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Asylum
Mehmet al Assad

Will you please observe through the wire
I am sewing my feet together
They have walked about as far
as they ever need to go.

Will you further observe
through the wire
I am sewing my heart together
It is now full of
the ashes of my days
it will not hold any more.

Through the wire
one last time
please observe
I am sewing my lips together
that which you are denying us
we should never have had to ask for.
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1 The figure of the refugee and the embodiment of
—humahity-

The poem by Mehmet al Assad, an asylum seeker who was detained in Australia, painfully
encapsulates the tension between the perennial representation of refugees as epitomising
‘humanity’ in the “liberal discourse of UN humanism”™ (Hyndman 2000: 68) and the unequivocal
denial of their humanity. Refugees are habitually constructed and conceived of within the
framework of ‘humanity’ and ‘the human’, often as part of discourses* of humanitarianism and
human rights (Rajaram 2002; Nyers 2006). However, the relationship between refugeeness (Nyers
2006) and humanity is not only vexed but also seemingly paradoxical:

The chorus of humanity...repeats throughout the saga of the refugee. And yet, despite the apparent
universality of their condition, refugees are subjected to a wide variety of Othering strategies that,
ironically, cast them as something less than human. The refugee is thus at once the purest expression of
humanity and also its constitutive limit. What are the politics of being identified as “human”, of
belonging to the ever-elusive moral community of “humanity”? (Nyers 2006: xvi).

This paradox exposes how the liberal UN humanism masks historical continuities of injustices,
dispossession, violence, and colonisation that shape the world today (Barthes 1972: 100-102;
Malkki 1995: 12-13; Hyndman 2000: 67-70; Young 2004). Further to this postcolonial critique of
humanism, others have criticised the pervasive depiction of refugeeness as vulnerability, loss, and
helplessness in the discourse of humanity (Malkki 1995; 1996; Rajaram 2002; Turton 2003). The
disproportionate focus on women and children is also said to reinforce the representation of
refugees as the embodiment of ‘bare humanity’ in need of rescue and protection (Malkki 1995: 10-
11). By essentialising and universalising their experiences as refugees, such constructions of
refugeeness de-historicise, de-personalise, and de-politicise their being (Malkki 1996; Turton
2003). Despite such criticisms, refugees themselves have used their bodies, as demonstrated by the
act of lip-sewing mentioned in al Assad’s poem, to reclaim their humanity and to appeal to the
nebulous concept of ‘humanity’. This paper therefore seeks to explore this relationship between the
figure of the refugee and the idea of the ‘universal human’ through the following corporeal acts:
disrobing by Tamil asylum seekers in protest against their deportation in the UK in 1987, and
hunger strikes and lip-sewing by asylum seekers detained in Australia in 2002.

As with any other identity, refugeeness is a site of contestation where discourses regarding culture,
society, economy, and politics constantly interact to construct what it means to ‘be a refugee’. It is
thus not a static, fixed state but a process of becoming (Malkki 1995; Nyers 2006). Most
importantly, discursive constructions are not only produced by the social world but also by
refugees themselves (Nyers 2006). Following feminist and queer theories’, I argue that the body is a

' T would like to express my sincere gratitude to my supervisor, Professor Matthew Gibney; my parents who
have supported me through all these years; and the people behind the Oxford Kobe scholarship, which
granted me the opportunity to pursue my Master’s degree.

2 The modern, post-Enlightenment discourse of humanity is distinguished by its claim to universality
(Feldman and Ticktin 2010: 7).

* Hyndman (1998: 247) conceptualises ‘UN humanism’ as a term to refer to the abstract, gender-blind, and
race-neutral ‘universal subject’ based on the UN ‘family of nations’ established after the horrors of the
Second World War.

* Discourse here refers to a group of statements that determine the boundaries of how a particular topic is or
can be discussed and practised (Foucault 2002).

> Scholars specialising in feminist and queer theories have written extensively about the relationship between
the body and identities: prominent scholars include Bordo (1993), Butler (1993; 1999), Grosz (1994), and
Young (2005).
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vital site of identity construction and materialisation, particularly with regards to the idea of
‘humanity’, as the body serves as a marker of and platform for the construction and enactment of
individual and social selves. Being a body is arguably one of the most fundamental aspects of being
human that allows us to experience the world, and to communicate, share, and understand
ourselves and each other; the body is therefore universal in the sense that we, as human beings, are
all embodied beings (Shilling 1993: 23; Synnott 1993: 3; Grosz 1994: 22; Turner 1995: 145). Whilst
there is literature on the relationship between refugeeness and the body, the discussion is centred
on the reduction of refugees to corporeality in relation to biopolitics, particularly the Agambean
state of exception. This approach tends to focus on how the body is subjected to regulation and
control by the state apparatus or the sovereign (Foucault 1978; Agamben 1998). The Agambean
approach in particular has been widely critiqued by scholars who argue, for instance, that it
diminishes and neglects refugees’ agency through acts of resistance and subversion (Kibreab 2004;
Peteet 2005), it overemphasises the power and reach of the sovereign (Butler and Spivak 2007), and
that there are multiple ways of conceiving the political (Turner 2005; Rygiel 2012; Redclift 2013).

Given the rich discussion around the body and refugeeness within the framework of biopolitics,
this paper offers an alternative approach to the issue of corporeality in Refugee and Forced
Migration Studies: the body is not only subjected to regulation, surveillance, and discipline but also
(re)produces, constructs, and resists ideas about identity and difference. Here, the idea of
‘humanity’ sits uncomfortably in the language of identity and difference: refugees, who have
become nothing but human (Arendt 1968: 300) are represented as the “purest expression of
humanity” (Nyers 2006: xvi) under humanism and yet subjected to countless measures, policies,
and discourses that seek to subjugate and confine them to a state of alterity and thus justify their
treatment as less-than-human. The biopolitical approach highlights how refugees are reduced to
their corporeality and moulded into a “universal humanitarian subject” (Malkki 1996: 378).
Nevertheless, refugees themselves have used their corporeality as a political and communicative
tool to appeal to the impalpable community of ‘humanity’, using their bodies as a spectacular form
of protest (Rajaram 2003).

Focusing on how the idea of ‘humanity’ is communicated through the body, this paper poses the
following question: what do the acts of disrobing, lip-sewing, and hunger strikes communicate? It
asks how ‘the human’ is constructed, performed®, and communicated through these corporeal
protests rather than what it is, based on the claim that being human is an ever-unfolding process
and not a static state of being. It is by no means my intention to reify the representation of refugees
as an embodiment of ‘humanity’—a representation that often works against their dignity, well-
being, and rights as pointed out by the critics mentioned earlier—but rather to explore how
refugees’ bodies are a site of struggle for the materialisation of the concept of ‘humanity’. An
investigation into the relationship between the body and ‘humanity’ from the perspective of the
tigure of the refugee may seem trivial considering the realities of violence and struggle refugees
face daily. I argue, however, that a deeper understanding of what it means to be human reveals the
relations of power involved in constructing the boundaries of who is considered worthy of being
part of ‘humanity’. I believe it is important to understand how we ourselves may be implicated in
such relations of violence in our everyday lives, so that they can be challenged. Here, I draw on
Hastrup and Elsass’ (1990: 307) argument against anthropological advocacy, that it is only when
we have an understanding of the world that it can begin to be changed. Moreover, as one of the
most desperate acts of communication, it is important to delve deeper into the use of corporeality
than to simply understand it as an instrumental tool. By unsettling the language of universal man
that permeates today’s globalising and internationalising world, this paper prompts us to question

® Framing these acts by asylum seekers as a performance is not to make light of their struggles and suffering
but to recognise their impact beyond the personal as well as the presence of an audience (Jeffers 2012: 97).
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how being human is predicated on relations of violence and vulnerability, and the precarious
nature of being’, and embodying, the human.

The human body has a long history, though it was only in the 1960s and 1970s that scholars in
Anthropology and Sociology began to dismantle the Cartesian dualism established by Descartes in
Meditations on First Philosophy (1641). The body began to be analysed not purely as a biological
given and an instrument of the mind but as constructed by and constitutive of the social world
(Shilling 1993; Synnnott 1993; Sasson-Levy and Rapoport 2003). This paper follows the post-
structuralist understanding of the body as a text that can be read and inscribed. Academics like
Turner (1994; 1995) have challenged post-structuralism’s ‘disembodied” approach that fails to
address the materiality of the body, claiming that there should be renewed focus on subjectivity,
agency, and the materiality of the body (Turner 1994: 46). However, rather than dismissing the
materiality of the body, post-structuralism merely claims that the body cannot be understood
outside of discourses, that is, the body both constitutes meaning and that meaning is enacted or
performed through it (Butler 1988; 1993). Although the materiality of the body may symbolise our
commonality as human beings, the body is also where the idea of ‘humanity’ can fail to materialise.
Just as “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” (de Beauvoir 2011: 283), we become human
through the embodiment of values, norms, and expectations regarding appropriate performance of
humanness. The concept of performance thus comprises both normative aspects and the
possibility of resisting them (Fuentes n.d.). In circumstances where one fails to material-
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