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Images in circulation
At the conclusion of the civil war in Sri Lanka early in 2009, distressing images began to circulate
amongst the Tamil diaspora. Photographs of villages destroyed by shelling, families mourning the
death of loved ones, mutilated bodies and charred human remains passed around diaspora networks
and produced a heightened awareness of civilian Tamils under attack in Government declared ‘no
fire zones’. Caught between the encroaching Sri Lankan forces and the resistance of the separatist
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, these scenes caused ripples of distress around the world. One
might say that the affective force of these images was an animating social energy, moving large
numbers of Tamils into the streets of cities including Chennai, London, Toronto and Sydney, urging
their governments to intervene.
Enter/Exit Alex
In the aftermath of the war Australian authorities were expecting an exodus of Tamils and a sharp
increase in boats to appear on the nation’s horizons. In October 2009 they detected a small wooden
cargo ship carrying 255 Tamils near the Sunda Strait. The KM Jeya Lestari 5, foundering in
international waters, was towed back to the port of Merak, Java by the Indonesian navy at the
request of the Australian Prime Minister at the time Kevin Rudd. Upon arriving in Indonesia the
asylum seekers refused to disembark.

At a dockside press conference an asylum seeker who introduced himself as Alex made himself
known amongst journalists. With his command of English and ‘raw and de fiant’ charisma, Alex
became an unof ficial spokesperson for the Tamils (Allard 2009). Easily recognisable with his thick,
bushy beard — and some say beset with ‘Moses delusions’ — he was seized upon by the
‘international Tamil community’, who urged Alex and ‘his’ people to stay onboard as a political

spectacle, initiating a stand-off at Merak that lasted for over six months (Fitzpatrick 2010a).

It soon emerged that Alex was not simply an English teacher from Jaffna, nor did he have an MBA
as he had initially told reporters, but had a much more complex history, including a misspent youth
and criminal past in Canada, for which he was deported.

Regardless — or perhaps because — of his colourful past, Alex remained popular with the media.
In particular he developed a close rapport with the journalist Stephen Fitzpatrick who wrote much
of his story for The Australian newspaper. The journalist collaborated with the asylum seeker to
smuggle a laptop onboard the boat, ‘cloak-and-dagger style’ (2010b.) Soon enough Alex had set up
a Facebook account, began fielding emails, taking interviews and conducting tours of the boat over
Skype — it was a brief encounter with fame in which he amassed supporters and detractors alike.

As the details of his past came to light Alex became of less interest to the Tamil cause and more of
a concern for those onboard the boat, who feared being tarnished by his negative reception.
Following several attempts by Indonesian authorities to arrest him, Alex decided it would be best to
leave, and one night in March 2010 he disappeared.
Picturing the Borderscape
When the Merak stand-off eventually came to an end in April 2010, the two hundred or so asylum
seekers that had remained on board were interned in an Australian funded detention centre in
Tanjung Pinang, but only after Australia had placed a freeze on processing claims from Sri Lanka
(Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, p. 168). The Rudd Government sent a special envoy to Sri Lanka, and
pledged millions of dollars for rebuilding and development to stem the flow of boats upstream
(Mulligan 2010), and eventually Indonesia also revised its Immigration Law (No.6, 2011) to
criminalise people smuggling.

Through such funding and economic incentives Australia exports its domestic politics of detention
to effectively expand its borders regionally (Nethery et al 2012). The general expansion of this
‘internment industry’ has implicated a diverse range of institutions and organisations including
superannuation (HESTA), public transport (Sydney Ferries) as well as art and cultural institutions
(Trans field biennale, ACO), indicating how everyday exchanges have become entangled in a
practice of the border that threads relations both at home and abroad.
Suvendrini Perera describes the borderscape as a shifting and con flictual zone from which ‘new
relations, practices, possibilities, and forms of connection may emerge’ (Perera 2009, p.56). As a
figure that came to characterise the borderscape, Alex used the media to connect with international
audiences offering them unprecedented access to the refugee experience.

Through Alex the border might be approached not only as a site or a zone, but as a condition that
compels its subjects to behave and perform in certain ways. Alex might then be understood as a
troubling effect of the borderscape; an effect that transfers across images of him (Prakash 1998).

Alex and his Mother
Trawling through news archives online, I came upon a reference to a photograph published in The
Australian newspaper that documented a visit by Alex’s mother, Ms Sathia Rajaratnam, to the port
of Merak. It was described by the historical anthropologist Michael Roberts (2012) as a ‘captivating
image of Alex squatting before Sathia, an attractive sari clad woman’. In another report Stephen
Fitzpatrick (2010b) recalls how an Indonesian photographer used his children as a decoy so he
could sneak past authorities to capture the moment. The journalist later claimed this scene was a
pivotal moment in Alex’s story as the details of his criminal past began to surface (2013). It was
also the first time Alex appeared in public clean-shaven. Curiously this image is not available
online.

I was able to track down a copy of this image in a micro film archive in a university library. In this
high contrast, tonally compressed reproduction, Ms Rajaratnam’s face and features are entirely
blacked out, and Alex’s are barely discernable. This poor facsimile copy of a photograph is as an
analogue of its former self, devoid of details, distorted beyond recognition and visibly distressed.
Postproduction
In present media ecologies, the internet is by far the most effective means of distributing pictures.
The meme-like circulation and (re)production of images online indicates that images are not only
representations of people, things and events, but are events in themselves that are capable of
instigating other events.
The artist and writer Hito Steyerl (2013) observes that the internet has now become the means by
which a signi ficant population of the world organises their lives. It conditions the way we work,
socialise and exchange and to such a degree that it appears as though life is embedded into
networks. In such scenes where the internet and life are inseparable, image and world blur. Indeed,
Steyerl claims that under these conditions world and image have become more or less ‘versions’ of
each other, evolving via cause and effect, or to use Steyerl’s term, ‘postproducing’ one another.
So what does it mean when images go of fline?
Alex is Back
Alex re-surfaced in 2012, announcing himself with a series of photographs in which he appears in a
crowded cell.

In these pictures Alex is again clearly performing for his public. Coiffured and con fident, he
eschews playing the victim and appears as a de fiant, self-possessed and perhaps even narcissistic
individual.
Soon after these pictures appeared the journalist Lindsay Murdoch (2012) traced Alex to an
immigration detention centre in Bangkok. The journalist published an article in the Fairfax media
detailing how Alex had been arrested in 2011 attempting to cross into Thailand from Malaysia with
a false passport. The Kingdom of Thailand, which is not a signatory to any UN refugee
conventions, makes no provisions for asylum seekers and Alex was once again criminalised for this
border transgression. He served six months in a Thai prison before being transferred to immigration
detention.

The article was accompanied by one of Alex’s ‘sel fies’ taken on a phone smuggled into the facility.
This image circulated beyond Alex’s network of Facebook friends and eventually found its way
back to Thai authorities. As a consequence Alex was punished, having his phone con fiscated, his
internet access curbed and moved to a cell in which I am told he was chained and beaten daily.
If we follow the movements of this image, it shifts its purpose from self-representation on Alex’s
Facebook pro file to re-presentation in the Fairfax media. When it eventually returns to the site of its
production in immigration detention, it causes the disciplinary punishment of its subject and with
subject-forming consequences. Although he appears resolute, we know that Alex is both a victim
and a product of overlapping systems of incarceration and exploitation. As a recognised refugee
Alex is technically eligible for bail, however Thai authorities have since refused and he remains
arbitrarily detained.
Ultimately it is Alex alone that bears the consequences of his image circulating online. We might
even say that he is a victim of his own self-image. Perhaps when I re-present this picture to you,
after filling in some of the details and back story, its affective qualities become pronounced; and it
reveals itself as an empathic, moving picture?
Moving Pictures
Hito Steyerl (2013) proposes a notion of ‘Circulationism’ as the art of ‘postproducing, launching,
and accelerating’ images across networks, as a more contemporary understanding of moving
pictures. The art historian David Joselit (2013) claims that in the present era of media saturation and
‘image overproduction’, what is critical about pictures is not their content, but rather the retrieval of
content from patterns of images in circulation. This in turn is contingent on the ability of pictures to
connect and mobilize.

Thus, the politics of moving pictures is not only the public relations that facilitates the passage of
images across media platforms and social networks, but are what drives pictures to go of fline, to
move across screens and change formats; to move through forms and to also move people.

If spectacular society is a ‘social relation between people mediated by images’ (Debord 1967), in
which images are integral to constituting society, what happens when there are more pictures than
people? How has the balance of this social relation shifted? Or more to the point, what kind of
power does this population of pictures exert?

So, whilst it might appear that I am animating these images, we might also consider how these
pictures are animating me — how they effect me and compel me to act.

The art theorist Jill Bennett notes that certain distressing images have the capacity to disturb and
motivate, linking images to actions that forge communities and campaigns. When such images are
shared and modulated they are able to ‘sustain deep social and psychological bonds’ (2012 p. 166).

Following these images of Alex online and into ‘real life’, I found myself amongst an inner circle of
his supporters who are criss-crossed around the world. In a recent letter circulated amongst this
group Alex indicated that his family had backed off from his dilemma finding it too ‘complicated
confusing, stressful and unsure.’ Soon after, he sent word that he was being transferred to another
detention centre outside of Bangkok, and he once again disappeared.
Journalists such as Stephen Fitzpatrick and Lindsay Murdoch have all sought to produce Alex in
particular ways and, to include myself, we have all been responsible for the production, circulation

and exploitation of his image. From a journalist’s perspective, Stephen Fitzpatrick insists that a
story justi fies its means (Fitzpatrick 2013). Without the intervention of reporters stories of the lives
of the marginalised would remain unheard. Such stories reveal the complexity of their subjects,
enable public empathy and in the case of Alex, have the ability to polarise and shift public debate.
The cultural theorist Stefan Jonsson agrees that the experiences and perspectives of the
marginalised are largely unheard, but also argues that the expectations of the news cycle and news
formats are incapable of accommodating the complexity of real life narratives, standardising them
‘to the point of censorship’ (2008 p. 175).
As someone with a particular interest and investment in these images of Alex, I now find myself in
an awkward spot, unsure if I would re-present him according to his best interests. So I ask myself,
what are the ethics of brokering, of trading in and moving such pictures?
Image Power
If images can be shared and circulated, why can’t everything else be too? (Steyerl 2013)
David Joselit shapes his critique of art after the internet to emphasise its effects and consequences
rather than its means of production, arguing that populations of pictures assert their power by either
‘going viral’ and circulating across networks or saturating markets and stacking up (Joselit 2011, p.
94). Hito Steyerl concludes her discussion about images after the internet by advocating for ‘Open
Access’, a political-aesthetic movement in which the free circulation of images across networks
could be realised in life as as the ‘3D dissemination of resources, of music, land, and inspiration’;
suggesting that if pictures stormed reality they might actually change the world.

The circulation of cell phone images at the conclusion of the war in Sri Lanka, had the effect of
moving bodies into action; for moving protestors into the streets, for moving the internally

displaced out of camps and for forging communities and campaigns that continue to lobby for an
independent inquiry into war crimes.

So what might this picture of Alex and his mother be a catalyst for today? What kind of power is it
still capable of effecting?
Living Colour
Image and world are in relation, but they are not equivalents, and the gap between them is uneasy
and irregular. Effecting one may have implications on the other, but in unpredictable ways. So
acting on images also becomes an act of will; an act of willing images into existence and also
dealing with the uncertainty of their consequences.
This image depicts a relationship on the rocks; a single brief reunion amidst numerous personal
traumas of con flict and separation. Devoid of details, distorted beyond recognition and visibly
distressed it is one instance of several such stories that have proliferated in the fallout of a war. It
pictures a people who are missing and their relationships gone astray.
Despite interventions by myself and others Alex’s fate is to be determined by far greater powers at
US Citizenship and Immigration Services. However as one who brokers these images, and as a
postproducer of images I am able to fill in some of the details, colour its reception and bring this
image back to life— or rather as a version of life.

In doing so I recall this reunion and the friendships that facilitated it, as a force that compels an
alternative, but not impossible, future.
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