
Interview between Iqbal Asadi and Dashiell Moore

[recording begins]

Dashiell: Thank you. All right. Okay, where's our record? Okay. Fantastic. 

Just to introduce this project - hi everyone, my name is Dashiell Moore and I'm the chief investigator of a research project funded by the Australian Research Council entitled Carceral Archipelago. As part of that project, I have the good fortune of being able to talk to many writers and artists about different histories of islands and confinement in Australian and Pacific history.
And today I've got the pleasure of speaking with Iqbal who is a graphic designer. The interview is conducted on Zoom and I'll ask a number of questions across the next hour or so. So Iqbal if it is okay, do you mind, if I ask you to kind of introduce yourself in your own words, maybe speak to your family history where you're speaking from today, and where you come from, and whether English is your first language to kind of throw a few questions at you as an introduction. Thank you. 

Iqbal: Thank you Dashiell for taking the time to speak with me today. I appreciate the opportunity to share my experiences as an asylum seeker and as part of Writing Through Fences. My name is Iqbal. I was born in Iran and come from the south of the country where there is a large Arab community and I'm Arab. My first language is Arabic, I also speak Farsi. Growing up under the Iranian regime as we see, we often felt limited in what we could achieve. And this restriction was one of the ongoing challenges of our lives. So, we left Iran in 2008 and we lived as refugees in Syria. Unfortunately, with the outbreak of the war in Syria, we were once again displaced. During that time, Australia became a place of hope for us. 

Currently I work as a freelance graphic, designer, and illustrator. I design educational books for private school as well as children story books. I'm currently studying graphic design online and previously completed a certificate in interior decoration. I'm also self-taught artist and my painting and drawing practice definitely informed my design work. In addition to my professional work I have volunteered in community centres where I run art workshops for women for three years. These workshop were deeply meaningful and we are now hoping to continue this work through Writing Through Fences depending on time and the availability and funding. And my experiences of displacement, detention, and community work have shaped who I am today and continue to guide my personal and professional life. 

Today, I am settled in Australia. I'm married and a mother of two children, we are expecting our third child soon. That's why I'm hard breathing! Citizenship was one of the most emotional moments of my life. It was not just a document. It was at the end of waiting, it means belonging and it means that the future was finally something we could plan because of everything we went through. We value being here deeply, and nothing came easily, and that makes every opportunity more meaningful for us.

Dashiell: Thank you so much. It's something about a future opening and with your little one on the way too, congratulations. I'm a new father myself and it's a journey, but I can only imagine how the experience of detention has shaped your own journey as a parent. Maybe firstly, to talk to your experience in graphic design, your work as an artist - you mentioned that you were self-taught? Are there any kind of influences that have inspired your practice? And what are some of the key ideas behind your current or past work? 

Iqbal: Of course, it's a talent from when I was very young. I had that talent but that started from detention. So in detention centres I started painting. People around, they were inspired, I was inspired by them. 

Dashiell: Can I ask very quickly, were these sent to people outside of the detention centre, or were these works that you did for yourself? The paintings that you did while in detention or the other art that you did while in detention, what happened to them?

Iqbal: With the artworks?

Dashiell: Yeah, that’s right.

Iqbal: I had so many artworks in detention, but I don't have any picture of them. They were in entrance of the detention centres, they were everywhere, and people were talking about them, and they were interested on my work. I even try to remember what were they, but they were feelings. My mum used to do crochet with her hands. I think I sent you a picture of the charcoal drawing. It was a quick sketch of what I see, I draw and inspired by. But I don’t have any artwork from the detention centres. But because many people were creative with sewing, crochet, so we had a chance to participate in Darwin Exhibition Centre and we displayed all the work there and they took us there and we were watching our work hanging and people were looking at our works and that’s the beginning of - get me ambitious to do more work in arts because I saw people are interested. 

Dashiell: Of course. Yeah. I mean your artworks speaks for itself. It's fantastic. Can I ask in terms of the connection with Writing Through Fences, how long were you affiliated with Writing Through Fences and did that begin with the Darwin exhibition, or did this precede it?

Iqbal: Well, we used to be connected with people around Australia, from Melbourne, with Miss Janet - she's a lovely woman -

Dashiell: Yeah. 
 
Iqbal: She's very supportive. And from first week we arrived in Melbourne, we met her and she helped us and we felt that we know her for a long time, and she started supporting us and I really appreciate every single thing that she did for us. And we started to work together and be together as asylum seekers and we ran exhibitions together and I was as an artist. But we had other asylum seekers who were sharing their stories with poems, writings, and different ways. So, whoever had a way to express and to talk about the experience, just to acknowledge other people outside Australia, outside the detention centres, people get to know who we are and we are not dangerous, we are just normal people. 

Dashiell: Yes.

Iqbal: We started to receive so many supports and friends and love and everything. [inaudible].

Dashiell: Through the medium of art and connecting on that human level, it's a powerful thing. I was going to ask a few more questions about your own experience. You've already kind of touched upon this, but do you mind providing me with a few more details about your experience in detention. Where were you held, for how long, and under what authority, if that makes sense? Which state, or what kind of legislation allowed for your detention. Do all those questions make sense? 

Iqbal: Yeah. Well we were in Christmas Island and Darwin detentions, two detention centres in Darwin. And, well, Christmas Island was completely different from Darwin. It was very crowded. Many people used to be in one place. Well, we were asked what we would do if we were sent to Manus Island - 

Dashiell: Yeah.

Iqbal: At the beginning. But Christmas Island was not a place where creativity felt possible. It was very busy detention centre with many people. People would knock on the door at any time, asking for help because the interpreter were limited. Not many interpreter were available. Only when there is interviews or medical situations, serious medical situation, was there. People would just ask for help at any time, every four or more families shared one space. We used two bedsheets to cover the bed, just to create a small sense of privacy. 

During this time my father became sick, and after we had been standing in the rain all night while waiting for help, he was suddenly isolated from us and this isolation lasted for four days and no one explained why. Well, we were separated from him without any information. And I was crying all the time and thought that there is something serious happened to him. And finally, just one of the officer I asked him and he said he is sick. I don't know why, but the first thing came in my mind was cancer which is the worst thing happens. Until he came back from the isolation and it was just a normal [inaudible]. So this experience made detention feel even more painful and isolating not knowing what was happening next. He was my father, but, in general everything, and having a control of everywhere. It was monitoring, and everything - there was a routine and we couldn't have the freedom of, we were very stressful to think about to be creative future, or we didn't know why we were here and what's gonna happen next? It was stressful. 

Dashiell: Yeah, of course. Can I ask - so you were able, with your father, to hear about his experience afterwards, after his isolation, did you know where he was taken? Was this like a medical ward? 

Iqbal: No.

Dashiell: Okay.

Iqbal: Nothing. Yeah, there was nothing shared about him until he came back and we saw him and he told us it was just a normal flu. And there were a few people that were sick. Which is, it's fine, they don't want to spread it in the place, but if we knew that it was much better and easier for him to [inaudible].

Dashiell: Yeah, of course. Psychologically you can work through that but withholding information, it's a different thing. Building on this question, before you arrived in Christmas Island, did you have expectations about Australia's refugee history? What were your preconceptions of that, did you have expectations about Australia or Christmas Island? Had you heard of Christmas Island before? 

Iqbal: Yeah

Dashiell: Did you receive advice from anyone? 

Iqbal: Yeah. In our case because we were in Syria, we were recognised as refugees by UNICEF by the UN. But we did not fully understood Australia's Refugee processing system or its potential policy before arriving, we did not expected to be detained, we were not aware of how long or difficult processes. Honestly, the advice that we received before leaving was limited and mostly informal. We were told that Australia offered safety and opportunity. There was nothing much explained. But we - what was important for us is the safety. So we were looking for safety rather than talking about or asking about what's the processes? So we did not have any - because the place that we came from, which was Syria, was four years before, so of course, gonna be safer than what we were or where we were in. 

Dashiell: Yeah, absolutely. 

And Christmas Island, was that something that loomed in your mind beforehand or when did you know that would be the place that you would end up in, for a period of time?

Iqbal: Well, we were taken from the boat to the Christmas Island detention. And detention does not end at the gate, it stays in the body and the mind, feeling of uncertainty, just the sudden changes. Paperworks, official letters, the closed doors, silence, they all came in short time and in one place. But we, well, it's really hard to explain. I remember what we could feel, because the feeling at that time is completely different to if I want to explain that now, after 11 or more years, but, detention also shaped how I value freedom, stability, building a family of my own, becoming a mother, and creating sense of home has been deeply healing and has situated me in, in community with purpose. These have allowed me to not only survive after detention, but also rebuild and reconnect and continue moving forward. But detention was not only physically close but also made us feel cut off from normal life, from the outside world. So, we were asked to sign paperwork, and, well in - so we are talking about Christmas Island, right?

Dashiell: Yeah, yeah.

Iqbal: So Christmas Island was, I was trying to understand the place and people because we came from a country that we used to speak in one language and one culture. When we face so many people with different languages and different backgrounds, and it's sort of confusion for people just to figure out what's going on. And that was really hard to, to make people understand this point and it was very important. It seems very simple and basic but it wasn't.

Dashiell: No, of course. No, it's entirely confusing, and bewildering, and alienating. Can I ask maybe picking up the point that you're talking about, from Darwin, at what point you were able to move out of detention and what facilitated that decision, did this come from an interview with a border official or something.  Did you have any oversight, I guess? Do you now have awareness over the process of looking over your case? And what was that experience like, in leaving Darwin and moving to a new - 

Iqbal: I just want to mention an issue that -

Dashiell: Please.

Iqbal: I had in the Christmas Island before. 

Dashiell: Yes.

Iqbal: It was about the interpreting. A serious issue we faced was the interpreters. There were not many interpreters available, and the ones who were there usually spoke only one or two Arabic accents [inaudible]. And as you know, Arabic has many different accents, and what happens is so many misunderstandings happen with interpreters and as you know, they interpreting the information that people give to immigration department and sometimes those mistakes could affect their case of study. I remember one time the interpreter made the mistake by a number and I noticed that and I mentioned, and it was recognised by people who did not speak English. They don't understand those mistakes and it was making changes, very serious changes in the case of study. Yeah, so this is the issue that people were talking about having, but no one thought about it. 

Dashiell: Such an unfortunate thing. I've heard similar cases, and you know, across Australian history, interpreters, translation, the infamous diction tests often defined someone’s case for asylum. Even from now to 1901 and before then. Go ahead. 

Iqbal: Yeah, so the detention centre in Darwin was better than Christmas Island. It was there that I met my friends. There, we could connect with people outside of the centres, because in  Christmas Island, there were high walls and completely isolated from outside. And we did not know what is outside the centres. But in Darwin we had more freedom of going just to have coffee in the coffee shops around. Or a mosque to pray. So you are more connected with outside world, and also people used to come from the other side of the fence. It was mesh fence so we could see outside. We had visitors. We used to come and see us, and still we are friends with them. So that's a good part of Australia and we saw the love and caring from people and that was really meaningful for us. So Darwin was much better. But of course there were many different detention centres there. Some of them were bigger and they had more families. The situation was maybe, I don't know, but we heard about so many mosquitoes and children used to have itchiness in their skin. This is what we used to hear from other people. But everything was provided, compared to Christmas Island. Internet, we had so many activities and we used to get points from the activities that we had. I used to get four points so I could buy from canteen. We used to be, some people were depressed because of the wait and they don't know how long they should wait, because so many people used to wait for a year or over. No one knows how long they stay. So that make it very difficult to enjoy the activities that they do. 

Dashiell: Of course. Can I ask quickly, for detail, sorry to interrupt - do you remember the names of the detention centres that you were held in in Darwin? 

Iqbal: I remember we were in Delta One and Delta Three.

Dashiell: Thank you. The point system - such a strange arbitrary system. But, you know, at least it provides you with a sense that there's a logic to a system which is otherwise quite, you know, I mean alienating for one but totally confusing in other ways and that sense of like the indefinite nature of detention, to have a point system, it almost exists in contradiction or contrast with that. I imagine that would have been an interesting system to live under. 

Iqbal: It was controlled, it was secured, and every movement that we do, everything that we do, people were aware of. Because it's different cultures, we might see people who care [inaudible] - so many different situations that people put in. But in general, we had Circle stuff from company called Circle. Yeah, the food, the restaurant food and cleaning. So they all were companies, different companies. The problem was the English in people who did not speak English. They had difficulty to get access to services or they asked for needs because if they didn't know how to ask they don't get. 

Dashiell: No of course. Yeah. Again language is used as a tool of punishment in this case but for again, arbitrary bases.

Iqbal: Children were able to attend the school in Darwin, and my brother used to go to school, which made the difference for families to feel much better about their children. And, just to - 

Dashiell: Sorry. Go ahead, please continue.

Iqbal: [inaudible]

Dashiell: We're gonna come back to a few different  threads of this. In a little bit, I'll make sure to ask you about the different companies that were responsible for the upkeep of the detention centres that you were in. But maybe just to work from Darwin into where you are now. Maybe, could you speak to how those experiences of detention continue to inform day-to-day life after your leaving? You mentioned this just now actually, that you know, it never quite leaves you, but maybe could you speak directly to that question? 

Iqbal: Well, first year that we were in Melbourne, after detention, we were not allowed to work or study. So - sorry someone is knocking. 

Dashiell: Please - would you like to stop? 

Iqbal: One second, I just, thank you. Thank you, sorry about that.

Dashiell: Not at all.

[Interview pauses, background noises]

Iqbal: Sorry about that. 

Dashiell: No, so fine.

Iqbal: [inaudible]

Dashiell: If anything comes up or if we need to stop we can just do that at any time. It's not a problem at all. 

Just as a prompt - and are you okay to continue? 

Iqbal: Sure, sure, yeah. 

Dashiell: How has experiences of detention continued to inform like your day-to-day life after you were able to leave Darwin, or after you left Delta One or Three.

Iqbal: Well, as I said, the first year, I wasn't able to study or work. And I came with my full energy to start the life. And yeah, I was trying to look everywhere to find a way to - I didn't want to stay home and do nothing because, waiting for the moment I leave out of the detention for more than one year in detention. But anyway, Janet was the first person I faced. And, she just, started supporting me and many others. From there, I started my artwork and started to painting and participating in exhibitions, and people were very interested in my work and of course, others as well. I started to look forward, if there is any exhibition that I could participate with and I found a centre called Community Housing Centre, something like that, and I volunteered with them. I volunteered there for one year, the year that I wasn't able to study or work. I used to help. We used to get people food, and with the language, many new Arabs were there around and they needed help with English, filling forms. So I used to help them with that. And they supported me, they helped me to get materials for the painting because I haven’t been able to afford to get the materials, so they help me a lot and I really appreciate them even now. Uh, and then after one year, I was able to study, I did enter (interior) decoration straight away. And my dream was architecture, but fine as well. I was happy. So I was always trying to study, just to educate myself. The situation that I was in wasn't easy as well, because I had to show that I’m human - 

Dashiell: Yes.

Iqbal: Like any other person in Australia, I'm the same. But no one knew what we came through. In detention or before. But they saw us as same. So they don't know what we felt, but they look at us as a normal person. There was no empathy from everywhere. But it was okay for us, we just - 

Dashiell: But also not being able to work or study and asked to immediately move on [inaudible], I guess there's an extension of something like the tall poppy syndrome or just not wanting to actually be bothered with other people which is, you know, the most horrendous trait I think of someone who has not gone through this.

Iqbal: A few people knew about asylum seekers. With our blue Medicare card, so many people, they didn't know the difference. They ask ‘why it's blue, why it's not green?’ When I wanted to enrol, in Institute, or we, we used to do certificates, not more than that because that's what we could do. But with that event, with answering the questions in forms, “what is an asylum seeker”, then they need to ask the head office and see if you are eligible or not. And so many times, I got refused. I should have a permanent visa. After I received my permanent visa, I tried again and again and no, you should have citizenship. Because of the law changes every time. But life didn't stop. I got married with kids. I had two toddlers during pandemic, during COVID, and I used to do online because yeah. It was non-stop feeling that I had towards my future and building myself as a person who I wanted and planned for.  Not disappointed and stay and do nothing. 

Dashiell: There's an interesting point of connection between I guess COVID and the necessary isolation of quarantine I guess or just being isolated in that context. And then, you know, the experience that you had very close at closing face to hand of, you know, experiencing isolation in detention. And so I wanted to ask, not to equate these at all, but just to say, was it art that allowed you to experience a sense of solace or connection in those contexts? How does art and art practice enable you to work through those kinds of confined spaces that we've discussed, and I guess the mentalities of an Australian public that, you know, doesn't even know much about asylum seekers or doesn't want to be bothered with things outside of their backyard.

Does that kind of question make sense? How has art helped to work through those kind of challenges? 

Iqbal: Yeah, of course. My painting is strongly influenced by my feelings, the mood I am in, at the time, I do not separate my emotions from my work. What I paint depends how I feel in that moment. Even when I receive commissions of paint works customer asked for, I always add my own touch - because of this, no two works are ever the same. Even if I repeat a similar idea, the result always looks different. I'm self-taught artist. I don't follow any rules in art, I follow my feelings. I prefer natural flowing lines rather than perfect straight lines. It's all about my emotions. That's why I started from detention centre, because everything was just complicated feelings. Overthinking. Everything was not clear. Painting was the only way to just sit in that place. And only focus on one thing. And that was the way to relief and feel better.

My paintings and drawing supports my graphic design as well. But the feeling is, well, I hope that I express my feelings about a situation that I had, I hope that and I think it did because when I participated in detention centres - sorry in exhibitions, people look at me as a person, look at the painting as feelings and they strongly connected with the painting because they see a story behind it. Not only a picture. And I think, this give me a positive energy to keep going with that. The [inaudible] of painting and storytelling as well.

Dashiell: I love the idea of thinking about storytelling and artistic practice together. You can't separate one from the other and in your experience, I mean,  who you are, your emotions, your worldview is always reflected in some way. 

I think I interrupted you there. Do you have anything else to add before I ask another question?

Iqbal: No, but by sharing our stories, people begin to understand us as humans and not labels because we called detainees and we used to have certain numbers rather than names. So, this understanding builds empathy and connection with others. 

Dashiell: That recognition of being human. I mean, it's strange that you have to watch an artwork to have that evidence, but your work speaks for itself. 

In a little while, I want to go through some individual artworks and maybe you could talk to me about some of the influences or ideas behind them. But, in keeping with the project focus - this research project is thinking about islands and different systems, or carceral sites have been kind of linked together over time and you know your example of of Christmas Island I think is quite a unique one in which an island has been kind of configured as a place for refugee processing.  I was going to ask, whether in your own experience or in your artistic practice, have you thought about the idea of an island or island-ness? As a figure of detention or - does that kind of make sense? Do you feel like you have responded in any way to the image of an island or the meaning of Christmas Island in your own practice?

Iqbal: Because I didn't have any idea about the place [inaudible]. Even, they asked me if we sent you to Manus Island, I had no idea where it is. For us, it was a place that we arrived in and they are trying to ask us questions. But because we stayed I think one month there. Of course there were more than one questions, came to our minds, but the location it was isolated, completely isolated from outside. Nature was everywhere. There was rain, heat, insects, sounds. It was not around a city or anything. It was far. We didn't know exactly, because we used to - honestly, we didn't go outside the detention centre on Christmas Island, only between the detentions. It was whole. It was secured, completely secured - walls, fences. We could not see the outside. So, even though the island was green - my goal for a holiday today, I might enjoy -

[both laugh]

but as detainees it was impossible to love the place. It was very controlled. It was more controlled and they used to count us every night, holding lights on us. There were strict rules that we had to follow. But people were struggling because, as I said, the language was the problem, the people that were complaining about the food but we didn't, we never complained about food, food was not the issue. We used to run a small English classes at night for women to help them to get their basic needs. And they used to love that because they feel more connected with us as it was the same and we don't have any differences. But in general, Darwin was much better than Christmas Island. If we say as detention centre is not, if I said it was a very much better place. No, they were the same because detention is always the same. It doesn't matter. Because the rules are rules and everything is the same but compared to, if we see that it's more clean, it was new. Christmas Island was quite old place. Compared to hygiene and everything, Darwin was much better. But detention centre is - it's all about waiting. It's about the wait that we experience. It's not about the place. 

[inaudible]

Dashiell: Yes. It's really interesting. It sounds like you're isolated from the island, you’re not getting a chance to actually be there and you experience it in time but not in place. It sounds like from your answer, you experienced the languages of the island - the humidity - but within these strict controls. 

Just in the interest of time and we might want to skip to this. A question I had about, you've kind of gestured to this previously, but what kind of funding bodies or companies generally were used to maintain the different detention centres that you were held in. You've mentioned Circle. Are there any other companies that were involved and what were your experiences of those and then and since?

Iqbal: Well, I forgot the medical company that we had, the name, but it was a company. They were were nice, but in Christmas Island, if people wanted, for example, a Panadol, they should fill a form and request that from the Medical Centre. It was an issue for people because they didn't know how to write. I used to help them, my brother as well. We used to help them interpreting with us to fill the forms and help them invent medical sentence. And so many people thought that I'm sick because I stand next to the medical centre a lot and I was just interpreting for them. 

Circle was the, it's all about the officers. They had no idea, they just follow the rules. Even my friend was hungry on that time, it was 11 pm at night and she was very sick and she felt hungry. We went to ask for a cereal (?) and it was there in the food court, it was there and we saw from behind the door. And when she asked for, the officer said, I'm not allowed to give you at this time, you need to come tomorrow. She was very upset because she was very hungry and we had no food to give her. He was strictly like “I'm not allowed to give you that food”. So they didn't have anything other than following the rules. 

They used to call us ‘asylum seeker’ and then they change the word to ‘detainees’ and that made people be more upset of that. Because they felt that difference. 

[inaudible]

Yes, everything getting worse than getting better for them. 

Dashiell: Of course.

Iqbal: The time that people arrived in detention from Manus Island, so many people arrived from Venezuela in the Christmas Island and they were very completely - I don't know how to say about it - they were destroyed. They were very stressful, tired. They had no control of their emotions, you can see them cry anytime, screaming, and they will look at us like they blaming us why we didn't feel what they experience or why we didn't go to Manus and who are still there, and they experience Manus Island which is much worse situation there. And they used to hate us as well. When they arrived it was very bad. When we didn't feel safe, we didn't want to face them because we did understood them, we sort of empathy, but yeah. It was hard to face people like that.

Dashiell: And I imagine yourself, I mean, you took on with your brother, took on a role of translator. It would have been difficult. Not only within the group that you were with in different contexts but also, you have to act as a kind of a mediator, someone between people. Not only between the asylum seekers and officials, security companies, but also the different groups within detention. I imagine that would have been very precarious. 

Iqbal: Was more than that. I had a woman - she's a friend of mine now - but she used to faint at any time and I used to be beside her at any time just to make sure that she doesn't hit herself. And one time they transferred her to different detention centre and I heard that she fell off from the second floor and she got hurt. We did request to see her, to visit her in a hospital, and I saw her with bandages, from head to toe and it was very heartbreaking for me. It wasn't easy  because I spent one month with her beside her, and I knew that she wasn't feeling well. And then we requested to bring her back in the same detention centre. At least I can be beside her. And they did request. They brought her with us and it was the first time that they listened to a request like that. And it was surprising for everyone. I used to support her, we are friends now. Because one of them, they asked me if I need a psychology because it was a pressure on me to see people with these experience and try to forget about myself and [inaudible]. And I thought people have more difficulties than what I have. [inaudible]. If I look at that, it was a very hard situation to try to feel others and forget about myself. 

Dashiell: I think that's an amazing response to a pretty horrific situation, I'm so sorry to hear about that, about your friend. I want to ask - you're in that context that you're being asked to take on the emotional labour in some sense of others, but not feeling anything yourself and in many ways it's kind of like a function of the ways detention centres are managed through these different layers of bureaucracy, appeals via interpreters and translators before a decision can be made on them. 

I was going to ask you from maybe your experience as a translator or from your work with Writing Through Fences, what your experience has been like navigating the different layers of bureaucracy in detention centres. There’s a quote from Behrooz Bouchani’s No Friend But the Mountains where he talks about the boss has given orders, and there are so many people to make appeals to, and the person can't give an answer because there's always another boss to respond to or to make a question of. This comes back to your point about the, I think it was the catering company refusing food earlier, that they were not allowed to give food. Does that all make sense as a question? I was trailing off at the end.

Iqbal: Yeah. By removing responsibility from individuals and placing it into rules and procedures from inside detention it often felt impossible to know who was actually responsible for detentions. A clear example of what I mentioned - the only answer was that he was not permitted to give food at that time. In moments like this, no one took responsibility. The officer blamed the rules. The rules came from management and management was invisible at the beginning. We were called, as I said, asylum seekers, then detainees. There was no clear idea about who is responsible. No one liked it. 

Dashiell: Yeah, of course. One more question before I attend to your artworks. I’d be remiss if I didn’t ask you to think about how each of these places were kind of linked together, what links Christmas Island, Manus Island, and Darwin together. I mean you use the phrase before that all detention looks the same but for marginal differences, there might be different conditions slightly. But I guess in keeping, with this project, we're trying to think about how each of these spaces exist as an island, whether that's on a geographical island or simply a place that's isolated and whether it might be able to kind of think of these spaces together as part of an archipelago, a collection of islands that are kind of connected in various ways. 

So I guess to put it to you, you don't have to answer this, but if this line of thinking makes sense, what might it mean to think about these different detention centres of your experiences as connected as part of an archipelago or rather kind of an isolated island. What does that difference mean or suggest? I mean for people like me really, but then a question might be less useful for someone undergoing detention, but at least it might think about or raise uneasy connections that you've just discussed between a place like Manus, the conditions there, Darwin and Christmas Island, and how these places are held together.

Iqbal: I think the one thing that - it's about the wait. The wait that we have to wait for decisions, and in that way time was painful. Because, when we first arrived in Darwin, we've been told that in three days - we signed the paperwork and in three days we were going to be transferred to Melbourne and in that time the law was changed and we remained eight months there. Instead of three days, we stayed eight months. And even that time was unclear. The waiting is the worst. I believe every country has the right to know who is entering the borders and it's their right. And we have no issue with that. But what we experienced inside the detention, we had no idea about it, and it could be better experience for people because if we could stay in our countries, we didn't have to come through the oceans. And we had two options, either to stay alive or die. Only we chose to stay alive. And I think - [inaudible]

Dashiell: Thank you for that. I mean it's an important reminder. Time is the ultimate defining point of this experience. Yeah. Go ahead. 

Iqbal: Harm often comes from waiting uncertainly and the [inaudible] of control rather than physical punishment. Not knowing how long you will be detained. Why decisions are delayed, or how to challenge them, creates deep psychological pain when there is no clear path. People feel powerless, invisible, forgotten. So through stories, poems, personal writings, it allows people to describe waiting and hope in human terms. 

Dashiell: That's interesting actually, I'll pick up on that later. Maybe a quick final question before we go and talk about each of your artworks. I was going to ask you what does it mean to live now in Australia, in a place that has intersecting and at times overlapping histories of Island confinement? In Australian settler colonial context, it was a place that was founded in the memory of convicts who were detained on islands for decades. It's a place that's also defined by the removal, often forced removal of Aboriginal people, First Nations peoples, to reserves and to islands. And the forced removal of Islanders into plantations, histories of quarantine. So I wanted to ask, what does it mean to you to live in a place that has been shaped by these kind of histories? And do you see any overlap between these histories and the history of asylum and detention and migration? These questions have been brought to the surface within the last few decades, but there's obviously a longer history of that.

Does that question make sense? I am happy to speak further, sometimes I have the tendency to ramble on. 

Iqbal: Well, in Australia, they tried to educate us about the Australian history. I was very interested to get to know Australia and the history of Australia. The one thing that I think I can see the similarity in Australian history and us as asylum seeker is, well I feel that if you mean by Aboriginal people, is that what you mean Indigenous?

Dashiell: Yeah, that's right. 

Iqbal: Because they are known in here, the Australian people, they know who they are. They know their stories and histories. But I think they have less information about us. When we first arrived at that time. I think it's easier for Indigenous to deal with people here, than us as people because we are different, from different countries. Each person came from a different story. 

Dashiell: Yeah. 

Iqbal: You might come from one country but we have many different reasons why we are here. You can’t say - asylum seeker is not one person. It's a majority of people. And can’t, narrow them in one word.

Dashiell: And in that sense, maybe a more pressing question is to ask, rather than thinking about that relationship to an Australian history, which is kind of almost educated into the asylum seeker through those processes, it might be more pertinent to think about how the continuities between a place like Iran and Australia. I mean, it's very difficult history. 

Iqbal: Yeah but even in detention centre people were busy thinking about themselves rather than knowing the country because it was stressful for them. In the basic word they didn't care because they were stuck. If someone has a personal issue, they never think about being educated. I mean, there could be many other ways to educate people about Australian history in detention centres or, let them know, because I know that officers or people who work there, they want to teach other people the language, about the Indigenous about the shocking -  but people were tired and exhausted of what they experienced and they were not ready to accept all these. If I feel welcomed then less stress, I would accept all the information that i was given. I think that was the issue. But my personal thing that I was very interested to know about Australia and because I really wanted to start the new life from first day in Melbourne. I really wanted to see, because I learnt from their art, you can just search about art in our people. Because in my country, they show less interest in art than here. That’s why I didn't have the chance to do any painting. 

Dashiell: Maybe I can use it as a segue of sorts to talk about some of your artworks. I thought as a way into that I wanted to ask you about the most common images, stereotypes, or words that you find people use to describe detention or refugees and I wanted to ask - I'll stop sharing this screen and share some of the the artworks that you were kind enough to send across - I wanted to ask whether you've thought about those common words or stereotypes or images and how you've reinterpreted them, and what kind of stories are being told in your artworks. 

I thought I'd start by thinking about this really interesting collage or almost a surrealist collage of different figures brought together. Just to kind of describe it briefly because this is an audio recording, but there is a figure of a dove at the top, a fist in the middle ground of the painting. And most arrestingly there's a forward portrait of a woman who is staring directly into the viewer. Iqbal do you mind if I ask you to speak to this work and maybe tell us a little bit about the some of the story behind it and your inspirations for that.

Iqbal: Yeah, I always ask people what they think about my work.

[Dashiell laughs]

I start talking about them, because it's really interesting to listen to others when they see the work. But there is a woman, she's a mother. And if you see the father, I don't know if you can find him.

Dashiell: Yeah, here, just next - 

Iqbal: No, the father on top, only the eye, on the bed. 

Dashiell: Oh. Oh yeah, of course. I think I see that. Sorry. 

Iqbal: So, of course it's about peace and there is no words to express the feeling of a mother of children who wants to protect them with the peaceful mind.

Dashiell: Yes.

Iqbal: But it's all about hoping. And it's more than children. It's about the place, it's about the - because I was always looking for to be settled in one place. I would dream, because I always dream to stay in one house for many years. Just tell the stories and feelings in one place rather than shifting and moving from place to place and without any memories. It's not easy to, not to stay in one place. Settlement was the only thing I was hoping to happen. I think I am settled now. I'm not displaced anymore. 

Dashiell: [inaudible]

Iqbal: So it’s about holding each other in one place. The father, the mother, the children, just to hold to each other and stay in peace.

Dashiell: I just want to talk to that, but quickly before I do that, I thought if those who are listening to this, how they can find your work, do you mind providing? Is the best way of looking at these on Instagram or - 

Iqbal: Yes, I have my Instagram page. (https://www.instagram.com/iqbalasadi/ https://www.instagram.com/maram_graphic_designerr/)

Dashiell: [laughs] I’ll try and put that into the notes. And is there a title for this work? [inaudible]

Iqbal: It's meant to be in an exhibition. It's a big art piece and in exhibition and I was preparing the title and everything but a client was interested in that and she bought it. 

Dashiell: Even better. [laughs]

Iqal: I will email you.

Dashiell: Please, that'd be fantastic. Very quickly on that point of having a place out of displacement, it almost has this swirling quality, that spiral around in the turn of the bird, and there's a figure at the bottom which turns up. But out of all of that, particularly the mother's gaze, is really fixed. So that tension between the movement and stillness, I think it's really beautiful.

Iqbal: As I mentioned, I don't follow rules in painting. 

[Dashiell laughs]

Iqbal: I don't like straight lines. I don't like perfection. 

Dashiell: That’s good, it really works here. I might jump to that in this second example here again, a really arresting image. Maybe just to start us off, do you mind telling us about the size of this work and whether there was a title involved with it? Again, a quick description from my end, it appears to be an image of a mother holding a child, but in an interesting contorted angle, and in the background of the image, there seems to be mountains rising up and we're drawn to that view through a sign in the foreground that says 650 metres towards and with an icon of the mountains to follow. Iqbal can you guide us through an intro to this image?

Iqbal: It was actually with Janet and it was for Writing Through Fences. It's a big art piece and the place is nowhere, and it is about the wait. She’s waiting, on the way, can someone help her. The moment that we waited in detention centre and she's holding the baby, because in detention centres, many single mums were there with children and I don't know how they arrived and what they feel, and I don't understand them because it's really hard to come all the way with children, and I didn't feel that until I become a mum. And if I was a mum, I wouldn't do that. But it’s not easy, of course, they had to come all the way. Something that is not a choice or an option, it's something - so it's all about a mum holding a child and waiting. In a place of nowhere. So she even doesn't know where she is. 

Dashiell: Yeah. And just to fill in further details, the mother is awake, her eyes are fixed forward, but almost as an unseen quality, not seeing the viewer but there is a determined, resolute sense of them, and the child's eyes are closed, which is very suggestive also. They're on a road, which presumably leads to somewhere, but to your point, it is unknown. The destination is at once suggested in the 650 metres to the mountains, but not quite clear if that will be the case because it goes off to the left of the painting.

You completed this while you were in Melbourne, is that right? 

Iqbal: Yeah. I had no - only the pictures of the charcoal drawings are from the detention centre. Because they were in small pieces so I could bring them with me. 

Dashiell: Okay. Maybe to come to those then maybe the image of the boys is so very -

Iqbal: This one is in Syria. And I have only two of them. I have no artwork from Syria, but it was from this. And actually he really looks like my son now. 

Dashiell: No really? [laughs] But obviously, then years beforehand, which is very strange. 

Iqbal: And the idea is it is dangerous, it's the heat and the boiling water on that and the child doesn't know how dangerous it is, and he's touching that. 

Dashiell: That's really interesting. 

Iqbal: But I used to learn how to do portrait and face drawing. It’s a practice drawing, it's not a professional one. 

Dashiell: No, no, it's great. It still has the associations that I think you bring out in your other work in that it's a moment of tension, something's about to happen, but it hasn't quite occurred. There is a figure looking down, it’s ambiguous but they're still poised in the action of doing something, and this danger that surrounds the description too, it's really interesting. Maybe then, do you mind pointing me, I imagine some of the grey works that you did while in detention - were these some of these cases? Do you think this is the best example? 

Iqbal: This is from Syria as well. 

Dashiell: Ok, great. 

Iqbal: In the wars children were everywhere. And it was very cold weather and I saw many pictures of children around. And I don't know if it just came - actually, we used to stay at home for three months, four months, and not going outside. And on that time we are inside the house. Yeah, of course, I should have done something at least drawing. Best thing that I could do. So I started practising but I just discovered that I have this sense of, I like to draw. So, it's easy. 

Dashiell: The materials, they're at hand. It's a form of witness too, to this moment to this person and their humanity also, and the humanity of you as an artist and as a person. Again, not that that necessarily needs defining. But you know that's often what people need to work through whatever ethical line is in their heads. 

Iqbal: I have so much connection with every single piece. That's why I love them. But I have to leave them. 

Dashiell: I can imagine. Do you mind if I ask about these ones and how you've depicted hands? Do you mind firstly taking me through this, it seems like a 2013 charcoal drawing.

Iqbal: Yeah, in the detention centre. As I said, women and also my mum used to do crochet, in the detention centre. And I was watching the hands. Every piece they used to do takes long time. And I thought that they want to time passes by finishing every piece. It's all about how the time passes.

Dashiell: And to the extent that it is time, right? It contains time in having made it. It's a way of passing the time but you know, yes. And it's interesting that you're representing a creative act.
It is itself a creative work, but it's a depiction of someone working maybe outside of this indefinite wait through a creative means as you yourself, are doing that same thing. 

Iqbal: Yeah, because [inaudible] found it harder even, because I was 23 year old. I could access internet, I could make myself busy. But for families, they were in stress more than me because they would worry about their children, they prefer to - they didn't have time to enjoy the time or they found it harder even from younger. 

Dashiell: I mean especially I can imagine, that requires another mediating figure, someone who can communicate what they need if they’re in that position. 

We’re going to slowly bring this conversation to a close, at least the recorded portion of it. So I'm just going to stop sharing, and just ask if there's any quick - I know we didn't cover necessarily all of the questions that I sent across, Iqbal. But I wanted to ask if there was anything that you wanted to say yourself, or if there were questions that you'd like to be asked.

Iqbal: I hope that I could answer the questions.

Dashiell: It was wonderful. 

Iqbal: [inaudible] Because it's a mix of emotions and stories. I thought that it will be easier. I have no questions, but places that once separated people could become places where people meet and learn and heal and rebuild their lives together.

Dashiell: That's wonderful. 

Iqbal: I'm always a positive person, I always look at that in a positive way because I have so many so many things to do and I want, I'm trying to achieve so it never stops in the detention centre. Even now, as a mum and hopes and many goals that to achieve. 

Dashiell: That's such an inspiring message. I'll definitely take that with me. Places of separation that are now places of connection. I think it's a wonderful way of thinking about the places that I'll be thinking about in this research project. How we remember a place like Christmas Island or Manus. It's a very moving way of thinking about our continuing connection to those who have been there and who are now in community, or those who were deported back to their countries, also, or the places that are no longer there. 

Thank you so much for your time Iqbal. I really appreciate it and your answers were fantastic. I’m very honoured and pleased to be in conversation with you. I'm going to stop doing a recording and I'll talk to you afterwards, but thank you. 

Iqbal: Thank you so much for listening. 

Dashiell: Thank you. [laughs] Sorry to cut you off, but I'll stop recording and then I'll leave it there. Yeah, thank you so much. It was really great to be in conversation with you. I really enjoyed it and I hope it was - I know it would have been difficult to go through some of the stories that you told and if there's anything that I can do, please let me know. In terms of 
psychological support. I can point you in the direction of resources that you may or may not be aware of, but if there's anything that emerges from this please get in contact by email.

Iqbal: Thank you so much for listening and if you have any questions that you think that I didn’t answer, you can email me and I can write back to you.

Dashiell: Ok, fantastic.

Iqbal: Thank you so much, appreciate it, thank you.

Dashiell: Thank you. And best of luck with your pregnancy and the baby to come. It's very exciting. 

Iqbal: I noticed that my breathing was, I was hardly breathing at the beginning. 

Dashiell: [laughs] I think me too. But yeah, less. 

Okay, have a great day. Great to be talking with you Iqbal, thank you. 

Iqbal: Thank you. Bye bye.

[recording ends]
