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ABSTRACT
This article draws on the findings of the Deathscapes project, a transnational research project funded
by the Australian Research Council that aims to map racialised deaths in custody across several settler
states, and their points of origin in the European metropolis. What is distinctive about the research is its
grounding of anti-refugee and anti-migrant violence in the logic of the settler-colonial state and its
foundational and continuing violence against Indigenous sovereignty. From their very different positions,
refugee and Indigenous bodies are limit-figures that exceed the spatial and temporal bounds of the
settler state and are thus subject to shared technologies of state violence. What follows focuses on
refugee and migrant bodies as they die in their myriad ways across the deathscape, from the desert
borders of the United States to the waters of the Mediterranean and offshore detention sites in Australia.
It discusses some of the key analytical concepts developed through the research and offers an overview
of the Deathscapes website, demonstrating how the site functions as a counter-site to popular media
and acts as an interface for diverse forms of engagement and exchange among communities, activists,
artists, and researchers.
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Australia, the sometime island prison which proclaims itself as a geographical exception, as
the singular island continent (Perera 2009), is defined by the figure of the island as prison. In
the drawing with which we open, “One Asylum Seeker in Nauru,” the artist and poet Ravi, a
former inmate, powerfully represents the sense of disabling immobilization and isolation
experienced by the people Australia imprisons offshore in its camps on Nauru and Manus
Island, encaging them in a mesh of restrictions that are at once spatial, legal and physical.
Following a trip to Australia’s Christmas Island Detention Centre in 2008, Pamela Curr,
Coordinator of the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre, told a reporter, “The leitmotif is cage – all
sizes and shapes. Everything is caged, lights, gym, cameras everything” (Black 2008). Cages
within cages, prisons within prisons, islands within islands: these are enduring features of the
Australian state’s territorializing practices, the defining contours of its past and present.
Christmas Island, in Australia’s Indian Ocean Territory, “marks the faultline between Australia
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and Asia” (Pugliese 2009, 672) and was the first part of Australia to be excised from its
migration zone in an effort to render illegal boat arrivals seeking asylum. Excision, as we
discuss elsewhere (Bui et al. 2020), is one of the arsenals of technologies of the borderscape
by which “Australia’s coastline, its outlying islands and territories, its varied and adaptable
forms of tenure over place, form a mobile, unstable, racialised border traversed by the tortuous
itineraries of bodies seeking asylum by boat” (Perera 2008, 203). These shifting territorializing
practices organise spatial, geographic and environmental factors so as to reinforce Australia’s
self-definition as a state that is racially and culturally distinct and separate from its surrounding
region, and whose insular status needs to be preserved by an ensemble of legal and extralegal measures.

Fig 1. “One Asylum Seeker in Nauru” ©Ravi 2017. Courtesy of the artist.

86 Perera and Pugliese

FROM THE EUROPEAN SOUTH 9 (2021) 85-97
A shifting geography of land and sea: of fortified beaches and coastlines; of weaponized
oceans, whose natural dangers are intensified by official “deterrence” policies that push asylum
seekers into ever more risky ventures; of penal camps and island prisons: this is the carceral
landscape whose contours we sketch in what follows. In our mapping of the violent
geographies within which asylum seekers seeking refuge by boat are enmeshed and
entrapped, we draw on our research for the transnational project Deathscapes: Mapping Race
and Violence in Settler Societies, situating Australian “border protection” practices of
interdiction of boat arrivals and offshore detention in the context of the violent racialized
formation of the settler state.1 The Deathscapes Project is distinctive in its grounding of antirefugee and anti-migrant violence in the logic of the settler-colonial state and its foundational
and continuing violence against Indigenous sovereignty. From their very different positions,
refugee and the Indigenous bodies are limit-figures that exceed the spatial and temporal
bounds of the settler state and are thus subject to shared technologies of state violence. In
connecting Indigenous deaths to other racialized deaths, such as those of refugees and
migrants, within settler states, the Deathscapes project aims to make visible the shared
strategies, policies, practices and rationales of state violence deployed in the management of
these separate racialized categories. At the heart of these shared rationales is the assertion
of sovereignty as the sole prerogative of the state, along with the accompanying prerogative
to control the movement of bodies within those borders.
Weaponizing the landscape
Australia’s history of colonial violence against Indigenous peoples can be mapped through a
geography of island prisons. These include: jails and internment camps for Indigenous boys
and men, such as that on Rottnest Island, off the coast of the Western Australian town of
Fremantle (Melville 2016); reserves and missions where Indigenous children targeted to be
bred into whiteness were taken, such as Palm Island, off the Queensland coast (Kennedy
1985); and lock hospitals for those identified as diseased with leprosy or venereal diseases
such as Bernier and Dorre Islands in West Australia (Stingemore and Meyer 2009). These are
the antecedents of present-day island camps for refugees, designed as the very antithesis of
shelter. All these sites function to instil a sense of dislocation and isolation, where even the
surrounding landscape compounds the suffering of the prisoners, as the vision of an island
paradise proves so at odds with their circumstances. In her memoir, Born a Half Caste, Marnie
Kennedy, a Kalkadoon woman who was removed to Palm Island as a child in the early 1920s,
recounts:
When I first went to Palm Island I can remember it was on a cargo boat, and I can remember screaming
while being loaded into a small boat …The settlement was just being started. … We lived in a huge
grass dormitory, mostly mothers with their children … The men who had wives lived in their grass houses
called the camps. There may have been two to three hundred people. Palm Island lies forty miles east
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of Townsville. It was one of the most beautiful islands. As the ships steamed through the channels to
anchor outside the reef you would see the mountains with the clouds scudding across them and on fine
days you would see the island a mass of green and yellow. With the wattle trees in full bloom, their
perfume would float down over the island … There was an aura about this island. Something so beautiful
it held you in awe. It is hard to believe that this beautiful island was a penal settlement. This island was
meant for romance, love and to live happily ever after. (Kennedy 1985, 6-7)

Kennedy’s memories find a striking echo nearly a century later in the narratives of asylum
seekers held offshore on Nauru and Manus Island, Papua New Guinea, since 2012. As we
write in early 2021, hundreds of detainees have spent nearly nine years in these offshore island
prisons for refugees maintained by Australia. The award-winning drawings of Eaten Fish, the
Iranian artist imprisoned on Manus Island for over four years, frequently highlight the
dissonance between the postcard beauty of the Pacific island setting and the mental and
physical abuse to which detainees held there are subjected (Perera and Pugliese 2016a). Pari
Masoumali, a young Iranian woman, who with her husband, Omid, sought asylum in Australia,
recounts how the beautiful sunsets on Nauru were a source of grief and pain to the refugees
who, like Kennedy in her very different prison, were reminded every day of the unbridgeable
distance between their reality and the vision of the island as a place of romantic beauty:
“People often cried while watching the sun go down … Every sunset was a symbol of another
day lost” (quoted in Doherty 2017).
In these accounts of incarceration on Palm Island and Nauru by an Indigenous Australian
and an Iranian woman respectively, and separated by nine decades, the beauty and the terror
of the natural environment combine to increase the sufferings of those imprisoned there,
adding to their sense of agonizing isolation and the consciousness of being cast away. Despite
the odds, Pari and Omid Masoumali tried to hold fast to the sunset as the promise of another
day and to the dream of the island as a place “meant for romance, love and to live happily ever
after” (Kennedy 1985, 7). Their hopes were cruelly shattered one morning when Omid set fire
to himself in an effort to convince an international delegation of their desperate plight. Fatal
delays in airlifting his seriously injured body to Australia resulted in his agonized death
(Vujkovic 2019). Pari, though a recognised refugee, was put in detention on the mainland,
devastated with loss and grief, with no immediate prospect of release. In 2017 a reporter
described Pari’s plight as follows:
Every day since, Pari has been held in isolated detention in Australia: alone, traumatised, segregated
and trapped in a Kafkaesque legal and political nightmare. She has not seen a sunset since, and faces
an indefinite incarceration, despite being formally recognised as a refugee who fled persecution and
who is legally owed protection. (Doherty 2017)

Fearful insularities, violent sovereignties
The delineation of the border is central to the project of the settler colonial state, as it overrides
the borders of pre-existing nations and assumes the right to determine who may or may not
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enter the new territorial entity. The eliminatory logic of settler colonialism (Wolfe 2006), with its
aspiration to expunge the presence of the Indigene from the land and to assert its own usurping
sovereignty in its place, is predicated on overrunning existing borders and establishing new
ones in their place. Redrawing the borders secures settler colonial ownership of the new
national entity in space as well as time and assumes the power to confer or withhold citizen
status within it. Indigenous peoples, displaced, dispossessed and stripped of national status,
themselves become refugees on their own land losing, among other crucial rights of
sovereignty, the right to offer hospitality within their borders.

Fig 2. Researchers Against Pacific Black Sites performance, Call to
Account, staged outside Round House prison, Fremantle, December
15, 2015. Looking out to Rottnest Island, the performance, led by
Noongar elder, Uncle Ben Cuimermara Taylor, links nineteenthcentury offshore prisons for Aboriginal prisoners with today’s
offshore prisons for refugees. Photo ©Chris Lewis. Reproduced with
permission.

Australia’s establishment as a settler state in 1901 was preceded by the geographical
and racial consolidation of the new nation as an island of whiteness surrounded by the alien
and amorphous non-white geographies of Asia and the Pacific. As it cast itself off from the
surrounding seas, coastlines and archipelagos by designating itself as an island, separate,
self-contained and white, Australia exercised its fearful and violent sovereignty both internally,
by dispossessing the original inhabitants from their land through policies of displacement and
deterritorialization, and externally, by adopting a stance of imperial mastery over the region.
Its current practices of establishing places of detention in neighbouring territories exist on a
continuum with these imperial and racial assertions of territorial and racial sovereignty over the
region. They are practices that, as Anthony Burke puts it, cast security as a founding axiom of
the Australian state, “a political technology” that structures its institutions, sites, and
subjectivities, “at once produc[ing] and manipulat[ing] bodies, identities, societies, spaces and
flows” (2008, xxxiv).
Perera and Pugliese 89

FROM THE EUROPEAN SOUTH 9 (2021) 85-97
According to a report published in mid-2008, Australia “claims rights over more waters
than any other nation” with “sovereignty interests embracing parts of the Pacific, Indian and
Southern Oceans and the Tasman, Coral, Timor and Arafura seas”; further, it claims to
exercise “some form of sovereign right” over external territories amounting to 10.7 million
square kilometres, an area greater than the external territorial claims of the United States
(Woolner 2008, 2-3). These vast territorial interests were amassed through a series of tough
negotiations in the period of decolonization, playing on the needs and desires of newly
independent states such as Papua New Guinea and Indonesia, as well as on the anxieties of
their departing imperial masters. Sovereignty over Christmas Island, previously controlled via
Singapore, was transferred to Australia by Britain in 1957 to “keep the island’s phosphate
reserves and strategically useful airfields in safe hands” (McDonald 2009). Britain handed the
Cocos [Keeling] Islands, to Australia two years earlier, in 1955. Both Christmas and Cocos
Islands, as Indian Ocean islands largely populated by non-white indentured labour imported in
the colonial period, remain extraneous to Australia, although officially part of it. Significantly,
these would be the first Australian territories to be excised from the migration zone when they
became landing points for people seeking asylum (Perera 2002).
The unexpected consequence of Australia’s policies of territorial aggrandisement, as
Hamish McDonald drily points out, is that the successful expansion of its maritime possessions
paradoxically brought with it, not a sense of security, but its opposite: persistent anxieties over
intruders in this newly acquired sovereign zone (McDonald 2009). Fishing craft from the
Indonesian island of Rote seeking to ply their traditional waters, germs and alien infections
migrating across the lines in the sea, refugees seeking asylum on its outlying territories: all
trigger a gamut of racially charged fears from infection to infiltration (Balint 2005).
Since the arrival of the first ramshackle boats crowded with refugees from the war in
Vietnam and its aftermath, asylum seekers have sought to thread their way through the
Southeast Asian archipelago to make landfall on outcrops of Australian territory or even on
some mainland beach. The policy of compulsorily imprisoning asylum seekers who arrive by
boat, but not those who seek asylum at airports after arriving by plane, was initiated by a
putatively ‘left-leaning’ Labour government in 1992. It was extended to levels of unimaginable
systematic violence by a conservative Liberal-National coalition government in succeeding
years (Pugliese 2002, 2003). Political frenzies over defending Australia from arrivals by sea
were nourished and enabled through a multiplicity of territorial practices since 2001. These
included the excision of parts of the mainland from the migration zone with, in some cases,
retrospective denials applied to asylum seekers who had already made landfall on Australian
soil. They culminated in the excision of the entire territorial landmass of Australia from its own
migration zone. At the same time, programs of covert disruption to prevent boats from setting
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sail or arriving, legal sleights of hand (“enhanced screening”), deportations, and enforced boat
turn backs further attempted to deter boat arrivals (Bui et al. 2020).
These practices of violent territoriality found their most extreme expression to date in the
uncompromisingly titled “Operation Sovereign Borders,” put into effect in late 2013, under a
joint military-political command. This relentless operation, combined boat turnbacks, operating
under a veil of secrecy over “on-water” matters, with the grimly titled No Advantage policy.
Operation Sovereign Borders established the core principles for the second phase of the
Pacific Solution, the policy under which Ravi, Omid and Pari, the three UN-recognised
refugees cited above, as well as close to 2000 others, were incarcerated in island prisons on
Nauru, Manus Island, Christmas Island and elsewhere; several thousand more children,
women and men remain in onshore detention or subject to other indefinite sentences in the
limbo of “temporary protection” (Bui et al. 2018a).
Border force, offshore detention and the black site
As outsourced enclaves located outside Australian borders on its former colonial protectorates
of Nauru and Papua New Guinea, offshore detention camps are pitched on shaky legal ground,
in a shifting territoriality somewhere between Australia and the impoverished client states that
act as its overseers and landlords (Giannacopoulos 2016; Giannacopoulos and Loughnan
2020). An ever-changing cast of multinational contractors – including G4S, Serco, Transfield,
Broadspectrum, Ferrovial – have been outsourced to operate them. Despite the nominal
responsibility of the Nauru and PNG governments, all major decisions for these camps are
referred to the Australian Department of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP), later
tellingly renamed Australian Border Force (ABF). The neocolonial nature of this arrangement
is underlined by the fact that Australian citizens are employed in managerial and supervisory
roles throughout the camps, with quotas of local PNG and Nauru staff contracted for mostly
menial roles, such as cleaners and guards. The ethno-racial, religious and national tensions
that this arrangement inevitably engenders among expatriates, locals and inmates adds a
further dimension to the structure of displacement. At the same time, the operation of the
camps for over a decade has played a significant role in reshaping local economic and political
conditions, and the relations between states. For example, the rising revenue from taxes paid
by the Australian government on the detention camp in Nauru have now moved that tiny
country into the category of high-income nations as ranked by the World Bank, with a Gross
National Income [GNI] rising from US$3,300 per capita in 2007, the year before the detentions
centre was established, to US$ 13,000 in 2019, less than a decade later (ABC 2021). The
business of detention, then, becomes core to both economic survival (as in the case of Nauru)
and political survival (as in the case of Australia) for governments in the region.
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In terms of international law, the convoluted spatio-legal architecture of the offshore
camps functions to obfuscate sovereign responsibility and endlessly defer accountability under
law for the plight of the inmates, the overwhelming majority of whom are recognised refugees.
In our attempts to theorize the structure of these offshore detention camps we have drawn on
the concept of black sites (Perera and Pugliese 2015). “Black sites” is a term that has been
widely used in the war on terror to describe locations where the US and its allies maintain
secret prisons or conduct other illicit activities away from public or legal scrutiny. These sites
are characterized by secrecy and lack of accountability. They are most often located in
racialized and/or formerly colonized territories, and they continue practices of abuse and
torture perpetrated there against colonized peoples. We refer to Australia’s camps on its own
former colonial territories of Manus Island, PNG, and Nauru as black sites in order to highlight
their structural connections with other extra-legal or illegal places of confinement, abuse and
torture. Our use of the term black site highlights the linkages between Australia’s racialized
imprisonment of refugees and the geopolitics of the war on terror within which Australia’s
Pacific Solution must be located. As we have discussed in detail elsewhere, Australia’s black
sites in Nauru and Papua New Guinea are characterized by “an architecture that is the very
antithesis of shelter: they are spaces designed to engender fear, compound uncertainty and
maximize a sense of exposure to danger” (Perera and Pugliese 2016a).
This remains the case despite a ruling by the PNG High Court in April 2016 and an earlier
decision by the Nauru government in October 2015, both officially decreeing that the camp
inmates were not prisoners (Tlozek and Anderson 2016; Henderson and Anderson 2015). But
although they may be no longer forcibly confined, Australia’s detainees remain unfree, in a
state of insufferable uncertainty, compounded by daily fear of violence (Perera and Pugliese
2015). Their reality is that of a prison within a prison. To compound their plight, perversely,
theirs is a prison within which the brute physical structures of the camp – its barbed wire fences,
quarantine compounds and confinement cells – at times represent a form of protection against
the dangers of the surrounding towns and villages, where xenophobic resentment and
epidemic levels of rape, beatings and other forms of violence against refugees prevail (Harvey,
n.d.). On Good Friday, April 2017, members of the PNG Navy attacked the camp while
refugees cowered in terror, in fear of another incursion such as the one in which a young
Kurdish refugee, Reza Bharati, was killed in 2014. Attempted suicide and self-harm became
all too common responses to this experience of anti-asylum since.
As documented by the Deathscapes project, in some instances in harrowing detail, at
least 14 people have died in custody in Australian offshore black sites, with the total number
of casualties unknown (Bui et al. 2018b). In line with their functioning in effect as black sites,
accountability for deaths within these sites is disowned by both the host government and
Australia. An inquest is conducted only in instances where a detainee dies on Australian soil
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after being airlifted for medical care. In the case of Omid Masoumali, whose death by
immolation occurred in 2017, coronial findings are yet to be handed down at the time of writing,
more than four years later. However, the terms of the inquest already stipulate that it “will not
investigate Australia’s treatment of or its obligation to Masoumali as a refugee” (Australian
Associated Press 2019).
Arrested lives
Following a series of reports by human rights organizations denouncing the levels of violence
against the refugees illegally imprisoned by Australia on Manus Island and Nauru (eg. Amnesty
International and Human Rights Watch 2016; Australian Human Rights Commission 2014),
during 2018-2020, following a deal between the U.S and Australian governments, several
hundred of the refugees from the Manus and Nauru camps were accepted for resettlement in
the United States, despite initial refusal by an incoming President Trump to honour a preexisting arrangement. The resettled refugees’ varied experiences of freedom, compounded by
the transfer of many during the Covid-19 lockdowns of 2020-2021, are summed up by Imran
Mohammad Fazal Hoque, a refugee from Myanmar held on Manus Island for more than five
years:
I am free today but overwhelmed with guilt. My struggle came to an end in June 2018 when the United
States offered me liberty and changed my stateless life in a way that I can’t put into words… Life feels
real and I can see a bright future ahead; however, my free life feels constrained in some ways … It is
hard for us to feel completely free while this year will mark eight years in detention for those who are
still suffering in Papua New Guinea, Nauru and Australia, and whose future is still unknown. I want to
move on, thrive, and forgive the Australian government for everything it inflicted on me for five years,
but I just don’t know when I can do that as it has separated the family I made during my incarceration
on Manus Island. It continues to play politics with their fragile lives. (Hoque 2020)

Caught up in shifting geopolitical currents, in the gaps between state sovereignties, the violent
geographies of Australian detention continue to expand and ramify globally in the lives of those
resettled, as for those who remain incarcerated. Several others have been deported to
conditions that remain dangerous. Despite the departures of many for the United States,
hundreds more people remain in Australia’s offshore detention centres, while thousands are
in limbo in various forms of onshore confinement. Ellie, a refugee held on Nauru, brought to
the mainland for medical treatment and now in danger of being returned there, expresses the
sense of hopelessness she faces, traumatised by years of invasive body searches and in
constant fear of sexual attack by both guards and fellow inmates: “I have been left like a
worthless object in a corner of a prison among paedophile men who have a history of abusing
women and children. Every day, I sink deeper into the swamp of fear and despair. But no one
hears me” (quoted in Vasefi 2021).
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These are arrested lives, placed in a locus of nowhere: arrested on arrival by boat to
Australia’s excised immigration zones and dispatched to offshore immigration prisons; arrested
in the annihilating space of indefinite detention, where there is no time, and where everything
is held in a state of suffocating and oppressive suspension; arrested into a state of paralyzing
immobility in which there is no glimpsing of a future; arrested in a space where they have been
converted into commodities of exchange in a dubious “deal” with the Trump administration;
arrested in geographies of violence.
In closing…
As we conclude this article that can find no real conclusion, we return to the scene of Christmas
Island to reflect on two more arrested lives: of two little girls, Kopika, aged 5, and Tharnicaa,
aged 3, held there in detention for much of their brief lives, the daughters of the Tamil refugees,
Priya and Nades. On an island off an island, a prison is maintained at exorbitant cost just to
encage this small family as far as possible from the mainland. Their conditions, according to
their mother, can no longer be called detention: they are in a “jail” (Theodosiu 2019). The girls
stand against a chain link fence; above them is the infinity of the sky, and around them the
boundless sea. They sing: “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.” The girls are tiny, mere specks in a
system that seeks repeatedly to cast them out and to deny them safe harbour.
But the girls, though stateless, are not without a home. Across Australia, and nowhere
with more determination than in the small rural town of Biloela, in Queensland, where they
were born, numbers of people, old and young, look up into the same stars and sing back the
same children’s song (Theodosiou 2019). In an official camp culture that diminishes and
degrades – the girls’ parents are regarded as “security threats” to Australia who must be
deported – hundreds of people gather to amplify their small voices; to sing back to them on
their island prison. These voices arc across the Southern Sky from opposite sides of the island
continent, from Queensland to Christmas Island, establishing fragile constellations of affective
solidarity that defiantly bridge the violent ruptures and dislocations mandated by the Australian
state’s regime of immigration detention. The voices, singing to one another, echoing through
a multiplicity of media, across the ocean, into the sky, realize an-other geography of
connectedness, one that counters Australia’s encaging geographies of border violence.
Notes
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The Deathscapes Project was funded by the Australian Research Council from 2016 to 2020 with lead
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