation as well as the negotiation and maintenance of
socially constructed subject positions and gender relations.
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Chapter Seven
Negotiating the Ideal Woman Refugee
The ultimate goal of torture is to wipe out the soul, to kill the mind not
the body. To make the human a thing with no past or future by
destroying its character and personality (STARTTS, 2001).

Introduction
In the previous chapter I have examined the predominant depictions and stereotypes of
asylum seekers11 and, more specifically, women seeking asylum within Australia as
presented within the print media. Following on from this, this chapter explores the
ways in which women spoke about their awareness of such images, representations
and expectations and the ways in which they responded to these. Indeed, images and
representations within the media were not the only subject positions and
representations the women spoke of responding to. Having as much influence on the
women’s actions and attitudes were the expectations of those they interacted with,
both formally and informally, relating to who they were and how they should perform
within society.
Where chapter five was interested in the experiences of the women interviewed as
they related to specific aspects of being on a Temporary Protection Visa, this chapter
looks at further experiences of power and control that were evident in the women’s
lives. Reflecting on Foucault’s (1977) discussion that sovereign power was felt as a
form of disciplinary power, this chapter continues to explore women’s experiences of
control and regulation, including self regulation and surveillance. Some of this may
have been an indirect implication of being on a Temporary Protection Visa. It was
important to ensure the women in this study are not portrayed as passive recipients but
rather active agents capable of resisting, accommodating and negotiating discourses
and subject positions.

11

As Edward Said (1993: 403) states, an important point is that “no one today is purely one thing”.
Therefore, I use the term ‘asylum seeker’ as a starting point. Indeed, throughout this chapter I will
continue to suggest that this is constructed for particular purposes and in different ways.
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The narratives of the women interviewed enabled an analysis of what being women
seeking asylum meant for their experiences and interactions, particularly in relation to
power and control exercised by the state and service providers, as well as the actions
they took in an effort to gain protection in Australia. In this chapter I am interested in
the ways women spoke about their negotiations of subjectivity and their notions of an
ideal woman refugee. I am interested in exploring the multiple and often contradictory
nature of accommodation and resistance expressed by women who are seeking or have
gained asylum in Australia that I have interviewed. I will be suggesting that the
positions offered by women who are seeking or have gained asylum challenge,
accommodate and negotiate boundaries and defined subject positions in complex and
inconsistent ways. In turn, these strategies demonstrate the various ways the women
interviewed enact agency and are resisting the duality and finality of social
constructions.
Discourses have created ways of looking like the ideal refugee. This chapter explores
the ways the women interviewed identified these constructions and spoke about their
responses in particular situations. These include: the perception of the ‘typical’ asylum
seeker; the perception of conventional gender norms; accommodation of and
resistance to traditional stereotypes. These areas emerged out of the interviews with
women who had experienced the processes of seeking asylum and contact with
multiple agents both formally and informally. Each of these forms of conduct will be
explored in a bid to understand the dynamics of identity construction and subjective
positioning in relation to being a woman seeking asylum in Australia. These areas
clearly do not encapsulate the experiences of all women who are seeking or have
gained asylum in Australia, but rather represent the particular experiences of the
women in this study. These multiple and contradictory sites emerged throughout my
interviews and offer important accounts of the ways the women negotiated how they
fit into their new society. As Scott (1992: 37) explains, experiences are always
contestable. Indeed, feminist poststructuralists have expanded the notion of
subjectivity, referring to it as “precarious, contradictory and in process, constantly
being reconstituted in discourse each time we think or speak”, (Weedon, 1987: 32).
Subjectivities are embodied and discursively constituted. As Weedon (1999: 104)
argues, “the individual is the site for competing and often contradicting modes of
subjectivity which together constitute a particular person. Modes of subjectivity are
constituted within discursive practices and lived by the individual as if she or he were
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a fully coherent intentional subject.” Of particular importance is Weedon’s (1997: 34)
articulation that “discursive fields consist of competing ways of giving meaning to the
world” and thus “offer the individual a range of modes of subjectivity”.
Intertwining locations and processes of agency, resistance, compliance, negotiation
and innovation will be examined in the course of this chapter. Such discussion stems
from Foucault’s (1977) powerful ‘normalising gaze,’ and feminist engagements with
this work. However, it will be contended that it may not be enough to conclude that
the women seeking asylum are measuring, judging, disciplining and correcting their
behaviour to accommodate relevant discourses. In doing so, I will also draw on
McNay (2000) who proposes that, in addition to adopting or rejecting discourses,
people are able to create their own.
The Implications of social constructs of Gender
As discussed in chapter two, a discussion of gender is important with women’s
traditional confinement by the state to the private sphere. Contemporarily women are
no longer formally excluded from any areas of public life, with the gendering of the
public sphere being a much more subtle process. However, traditionally women were
not active in the public sphere and thus were not seen as being in a position to
challenge the state. As Schrijvers (1999: 308) notes, gender is fundamental to the
process of identity construction, especially in situations of conflict, war and
displacement. At these times, gender is “renegotiated afresh, gaining new weight,
meaning and expression,” (Schrijvers, 1999: 308). While in discourse and practice
ideologies regarding gender relations have loosened in recent years, refugee
displacement has also “fed a strikingly conservative discourse…The new
conservatism is a reaction to real changes” (Schrijvers, 1999: 312). Insofar as it refers
to “relations of power, privilege and prestige,” (Schrijvers, 1999: 308) gender
constitutes a key force in the lives of the women who are seeking asylum in Australia.
Before going into an examination of the gendered experiences spoken about, it is
important to reflect on some contemporary understandings which have informed my
analysis. An influential theorist of poststructuralism, Judith Butler, has been
significant in rejecting the distinction between biological bodies and socially
constructed gender difference (Davis, 1997). According to Butler sex is as “culturally
constructed as gender” (Butler, 1990: 7). Butler provides a radical refusal of gender
165

difference, arguing that the distinction between male and female bodies is entirely
arbitrary (Davis, 1997). By refuting the sex/gender distinction, Butler (1990, 1992)
seeks to contend that sex is not biological, fixed and prediscursive, but rather that
gender is cultural, performative, unstable and discursive.
During my analysis I have considered how specific theories may help to understand
the experiences of the women who are negotiating Australia’s on-shore refugee
determination system. Of significance is Weedon’s (1997) assertion that, although the
subject referred to in poststructuralism is indeed constructed in discursive practices,
she:
none the less exists as a thinking, feeling subject and social agent,
capable of resistance and innovations produced out of the clash between
contradictory subject positions and practices. She is also a subject able to
reflect upon the discursive relations which constitute her and the society
in which she lives, and able to choose from the options available (1997:
125).
Feminists have continually engaged with the construction of the ‘self’ and
subjectivity, and thus the subordination of the ‘other’ in a range of forums. In the
articulation and development of the ‘self,’ the notion of difference, as socially
constructed, has come to the fore. In a society of hegemonic ideals, there has been a
lack of interest in projecting women as anything but ‘the other’ as an after thought
amidst masculine references (see for example DeBeauvoir, 1993; Boles & Hoeveler,
1996; Bleier, 1984; Rich, 1980). Through their definition as the ‘other,’ women have
become silenced and persuaded to conform to socially constructed stereotypes of what
defines the essential woman. Hegemonic masculinities continue to present ‘woman’ as
the negative opposition to ‘man’ in order to protect masculine characteristics and
values, and objectify and control women by the use of concepts and categorisations
that articulate the inferior subject. Binaries are constantly adopted in relation to men
and women. In particular, discourses of biology have cast female bodies as naturally
unstable, deficient, diseased and unruly (Davis, 1997). Women have been described as
closer to nature, as polluters, as sacred but inferior because they menstruate and can
bear children (McDowell, 1999). Men, on the other hand, are presented as civilised,
rational and superior, even bodiless (McDowell, 1999). As a result, women are
presumed to be incapable of meeting men’s achievements.
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The literature from third world feminists is important for the analysis in this chapter to
explore critiques of Western feminism and for the identification of subject positions
available to the women in the study. As will be discussed further in this chapter, the
women spoke of negotiations between subject positions of the stereotypical western
and third world woman based on calculating what they perceived to be more
beneficial and favourable. In addition to highlighting the ways women are oppressed
by men, the universal notion of woman has been critiqued for its false universalism
that reflects only the experiences of white middle class women, and obscures the
experiences faced by women on the basis of class, colour, nationality and the
intersections of different power relations (Kilic, 1994; Walby, 1990; Spelman, 1988;
Moraga & Anzaldua, 1983). This has been further articulated to identify the
oppression of other women, including homosexual women, working class women,
third world women (see for example Braidotti, 1997; Mohanty, 1991; Coulson, 1980).
Feminists have struggled to overcome women’s oppression and bring reform for
‘woman,’ while ignoring the diversities of all women’s lives, and the contexts which
shape their experiences.

There is always the problem of the hegemony of the

privileged (Braidotti, 1997: 528-529; Naffine, 1997: 54). In response, feminists have
pushed to break the silences of women and enable them to express themselves and
their experiences in a range of forums.
Spivak (1988), Mohanty (1991) and Hooks (1982) have been influential in suggesting
that white women re-examine their references to the female subject, to theorise the
complexities of raced identities and to write from their particular position as white
women, not as ‘woman.’ Furthermore, women of colour and feminists from the
Global South have challenged white feminists to deal with racism and classism,
arguing that if feminism is about empowerment of all women and change in the
condition of all women’s lives, change is needed within the women’s movement itself
(Russo, 1991: 298- 299; Steady, 1985; Johnson- Odim, 1991; Moreton-Robinson,
2000).
In addition, feminists from the Global South have offered theories critiquing the
universalisation of hegemonic Western feminist knowledge, and the production of the
third world woman as a singular monolithic subject (Mohanty, 1991: 51). Third world
feminists have been concerned with the “multiple fluid structures of domination which
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intersect to locate women differently at particular historical conjectures,” (Mohanty,
1991: 13) rather than a notion of universal patriarchy.
Narayan (1997), Mohanty (1991) and Singh (1997), in attempting to re-present third
world women, aim to dislocate totalising and essentialist conceptions based on
culture. Narayan (1997) argues that these homogenising conceptions of culture allow
explanations and victimisation to be a consequence of culture. Western feminists are
too quick to point to tradition as the source of third world women’s oppression
(Narayan, 1997: 41-90). She critiques the colonialist stance towards third world
cultures which produce tradition as an ahistorical, static realm of culture, effacing both
the ideologies and politics that constitute traditions as traditions and the struggles that
contest them, thereby contributing to the idea of “third world women being victimised
by traditional patriarchal cultural practices,” (Narayan, 1997: 59).
Identity reconstruction of refugees
Subjectivity and identity are particularly important issues to discuss when examining
the experiences of seeking asylum, both because of the experiences the women have
been through, and the discourses that reverberate throughout their old and new
societies. For indeed, as Daniel (1996) claims:
What is at stake in an ethnic conflict and ethnocide…is more than the
morality of bodies, more than the destruction of life and the demise of
security. Rather, what is at stake, especially for those whose bodies have
been spared the destruction of death, is a death of a way of being-in-theworld, the death of that which constitutes their identity, honor and
dignity” (Daniel, 1996: 68).
As both Daniel (1996), and the opening statement in this chapter suggest,
experiencing torture and trauma through persecution in one’s country can constitute a
loss of a sense of self and what one’s place will continue to be in the world. This can
make an individual particularly sensitive to the new discourses around them as they
attempt to re-establish order. Furthermore, refugee status is considered the “perilous
territory of not belonging” (Peteet, 1995: 170) with the refugee “hover[ing] at the
edges of her adopted society, an alien body” (Menon, 1999: 163). This then raises
questions about the journey of the asylum seeker who exists amidst ambiguous,
contradictory and hostile discourses depicting who they are and why they have come
to Australia.
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Over the past years, literature regarding identity politics among refugees and
immigrants has grown. Indeed, as Zetter (1991) argues, identity is one of the key
points of analysis in refugee life and mechanisms of refugee control. Malkki confirms
this, writing, “identity is a highly mouldable, dynamic key-element in the creation of
peoples’ (self) images, especially when it comes to refugeeness,” (1992: 308). As is
well documented, refugees and immigrants commonly grapple with changing
identities in foreign contexts (Zetter, 1991; Buijs, 1993). Indeed, their professed
alienation and identity confusion is easily understood, given the social and cultural
transformations that occur upon entry, and thus researchers on effects of migration
have often investigated international migration with respect to its resulting
reconfigurations and ambiguities of personal and social identity. This is particularly in
relation to the concept of labelling, by examining who you are in relation to others
(Zetter, 2007). Zetter (2007) indicates that this has become more complex particularly
as the processes of globalisation continue to have increasing implications. Castles &
Miller (2003) explain that a proliferation of refugee labels have emerged, particularly
in response to an increase in people on the move. In addition, as a result of increased
multidisciplinary inquiry into refugee resettlement, refugees’ psychological adaptation
has, over the past few years, come to the fore in both organizational literature and
organizational agendas (see for example Manz, 1995; Steel, 2003).
In contrast, however, there is a dearth of literature regarding identity and subjectivity
in the context of seeking asylum, specifically, following an undocumented arrival in
Australia, and awaiting determinations in respect to validity of claims for recognition
as a refugee. So too, much research looking at identity construction and subject
positioning of women refugees refers to identity in relation to place and belonging.
Such discourses are founded upon what Malkki (1992, 1995; see also Hammond,
1999: 229; Warner, 1994: 165) described as sedentary beliefs about the inseparability
of identity from place. In much research place and personhood are often inextricably
bound up together, therefore it assumes that once an individual has lost their ties with
a physical place or territory they lose a sense of who they are or should be. The
narratives of the women interviewed in this study challenge the assumption that
subjectivity and individual identity depend solely, or even mainly, on a territorial
connection with place, instead suggesting and supporting the idea that they may also
rely heavily on social, political and personal factors.
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In addition to revealing the challenging process of identity reconstruction, the
reformulation of meaning and the “reconstitution of self-hood” (Gardner, 2000: 30),
the narratives of the women in this study also took on an active role that “not only
report[ed] on, but actively participate[d] in the process of identity construction”
(Benmayor & Skotnes, 1994: 15). Predominantly, as Knudson notes, “to secure a
positive feeling of self through identity management, the individual often tries to
negotiate on the basis of past…positions…rather than present conditions…Central to
these processes of negotiation…is the strategic presentation of life histories” (1995:
25). The women in this study frequently spoke of negotiating their pasts in order to
explain and understand themselves in present conditions, and present life histories in
order to both acknowledge transformations and plan their futures. As such,
poststructuralism offers an important perspective for re-interpreting an individual’s
sense of self and subject positioning.
Poststructural feminism and subjectivity
A poststructuralist feminist framework has influenced my conceptualisation of the
actions and underlying motivations of women who were negotiating Australia’s onshore refugee determination system. Poststructuralist feminism offers a theoretical
position which acknowledges that the subject is not unitary and fixed, but rather is
discontinuous and fragmented (Charles, 1996). In poststructuralist analysis, the
subject is not a rational whole but a changing contradictory site in which the notion of
any essential identity is deconstructed (Wearing, 1993). The world is socially and
culturally constructed through clusters of social discourses relating to and defining
aspects of social life. Discourses reflect and construct knowledge and influence how
we think and feel (see Foucault, 1978). Subjectivity thus relates to the taking up of or
resistance to specific subject positions defined within these discourses (Charles,
1996).
Consequently, as mentioned earlier, within poststructural feminism the very category
of ‘woman’ becomes highly problematic (Butler, 1990). It is suggested that there is no
essential ‘femaleness’ which links women and gives them a unified or shared identity
(Charles, 1996). Rather women’s identities are seen as fragmented, unstable, shifting
and socially constructed within discourse and language (St Pierre & Pillow, 2000).
This position is said to allow for multiple sites of resistance in which the subject may
not only reject dominant discourses, but also appropriate and accommodate such
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discourses (Hekman, 1995; Munro, 1998). It is important to note that poststructuralist
feminism not only implies the socially constructed nature of subjectivity, but also the
socially constructed nature of gender (Weiler, 1999). By insisting on socially
constructed definitions of gender, poststructural feminists emphasise the unstable and
shifting nature of gender systems and the possibilities for individual manipulation and
resistance to them.
Indeed, where I contend that socio–political factors are of extreme importance in
shaping women’s experiences and subjectivities, the stories of women seeking asylum
are only in part about politically or socially discursive experiences. They are also
personal stories. As Pohlandt–McCormick (2000: 36) comments, they are personal
stories about “pride, anger, truth and lies, secrets, deception and discovery, crimes,
punishment, love and forgiveness, suffering, sin and retribution.” Certainly, for many
women seeking asylum, entering Australia has meant transforming a series of social,
political, historical and psychological spaces, and recreating or reinventing a ‘self’
through processes in which the new location is inscribed with meaning as the result of
a blend of these spaces and experiences (see for example Gruber, 2000).
Previously, violence and cultural traditions have been defined as the “motor of
oppression” (Green, 1994: 236) used by states against its citizens, however, for the
women interviewed now it is the policy and discourse related to their existences in
Australia that drives their oppression. Indeed, as Manz argues, the primary objective
of a government is to create an official version of the facts which “ignores crucial
aspects of reality, distorts others, and even falsifies or invents still others” (1995: 158).
As many of the women in this study testified, beyond the physical violence they had
experienced or witnessed prior to leaving their countries and throughout their
journeys, was a silence enforced through fear and official practices of deceit and
disguise which were, in themselves, attacks on the dignity of the women. Indeed, the
violence they had experienced or witnessed at the hands of their state remained a
central element of both individual and collective memory, and rather than fading
amidst a climate of political discontent, continued to violate everyday life, disrupting
women’s ability to find and impart meaning on their new situation in Australia. Far
from erasing memories and re-establishing new subjective positionings, the silences
enforced upon asylum seekers have created individual memories that remain “torn
with pain, anger, distrust and unanswered questions” (Pohlant-McCormick, 2000: 24)
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thus making any attempt to reconstruct themselves and their positions a volatile
journey. The women described a need to quiet and suppress their memories of their
countries of origin, in particular their reasons for fleeing and, as such, these memories
were prevalent in their personal lives. The women felt they were forced to choose
between two different discourses, the pain of the circumstances from which they fled
their country of origin, (including thoughts of family, friends and their previous lives)
or the need to fight to gain asylum and protection in Australia. They felt the two were
counter-productive, and if they did not detach themselves from their experiences they
could not be productive.
Relating to definitions of a refugee
There exist some stereotypical discourses of who and what constitutes a refugee.
Predominantly, these ideals are highly masculine in nature. Both men and women’s
determinations are based on a universalized definition that favours the experiences
and circumstances relevant to men (Crawley, 2001). Research has shown that current
perceptions of a refugee are an impediment for women’s success in being granted
asylum (see for example Yuval-Davis, 1997; Crawley, 2001; Refugee Women’s Legal
Group (RWLG), 1998), despite the fact that further research suggests that:
Becoming a refugee is a gendered experience. Up to 80% of the entire
refugee population (to differentiate from the percentage of refugees who
actually make it to the West the majority of whom are males) is
composed of women and children (Yuval-Davis, 1997: 109).
A combination of varying methods and circumstances of persecution has continued to
generate the flow of women within their own countries and across international
boundaries.
It appears as though the notion of an asylum seeker, too, has become typically
masculine. The typical asylum seeker is portrayed as a dissident male, tortured or
imprisoned by the state (Bhabha & Shutter, 1994). However, women do exist within
these realms. As my research has suggested, women refugees face particular
difficulties at all stages of the asylum-seeking process (see also Kumin, 2001). As
discussed in chapter two, the principal cause of these problems stems from the fact
that the definition of ‘refugee’ contained in the Refugee Convention is gender neutral
(Crawley, 2001; RWLG, 1998). Notwithstanding this, women are much less likely to
meet the eligibility criteria for asylum status. This is because the definitions privilege
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male dominated activities to the detriment of activities of women that take place
largely in the private sphere (see for example MacKinnon, 1989).
Standpoint feminism, which asserts that for researchers to best understand
establishments of power is through accessing knowledge through the stories of
women’s experiences (see for example Harding, 1991; Collins, 2000), has often been
criticised through further developments in feminism. In searching for a commonality
through which women can join together to fight oppression, these specific
characteristics are often essentialised, forming women into a group of people with
shared experience rather than having different experiences that may be interpreted in
differing ways. It is important, for this research, to explore some of the ways in which
the women interviewed interpreted their own position amidst formal declarations and
the labels of societal discourses.
There appears to be in place such formal definitions of who can be a refugee, and who
can be an asylum seeker. To be able to define oneself as a refugee, it seems that a
person must qualify according to a number of recognised criteria. It is not enough for
one to believe personally that they are eligible for such a term, someone official must
bestow the category upon them. This reflects the institutional basis of discourse. A
number of the women actively defined and promoted themselves as refugees despite
the existence of these formal definitions. However, others compared themselves with
other external discourses to inform their responses. Unfortunately, “claiming the label
refugee is no longer a right but a highly prized status” (Zetter, 2007: 189).
Acknowledging the criteria and determinations for officially becoming a refugee12, I
was interested in exploring how each woman defined herself, and why.
Prior to mentioning or examining a refugee woman’s awareness of the discourses
within society related to being a refugee or seeking asylum, I asked each of the
participants if they classed themselves as a refugee or asylum seeker. This was a way
of identifying their sense of subjectivity and the discourses they accepted to define
themselves. So too, this enabled me to discern what discourses the women were
relying on to inform their identity, or an understanding of their own personal
circumstances and how they fit with their circumstances and official definition of
being a refugee. Of particular importance is Zetter’s (2007) assertion that pejorative
12

See page 16 of this thesis for the United Nations definition of a refugee
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labels, pertaining to a refugee, are a particular feature in prevailing political
discourses. Further, degrading labels indicate the increasingly pernicious power of
labelling and provide insights into the “subverted and politicised transformations of
the label ‘refugee’” (Zetter, 2007: 184).
Most of the women interviewed for this research said yes, they are a refugee,
explaining that this is why they came to Australia. For example, Rena13, amongst
others, states adamantly, “Yes. Of course. That is why I come.” Only one participant
referred to the need to be defined by an official source. As such, Narita clarifies this
by affirming:
Look, no matter how long I stay in this country, and no matter whether
or not I am granted a permanent visa or not, I will always be an
‘illegal’. No, maybe I will be, what is that, a ‘boat person’, but I will
never be seen as a refugee.
A number of the women stated the negative connotations inherent in the label asylum
seeker. Zara expressed this by explaining:
[The term asylum seeker] is very bad, negatives, and you don’t use this
name on the people who are seeking, you know, a peaceful place, they
are refugee. Whatever you call them, whatever you name them, but the
reality…they are people…
Being aware of their reality as refugees, each woman’s determination was increased
to prove their stories and battle for this acknowledgement officially. However,
Stancea would not define herself as a refugee for the connotations that she believed
were stereotypically associated with the label. So too, she felt that defining herself in
relation to a specific label meant she was not seen as an ordinary person, and that this
title would encompass her entire being.
I am a human being. I am just the same as you. But because I am a
refugee I am a poor refugee who cannot help herself. I am a poor refugee
who must be told what I must do. Many…they think that we are so much
different…they don’t understand that we can share the same feelings and
emotions.
These words also display Stancea’s awareness that she does not have one single
identity, and cannot identify with one specified discourse. Being a ‘refugee’ did not
encompass her entire being. So too, being aware of the discourse describing the ‘poor’
refugee, Stancea was able to say ‘that is not me.’
13

As stated in chapters three and five, pseudonyms were used to protect the identities of all participants.
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Following the question of whether or not they perceived themselves to be a refugee,
the women were asked if they let people know they are a refugee or an asylum seeker.
This drew on and examined further their understanding of societal discourses.
Moreover, in understanding the negativity associated with the term ‘asylum seeker,’
all but one of the women interviewed recognised the stigma attached to the concept of
refugee. Darnta’s response reflected a common belief held by the women:
Yvette: Do you tell people you are refugee?
Darnta: No. Only if they must help me. I do not like people look at me
and say ‘you are just a refugee.’ Australia does not like refugees, no? We
are not all the same. People have to be treated as themselves.
This displayed a disjuncture between what women perceived themselves to be, and
how they believed this would be interpreted by others. Similar to Stancea, and parallel
to the criticisms inherent in feminist positions which emphasise shared oppression
(see for example Mohanty, 1991), Darnta was specific in articulating that, to say she
was a refugee, does not mean she can be automatically placed into a specified
category of ‘refugee.’ Where the term ‘refugee’ defined her position, as the term
‘citizen’ defines the statehood of others, Darnta did not deny the differences and
individuality of those subsumed within such categories. It can be said in feminist
poststructuralist terms that she has negotiated among subject positions.
In addition, when talking about those who shared the same visa classification as
themselves, the women described these relationships in terms of a competition for
limited places, rather than companionship in relation to shared struggles. Laila
explains this:
There was the women from the boat, and there was other women…We
would speak with the other women just a little, sometimes…It was very
hard time. Everybody is wanting to stay in Australia, and to be out of
the detention centre. Sometimes it was like everyone person was trying
to, it was like we were, like, each person is trying to be the best, trying
to be better than the one…Like a competition. You could not be friends
with the women, you had to be better than the other ones.
Feminists from the Global South, amongst others, have exposed the ways women have
been subsumed under the classification of ‘woman,’ rather than acknowledging the
differences amongst all women (see Mohanty, 1991; Kandiyoti, 1991; Ang, 1995;
Braidotti, 1997). However, in highlighting the differences amongst women, feminists
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have highlighted the importance of coming together, despite their differences, as
women, as a means of fighting against oppression. The above explanation from Laila
highlights the competition between the women, where Laila was ‘othering’ the women
who were also seeking asylum that she had contact with as a way of placing herself in
a better, more valued position. It could be suggested that Laila was selecting and
negotiating discourses for herself and the ‘other’ women. Where the women saw each
other as opponents, each woman revealed similar experiences of control, exclusion
and struggles throughout their time in Australia. This was particularly so while on a
boat to Australia and within detention centres. The women related much of their
distress and anger to the treatment they received from the officers and other
immigration officials. So too, being on a Bridging Visa or Temporary Protection Visa
was described as the foundations of many problems and treatment they received.
Many of the women displayed awareness that, in public discourse, the circumstances
by which they travelled to and arrived in Australia meant they were seen as criminals,
could not be trusted, and were not genuine refugees. So too, in official discourses,
being on a Temporary Protection Visa equated with being suspicious, potentially
dangerous, someone who has acted against Australia’s rules and someone who is not
deemed worthy of Australia’s compassion and services. Basically, they are seen to
have done wrong (see discussions in previous chapters).
Although the women often spoke of understandings and experiences that were similar
amongst the women, most of the women were adamant that they were not to be
subsumed under a specific category of women. Extending this, when asked about
relations with other women who in some way displayed similar defining criteria, for
example, country of origin, religion, or being asylum seekers in Australia, all but two
of the women responded immediately by displaying their differences. For example,
while talking about other women who have come to Australia as refugees, Eleena
makes the distinction between them and herself in terms of motivation for coming to
Australia:
But we are not the same. Most of them came to Australia to live. They
did not come because they were afraid they would not live. We do not
have much the same. Some of them, they come to Australia as refugee,
but they come long before us, and they are permanent. We are still
different…They are real refugees. Or they have Australia tell them they
can come here to live. We are still waiting, and that makes us different.
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Here it could be suggested that Eleena, too, is making generalisations and impressing
less favourable discourses and subject positions on women she has defined as ‘other’
to herself, despite having little knowledge of the women she was referring to. In
addition, Elleena comments on the different situations women could find themselves
in. Marjan espoused a similar view. The refugee support group Marjan attended
offered women access to social outings and events to promote the interaction of
women according to their country of origin. When asked about her relationships with
the other Iranian women in the support group she attended, Marjan replied:
They speak Farsi, that is easy. I speak with them at Marion’s, but that
is all…People think if we from Iran, we be friends, we be same…I am
not same…they refugees, I only temporary. They be here longer than
me…they know English, and they have big family…They go to school
and they have job. That is not me.
As told by Eleena and Marjan, the women made a distinction between themselves and
other refugees in relation to their specificity of permanent or not permanent. This was
a particular distinguishing factor when making comparisons including employment,
knowledge of English, access to education and general livelihood.
Negotiating the ideal refugee
The belief in a universal image depicting a particular group of people equates with
feminist appropriations of Foucault’s work on the body. Feminist theorists such as
Bordo (1993) and Bartky (1988) have embraced Foucault’s suggestion that the body is
a target, site, vehicle and expression of power relations. Bartky (1998) uses Foucault’s
theoretical suggestions to demonstrate how disciplinary practices produce the ideal
body of femininity. As Bartky (1998) explains:
The woman who checks her makeup half a dozen times a day to see if
her foundation has caked or her mascara has run, who worries that the
wind or the rain may spoil her hairdo, who looks frequently to see if
her stockings have bagged at the ankle or who, feeling fat, monitors
everything she eats, has become, just as surely as the inmate in the
Panopticon, a self-policing subject, a self committed to relentless selfsurveillance (1988: 81).
Tyler & Hancock (2001) give a more specific example of this self regulation, referring
to the female flight attendant to demonstrate the embodiment of the ‘organisational
body.’ They adopt the term ‘organisational body’ to refer to the mode of embodiment,
the manipulation of the presentation and performance of the body, which must be
maintained in order to become and remain an employee of a particular organisation
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and to ‘embody’ that organisation (Tyler & Hancock, 2001: 25). They describe how,
according to discourses defining specific identities, a female flight attendant must
learn to practice certain ‘body techniques.’ Importantly, a female flight attendant must
conceal her efforts behind an appearance of ‘naturalness’ (Tyler & Hancock, 2001:
31).
This can explain some of the women’s beliefs that there was a specific look which
identified a genuine refugee, and another which set impostors apart. This in itself
worked as a form of power, control and self-surveillance. Many of the women in this
study explained how they were continually actively engaged in attempts to identify
how they should look and how they should act in order to secure them a position in
Australia. However, unlike the example of the flight attendant above, a description of
the appearance and actions of the ideal refugee continued to elude detection both
throughout my study and for the women who were interviewed. It is important to note
that more than half of the women interviewed did not dress in their country’s
‘traditional’ attire. For a number of these women this did not signify a change in
embodiment and presentation, and adoption of ‘western’ style after arriving in
Australia, but what they wore in their country also.
Experiences often extended beyond external mechanisms of control, to selfgovernance. As such, the women made well-examined decisions based on calculations
of how they perceived people would respond to them if they presented themselves in a
specific manner. This was not a consequence of demands placed on them by
government officials and service providers. This entailed their own individual
strategies to achieve what they desired. This extended to an importance whereby the
women spoke as being active agents who had to continually negotiate the public
sphere of society, the government, welfare systems, employment agencies and much
more.
According to Foucault, power is not highly repressive, but functions as a mechanism
to produce new objects and subjects of knowledge by establishing techniques for
observation, monitoring and control (Foucault, 1977, 1978; see also Sawicki, 1991).
Power is not maintained through physical restraint or force, but individualises selfsurveillance, self-regulation and self-correction in adaptation to established norms
(Bordo, 1993). It is Foucault’s (1977, 1978) indication that a process of
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‘normalisation’ occurs in which individuals judge, discipline and thus correct their
behaviour against norms derived within society. According to this, power is secured
when individuals internalise the norms and ideals produced by the ‘normalising gaze.’
Individuals are made passive and docile so they may be manipulated, controlled and
mastered.
Feminists have grappled with many of the notions presented by Foucault, paying
considerable interest in his assertions. A number of feminists have drawn on
Foucault’s theoretical suggestions to demonstrate how disciplinary practices produce
the ideal feminine body as a site, vehicle and expression of power relations (see for
example Bartky, 1988; Bordo, 1993). Bartky (1988), in examining the gendered
nature of certain practices (for example, wearing make up and monitoring what one
eats), argues that they serve to produce self-regulating subjects who tailor their bodies
to social ideals of femininity. According to Bartky (1988), women internalise the
feminine ideal so profoundly that it becomes an essentialised part of their identity.
Bordo (1993) acknowledges the potential for resistance, but the strong risk of
exclusion if one fails to obtain the ideal.
Throughout their interviews, many of the women spoke of their perception of the ideal
‘Australian’ woman. As discussed in chapter four, it is evident that throughout
Australia’s history that Australia has developed an ideal in appearance, language,
culture and race. Many women believed that to adopt specific traits, ways of dress, or
performances, would benefit their applications, if not ensure their success, and later
acceptance in society. For example, Cinta explains the process of selecting what items
of clothing she should wear, and how to present herself in preparation for her contact
with representatives from DIMIA. She reveals:
When I went to see the immigration people, I was thinking of how I
must look for them. I did not have the many clothes with me, they were
all from my country…so I think over and over in my head what I must
wear. It is not like going to the worship, or going to have a job...
This revelation was not unique amongst the narrations from the other participants.
Lana spoke of the ‘Australian’ woman as being distinct from all others. Lana believed
that if she looked Australian, she would be assessed in a favourable way. In her
desperation to develop a competent performance of the ‘Australian’ woman, Lana
spent all the money she had saved on a television. On this, Lana would only watch
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Australian shows so as not to be diverted from the authentic Australian persona. This
meant she would try to emulate notions of Australian femininity having watched
Australian soap operas. Other women spoke of contrasting efforts. In order to be
perceived as in a genuine need of protection, some women believed they had to
present themselves as a poor, helpless victim of torture. Efforts were made to ensure
they did not present any characteristics equivalent to the ‘Australian’ woman, but
rather the stereotypes that defined a typical ‘third world’ refugee.
The interviews also revealed that the women seemed to be negotiating the appropriate
expression of feminine behaviour. Despite the depiction that adopting masculine traits
would be essential for the women to successfully undertake the journey of asylum and
for their future existence in Australia, accentuating their identities as stereotypical
third world women through physical performances was also seen as valuable. This
reflected a balancing trick between what was required at times, and what was seen as
more favourable.
Not only were the women negotiating and responding to discourses within Australia,
discourses and stereotypical images from their country of origin continued to play a
pervasive role in their subjectivities, and determining and interpreting their actions.
Most of the women interviewed came from countries strongly grounded in religiouscultural traditions which yield power over their personal identities and material lives
due to conservative discourses on gender. In particular, a number of the women in this
study identified themselves as being Muslim. Of importance then, according to still
powerful beliefs and images of womanhood in Muslim traditions, women are
conceptualized through their relations with men, and are thus recognized as wives,
mothers and daughters (see Moghadam, 2003; El Guindi, 1999). Being a wife is
therefore a position of both power and powerlessness as it represents the core of
womanhood and lends women their dignity, respect, social status and identity, and yet
is contingent upon the living presence of their husband (Jagadeesan, 1992), thus
institutionalizing women’s marginality (Chakravarti, 1998: 64-65).
In addition to their calculations of the most favourable subject position, the women
spoke of experiencing the implications of stereotypical deployments of who is, and
what constitutes, a woman from the developing world. The typical, totalising
stereotypes of the ‘third world woman’ (see for example Mohanty, 1991) are evident
180

throughout the interview data. At times they appear to have been deployed to question
and restrict certain actions. For example:
Darnta: People ask why I not wear head dress…I like this clothes…I
wear my neck chain, and my bracelet, and this nice clothes. This one
nice clothes I get. I do my hair and put on…(pause)
Yvette: Makeup?
Darnta: Yes…that is nice…People say I rich and not believe me…I like
look nice, but I must not. If I do not look right they not believe that I
must stay in Australia. I must not come from poor country.
Darnta is aware of one of the discursive constructions of the ‘typical’ refugee as it
relates to the third world woman. She also understands that her legitimacy as a
genuine refugee may be questioned because she does not fit the stereotype. Although
she explains that she can only afford one nice outfit, Darnta believes that to onlookers
she is not perceived as being in desperate circumstances. Darnta likes to take care of
her appearance, but in doing so she interprets herself and her actions as not complying
with the traditional Western depiction of the subservient third world woman, wearing
the veil and covered from head to toe (see Mohanty, 1991). As Narayan explains,
these depictions that affect women from the Global South are results of an “imagined
and unitary complex called their traditions/religions/cultures” (1997: 80).
While Darnta explains how she feels that her legitimacy is questioned because she
does not look the part, Zendra explains that she feels she is questioned, and her
behaviour is limited because she does not act according to the depiction of the
uneducated, submissive third world woman:
In Iraq I finished college of Science, Physics part and then I, I worked as
a computer programmer in my country…and then I was professional
visual artist as well…but when I came here…we haven’t any
qualifications, we have no paper says we have qualifications. They think,
the woman from Muslims background, you know, they thinks poor thing,
she knows nothing you know.
Later, she explains:
Sometimes, you know, there is a kind of people here in Australia, they
feel…especially you know, they looking on the woman’s ‘oh’ for
example, she came from the Middle East, or she’s, for example, Muslims
background. They never (emphasised) put in their mind or they
expecting that, you know, she has a good education…She knows maybe
more than them, and they always stereotype her ‘oh,’ she’s, you know, a
woman from Middle East and…sometimes they don’t show that
respect…And…whatever you do they say ‘ahh, you supposed not to do
this,’ you know, for example, they are thinking you can’t feel it. You
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say, you know, they can tell you, you know, you supposed not doing
this.
Zendra’s experiences reaffirm the stereotype of the third world woman as uneducated,
weak and dependent. These stereotypes have been circulated throughout Western
societies (see Mohanty, 1991), and Zendra explains how she has been restricted when
looking for employment and carrying out everyday activities as a result. The set nature
of her beliefs is also indicated when she explains “they never put in their
mind”…“They can tell you, you know, you supposed not doing this.” Regardless of
Zendra’s abilities, she is not allowed to step out of her confinement. To her, it is like
‘Western’ people have superior knowledge claims about who she is and who she can
be. This reaffirms the existence of dominant discourses created and circulated by
those in positions of power. So too, a failure to acknowledge the skills and
qualifications Zendra has reflects both a form of racism and a form of punishment,
power and control based on Zendra’s failure to abide by the rules of the sovereign
nation and arrive unauthorised.
Elham describes an understanding of her positioning in Australian society as ‘other’ to
the typical, white, Australian woman. She explains:
Once again, we become different because Australians see that we, as
black, as Muslim, must be very different…I think it is, they look at me
and think you are a poor Muslim woman who does not know anything in
Australia.
Contrary to Zendra’s and Elham’s confinement within the role of ‘third world
woman,’ Darnta explains of her coercion to adapt to the ‘feminine beauty.’
Sarah and Judy [workers], they take me to places…They tell me you
must come and be with other women…They tell me I have my haircut,
and Sarah put on me makeup. They teach me to put on my own makeup
and polish…They tell me I like look beautiful.
Previously Darnta described how, by maintaining her appearance, she was questioned
for her incongruence with the stereotype of a ‘desperate refugee.’ Now, she explains
how she was compelled to become the beauty. In being taught how to apply make up,
and ‘look beautiful,’ an assumption is made that previously these activities had been
foreign to her as a woman from the third world.
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Arlia offers a good summation of stereotypes and emotions she confronted throughout
the asylum experience:
Applying for protection is like you are pushing a mountain or a wall.
You try your best, try to explain. Nobody understands you because they
have got ideas like ‘people come here because they just like the country,’
‘people come here because they are poor,’ ‘people come here to take
jobs, just to live a better life.’ They don’t understand, it is because you
have no alternative, you have no power. I’ve lost lots of things. In my
country I had my own house, I had my friends, I was with my family.
Here, it is different. Here, I cannot work, I have to depend on charity,
there is no guarantee for food or accommodation. Your future is
uncertain…I feel like my life is gone. I feel stuck here. I had ambition
once, to study and to have a career, to give my children a good life. I
have studied and I’m not using my skills. I have an education but it is
wasted. My life is gone completely.
As a contrast to many of the circulating stereotypes of the third world woman, Arlia
speaks of having a high-quality education. Furthermore, although having children,
Arlia was also able to obtain a career in her country, prior to coming to Australia. So
too, she was independent, having her own house, her own friends, and her own family.
In highlighting one of the misconceptions that ‘third world people’ come to Australia
as refugees so they can either take jobs away from Australians, or abuse the welfare
system, and have better lives, Arlia represents a different story. Arlia has been refused
employment on numerous grounds. Unable to gain employment in Australia, Arlia is
forced to rely on welfare and charity. She describes this as being an extremely
negative experience, rather than one she has sought out. Yet, her determination to
persist and gain employment and recognition indicates her resistance to the prioritised
subject position in discourses describing how a ‘refugee woman’ should act, and is
attempting to create and reproduce an alternative subject position which is in
opposition to the pervading stereotypes.
Negotiations of Motherhood
Whether or not one defined herself as an asylum seeker or a refugee had little effect
on the interactions of women in this study with other people. Often, the people the
women came in contact with had preconceived notions of who they were. Stereotypes
went beyond those accorded refugees and asylum seeker status. In fact, the women’s
classification for being in Australia was, at times, overlooked. Instead, the women
spoke predominantly of the valorisation of different gendered roles and the pressures
to accept particular subject positions. The notion of motherhood was dominant in
much of the discussions. Authorities and service providers mobilised notions of
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motherhood and the traditional role of nurturer and giver of life. The women felt that
this was used to judge and measure their suitability for being accepted in Australia,
sometimes in official terms, but also by other women.
The institution of motherhood has traditionally been idealised and deployed to justify
women’s coercion within the private sphere of society. Feminists have exposed
motherhood as a cultural construction of gender identity, where all women are
oppressed by men (Coulson, 1980: 35; Bleier, 1984: 159). Women’s biology makes
them capable of motherhood, but the ideologies produced by patriarchy, and the
primary definition of women as mothers, is where the challenge exists (Rich, 1980).
Motherhood cannot be treated as a universally oppressive institution without
acknowledging the different individual and cultural contexts of experience. It is this
‘institution of motherhood’ (Letherby, 1994: 525) that forms an enclosure around
women, delimiting how they are understood and represented in society.
However, the argued need to dismantle the idealisation of motherhood becomes
problematic when we begin to engage with cross-cultural significances and
interpretations of the motherhood role. Motherhood has been regarded as both a
source of power and entrapment. McNeill & Scott (1986) point to motherhood as the
main way in which women’s identity is constructed. The conflicting discussions of
motherhood alert us to the danger of assuming a universal form of oppression under
which all women suffer.
Throughout their interviews, the women in this study spoke about the transformation
of their roles in relation to the gendered roles they were forced to comply with. Mostly
this was in terms of their potential for being mothers. Motherhood was a recurring
theme in the interviews conducted. For example, Marjan speaks of the physical
segregation experienced by mothers on the journey to Australia:
Marjan: On the boat…we could not get fresh air, and we could not see
Kambiz (husband).
Yvette: Why is that?
Marjan: Mothers and children had to stay inside. We were not strong
enough, we had to stay seated inside the boat. I was very sick and
could not eat. They would not let me outside.
On the one hand, this could be interpreted as a measure of paternalistic protection,
away from the harsh outside conditions. Alternatively, mothers and children are
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potentially at the bottom of the hierarchy of those on the boats, the last to get air, and
the last to get water. Further, women, with their socially prescribed ‘maternal instinct’
have been designated as the nurturers of the family unit. Parallel to the segregation of
the private and public spheres of society, women have been physically confined inside
the boat, with the responsibility of taking care of the children, while the men are
allowed outside with obligations beyond their position in the family unit.
Other women who came to Australia with their children spoke of similar experiences
where women and children were confined to one area of the boat, mostly inside,
unable to interact with their husbands. Each spoke of continual demands to keep their
children quiet throughout the journey. As one woman remembers:
There was not things to do on the boat, and the children cry a lot. We
was told we must keep children quiet. Sometimes we not know what
they say to us, but I know they angry. We told we are mothers and we
must know how to keep our children quiet. We ask to see our
husbands, but they say no, we are the mothers and our place is with our
children.
Not only did this reinforce and valorise a woman’s position as a mother, it referred to
the socially constructed notion of the ‘maternal instinct’ where women were expected
to have an innate capacity to help their children and keep them quiet, without
assistance. The women went on to talk about the physical separation between men and
women while in detention. Detention forces women to be the sole parent and provider
of discipline and affection for her children. As Marjan continued to explain:
Marjan: The men, the guards, they say I bad mother and must keep Nita
quiet.
Yvette: How old was she?
Marjan: She…she not one…she baby…they yell at me…I try to tell
them she need food, milk, but they not get…she would get rash, and cry,
from nappy, but I could not help her. They would not let us go to toilet,
so we had to keep nappy on. They not let me take…they lock the door
and yell at me. They tell us to be quiet. Kambiz not there, he not help
me. They not help me. I not know what to do…
Yvette: Kambiz told us that he learnt to play pool in detention. Did you
get to play with him? Did you get to do anything?
Marjan: (laughter) I got to look after this crazy girl.
Once more, Marjan’s role as mother is accentuated within her experiences of control.
She speaks of being locked, and confined, in one little room with her daughter, while
her husband is allowed to be sociable and interact with other men within the centre.
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Under the supervision of the guards, mothers and children were continually isolated.
This too parallels the segregation between man and woman. Men are allowed the
freedom to interact with the other men in the centre, while women are confined within
the private domain. Here it could be said that the discourse is made material. Marjan
did not have an existence beyond her position as a mother. Once again the assumption
of the maternal instinct and women’s biology is influential. Marjan was expected to
tend to her daughter’s needs without having access to milk, nappies, cream and other
products. This reduced Marjan to her biology and nature where the expectation was
that she would be producing the milk for her child, and was denied modern
conveniences.
Further, Marjan speaks of the continual disapproval shown by “the men, the guards”
due to her inability to play the motherhood role satisfactorily. “The men, the guards”
continually derided her using taunts such as ‘bad mother’, and continual shouting.
Despite Marjan’s limited understanding of English, the reiteration of ‘bad’ and
Marjan’s inability to keep Nita quiet, despite demands from the guards, resulted in
Marjan internalising the label for herself. Despite making requests, no assistance was
offered. Marjan was not commended for her endless struggles and attentiveness to
Nita’s needs, but was reprimanded and labelled a ‘bad mother’ because she was
unable to play her role despite the numerous obstacles. The taunts of the guards had a
significant effect on how Marjan understood her role as a mother in detention.
Elham, a friend of Marjan’s, explains a similar controlling deployment of the
motherhood role while in the detention centre:
I be having baby, I in very bad pain, but they tell me I must be quiet. I
need toilet, but they tell me I must watch my children. They not let me
out. My girls get upset because I in very bad pain. They say you must
quiet…they take me to hospital to have baby. They keep him, but make
me back to detention to watch my children. I sick and very tired, but I
must go back. I am their mother.
The directive of silence is symbolic of wider attempts to keep women contained and
compliant. Foucault (1978: 101) explains how silence is “a shelter for power,
anchoring its prohibitions” however it can also “loosen its hold”. Comparable to
Marjan’s narration of being a mother in detention, Elham talks of the way she felt
dehumanised and perceived as though motherhood usurped all other roles and
feelings. A simple need to go to the toilet was denied because it potentially removed
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her from her designated role of looking after her children. Mother was not simply a
relation, but an all encompassing subjectivity that obstructed any notion of a human
being beyond the mother. Furthermore, like Marjan’s experience, Elham was to
independently look after her children, despite having her husband in the same centre.
There was no operation of a family unit, but as a mother child unit distinct from the
husband. Thus there appears to be no reference made to the role of the man in
assisting with the care of his children. These experiences parallel the valorisation of
the mother/child unit inherent in media reporting, as discussed in the previous chapter.
This notion of the mother/child constituting the family unit, without the man, was a
discourse which continually played out in the women’s narratives.
Mohanjee, too, describes that it was not easy to be a mother, “The guards. They are
very angry people. They do not like us. They do not like any of us, but they do not like
the mothers very much. We are the ones they yell at.” Other women spoke about times
they felt they were being judged according to the criteria others perceived as reflecting
the ‘ideal’ mother. Further, they spoke of the reactions they received from those who
found them to be lacking. Indeed, it seemed as though all the women were found
lacking in some way. At no times were the contexts in which they were striving to
maintain their families, discursively constructed as the mother and child without men,
a point for consideration.
When asked if she had received any assistance, it was clear that Reeba had
internalised the response that was continually repeated to her. She claimed, “No. They
my children, I must look after. I am their mother.” Previous to this she had
commented, “People say to us, ‘you the mother, how could you bring your daughters
to this?’ They do not know why we come to Australia, or what it was like in Iran. I
think, ‘yes, I bad mother.’” Such discourses ignored the experiences of the women,
focusing primarily on dominant public discourse.
Despite attempts to activate alternate discourses, many women internalised their
negative treatment as indicators of who they were. This was apparent when discussing
motivators for the journey to Australia. Many women spoke of coming to Australia so
their children could be safe. Amidst constant criticism for bringing their children, they
began to accept the condemnation that, in fact, only a bad mother would do such a
thing. Mohanjee explains this, “People says to me when I come and be in detention
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‘how can you bring your daughter here?’ How can you bring your daughter to
detention? They say I bad mother.” Alternatively, those who had left their children
behind until such time as they could bring them to Australia in a much more humane
manner, accepted the criticism that they were bad for leaving their children in a
country they were fleeing from. As Chandra explains:
Chandra: Some tell me I am a bad mother. They ask, if my husband is
bad, why do I leave my children? I must be bad mother, or I must not be
telling the truth.
Yvette: How does this make you feel?
Chandra: I think of my children. I think I must not leave them…I must
be the bad mother.
This shows Chandra’s acceptance of the discourses and her subject position as a ‘bad
mother’. Discourses of motherhood continued to pervade the women’s understandings
and perceptions of who they were. This reinforces the socially constructed notion of
women’s role as the mother.
Indeed, the experiences of being a mother were not always negative. Despite the
demands and criticism she received in relation to her position as a mother throughout
her journey to Australia and whilst in detention, Marjan explains the importance of
being a mother. Referring to her three-year-old daughter, she states, “When I look
after her, I am not alone. I like taking Nita to the park. Lots of people stop and talk to
her. They tell me she is beautiful. I met my neighbour there…other women talk to me
when I shop with Nita.” Marjan understood the attention Nita was receiving from
other women to be beneficial to her own interactions with members of her community.
Having a child meant she could have a common ground for conversation with other
women. Further, other women would comment on Nita, thus initiating conversation.
This was important for Marjan who spoke of extreme isolation as a consequence of
language and cultural barriers. She explained that, at times when she would go out
without Nita, other women did not talk to her as readily. Weedon (1997: 106) does
explain that “particular discourses themselves offer more than one subject position”
however this does include a preferred form. Thus, where Marjan had a number of
subject positions available to her, at this time being a mother was the most favourable
position. It could be suggested that Marjan was accepted when visibly performing as a
mother with her child. Being a mother gave Marjan a subject position to which other
women she came into contact with could relate. So too, having Nita with her made
Marjan’s acceptance of the subject position visible to the other women.
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The above examples demonstrate the ways women have been controlled by their
deployment as oppositional to man. The physical exclusion described by the women
who were perceived essentially as ‘mothers’ evolves from the adoption of socially
defined stereotypes of their ‘otherness’ and their primary role of mother (Rich 1977).
Each woman who had brought children with her to Australia described measures to try
and interact with others, believing that to not be a mother while in detention would
make it easier for her. They took measures to minimise the harmful effects of the
treatments that were dealt to those unable to dispel their position as a mother.
However, the conditions were comparable for women who did not have children with
them. These women saw the disrespect purely as a response to their inability to
present themselves as mothers. They did not believe that if they were mothers they
would still be met with disrespect. In referring to mothers, Nikta explains, “because
they had children, they were known as mothers. Because my friend and I did not have
children, we were either told we were lesos, or we were just numbers.” When
interacting with workers, being unable to identify with the position of mother meant
that at times there were no alternate subject positions made available to the women.
Thus, they were not recognised in such discourses.
Where all mothers were made accountable for their children, having a designated area
where they must remain, women without children spoke of different experiences.
Their inability to comply with the motherhood function meant a place for them simply
did not exist. Men outside, women with their children inside. This became particularly
frustrating for the women as they, amidst already appalling conditions, attempted to
forge a place of safety. The women who did not bring children with them on the
journey spoke of different methods deployed in attempts to fit in. Mostly this was in
terms of finding a space previously denied them. They were not mothers, and they
were not men. This meant that some of the women were actively attempting to
negotiate and accommodate those subject positions made available in discourse.
One woman spoke of the restrictions placed on using showers and toilets within the
centre she was being held. In being excluded, she explains how, in order to have a
shower, and thus cleanse oneself, a woman had to earn the right. This was done by
completing jobs around the centre. However, these jobs often constituted hard and
heavy labour, and were often only suitable for men, excluding women. In order to
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work their way around this, women tried to ‘charm’ the officers. This reflected agency
in their use of femininity. Alternatively, mothers were often able to shower while
washing their children. As Magdalena explains:
Sometimes there would be people coming in to see the children in the
detention. At that time, the mothers were made to take their children to
be washed and scrubbed and cleaned. Then, the mothers would be
washing themselves and the clothes at this time. I could not do this, I
did not have the children to take.
This reinforces the notion that, as per socially constructed discourses, women do not
exist outside of being a mother. In situations where one woman had a number of
children, the women without children spoke of offering assistance to the mothers with
various motivations, one being in order to clean themselves. The responses of
detention centre officers to the women, when such schemes were detected, were
extremely repressive and punitive. When women without children were able to
shower and clean their clothes, experiences were all but pleasurable. For example
Magdalena states “the men, if they know the woman be washing, they would be
watching her. Sometimes we trying to be secret, but the guards would be seeing us
and watching everything we be doing. Then all the men would be knowing.” Such
women were sexualised by the workers in a way that those that could be identified as
mothers were not. This introduces the dichotomous subject positions in the available
discourses, that of mother, or of sexual object.
Two women without children explained their awareness of the dichotomy between
mothers and women without children. As one woman revealed, “Sometimes I think it
might be easier if I have a baby. Easier for us to stay in Australia…If we have a
family, then maybe people will not think we are bad and are here to do something
wrong.” A mother stereotypically symbolises a nurturer and someone who can be
trusted. Another woman spoke of how she would pretend to be mother to another’s
child in order to gain access to the shower and toilets. In describing the reactions from
staff members who found her, she explains “some, they would say to me, we will help
to make you a mother, is that what you want? To be a mother?” On the one hand, this
suggested that the subject positions available to the women were that of mother and
potential mother. Alternatively, this reflects sexual harassment and coercion towards
those that were not mothers. Sexual harassment and intimidation was a feature of
women’s experiences, particularly on the part of detention centre employees.
Women’s sexuality was thus used as a weapon to subjugate, humiliate and degrade
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them. This did not extend to sexual violence and rape, however this transgressed
traditional boundaries surrounding women’s sexual privacy. Such harassment was
repeatedly referred to by the women. This use of gender specific threats continued to
shape women’s experiences. Importantly, this invasion of privacy often strengthened
the women’s resolve not to be undermined and intimidated by such degradation.
Tight restrictions were placed on women using the toilet. The inconvenience of this
was explained, where women told of long queues, and the need to rise early in the
morning to ensure access. A number of women spoke of being restricted from using
toilets on the grounds that they were not mothers. Other women described their
methods of sneaking into the men’s toilets because there was such great security on
the women’s toilets. Again, discourses were made material.
In addition to times where the women would sneak in to places designated for the
men, some women spoke about being categorised as, and confined with, men. Emine
recalls with distress:
Emine: If we could sneak in, or if the men were doing the jobs
somewhere else in the centre, then we could sneak in to them men
toilets. But that was very dirty, and no private. We never had the private.
It would be okay if we could wash and use the toilet with the other
women, but we had to be with the men. And even then, many times we
could not be using the men’s toilets.
Yvette: What did you do then?
Emine: We would get a cloth or a plastic bag
Yvette: You were going to the toilet in a plastic bag, even though the
centre had toilets that worked?
E: Yes, that was our place.
Emine felt that, because she was not a mother, while in detention her place was that of
being dirty and not worthy of toilet access. Emine’s actions could be seen as a form of
agency where she found alternate means to go to the toilet to avoid the power, control
and exclusion exercised over her. Rather than ask to use the toilets and be denied and
taunted, in a situation where Emine’s power is already greatly diminished, she saw the
need to be in control of at least some of her most basic aspects of a woman and human
being. Unfortunately, some of the women were subject to exclusion and limitations
based on their gender and because authorities were operating with firm assumptions
about the roles women should be in.
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The women spoke about their differential treatment as being conditioned on whether
they were mothers or women without children. However, where a woman did not
bring children with her to Australia, this did not mean that she had not mothered
children of her own. One woman spoke about her daughter having been killed in her
country prior to her fleeing. This created particular emotional difficulties for her
amidst criticism for not having children with her. Natarnie notes:
They just. There is so much importance out on women being mothers. It
seems as though that is the only thing we can do, we are allowed to do.
When I got to Australia people kept asking me, where are your babies? I
say, I do not have them. They would think that I left them in Iraq. They
start saying ‘you must be bad mother.’ ‘What kind of mother flees her
country and leaves her babies behind?’ they don’t let me explain that I
don’t have any children. I have not left any behind. Sometimes, if I must
explain this, I tell them that my daughter was killed in Iraq.
This indicates the need for visible appropriations of subject positions. The richness of
Natarnie’s reflection shows the depth of memories of previous experiences.
Furthermore, it depicts the strength of the motherhood discourse and the seeming lack
of understanding displayed by officers. However, the condemnation the women
received was not merely from officials and service providers. This extended to other
women who were in the same position as them, the only difference being they were
mothers. Amidst an environment laden with contempt, the women without children
often received demands from some of the mothers to help them with their children.
Recalling her experiences while on the boat to Australia, Natarnie notes:
And when we were on the boat, I was with the women and the children,
and it was like, if a mother had lots of children around her and they were
all crying, she would look at me as if to say ‘why aren’t you helping
me?’ it was like, because I did not have a child of my own to take care
of, I was expected to help other mothers.
Natarnie proceeded to explain that, although she had loved her daughter and she
misses her very much, that was because it was her daughter, not just any child. She
explained how she had never been particularly interested in having babies. However,
Natarnie’s interactions with other mothers tends to reflect a demand for sisterhood,
even if it is forced or met with reluctance. This shows the complexity in subject
positions.
The relations amongst the women tended to be somewhat of a paradox. When
desperate to comply with the ‘motherhood’ norm as a strategy to access a specific
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service, the women with children were extremely hostile towards the women who
offered to help them in order to achieve this goal. However, in some circumstances
where they did not offer assistance, the women with children became perturbed with
the lack of consideration displayed towards them. Often the women with children
needed and wanted help, but disapproved when the help was offered or provided.
The demands made by mothers towards women with children, for them to act
according to their structured desires, reflects Foucault’s depiction of Governmentality.
In his discussions of power, Foucault has engaged with the ways people come to
regulate their own and others behaviour (for example 1977, 1978, 1991). Specifically,
in his work on Governmentality, Foucault explains that, while it may act directly to
determine the behaviour of persons, government also aims to affect their actions
indirectly by influencing the manner in which they regulate their own and others’
behaviour. Government, in Foucault’s (1991) view, is a special case of power. The
governmental regulation of conduct also involves a significant element of calculation
and a knowledge of its intended object (see also Foucault, 1977, 1978).
Foucault pays particular attention to the predominant modern understanding of
government referring to “the particular form of governing which can be applied to the
state as a whole,” (Foucault, 1991: 91). Government, according to Foucault, is
concerned with conducting the affairs of the population and the organization of
institutions. On this understanding, government may not be conducted from a single
controlling centre, but emanate from a pervasive, complex and heterogeneous set of
activities (Foucault, 1991: 100). He theorises power as a capillary, which circulates
throughout the entire social body (Fraser, 1989) rather than emanating from one
central source. This operation of power became evident within narrations of
interactions with individuals who deviated from other’s idealised role descriptions.
One woman who clearly deviated from the notion of the ideal woman many of the
guards and other women adopted spoke of the treatment she received. Chandra, who
was labelled as a ‘leso’ by the guards, spoke of the male officers being the worst. She
says:
It was just the men that were cruel. Like, sometimes we would get our
periods, and we would have to ask for products. That would start them
off. Sometimes they would make us beg, and sometimes they would
make us wait a whole day. They would say we did not like men so why
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should they help us. Then they would ask which one was the man in the
relationship, and say that only one of us could get the products. They did
not listen to us when we said we were not a couple.
Due to the length of stay, most of the women menstruated while in detention. This
meant that authorities not only monitored their use of sanitary products, it also meant
they dispensed them. Some of the women, like Chandra, were de-feminised during
times where they had to ask a man in authority for products, as well as wait long
periods of time while bleeding, to obtain such products. This reinforced the unequal
power relationship between themselves and those in authority. Chandra referred to
“bleeding on her clothes”, “feeling dirty” and “smelling…with no shower”. This put
her position in contrast with the idealised feminine role.
During Chandra’s discussion, as noted above, a homophobic discourse also became
evident. This appeared to be based on the perceived inferiority and undesirable nature
of being homosexual. This discourse reinforced opposing subject positions where
‘mother’ and heterosexuality were created as the ideal and ‘lesbians’ as the
undesirable other. One woman, describing the derogatory treatment she received
because she was a lesbian, explained how she was left in an empty room for a day
while her friend was being interviewed. She explains:
They asked me if I needed water or the toilet but then they would not let
me go to the toilet. They told me if I was a real female I could go to the
toilet. But I was a leso, I could just use a bucket if I had to go really
badly. By the time it came to my interview I was so humiliated.
This, once again, de-humanises and de-feminises the women who do not fit with the
ideal. Not only were they actively excluded from the ‘women’s’ toilets, they were
forced to act in unfeminine, undesirable and unhygienic ways.
Many of the women spoke about the ways their position in Australia related to them
either having children with them or not. This was not always reliant on if the women
were in fact mothers per se, but if their children are present with them while they are
in Australia. Where women who had left children in their country of origin were dealt
criticism in relation to leaving them in the countries they were fleeing, they were not
segregated with those women who could present their children. The women found this
distinction between women with and women without children to be of particular
importance predominantly when presenting themselves in public. Although the
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treatment they received in public had a significant impact on their way of thinking,
roles were often transformed out of the public gaze.
The objectification of women was both a matter of ‘over feminising,’ for example
appealing to their responsibilities as mothers, as well as ‘de-feminising’ the women
who simply did not fit into the category of mother. This suggests that the treatment of
the women was embedded in discourses about femininity and the appropriate position
of women.
Resisting Femininity
Where a number of studies have identified the masculine nature of seeking asylum,
and being an asylum seeker (Bhabha & Shutter, 1994) few studies have been
conducted on the impact of the masculine nature of seeking asylum for women
negotiating the process. This androcentric perspective has specific implications in
terms of acceptance as a refugee, in societal perceptions and depictions, and in terms
of identity construction and subject positioning. This was particularly apparent when
the women who were being interviewed spoke about their awareness of the
constructions of refugees and asylum seekers in popular discourses.
Many of the women interviewed had a negative and disdainful evaluation of
femininity and how it related to their process of seeking asylum, whereby, for them,
the women conceptualized traditional feminine behaviour as being inferior, unsuitable
and undesirable within the context of the social environment in which they found
themselves. In turn, the women described ways in which they were both complying
with and resisting the regulation of their gendered identities in which the women
expected themselves to enact an interplay of masculine and feminine behaviour.
One common theme in the interviews was an ambiguous relationship with the notion
of femininity. This was expressed both in terms of resistance to feminine traits and
qualities, as well as the women’s valorization of their ‘femaleness’ in order to
distinguish and distance themselves from the people being referred to in the dominant
discourses they were familiar with and had access to. Some of the women relied on
understandings of gender differences as essential and biologically determined,
whereas others deployed the believed impermeable nature of gender stereotypes to
their advantage. For example, as referred to earlier, some of the women spoke of
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accentuating their ‘femininity’ to ‘charm’ the officers in detention to get things they
had previously been denied. For example, Melda explains:
I would show I could not do these things, I needed the strong man and
I would show he is the very strong…smiling and being very good…not
saying anything bad…if I keep smiling at the men they would think I
will do this for her.
Despite this, the interviews revealed that many of the women had a negative
evaluation of their traditional femininity in relation to their ability to successfully
undertake the processes of seeking asylum and, consequently, ‘surviving’ in Australia.
These women generally conceptualized their cultural feminine traits as inferior and
threatening, and talked about how within their new positions such behaviours are
unsuitable, inappropriate and undesirable. There was an assumption that the ‘asylum’
culture is so deeply entrenched in masculinity that femininity, as a socially
constructed term, does not have a place within the asylum journey.
Among the women interviewed physical appearance was a fundamental indicator of
difference. Practices such as purdah and wearing a veil were seen as an expression of
weakness and submissiveness, something that was undesirable if a woman was going
to successfully negotiate the asylum process and exist within their new, Australian,
society. However, to other women, wearing traditional dress symbolised their
authenticity as refugees and in need of protection. It is worth acknowledging literature
on the veil, as much research has focused on the implications of the ‘veil’ for third
world women. Hirschmann (1998) argues that Westerners tend to associate veiling
with extreme gender oppression and inequality. As Hirschmann (1998: 351) explains,
the veil can be used “to make women disappear, to eliminate them from communal
life, to relegate them to an easily controllable terrain, the home, to prevent them from
moving about, and to highlight their illegal position on male territory by means of a
mask”. However, some women participate in veiling voluntarily, claiming it as a mark
of agency and resistance (Hirschmann, 1998).
Mohanjee highlighted the negative perception of their learnt behaviours by explaining:
People are looking at us thinking, these women, they come here and they
know nothing. They look at us in this (reference to what she is wearing)
and they thinking this woman she does not belong here. She is not like us
and she can not be here…They think we do not have the thoughts in our
heads and the words to speak, they think because we are wearing this
and we come from the Muslim country we are no-one…and when they
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are knowing we are the refugee they think ‘oh the poor woman, we must
help her because she is not strong like us.’
This thinking was echoed in Sangri’s words:
I am the poor woman. I know nothing. People, they do not speak to me
or tell me the things. They are just thinking she is stupid, she will not
hear this or know what we are saying…It is a very hard time for me.
When I first come to Australia, when I am at the airport, one man in the
taxi, I say I must go to see some people, I am a refugee. He ask me how
much money I come to Australia with. He say you give me all this
money and he will take me to the motel to sleep. He think I am crazy and
I do not know any better. That is what people they think of us. We know
nothing…but I know how to survive.
This was not Sangri’s perception of herself, but the understanding she had of the
discourses in Australia which attempted to define her. For Mohanjee and Sangri, their
traditional gendered appearance are associated with weakness, vulnerability and
frivolity. This is a contrast to what they feel is required of them now that they are in
Australia attempting to gain permanent protection.
Yet, to step outside of these stereotypes was seen as more complex than merely
adapting their behaviour to accommodate their new environment. Great distinction
was placed on gendered identities. This also suggests the presence of the powerful
‘normalising gaze’ as conceptualized by Foucault (1977). It seems as though the
women have internalized the ideologically dominant societal norms of how they
should act as women and now, becoming part of the ‘asylum seeker culture’ where
feminine traits are not considered favourable, they are attempting to take on a non‘female,’ and thus contrasting, position. Discussions about how well one is going to
‘make it’ suggest a form of regulation in which they are observing and monitoring
depictions of others. Those who deviate from the masculine norms by displaying
inappropriate feminine weakness clearly will risk exclusion and failure.
One woman interviewed testified to how feminine behaviour is not appropriate within
the asylum setting, due to the violent, dangerous and ‘tough minded’ nature of the
process. Mahlee, an interview participant, suggests that masculine behaviour is more
suitable within the context of asylum and traditional feminine behaviour is only
appropriate back in their country of origin. It also seems as though Mahlee is
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reaffirming the centrality of masculinity and the inappropriateness of typical traits of
femininity within the context of seeking asylum:
You can’t be weak, like wanting someone to help you and not being able
to understand. You can’t be scared and showing that to the people. You
have to be strong in your mind and be…confident, yes, confident that
you can do this. I used to be thinking that this is what my husband he
should be doing, I must not be doing this, I cannot do this…but he is not
with me and I must be like my husband now.
Mahlee has drawn a line between what constitutes a female and what constitutes a
male. Like other women, in needing to step away from her previously learnt
behaviour, she does not see herself as learning new skills, but as becoming like a man.
This highlights the reinforcement and reiteration of gendered discourses defining what
a woman can and can not be. So too this reflects an understanding that gender
differences may be biological. For Mahlee, there is little space for femininity.
Mahlee’s comment suggests a dualistic view that she accepts gendered stereotyped
oppositions. Mahlee describes her ability to succeed in Australia using images closely
associated with stereotypically masculine traits. She believes discursively and socially
defined masculine traits are valuable and rewarding and essential aspects for
participating as an asylum seeker in Australia. In contrast, the behaviours she has
learnt as a female are considered contradictory to, and uncharacteristic of, the
idealized image she aspires to adopt. Traditional masculinity may be associated with
strength, dominance, independence and assertiveness. It is the antithesis of traditional
femininity which represents vulnerability, emotionality, dependency and therefore
inferiority (see True, 1996; Pettman, 1996). Importantly, these ‘gendered’ contrasts
were always spoken of in relation to the men in their countries of origin, for example
husbands and fathers, no reference was made to men in Australia. Of interest,
although women had pervasive definitions of what a man was, and what a woman
was, it was evident in their narratives that they were simultaneously, if not directly
consciously, aware of their ability and potential to take on characteristics they equated
with men. This indicated an implicit understanding that gender roles are only ideals
and constructs.
‘Taking on’ Men’s Gendered Positions
After securing a picture of the past in which their personal identities as wives were
central to their social and political well being, many of the women’s narratives then
explained the sudden alteration of this identity as the source of their present state of
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social displacement. Their stories were repeatedly punctuated by mention of the
absence of their husbands or fathers. For example, “if my husband was here”; “this is
what my husband used to do”; “now I must be learning to do the things my husband
would be doing for us.” A “disconcerting sensation of disjuncture” (Zur, 1999: 53)
was a repeated theme in many narratives, reflective of a pervasive sense of loss of the
patriarchal figure and the abrupt alteration of taking on subject positions they were
previously excluded from. Indeed, many narratives reflected womens’ personal senses
of themselves as now being “someone else”, “someone other”, “like my husband
now” than who they previously perceived themselves to be. So too, many of the
women believed the new depiction of themselves was because they were now taking
on the position of a man. If their husbands were with them, then such discourses
would not be referring to them.
A number of women spoke about the deployment of preconceived notions of women
from developing countries as being extremely inhibitory. In effect, not only were the
women required to work within the constraints inherent with being an asylum seeker,
being a woman on a Bridging Visa, or being Temporary Protection Visa holder. Their
attempts to forge a place in the community were impeded amidst repressive
stereotypes. However, these were not the only hindrances they encountered
throughout their experiences. Being in Australia, emerging into a new environment,
meant the women were having to adapt to new discourses and the related subject
positions. As stated above, for those women who came to Australia without their
husbands, being in Australia represented a new and challenging experience to them.
Not only does Australia present a new context (the confusion of a new life, a new
culture and a new language) to them, a number of women spoke about the forced
independence they experienced. In the process of these changes, being without the
support of husbands, fathers and other men in the women’s lives, the women began to
define for themselves multiple public and confronting roles. The women who had
come to Australia and were still with their husbands did not only face the challenge
the new context presented. All of these women spoke about the demands of gendered
role reversals that had occurred between themselves and their husbands. Thus, despite
the confrontation of obstacles attempting to confine the women to positions based on
other’s preconceptions, the women were required to attempt to become active
members in society. Indeed, it is important to note Baker’s (1999) assertion that while
acknowledging the socially constructed nature of gender roles, care must be taken not
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to see women as helpless victims of social processes. On the contrary, we need to
acknowledge that throughout history, and in different cultural contexts, women have
the potential to be active agents responding to discourses and they have thus resisted
the distinction, and negotiated and manipulated their prescribed positions (Randall,
1991; Boneparth & Stoper, 1988; Lister, 1997; Castles & Davison, 2000).
In addition to the differences in their own positions, a number of women spoke about
the changes that were occurring not only with themselves, but also with their
husbands. These were particularly important to the women in understanding and
undertaking their altered positions since their arrival in Australia. The women were
faced with contrasting demands. External to their home life, at times the women
experienced pressure to adapt to imitate the typical third world woman refugee.
However, others spoke of the undertaking of active roles within society as being
essential. For example, Hannah mentions:
My husband is finding English very difficult. He cries after classes. He
is a house painter but he has not been able to get work…I need to get a
job…it is very difficult here in Australia. I am the one who takes care
of the family. I am the one who must get a job.
Many of the women revealed the important roles their husbands played while
in their country of origin. They extended this further by explaining how the
uncertainty of their existence in Australia, and their inabilities to partake in
positions that had come to define who they were in their own countries
impacted on their sense of well-being. An inability for a man to secure
employment had implications which extended beyond monetary problems,
often impacting on their wives and their family life. The consequences of this
meant the women were required to replace them in positions that had been
previously dominated by their husbands.
Pita explains how she was required to undertake tasks that had previously
been part of her husband’s domain:
Sometime I ask him ‘what do I do with this’ and he just say I must do
it. I must think for me…that is very different in Iran. In Iran, he do
everything. He work, he always have money and know what to pay. He
be very good at fixing things. I do not know this stuff. Now, I must do
it…One day this light it stop work. I say ‘this light not work, you must
fix.’ He tell me I must fix it…sometime it be like I am alone. I miss my
husband. I know he is still with me, and I must be grateful this, but he
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not the same. I must be the husband and the wife…the mother and the
father.
This statement by Pita shows her awareness of the multiple discourses and subject
positions that have been available to her. Firstly there are the discourses of Iran, and
the distinction between the subject positions available to her in her country of origin
and now in Australia. So too Pita speaks of her changing positions to one where she
needs to be more like the ‘husband’ and ‘father’ while maintaining her positions as
‘wife’ and ‘mother’. Rather than seeing her abilities as a wife and mother changing
and expanding, she sees this as a multiplicity of contrasting positions, father and
mother, wife and husband. In addition, it could be said that her husband, the man, has
the ability to create dominant discourses. Pita speaks of her husband imposing the
new subject positions on her whereby she has made attempts to reinforce his position
by telling him ‘you must fix it’, yet she was coerced to comply with subject positions
which were traditionally and stereotypically related to men.
Reeba offers this explanation:
In Iran, my husband very, he take care of everything for my family. My
friends and family, they help us too. In Australia, my husband is very
tired, and want to sleep a lot. He does not know much, and it is very
difficult because if he does not this, I have to do work and to take care of
my family…when I was a little girl my mother and father would say
‘you are a girl, you must do this or you not have married.’ If they see
what I must do now, they would say ‘no, you must not do this, your
husband do this.’ But it is different here, I must do much man things.
This displayed an example of the changing nature of discourses and thus experiences.
The uncertainty of successfully undertaking responsibilities that had traditionally been
completed by her husband and father was a concern to Reeba. Similar apprehensions
were expressed by the other women interviewed. Such distinction had been placed
between the roles a man must do, and the part a woman is allowed to play. When their
required actions meant these boundaries became blurred, this was always described by
the women as stepping out of her place and into that of the man’s. The apprehension
this created was also evident in the narrations of other women. Kendra and Zachea
explain how coming to Australia without their husbands has impacted on their lives in
a similar way. Kendra explains:
In Chile, I look after my family. My husband, he work, he has money, he
do things. Here, I must do things. I must write forms, I must get job.
People tell me, ‘where is your husband?’ maybe it is easy if him here. He
201

is very, he not scared…I must be like him. I must do what he not let me.
I must be like the man.
Zachea concurs with Kendra’s response, stating:
And I must go outside on my alone. I must go to the shop, I must get
money. In my country a woman not be able to go out with not my
husband or father. In Australia, I must go out. All womens they go out
without a man. Here I must be doing things I must not do in Iran.
Not only is Zachea defining the new activities she must undertake. Zachea expresses
the different things she must do that have previously been prohibited as part of her
culture in Iran. Throughout their interviews the women raised a number of the
difficulties they confronted in the transformation of their gendered subject positions
after arriving in Australia. However, these requirements were depicted as important to
the women as their abilities became apparent. Here, the women were able to acquire
the characteristics they had, until then, typically equated with men. Interestingly, these
were not seen as an expansion of their role, or qualities some of the women believed
could be drawn on when making descriptions of women. Too often, to acquire such a
trait was understood as acting, or becoming, like a man, in particular, like the men
back in their countries of origin.
Coupled with the ways the women’s familial responsibilities became altered and
burdensome, performing all her usual roles as well as the new ones based on subject
positions usually occupied by men, Jenna’s following disclosure reveals how the
intensity of the dual roles served to challenge and change the ways women thought
about themselves in traditional gender roles and as public actors:
I had to keep my family, make the food, wash the clothes, clean the
house, all these things I have been doing. But now I must do more, I
can do more. This is the good and the bad. I am very, very tired and
my husband he is sitting here all the day saying I must do this, I must
do that. But now I know I can do this. My life is for my family, but I
must go outside and I must learn the new things. This is good for me. I
did not know I could do these things. I go to the shop, I go to meet the
people, I do not need my husband with me…My husband does not say
you can not do this. My husband says you must do this.
Women continued to develop more dynamic understandings of their own capabilities
and location within society.
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Constructing the ‘Other’
As discussed earlier in this chapter, through their narratives, all the women displayed
an awareness of the current negative discourses depicting asylum seekers. So too, the
women understood the hostility towards asylum seekers and the assumptions related
to them, for example, affirmations of their illegality and criminality, suggestions of
bad mothering, abnormality and overall need for exclusion. Indeed, as evident in the
previous chapter, when women were spoken about in dominant media discourses, it
was largely in dichotomous terms, either relating to the ‘abnormal’ third world
woman, or in terms of victim status. Through this, the women used their femininity as
an advantage in gaining themselves a place within Australia.
In referring to these negative portrayals, the women spoke about aspects of themselves
to indicate that these statements did not refer to them. At times, these were not
characteristics that they shared with others, but things the women kept private to
themselves. These were more internal depictions used to convince themselves that
they were not criminal, illegal, or bad, and thus these subjective positions did not
relate to them. So too, the women would secretly reassure themselves. Sadaf explains
this:
It is okay that the people can be saying these things. They say the bad
people are like this, and these illegals, they are criminal because they
have done this or because they have not done these things. They are
saying that I am a bad mother. How could I be leaving my daughter in
our country if it is really bad like I tell them. They say you are the bad
mother, or you are not telling to us the truth of why you have come to
Australia. But that is okay. I know that it is not true…I know it is not
like they say, I am not like they are saying. In my country it is bad for
me. I leave my baby there so she must not know this trouble that we go
through to come and stay in Australia. I know that it be best for my baby
to come here when I have the permission to be staying and I can bring
her by the plane. She would not have survived the trip I must go on. I did
it for the loving my baby and making it be safe for her…So the people
here they can say this because when I am alone I am thinking that this is
not me they say this about, they do not know me, so this is not me…It is
them that punish me and say I cannot bring my daughter to Australia.
Here Sadaf speaks of rejecting those subject positions forced upon her which she sees
as negative and undesirable, defining herself in a more favourable way. Sadaf relies
on discourses which enable her position as a good and loving mother who made
decisions based on the importance and safety of her daughter. As such she is rejecting
the subject positions of ‘criminal’ and ‘bad mother’.
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In addition to showing how, in various ways, the stereotypical ‘woman’ asylum
seeker being portrayed in the media did not refer to them, the women also relied on
the discourse of biology, emphasising that they are women to distinguish themselves
from demonising stories. For example, referring to such stories Raheleh states “I am a
woman. These people do not like the men”. Indeed, the women were aware that most
articles referred to, or were perceived as implying men. So too, as indicated above,
another common belief held by the interviewees was that, to Australian society,
asylum seeker meant criminal.
Where journalists referred to different actions that were witnessed to further taint the
asylum seeker name, the women were confident that it was not them that were being
described. This is evident in Raheleh’s words:
I am a woman. These people do not like the men. They see the men
yelling and acting bad. They see the pictures of the men on the
boats…when I was on the boat, it was the women who must stay inside.
The men, they were on the outside. It is the men they see on the boats.
They see the men as the bad ones…the criminals.
A number of the other women used similar references to distinguish themselves, for
example “that is not the woman…that is the man” (Mantarl), and “they are bad men”
(Libby).
Elham offers a similar reprise by explaining the structure within immigration
detention centres:
The nice people, they come in to the detention centre and they are
telling us we must not be doing these bad things. They say we making
this bad, and we be seeing the television and the radio and the
newspaper. They are saying we are bad, and we fight and we do not
listen and obey. But when we see the pictures, that is the men. That is
the bad men. They are not here with us. They are the men outside who
do not have the family. They are not the refugees like us.
Elham’s acceptance and use of such discourses is strategic. Although Elham did not
know these men personally, she believed that if they were genuine refugees, like
herself, they would not be acting in such a manner. So too, only those men who were
in detention with their families afforded her trust.
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Not only were the women distinguishing themselves from the references of
criminality by the fact that they were women and not men. The women were
determined to emphasise specific things about themselves and their actions
throughout their asylum journey and processes to further exclude themselves. This
included accentuating particular characteristics of other women as a way of
distinguishing themselves as being the genuine refugee.
In particular, despite believing that, in traditional cultural forms, they were not suited
to Australia, some of the women in this study expressed negative views of the women
seeking asylum who dressed in what they classed as ‘the Western’ attire. However,
less than half the women interviewed in this study wore traditional clothing. Such was
the perception of the ‘other’ that they believed that these women were not genuine,
and that they were the ones who tainted the images of women seeking asylum in
Australia. So too, they believed that these were the women who came to Australia just
because they wanted a better life. This redefines boundaries and reflects a strong
distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ Just as feminists have been critical of ‘self’ and
‘other’ distinctions (see for example Kilic, 1994; Walby, 1990; Spelman, 1988;
Moraga & Anzaldua, 1983), the women continued to deploy such divides when
speaking. This was often used to set them aside from the people who existed in the
negative discourses. For example, the women used such references as “the bad ones,
she cannot be the Bahai,” “look at the ways this women dress,” “she must not be the
real refugee,” “I do not know why she would be needing to come here.” With such
comments being continually used, the women appeared to be searching for and
deploying the negative discourses about women who were in similar situations to
themselves, ensuring they could identify some differences, even if minute. When
making generalisations, such distinctions referred to things such as religion, and
country of origin. If they were referring to a particular woman or group of women
they had seen, it was mostly in terms of her physical appearance and the way she
dressed. This reflected the woman to woman competition and the creation of an
‘other’ as a means to distinguish themselves as the genuine asylum seekers. Reflecting
on Foucault (1977), it could be suggested that such women in this study were
exercising the ‘gaze’ and ‘monitoring’ and ‘judging’ the behaviour and actions of
‘other’ women.
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Conclusion
Throughout this chapter overt and covert forms of control and regulation experienced
by the women have been discussed. Faced with the seeming impossibility of a sense
of integration, or a return to a life that they had known and were comfortable with,
many of the women’s narratives reflected creative processes of innovation and
imagination through which they negotiated a new place for themselves, and formed
new relationships to their society and the self. Through such interpretations, many
women’s narratives reflected attempts to forge a sense of the self based on what they
calculated as placing them in a favourable position to be accepted in Australia both in
terms of gaining protection and developing social networks. This meant they were
renegotiating a vision of who they are and what they can be while in Australia.
Women’s narratives reflected patterns of innovation which sought to establish
accommodation, negotiation, agency and resistance on multiple levels. Indeed,
establishing a sense of self in terms of historical traditions helped to assuage feelings
of isolation and alienation, and made possible an understanding of their new
relationships with society. Continually the women who were interviewed spoke of
different measures they would take to strive for a more valued positioning. Yet, it was
evident that the women, at times, appropriated different personas in order to manage
conflicting expectations. Although the treatment they received in public had a
significant impact on their way of thinking, subjectivities were often transformed out
of the public gaze. This reflected continual self-regulation and surveillance, as
explained by Foucault (1977, 1978). The women identified ways they referred to the
past and who they were in their country of origin as a way of explaining and
measuring their sense of self in their new country.
As identified in previous chapters, the gendered position of ‘mother’ continued to
dominate the discourses and subject positions available to the women. This extended
to physical and material separation between the public and private sphere. Women
were maintained indoors, behind closed doors, and out of the public gaze.
My analysis throughout this chapter suggests that Australian society is not a negative
or empty space, but rather a physical, historical and political context. To the extent
that such forces have the potential to alienate people from territorial spaces, the
attachment of people to a new country is not a given (Stepputat, 1994), but an
affiliation that must be cultivated through complex psychological and political
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processes. Being an asylum seeker in Australia for many of the women was made up
of a series of interconnected social, political, historical and psychological spaces,
which involves processes of struggle and contention. Indeed, women’s narratives
suggested a far more creative process of subjectivity, one which acquires meaning
through complex processes of remembering and narrating the past, and imagining a
future in an atmosphere of hostilities and ambiguities. Indeed, not only did the women
speak of the ways they were actively involved in developing their own subject
positions within Australia. The women also spoke of the need to come to terms with
the discrepancies between what they had been told about Australia prior to their
journey, and the contrasting opinions developed through personal experiences and
interpretations.
In this chapter I have mapped women’s modes of resistance and to analyse their
strategies in an attempt to understand the values that form the basis of their
experiences and actions. The actions the women took in order to present a viable
appropriation of the ideal woman can be equated with Foucault’s (1977) analysis of
discipline and normalisation. This was based on calculations they performed to depict
what others valued. This was predominantly based on individual assessments of their
interactions with and observations of immigration officials and service providers
within the communities. However, where the women regulated their behaviour to
correspond with these assessments, they did not override who they were. Instead, they
deployed strategies whereby behaviours were altered to adapt to different situations.
From these creations, the women deployed measures in attempts to disguise
themselves in different ways depending on whose presence they were in. This reflects
agency in the form of resistant and innovative behaviour whereby the women adapted
to different positionings in response to what they believed they could gain in certain
circumstances. Reflecting on McNay (2000), it can be suggested that the women were
not rejecting or accepting specified discourses. Indeed, they were actively creating and
reinventing discourses to remove themselves from generalisations and relate them
more appropriately to themselves.
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Chapter Eight
Conclusion

Introduction
I began this study concerned about the current existence of national sovereignty and in
what ways, if any, it continued to play out in the lives of people needing to move
across territorial boundaries, amidst the emergence of the processes of globalisation
and the international human rights regime. Considerable research has focused on
sovereignty as well as its changing status both within academic scholarship and
throughout the global world. This has included both formal and informal processes, as
well as discussions regarding sovereignty’s demise, and the likelihood of sovereignty
still existing. As a variation to existing studies, this research was concerned with the
ways sovereignty of the Australian state plays out on women attempting to cross
territorial boundaries when their arrival and entry was spontaneous and not authorised.
People whose attempts to enter Australia highlight the tensions between protection of
the state and protection of people and the international human rights regime. As such,
I was interested in women’s experiences of seeking asylum in Australia, via
Australia’s on-shore refugee determination system to examine the processes of
sovereignty which were apparent in their lives, by examining narrations of power,
control and regulation. Amidst the ambiguity of sovereignty and discussions regarding
its existence in contemporary society, this study examined sovereignty in terms of
Foucault’s (1977) articulation that sovereign power became like a form of disciplinary
power.
As a specific way of exploring the role of states and the significance of sovereignty
and territoriality I was interested in looking at the ways in which women experienced
and understood the processes of seeking asylum in Australia. I was interested in
investigating the ways women from the Global South have understood the processes
associated with their approaches to seeking asylum via Australia’s on-shore refugee
determination system, their different attitudes to and explanations for seeking asylum
in Australia, and changes in their attitudes towards the nation. This investigation
sought to make an original contribution to the literature on sovereignty as well as
women and asylum particularly in relation to the everyday or ordinary practices that
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circulated the women’s lives. This research extends to the actions taken to
accommodate, negotiate and resist operations of power and the discursive productions
of the ideal woman. I was interested in the ways the women’s participation was
manipulated and policed by both the community and officials. As such, this research
looked to make an original contribution to feminist research, particularly feminist
engagements with the work of Foucault. Exploring women’s accounts enabled an
examination of the different ways that the power and control of the state can be played
out. Drawing on Foucault also enabled an examination of the experiences of different
forms and sites of power both while in immigration detention centres and within
society after their release. It explores the ways the women have participated in this
environment as well as the reactions such actions have attracted. Importantly, where
there is power there is resistance. The women in this study were not passive recipients.
Therefore, it was important to acknowledge the women as active agents responding to
multiple forms of power and control.
Overview
Throughout this research I consistently engaged with feminist theory and the work of
Foucault. Drawing upon these theoretical domains I have considered interrelating
themes of gender, subjectivity, resistance, difference, regulation, compliance, power
and negotiation. The work of Foucault (1977) has helped uncover the ways the women
asylum seekers may be understood as sites of docility, power and resistance.
Poststructuralist feminism has shaped my interpretations of how the subjectivity of the
women may be conceptualised as contradictory and fluid.
Chapters two, three and four laid the foundations for this thesis. Chapters two and
three provided a discussion of the literature which informed my research, as well as
the ways in which I undertook and interpreted my research and findings. In chapter
two I explored the literature which informed and developed my research. A discussion
and overview of sovereignty literature raised questions about current processes and
the existence of sovereignty amid the processes of globalisation and the international
human rights regime. As discussed, Foucault offers a new meaning to the processes
and practices of sovereignty and the sovereign body by explaining sovereign power in
terms of a hidden form of disciplinary power. As stated in chapter two, Foucault
(1977: 188) explains:
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Discipline had its own type of ceremony...In it the ‘subjects’ were
presented as ‘objects’ to the observation of a power that was manifested
only by its gaze. They did not receive directly the image of the
sovereign power; they only felt its effects.
This proved useful to my research by enabling me to explore sovereignty in terms of
the practices of power and control as experienced by women who had arrived
‘unauthorised’ and sought refugee status and protection from Australia.
Chapter three acted as my methodology chapter. Throughout this chapter I introduced
the literature and research methods which guided my research. My research methods
of semi-structured interviews and a newspaper analysis were informed primarily by
Foucault, feminist poststructuralists and feminist postmodernists. Where the works
and methods used may be perceived as somewhat contradictory in nature, they were
rather used to complement each other, where one method was used to address areas of
concern and lacking in another, as a way of providing a richer and more meaningful
research.
Chapter four provided a framework to explore Australian immigration policy. It is
clear that Australia has had a history of exercising sovereign control, having control of
decisions regarding who can and cannot enter the country. It is also evident that
Australia has had a long history of constructing and excluding the undesirable. The
construction of Australia’s ‘significant other’ was discussed with its origins in the
exclusion of Chinese labourers in the late nineteenth century and the introduction of
the White Australia policy in the earlier twentieth century. The chapter highlighted the
construction of the ‘ideal Australian’ and noted that European migrants were
welcomed, while Asians (as well as Pacific Islanders, or ‘Kanakas’) were officially
excluded until 1973. Australia’s first refugee policy was introduced as a result of the
influx of the first wave of boat people from Indochina. Before this change, refugees
were included in immigration policy and, while the refugee policy has since been part
of immigration policy, it operates separately from it. This chapter traced the
development and implementation of immigration and refugee policy from its initial
stages to the implementation of Temporary Protection Visas in 1999.
This introduced the discussion in chapter five on the guidelines and experiences of
being on a Temporary Protection Visa. Those people who came to Australia by boat
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without valid documentation and attempted to apply for protection on shore were
granted a Temporary Protection Visa. This was utilised as a measure to deter such
arrivals. However, as noted in chapter five, the existence of Temporary Protection
Visas and its strict specifications may not have been widely known prior to arrivals.
As discussed in chapter five, a lack of command of English, and barriers to accessing
courses in the English language, played a dominant role in the women’s narrations of
their experiences in Australia. Many of the women spoke of the problems, obstacles
and restrictions they faced from the point in which they reached Australia due to a
lack of understanding. Further barriers became apparent as a result of being granted a
Temporary Protection Visa based on the restrictions and perceptions it entailed. The
women in the research spoke directly to the obstacles inherent regarding a limited
command of the English language. In particular, they identified understanding the
processes they were going through and requirements as particularly challenging. The
English language was highlighted as a companion piece in the context of positive
social inclusion and participation. Young’s (1999) work on the creation of the suspect
community and Foucault’s (1977, 1978) discussions of power, control and regulation
were particularly important to the analysis in this chapter.
Chapter six explored the discourses of newspaper reporting in relation to asylum
seekers. To examine this I referred to Cohen’s (1987) ‘moral panic’, and Herman &
Chomsky’s (1994) depiction of ‘worthy’ and ‘unworthy’ victims. Asylum seekers
were largely portrayed as criminals and threats to Australia, and reporting in
newspapers encouraged public support for deterrent policies and actions. Those
attempting to arrive in Australia by boat to seek refugee protection were portrayed in
terms of their criminality, illegality, expenses to Australia, and with metaphors of war
and a natural disaster. More specifically, women seeking asylum were portrayed by
the ways they challenged society’s perceptions of what constitutes the ideal woman. I
explored the use of gendered terminology and how the women ‘fit’ socially
constructed notions of women. What is pertinent to this thesis is the discriminatory
manner in which those who attempted to come to Australia by boat to seek asylum, as
the ‘other’, are treated and the manner in which they are perceived as a threat and to
be feared. As discussed in chapter four, this has been a recurring theme throughout
Australia’s history. Chapter seven responded to such representations by exploring and
examining the subject positions discussed by the women, and the ways the women
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interpreted, experienced and negotiated discourses. In this chapter I explored and
applied a number of feminist engagements with the work of Foucault, with selfregulation and surveillance. This chapter continued to examine the forms of power
and control experienced by the women in the study beyond the specific elements of
the Temporary Protection Visa. It explored the different locations and apparatuses of
power, and in particular women’s constant marginalisation and containment in the
private sphere of society. Of particular concern in this chapter, as in the preceding
chapters, was the continual reference to a woman’s gendered role of mother.
The experiences of women revolved largely around the traditional and socially
constructed stereotype of the motherhood role. Motherhood was all encompassing.
Women, because of their biological potential to be mothers, continued to be relegated
to the margins of society. The women were denigrated or punished for being mothers,
or for being single. More specifically, a woman’s ability and position as a mother was
judged and measured. However, those who were not mothers were also judged and
measured, particularly in terms of their perceived ‘lack’ of motherhood. Making
reference to the women in terms of motherhood draws them back into, and contains
them within the ideologies of the private sphere, the home and family, and reduces
their activity in the public sphere and thus restricts any competition to the state. This
relates to the literature, as discussed in chapter two, where women are traditionally
equated with the private sphere while men participate and are active within the public
sphere. Where women did step out of their gendered and familial roles this was
largely within the private, home environment. As discussed in chapter seven, an
example of this is where the women spoke of taking on the roles of ‘the man’ or ‘the
husband’. Thus women’s resistance occurs largely within the private sphere of the
home and personal lives. Where women’s resistance did take place in the public
sphere it was largely in relation to gendered and cultured roles, reflecting the means
available to them.
It is important to reflect on how feminist poststructuralist theory informed my
understandings of the actions and narrations of the women I interviewed. Drawing on
this theory my research offered important insights into how the women negotiated a
multitude of subject positions, and the complexity and contradictory nature of the
accommodation and resistance offered by women situated within a dominantly
masculine and dominantly ‘Western’ environment. The experiences of the women
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were transient, fragmented and flexible. I positioned their experiences within various
discourses and conceptualised how they appropriated, deployed and refused these
discourses. Foucault and poststructuralist theory allowed me to move beyond
traditional notions of power which consider it to be uniform, homogenous or
centralised. Women asylum seekers are not simply an oppressed group. Rather, they
reproduce, internalise and appropriate gendered and cultured norms as well as subject
positions.
Sovereignty and Globalisation
The past few decades have been marked by increases in the processes of globalisation
and the emergence of the international human rights regime. This has resulted in a
greater number of people as well as the economy crossing into the international
market, and the opening of borders to allow trade to pass through. This time has also
seen an increase in forced migration.
The initial and primary component of this thesis was to explore the existences and
practices of sovereignty in contemporary states amidst the processes of globalisation
and international human rights. Exploring women’s experiences of seeking asylum
offered a way of examining this. There was a need to explore the subtle processes
adopted by states to maintain the appearance of internal governance and homogeneity.
Doty argues that there is a “need to interrogate practices that produce seemingly stable
and fixed foundations” (1996: 123). Those in need of protection are the most
fundamental challenge to the sovereignty of the state, and highlight the conflict
between international human rights and state sovereignty (Dacyl, 1996; Bhabha,
1996).
Across these theoretical and conceptual areas of concern I was interested in
investigating the adequacy of dominant understandings of sovereignty in addressing
Australia’s responses to women seeking asylum in Australia. In particular I was
interested in the ways the state and the many agents of the state responded to,
perceived, and portrayed the women. Historically and contemporarily, studies of
sovereignty have shown little interest in women’s experiences and understandings of
the state. This has meant that explorations of sovereignty have largely gone without
gendered analyses and the implications this has for women’s lives. Women’s
experiences of seeking asylum in this study were often punctuated by traditional
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gendered norms and cultural stereotypes that highlighted the ways the apparatuses of
the state work to assert themselves in women’s lives and contain women within the
private sphere of society. One example of this was the ways in which the women
spoke of treatment and responses from officials and service providers, according to
perceptions of how the women conformed to the idealised motherhood role. The
testimonies of the women in chapters five and seven suggested that women struggle
against the power of the state, and specific personnel, by both utilising traditional
gendered and culturally specific roles, as well as rejecting such roles. As such, my
research suggests that the dualism between victim and active agent is misguided.
In the words of Foucault (1977: 188) “they did not receive directly the image of the
sovereign power; they only felt its effects”. The women’s experiences and perceptions
in this study counter such discussions that the power of the state is diminishing with
the processes of globalisation and international human rights. However, it re-creates
women in positions capable of responding to and questioning this power. As discussed
previously, power is not viewed as something that is repressive or punitive, but acts in
order to produce an ideal subject.
Engaging with Foucault’s discipline and normalisation
The examination, as spoken about by Foucault, combines the techniques of an
observing hierarchy and those of a normalising judgement. It is a normalising gaze, a
surveillance that makes it possible to qualify, to classify and to punish (Foucault,
1977: 814). It establishes over individuals a visibility through which one differentiates
them and judges them. Foucault (1977) suggests that the judges of normality are
everywhere throughout the social body. The process of distinguishing people on the
basis of their perceived normality is an example of what he calls ‘dividing practices.’
Dividing practices work to qualify or disqualify people as fit and proper members of
the social order. We are constantly being judged in terms of the normality or
otherwise. Contemporary western societies as a whole, along with disciplinary
institutions that comprise them, organise their practices through actively producing
identities or subject positions who serve as the ‘other’ against which normality can be
measured (Danaher, Schirato & Webb, 2000). This was continually visible throughout
this research both where asylum seekers were set up as an undesirable other as well as
the ways in which the women compared themselves to others as a way of placing
themselves in a more valued and favourable position. The problem here is that for
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Foucault special forms of subjectivity were taken up from socially defined subject
positions of the ideal and desirable subject. The idea inherent in Foucault’s work was
the need to reform those who fall outside the norms, with the importance being on the
need to transcribe, normalise and homogenise (Foucault, 1977). Society, by acting on
the mind and the soul, could control and transform behaviour so that the individual
was transformed accordingly.
For the women in this study there was an awareness of what was needed to be an
active and desirable participant in Australian society. However, as a repercussion of
being on a Temporary Protection Visa, they were excluded from services which would
enable their transformation and success. The discussions of critical criminologists play
a significant role here by the focus on the processes of criminalisation used as a means
of social and political control (Young, 1975). As discussed in chapter two, the state
has the ability to create a certain ‘suspect community’, which then creates a need to
exclude such a group from participation in mainstream society (see Scraton, 1985;
Young, 1975 and 1999). The application of such work to Foucault’s theories on power
and control has been beneficial for informing the ways the women in this study
discussed their experiences and actions.
Disciplinary practices can be conceptualised in many ways, perhaps the most powerful
of which is the prison in its function as an establisher and maintainer of normative
behaviour and compliance. As Foucault (1977) highlighted, the operation of
disciplinary techniques is not established by way of laws and regulations, but rather,
by normalisation. The conceptualisation of ‘norms’ is implicit in instruments of
surveillance and governance. It is through such norms that the authoritative gaze is
legitimised, and normative practices are observed. The process becomes cyclical in
nature. Techniques of surveillance create and preserve coercive practices and establish
modes of regulation for the social body. These regulations in turn necessitate the
exigency of penal discipline.
The emergence of distinctive surveillance practices is perhaps most obviously seen in
the development of the prison. As the manipulation of bodies is dependent upon the
optics of power, notions of governance and surveillance are best understood within the
model of Bentham’s Panopticon (Foucault, 1977). The induced states of objectivity
and permanent visibility it produces constructs docility and normative compliance. In
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turn, the notion of surveillance is constant, unending and total. It is through the
architectural perfection of the Panopticon that aspects of time and space manifest and
are controlled. These elements are requisite to effective and efficient disciplinary
technologies. My research supports the argument that this technology can be
understood not only within correctional confines, but also within post immigration
detention sites.
Surveillance of the social body can be identified in a number of ways: abiding by rules
and regulations, security cameras in buildings and on the streets, identification
materials and the like. These aspects have become so functional in everyday
experience, that society rarely questions or observes these mechanisms. Inconspicuous
to mainstream society, these technologies can be understood as being particularly
visible to those that have been conditioned to their existence. Previously detained
individuals, conscious of their constant surveillance and governance, cannot disregard
these notions upon leaving prison confines. In turn, they confront innumerable barriers
and boundaries upon release. For the women interviewed, with the constant threat of
their identity as ‘asylum seekers’, ‘Temporary Protection Visa holders’ or ‘illegal
immigrants’ overriding their identity as individuals, experiences once they are
released from detention can continue to be traumatic and arduous.
Being on a Temporary Protection Visa, both real and perceived, limited the women’s
inclinations and opportunities to immerse themselves in their communities, gain
employment and access services. Rarely did the women in this research disclose their
status. However, the decision to disclose or not disclose was understood to be
problematic in both cases when looking for employment, accessing services or
attempting to emerge in social situations. Specifically they argued that if they
disclosed their being on a Temporary Protection Visa to potential employers, they
were not offered the job. On the other hand, if they negated the mention of their
Temporary Protection Visa, and employees subsequently found out, they were
dismissed from their positions. As discussed in chapter five, this was largely due to
their ‘temporary’ status and the belief from employers that this meant they could leave
at any time. Furthermore, such reactions to their status were understood by the women
to not only be due to their temporary status but as a product of the discourses on
people on Temporary Protection Visas. (Whether such limited employment
opportunities were a direct result of such stigmatisation or unrelated factors is
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unknown). What is most critical, however, was the women’s perceptions of the
perennial burdens and limitations their Temporary Protection Visa status brought to
their lives. Such perceptions limited the extent to which the women applied for jobs or
tried to access services. The women could thus be described as being a captive to their
status.
I acknowledge the significance of monitoring (both formally and informally) of the
women in the broader social world. The women within this research have provided
important insights into the ways in which such surveillance and regulation is
experienced, and the ways they resist, challenge, navigate or defy social technologies
of control. In the context of women on Temporary Protection Visas, it is not so much
that the women are subject to surveillance and supervision that causes concern or
negative experiences. Rather, the tendency for the specific surveillance to engage and
be dominated by ‘punitive’, ‘illegality’ and ‘temporary’ pretences serves to not only
hold the women confined within their Temporary Protection Visa identity, but also
perennially locates them within social and political constructions of deviance,
criminality and otherness. The ways in which society currently knows and measures
the
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women

asylum

seekers
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the

community

are

disproportionately grounded within disciplinary constructs. The anchorages of power,
according to Foucault (1977: 217) are not grounded in the ‘amputated, repressed,
altered’ individual, rather, ‘the individual is carefully fabricated in it’. In this sense,
the position of asylum seeker and Temporary Protection Visa holder is created as a
by-product of social mechanisms of recording and non-recording, inclusion and
exclusion, and the discourses through which they are rendered as different and abject.
Experiences with support services and networks suggest there are opportunities, albeit
narrow, for the women to enact agency and not so much move beyond, but rather
sideways, to their socially recorded subject positions of deviance and illegality. In a
multitude of ways the surveillance, regulation and restriction imposed by support
groups (such as Christian groups) on the one hand and state agents on the other differ
in their application. As discussed in chapters five and seven, the women in this
research conveyed the ways in which the differential nature of surveillance played out
in their lives and the implications such regulation had on both their lived experiences
and their internal realities. The women were both physically and psychologically
constructed as ‘illegals’ and deviants when arriving in Australia and being placed in
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mandatory detention. When they were given Temporary Protection Visa status and
subsequently released into the community, the rites of passage from ‘illegal’ to
‘refugee’ were rarely found. Having a Temporary Protection Visa as the dominant
form of identification is further symbolic of an individual’s social identity being
replaced by the institutionally issued position from the state. Structurally and
systematically excluded from social, political and economic realms, being on a
Temporary Protection Visa represented the defilement of the moral social order. This
can be equated with Travis (2002: 33) who writes about the prisoner:
In our assessment of the universe of invisible punishment, we see the
creation of a large population of felons…who are ‘marked’ and
‘monitored’ and cut off from the supports of modern society. We are
creating deeper and longer lasting distinctions between ‘us’ and
‘them’.
Being on a Temporary Protection Visa marks the asylum seeker as invalid,
undeserving and unaccepted within the structures of the broader social body. The loss
of democratic, employment, social and economic rights and points of inclusion and
entitlement culminate to impose and effect a space of otherness. Foucault (1977)
argues that the carceral continuum sustains the effects of disciplinary power not only
within the broader community but, more specifically, on the offending body. The
women can be described as occupying a place where they are not ‘in’ but not fully
‘out’ of the social framework. Their retreat from the social world, and thus social
participation furthers their experiences of isolation and punishment. It could be
understood that whilst technically ‘free’ from the direct arms of the state, they
continue to experience the physical, emotional and psychological ‘hold’ in a variety
of ways. However, as indicated in chapters five and seven, within these structures the
women in this study still demonstrated agency.
Continuing Surveillance and Governance
In an attempt to understand how governance as well as practices and processes of
power and control permeate experiences in Australia, this research has been interested
in identifying both detention and post-immigration detention experiences of
governance and surveillance of asylum seekers on Temporary Protection Visas, as
identified in the women’s narrations of experiences of service providers and the
stipulations of Temporary Protection Visas. The women’s experiences suggest that
service providers and community organisations can be seen to mesh governance and
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surveillance techniques within correctional facilities with those that operate in the
social body. As discussed in chapter five, not only can asylum seeker support and
advocacy services be understood as negotiating these boundaries, but they may also be
seen as participating in their maintenance.
Experiences in the community for asylum seekers were spoken about as being very
difficult and immediate survival mechanisms were vital to those attempting to fit into
the social body that they, physically, mentally and discursively, had been removed
from. Distinctions between the majority and those on Temporary Protection Visas
were perhaps even more pronounced after release from immigration processing and
detention centres, during periods within the communities. The needs and boundaries
of asylum seekers have been the focus for a select group of welfare agencies.
However, as suggested in chapter five, this was often perceived and experienced by
the women as valorising the needs and objectives of the service providers, rather than
attempts to assist and meet the needs of the women.
In community settings the constant and unending observation and monitoring found
within immigration detention settings is continued. These powers of observation,
whilst undetectable to some, are alive and functioning within the social order.
Adopting numerous modes of communication, these measures are experienced by all
individuals within contemporary social frameworks. It is within post-immigration
detention settings that these mechanisms continue to permeate throughout the lives of
those released. Governance and surveillance have become so functional within our
society that asylum seekers are largely unable to disregard their presence.
My research revealed that the woman asylum seeker may be conceptualised as a
central site of docility, regulation, surveillance, obedience and resistance in which the
norms of society and formal procedures are articulated. It seems evident that
Foucault’s (1977) powerful process of ‘normalisation’ was occurring in which the
women were measuring, judging, disciplining and correcting their behaviour against
conventional masculine and feminine standards and norms. The women were also
shown to be internalising the scrutinising gaze which dictates gender and culturally
appropriate behaviour. However, the women discussed a lack of an ideal to identify
with, particularly amidst discourses of demonisation and criminalisation. It was
evident that there was a lack of a standard for a woman asylum seeker to measure
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herself against. This was also a result of the perceived randomness of selection. At
times where the women experienced the obviousness of what was required for them to
succeed, such as learning English, being excluded from services meant this could not
be fully achieved without formulating alternatives.
Foucault spoke of the use of discipline, regulation and normalisation to create a
subject desirable to the state and society. Foucault spoke of the ways in which the
state went about “making the offender not only desirous, but also capable, of living
within the law and providing for his own needs”, (Foucault, 1977: 18). Discipline was
thus “intended not to punish the offence, but to supervise the individual, to neutralise
his dangerous state of mind, to alter his criminal tendencies, and to continue even
when this change has been achieved” (Foucault, 1978: 18). However, rather than
expending time and work on the women to create productive and desirable members
of society, the women spoke of experiences of being excluded and facing ongoing
challenges to access services to enable them to function in society. This acted as a
form of control and led to a preoccupation, without the required assistance, to become
a subject that would be included and accepted. By keeping them so preoccupied
negotiating services and their subjectivities they had little time to immerse in society
or pose a threat. However, as continually evident, women were not merely passive
recipients of power.
Responding to Dominant Discourses and Subject Positions
The censuring of women through categorising their acts in terms of their failure to
conform to traditional gendered stereotypes and the treatment of the women who
violated the stereotypes of wife and mother, as well as the passive third world woman,
served as points of resistance and accommodation to socially defined subject
positions. The significance of the women’s narratives of seeking asylum in this study
is the ways they continually relocated themselves in discourses to serve particular, and
mostly calculated, ends. Everyday life for the women in this study became an active
process of calculation and negotiation, as well as a new understanding and awareness
of traditional roles. The women at times expressed complex and contradictory reasons
for their actions, yet each action was perceived as serving a particular purpose or to
create a particular subject position which they deemed beneficial. Similarly, they
spoke about responses to their actions in a range of ways.
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It was important to engage with the ways in which women have experienced the
processes of seeking asylum and involvements in their communities in order to
understand the location of their actions and the consciousness informing such actions.
The narrations of experiences of the women in this study indicate that women have
struggled in opposing, subversive, negotiated and accommodating ways. Moreover,
the women’s testimonies point out that they have both used and contested gendered
and familial norms to respond to power relations. Women’s experiences of seeking
asylum and their interactions with immigration officials and service providers
fundamentally reoriented their attitudes and prompted particular practices. As
discussed in chapter seven, women’s subjectivity under power produced actions that
were certainly directed at being oppositional, but seen more as accommodation and
compliance rather than resistance. Understanding the women’s actions necessitates
taking notice of the few discursive alternatives women had when considering the
limitations of existing societal discourses relating to their positions. Some of their
experiences came to disrupt the ways these women had traditionally thought about
themselves and their locations within different relations.
My research revealed that the women who were interviewed resisted, negotiated,
accommodated and complied with dominant gender and cultural discourses. At times
the women spoke of resisting the traditional gender stereotypes which categorise
women, and specifically women from the Global South, as being weak, passive,
dependent, sensitive and helpless. The women also recognised the stereotypes held
about them in relation to them being depicted as ‘third world women’ in contrast to
the socially constructed notion of the ‘Western’ woman. They challenged these
notions by explaining their roles in their countries of origin, including careers,
lifestyle and their relationships. In addition they explained many of their actions to
me, which they calculated in many ways, as a way of responding to situations,
individuals, and beliefs. However, it was also revealed that many of the women
complied with dominant gender discourses.
The experiences and understandings of the women interviewed in this study suggest
that gender boundaries are not monolithic, inevitable or dualistic. The women
negotiating the asylum process were shown to be moving between gender divides
through engaging in a complex interplay of socially and historically constructed
masculine and feminine behaviour. The interviews revealed that the women were
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expected to enact what they perceived as masculine as well as feminine behaviour
depending on the social and cultural context, and what they were attempting to
achieve from a particular situation. This also extended to perceptions of the ‘third
world woman’ and the ‘Western woman’. The women demonstrated the fluidity and
flexibility of gender through their ability to configure the appropriate expressions of
either masculine or feminine and ‘Western’ or ‘third world’ behaviour. Such findings
support Butler’s (1990, 1992) assertion that gender is socially constructed,
performative and unstable. According to poststructuralist feminists this position
allows for unlimited possibilities for individual resistance and manipulation to them
(Weiler, 1999). Butler (1992) would suggest that the agency of the subject lies
precisely in its ongoing constitution. “The subject is neither a ground nor a product,
but the permanent possibility of a certain resignifying process,” (Butler, 1992: 13).
Thus, the interviews showed that the women in this study took up a number of
opportunities for them to broaden, transcend and reconfigure the meaning of a
feminine identity. However, while women in my study choose their identity, they do
not always do so in circumstances of their own making (Bosworth, 1999).
The women in this research were shown to be defining and redefining their gendered
identity (Weiler, 1999). For many of them, there was a perception that their
acceptance as a refugee, and then their acceptance into Australian society depended on
their ability to perform as the poor, needy and helpless woman, that is, the third world
woman. At the same time the expression of such traits was often conceptualised by the
women as being unsuitable and inappropriate while negotiating a position so deeply
entrenched in masculine and Western traditions. Some of the women refused to be
defined through pre-conceived terms and asserted unconventional traits that they saw
as essential elements of their subjectivity. The women in this research demonstrated
the complex and contradictory ways they constructed themselves through opposing,
appropriating and accommodating dominant discourses. The women did not
problematise the gender assumptions of their identity and did not seek to challenge
gender discourses which simply define them in terms of masculinity and femininity.
The women were more concerned about challenging the opposing constructs within
femininity which set them aside as ‘third world women’ or in terms of the constructed
‘woman asylum seeker.’
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As discussed in chapter seven, the women continually spoke about not having a clear
knowledge or understanding of what subject positions would be most beneficial to
them. So too, they spoke about their limited ability to access services and assistance to
assist them in meeting the criteria they felt they needed. The women spoke of the
processes through which they negotiated and calculated different positions which they
felt would achieve a desired outcome. For example, some of the women spoke about
questioning whether they should adapt to the socially defined perception of the third
world women, passive and quiet, or a more active role. They believed that if they
adapted to the passive role they may not be given a voice or responded to, especially
when questions referred primarily to their husbands or other men. However, if they
took on a more active role, they were concerned they would not be perceived as in
need of protection. In order to manage and negotiate subject positions, the women
made attempts to emulate the ideal woman asylum seeker through their flexibility and
adaptive subjectivity.
In chapter seven I referred to Tyler & Hancock’s (2001) discussion of the flight
attendant to demonstrate self-regulation. To be a flight attendant a woman must act
according to the specific ‘organisational’ body which is mapped out for them.
However, as became clear throughout this research, the women interviewed, while
negotiating multiple subject positions, had no distinctly projected ideal for them to
identify with. This, as well as the barriers spoken about which hindered their ability to
achieve subject positions, demonstrated the workings of power which percolates
throughout the lives of the women.
As Foucault (1977) would argue, and the experiences of the women would reveal, this
form of power is highly productive and useful. At the same time, this understanding
necessitates points of resistance. The women offered resistance through their
adaptability, flexibility and mobility. They learned to adjust and mould their bodies
and their gendered identity in socially and culturally approved ways. Their versatility
and adaptability serves as a form of resistance. These actions also show how women’s
subjectivity can be fractured, fragmented and contradictory.
Proposed changes in asylum policy and processes
In chapter four I outlined and discussed Australia’s history of immigration control
from the beginning of the nation to the introduction of Temporary Protections Visas
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and the Pacific Solution. Since the beginning of this thesis, a number of changes have
occurred within immigration policy, as well as in and across government. In
November 2007 a new government was elected. This meant the Labor Party regained
government over Australia, bringing both a new Prime Minister and a new Minister
for Immigration. This has brought with it a progression of changes in policy and
guidelines to respond to people seeking asylum in Australia. In February 2008 the
Federal Government closed its off-shore processing centre for asylum seekers based in
Nauru. Using Nauru for off-shore processing was part of Australia’s ‘Pacific
Solution’. This closure was part of the contribution to establishing a fairer system for
the processing of asylum seekers.
Another step in the reform of Australia’s asylum policy saw the abolition of the use of
Temporary Protection Visas in May 2008, as part of the Federal Government’s budget
announcement. The Resolution of Status (RoS) visa was created for those people on
Temporary Protection and Temporary Humanitarian Visas. Temporary visa holders
still in Australia on 9th August 2008 were given access to this permanent visa with the
same benefits and entitlements of a Permanent Protection Visa.
Current practice in Australia means that all boats that are identified as heading
towards Australia are intercepted before reaching Australian water or territory, and all
those aboard are relocated to one of Australia’s off-shore processing centres, such as
Christmas Island. This then means those people are treated as off-shore arrivals. This
reflects the Australian government’s excision policy. Asylum seekers who land in any
of Australia’s so called ‘excised territories’ have fewer rights than those who land
inside an official ‘migration zone’. The government has also been involved in what
has been named as the ‘Indonesian Solution’ where the Australian government is
involved in ‘warehousing’ asylum seekers in Indonesia to prevent them from seeking
protection in Australia. On the 25th July 2011 a deal was signed between Australia and
Malaysia for what is referred to as the ‘Malaysia Solution’, where Australia was to
give Malaysia its asylum seekers in return for genuine refugees. However, the High
Court in Australia rejected this move based on Malaysia’s lack of suitability to host
asylum seekers. As such, arrangements were being made for Papua New Guinea to
reopen its processing centre on Manus Island for Australia to send its asylum seekers
in the interim. During this time the Labor Government failed in an attempt to change
the Migration Act to allow offshore processing in Malaysia. In addition, further public
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discussions have focused on the re-implementation of Temporary Protection Visas or
Bridging Visas.
There is evidence of continual debates and criticism in the media by the federal
opposition leader regarding the Labor government and Prime Minister’s abolition of
the Temporary Protection Visa and the ‘soft’ focus and responses to asylum seekers.
This means that Temporary Protection Visas, and the corresponding discourses, may
not be a matter of the past.
Conclusion
This thesis has asked the question: what can women’s experiences of seeking asylum
in Australia tell us about the processes and status of sovereignty in the modern state?
Drawing on Foucault, this question led me to examine the ways and forms in which
power is played out in the lives of women seeking asylum in Australia. This thesis has
opened up the field for discussions of sovereignty and how its processes are played
out on women who are perceived as acting in ways that question the power of a state
over its own territory while imploring protection based on international human rights.
Australia has had a long history of racism in terms of who can and cannot enter
Australia, and continues to cast differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’. So too, the
perspectives of women, particularly those already cast as ‘other’ based on race, culture
and actions, are not always understood or appreciated. Given the current state of
instability and contention in relation to Australian policies and responses to asylum
seekers, the discussion in this thesis led to some important consideration: How will
further changes in government effect policies relating directly to asylum seekers,
particularly women? How will such changes affect constructions and negotiations of
what the ideal asylum seeker is? What new dimensions of power and control will be
played out on women seeking protection in Australia? Australian policy needs to
critically look at the systems we have in place to respond to and deal with people
seeking asylum in Australia. If we use mandatory detention as a means to isolate
threats and screen women in relation to their viable need for protection, then at their
release from immigration detention they have served their punishment for not abiding
by Australia’s asylum seeking rules, and have been found to be in genuine need of
protection from Australia. It could be suggested that immigration detention is not just
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the punishment and means for assessing asylum claims, but also the visual and
tangible mechanism signifying ongoing punishment and exclusion.
As this research has highlighted, the implications and consequences of attempting to
seek asylum in Australia through the on-shore determination system extends far
beyond mandatory detention. Perhaps at the most basic level the face of punishment in
immigration detention is known, and anticipated. However, once released from
detention, punishment continues by masking itself and infiltrating the private and
public spheres. This means that those who have come to Australia seeking asylum
continue to be punished and excluded despite the finding that they are genuinely in
need of protection.
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