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Ben Rodin: Here are now with Alex Griffin. Congratulations on the article Alex, just to begin with 
I’d like to ask what the impetus was for the article?  
 
Alex Griffin: So I have been writing about Manus Island and like a great many of us I have been 
horrified at learning about the Government and the detention and the refugees there with a lot of 
history and horror for a long time.  
 
I realised I didn’t know about the history of Manus. I’d read a piece in The Monthly that alluded to 
how it had been used previously as a detention centre for refugees, prisoners of war and that really 
piqued my interest so I had to know more.  
 
Ben: And for those who haven’t read the article could you just give a brief synopsis of the 
trajectory you chart over the course of the article?  
 
Alex: To me looking at Australian history, it really is a long procession of prison islands and I 
wanted to look at in depth what similarities there were between the current use of Manus as a 
Detention Centre and the way it was used as a Prisoner of War camp, as well as a site for war 
trials in the mid 1950’s.  
 
I supposed what I really investigated was the amount of time that people were kept in Prison, the 
public response, the way it was reported and conceptualised in the media back at home, the way in 
which Japanese Prisoners of War were depicted. Also, the similarities in terms of the miscarriage 
of justice which maintained and enabled the level of justice in terms of imprisonment and delay of 
trial to occur.  
 
Some prisoners were kept for as long as 15 years without trial which is something that regardless 
of the reasons for detention anyone should find galling. 
 
Ben: And the other question that needs to be brought up is what sort research process did you go 
through when writing the article? When I first spoke to you about the article it was probably about 5 
or 6 months ago so maybe in May when you first mentioned it to me. We’re now in October, so 
what sort of process was involved in research and what sort of literature did you track down? 
Particularly in assisting your findings and recontextualising them in relation to now?  
 
Alex: Well it was really important to get to grips with as much source material as possible but of 
course a lot of that is in the Australian War Memorial archive and the other sites are classified or 
hard to get to.  
 
A lot of the material came from secondary literature like PhD’s, such as Michael Carroll’s PhD 
which took a very jurisprudential view of the process and how law was executed and more to the 
point, how the laws employed by the War Crimes court were designed to build that legal 
environment. This was very biased against non-English speaking people.  
 
Beyond that, newspaper literature of the time, how Japanese prisoners were characterised, how it 
was justified to the public. Also, I looked at Hansard, that was very important in terms of seeing 
what figures like Prime Minister Menzies and HB Evett, the leader of the opposition of the time, 
were doing in terms of using the affair like a political football. It was like a bargaining chip for 
Australia in asserting dominance in the area.  
 
Firstly, by using one of it’s colonies, Papua New Guinea, to satisfy the demands from the Japanese 
to bring about the conclusion to the trials and to mollify the Americans who were quite upset by the 
fact that Australia still hadn’t trialled these prisoners because of course these were the last trials to 
follow World War II.  
 



Ben: We’ve probably reached a tipping point with the comparisons between the two [eras of 
Manus Island], maybe they are still sustainable in a historical sense, but we’ve maybe reached a 
point, with say, Manus 2.0, where it’s starting to chart its own particular course.  

Using the research you’ve done so far, where do you see that going?  
 
Alex: Yeah, Absolutely. The parallels only take you so far. I think what the first instalment of the 
Nauru saga in terms its detention was that it was possible for the Australian Government to 
execute what it wanted to do, out of sight and on an island.  
 
I think what we’re seeing now is a logical extension of what happened then in terms of impunity, in 
terms of not following UN directives, in terms of suspending justice in zones which are 
commercially or nationally defined as ulterior, to do it off shore.  
 
I think essentially the conceptualisation of Australia being a protected zone from rogue ethnicities 
which was still very strong in the 1950’s (During the time of the White Australia Policy) has been 
extended through time and space into the way that Manus has been used today.  
 
A place where that kind of logic is unchallengeable and it’s legally and politically protected.  
 
Ben: Alex Griffin Thank you very much.  
 
Alex: Thank you Ben.  
 


