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“We just have to assume the monster is everywhere.” A headline in the Au-
gust 2, 2020, Washington Post expressed the global pandemic imaginary: COVID-19 
as the invisible monster of modern society (Achenbach, Weiner, and Janes 2020). 
Similarly, a headline in the Australian on April 8, 2020, read “Coronavirus: Mon-
ster” (Stewart 2020). Fear of unknown sickness and death drives representations 
of infectious disease as an invisible monster. As people imagine its threat, they 
project their fears of a virus onto groups in society that they imagine are spreading 
it, people whose bodies or actions become the visible face of an invisible pathogen 
(Strong 2021, this issue). For individuals trying to understand contagion, invisible 
monstrosity gets mapped onto the quotidian lives of the Other. It’s a tale as old as 
infectious disease: epidemics go hand in hand with outbreaks of xenophobia (On-
oma 2020).

At an epidemiological scale, infectious disease strikes along predictable fault 
lines of age, race, class, and other forms of social privilege. But at an individ-
ual scale, infectious disease proves less predictable. With every breath of air and 
mouthful of food or water, each human takes in potentially pathogenic microbes—
viruses, bacteria, protozoa, fungi, and prions—most of which science knows little 
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about (Nathan Wolfe 2012). And if science knows little, the average human knows 
much less. The COVID-19 pandemic has driven home an enduring fact about the 
human experience of infectious disease: most people will never know what biolog-
ical pathogen caused an illness or exactly how they acquired it. Whether testing is 
based on exposure or symptoms, most of those tested do not have COVID-19 (Wu 
and McGoogan 2020). Many pathogens cause similar symptoms. Meanwhile, those 
who do test positive for COVID-19 manifest a gamut of symptoms and severity. 
Up to half are asymptomatic (Li et al. 2020). The mysteriousness of pathogens and 
contagion means that humans are constantly engaged in interpretive work to rec-
oncile symptoms with their understandings of disease and transmission. 

For anthropologists, the value of thinking about diseases as monsters lies in 
the way it marries individual imaginations and cultural texts. Monsters, after all, 
are “meaning machines” (Musharbash and Presterudstuen 2020, 1) that tell stories 
about our own fears—and the sometimes monstrous ways we seek to conquer 
them. As Thomas Strong (2021, this issue) notes, “blame seems instinctual in the 
face of contagion”; our job as anthropologists is to break down the seeming obvi-
ousness of that blame. 

In the COVID-19 era, Australians have been caught up in the witch hunt 
(Douglas 1991) for those who socialize transgressively or cross borders with the 
virus, especially those deemed outsiders. But these are not sui generis individual 
imaginations; they are generated in national discourses and histories of power and 
transmitted through tabloid spectacle. Like New Zealand (described by Susanna 
Trnka [2021, this issue]), Australia is an island (fortress) nation surrounded by an 
ocean (moat), a nation with a long history of both policing incoming travelers 
for biological contaminants and constructing problems of “contaminants” already 
inside its borders—whether diseases, imported feral animals such as cane toads, 
or nonwhite immigrants (Hage 2000): a palimpsest of pollutants (Douglas 1966) 
at different scales. The country’s distinctive spatial distance from the rest of the 
world shaped the policy framing of the pandemic as a contagion that was simul-
taneously external and, potentially, a threat within. The pandemic thus became a 
national problem of proximity, and narratives about COVID-19 and public health 
policies for containing it resonate with histories of policing borders and deploying 
state power to contain racial and social others. This includes the military contain-
ment of refugees and the exclusion of HIV-positive foreigners. 

The conflation of biological contagion and national security threats in Aus-
tralia has been promulgated through a public theater of military-police enforce-
ment of COVID-19 quarantine laws. Yet at the same time, vivid political imag-
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inations of contagious otherness are twinned with a striking lack of imagination 
about the conditions of life and virus transmission among those who differ from 
Australia’s predominantly white, privileged, male politicians. Australia’s imaginerie 
(portmanteau: imaginary + menagerie) of contagion reveals a nationally distinctive 
ethics of proximity and otherness, wedded to spectacles of state power.

Analyzing such “spectacles” constitutes a critical component of fieldwork 
during a pandemic. In 2020, Australians accessed news more than usual, driven 
by isolation and worry about COVID-19 (Park et al. 2020). As Trnka (2021, this 
issue) has shown with her analysis of the production of media spectacles of outrage 
(when she describes a journalist’s documentation of police confronting a surfer 
violating a Kiwi lockdown law), anthropologists must attend to pandemic media 

Figure 1. Paste-up sign photographed in Sydney on June 2, 2020, in the wake of a government 
proposal that all residents install a tracking app on their phones for contact tracing and 

notification. Photo by Saffaa Hassanein. Poster artist anonymous.
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coverage, how it intertwines with state policy, the narratives being crafted, and 
how people engage those narratives in their everyday lives. 

PROXIMITY AND PLEASURE IN OUTDOOR SPACES

One of the earliest spectacles of fear of infectious otherness that exemplified 
the pandemic imaginerie in Australia occurred in Sydney. Its iconic tourist desti-
nation Bondi Beach has served as the backdrop of several popular television shows 
such as Bondi Rescue, in which glamorously fit and almost exclusively white life-
guards are filmed saving brown tourists and immigrants from drowning. A clus-
ter of infections in a Bondi hostel in late March 2020 led to the neighborhood’s 
identification as a “hotspot” of COVID-19 transmission. Although the infection 
cluster was connected to hotels serving international backpacking tourists, tabloid 

Figure 2. A sign on a northern Sydney beach announcing that the beach was closed for  
social and leisure activities such as picnicking and “sunbaking,” but that sand  

exercise and swimming were permitted. Photo by David Inglis.
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coverage ran photographs of late-summer beachgoers, foreshortened to make the 
beach appear closely crowded. Public outrage over these spectacles of proximity 
and hedonism soon led to the state closing Bondi and other beaches.

The beach closures and other lockdown laws limiting the use of outdoor 
spaces had little to do with actual proximity or objective transmission risk—af-
ter all, newspapers were full of stories of police fining individuals sitting alone in 
parks, and transmission in Bondi had been traced to hotels, not beaches. On closer 
examination, we see that portrayals of contagion and danger revolved around 
imaginations of contact between locals and tourists. Bondi Beach closed one day 
after Australia had shut its borders to international tourists on March 2, 2020—a 
closure that left many travelers still in Australia. Not long after, one news article 
reported that police wanted citizens to report anyone congregating too closely, 
“particularly [those] drinking in the park or backpackers who are international 
travellers” (Natalie Wolfe 2020). 

Australia’s lockdown law enforcement in outdoor spaces was also grounded 
in a failure to imagine the living conditions of the non-middle class. For exam-
ple, in April 2020 a man was fined A$1,000 (US$775) for eating a kebab on a 
park bench in Newcastle. News broadcasters and social media posters repeatedly 
quipped, “Hope the sandwich was worth it!” suggesting this public meal was an 
indulgence. Such representations evidence an inability to imagine a life in which 
one might not have a home in which to consume lunch (cf. Kochhar 2020). 

Then there was the case of two Indigenous rugby players, Latrell Mitchell 
and Josh Addo-Carr, who posted images on social media of themselves camping 
with friends in April 2020. This led to shaming in the media and threats of police 
investigation for breaking lockdown laws that prohibited being outdoors in groups 
larger than two. Subsequent public statements from the football players carefully 
balanced apology with references to Aboriginal traditions of transmitting cultural 
knowledge in the bush. At a time when Prime Minister Scott Morrison insisted 
that schools and workplaces remain open, arguing that these indoor gatherings 
were necessary to learning and the national economy, Indigenous people were 
shamed for gathering outdoors. 

In short, certain forms of proximity and socialization were deemed virtu-
ous or necessary, while others peripheral to dominant norms were banned. Just as 
Strong (2021, this issue) and Trnka (2021, this issue) describe for Ireland and New 
Zealand, respectively, the Australian pandemic response reflects the privileging 
of particular intimacies (middle class, monogamous, heterosexual, nuclear house-
holds) over others.
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It is not merely an irony of developing epidemiological knowledge that we 
now know that cases of outdoor COVID-19 transmission are rare, making Aus-
tralia’s lockdown prohibitions against outdoor gatherings absurd. As these exam-
ples illustrate, fining people for being outdoors was not about proximity, even as 
it was defended in the name of virtuous social distancing. These laws and their 
enforcement reflected not public health logic but rather a spectacle of the police 
containment of otherness.

FORCIBLE CONTAINMENT AND BORDER POLICING

In juxtaposition to Susan Levine and Lenore Manderson’s (2021, this issue) 
description of how the South African state’s insufficient COVID-19 intervention 
was tied to existing structures of privilege, in Australia, the pandemic response 
has included some strikingly theatrical state interventions that reinforced exist-
ing structures of privilege. Perhaps the most vivid spectacle of containment and 
otherness in 2020 was the July quarantine of public housing apartment towers in 
Melbourne. After the identification of some COVID-19 cases in these high-rise 
buildings, the state government forcibly quarantined the inhabitants of all nine 
towers without prior warning. Residents were banned from leaving for five days. 
Police surrounded the towers with the same police tape used to cordon off crime 
scenes. This was despite the fact that some of the towers had no diagnosed cases of 
COVID-19 at the time (Fowler and Booker 2020). 

The government’s chief health officer justified the action by likening the tow-
ers—where poor people, refugees, ethnic minorities, recent immigrants, and peo-
ple with disabilities are overrepresented—to “vertical cruise ships.” He referred to 
the ships whose primarily white passengers had previously been allowed to disem-
bark in Sydney, leading to many of Australia’s early COVID-19 cases (NSW Gov-
ernment 2020). Yet, belying the claim that the towers lockdown was a race-blind 
strategy to avoid past errors, Melbourne academics pointed out that while police 
forcibly contained the public housing towers, similarly sized infection clusters in 
wealthy Melbourne suburbs were not locked down (Kelly, Shaw, and Porter 2020). 

Australia’s loudest racist politician, Pauline Hanson, ranted that the tower 
residents were “drug addicts” from “non-English speaking backgrounds” (Zhou 
and Simons 2020), giving voice to the racist belief in otherness as the visible face 
of invisible contagion and in containment as deserved. The press photographed 
tower residents staring out with hands pressed to windows, rendering a patho-
logical menagerie of otherness, with majority Australia staring back at imprisoned 
people through the media’s camera lenses. 
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Just as Carolyn M. Rouse (2021, this issue) juxtaposes white resistance to 
pandemic restrictions with Black vulnerability to COVID-19 to illustrate how ra-
cial privilege works in the United States, so too has the Australian targeting and 
containment of ethnic and national others in COVID-19 restrictions reflected par-
ticular national histories of privilege, containment, and exclusion. The country has 
a long history of forcibly turning back asylum-seekers on boats (with sometimes 
devastating loss of life) and imprisoning them extraterritorially on Manus Island 
and Nauru for years while their refugee claims are processed (Boochani 2018). 
Australia’s immigration laws explicitly discriminate against HIV and TB-positive 
people, requiring HIV tests and lung X-rays with long-term visa applications and 
denying visas to most who test positive (Brotherton 2016; Hegarty 2020). Pan-
demic management is coterminous with assertions of territorial and national in-
tegrity, and containment policies reflect long pedigrees of Australian discourse on 
the threats of foreign bodies and “invisible enemies” (Caduff 2020, 21).

In Australia, several states have staged a theater of military-police enforce-
ment of quarantine. For example, in April 2020 New South Wales police circu-
lated images to news media showing teams of police officers and soldiers knocking 
on doors to ensure that recently arrived travelers were in isolation. In August, 
the state of Victoria did the same in Melbourne. Why were soldiers deployed to 
visit homes of unarmed residents? This spectacle of excess force in support of the 
government’s isolation laws theatrically converted the ephemeral danger of the po-
tentiality of unseen pathogens into a physical danger that must be met by an armed 
military-police state. Such spectacles make state power, and its expansion in a mo-
ment of public health emergency, visible to the populace. They also offer a pleasure 
to those viewing the spectacle (Foucault 1977): the satisfaction (or perhaps relief) 
of being able to see a threat as concrete and containable.

As Gracie Mae Bradley (2020) wrote in the Guardian, the police enforcement 
of COVID-19 laws—which the Australian government assured us would be used 
with “discretion”—necessarily raises the specter of how discretionary enforce-
ment always falls along racial lines. A number of analysts have drawn our atten-
tion to the novel forms of biopower and governmentality that pandemics engender 
(Lynteris and Poleykett 2018; European Journal of Psychoanalysis 2020; Manderson 
2020; Rouse 2020; Trnka 2020). Government authorities are using COVID-19 to 
introduce new forms of surveillance and control over our intimate lives, and its 
lockdown laws discipline us into particular dominant forms of sociality, namely, a 
retreat to the middle-class heterosexual nuclear family (Lewis 2020; Strong 2021, 
this issue). Yet as the pandemic response in Australia has fashioned an ethics of 
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proximity defined by borders, containment, and the forcible exclusion of other-
ness, it has drawn on not-at-all-novel discourses on monstrousness, hidden threats, 
and foreign bodies. Imaginations of invisible pathogens recapitulate well-trodden 
narratives about the relationship between biological and social contagion, public 
policy, and a military-police complex. 

ABSTRACT
When pathogens and their movement between people cannot be seen, we imagine 
them. That imagined menagerie—imaginerie—of infection then becomes asso-
ciated with marginal others whose bodies and actions become popularly conflated 
with disease and its transmission. This essay explores how methods of imagining and 
managing the COVID-19 pandemic in Australia echoed historical scripts for policing 
borders and containing the bodies of outsiders deemed threats to the national body. 
[COVID-19; infectious disease; containment; monsters; policing; proximity]
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