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Project Overview
This seminar was hosted by the Comparative
Network on Refugee Externalisation Policies
(CONREP). The project is co-funded by the
European Union under the Erasmus+ Programme
– Jean Monnet Activities (599660 EPP-1-2018-1AU-EPPJMO-NETWORK).
Seven
University
partners comprise the network: the University of
Melbourne; Deakin University; Gothenburg
University; Monash University; The University of
Western Sydney; the University of Geneva and the
University of Bologna.

The activities of the network over the last three
years have focused on three key areas: research,
policy, and advocacy. To this end, CONREP has
hosted academic conferences and workshops, civil
society meetings, and meetings with policymakers.
CONREP has also produced multiple of
publications, media articles, policy reports, and
blogs which can be found on project’s home site:
https://arts.unimelb.edu.au/school-of-social-andpolitical-sciences/our-research/comparativenetwork-on-refugee-externalisation-policies

CONREP researches the impact and effects of the
externalisation of refugee policies in two regions:
Australia’s activities in Southeast Asia and the
Pacific; and the European Union and its member
states’ activities in North Africa. These policies
exploit power asymmetries to transfer state and
regional obligations and responsibility for asylum
seekers and refugees from powerful states to less
powerful, neighbouring states. At their most
destructive, externalisation policies can prevent
refugees from reaching safety, thereby breaching
their human rights. At a global level, migration
pathways are disrupted, and refugees are often
trapped in transit, placing them at risk.
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Introduction
This seminar was held online on 10 August, 5pm - 6.45pm AEST; 9am – 10.45am CEST.
A recording of this event is available here: https://arts.unimelb.edu.au/school-of-socialand-political-sciences/our-research/comparative-network-on-refugee-externalisationpolicies/news-and-events/who-is-telling-the-story
The aim of this panel event was to explore the
ways in which the voices of those seeking refuge
are typically unheard or otherwise manipulated in
ways that diminish their personhood. To that end,
the panel heard from four distinguished speakers
who shared their diverse reflections and concerns.
Despite the evidence that images and individual
stories can deliver powerful interventions into
debates that seek to demonise those seeking
asylum, they can nevertheless reinforce binary
stereotypes of the ‘good’ refugee in need of saving,
or the threatening and fraught ‘other’. Both
constructions essentialise human identity and
undermine a person’s agency. From this problem,
the panel’s titular questions arose: What happens
when refugees are not read as worthy human
rights subjects, that is, as a threat, not a victim?
Who gets to tell these stories? And on what or
whose terms? And, who controls the narrative in
these instances? These narrative tensions reveal
an ethical challenge at the heart of research and
advocacy relating to the rights of those seeking
refugee protection.

reduces a person’s identity to their experiences of
seeking refuge with little scope for anything else.
At the same time, the voices and stories of
refugees are often unheard and unseen. At best,
they are mediated by others who listen and
observe from a distance. Often, they remain
neither seen nor heard at all. Panellists were asked
to respond to the power of words and images in
‘refugee narratives’ and to reflect on who
controlled (and who should control) these
narratives.

This event grew out of the growing recognition of
problems associated with the representation,
appropriation, and consumption of refugee voices.
Indeed, the term ‘refugee’ essentialises and
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Seminar Report
Panellists’ Opening Remarks
After an acknowledgement of country, the panel
chair, Dr Claire Loughnan, opened the discussion
with some contextualising remarks. She noted
that in Australia in the early 2000s, the Howard
government issued a directive to prevent the
publication of images of refugees in detention.
Over a decade later, Australia’s current Prime
Minister, Scott Morrison, insisted that refugees
and asylum seekers be referred to as illegal arrivals
and detainees in official communications. In
themselves, these acts acknowledged the power
of images and words to generate public support
and empathy, as well as evoke public odium
towards refugees. In Europe, toxic language has
permeated much of the narratives about people
seeking asylum.
The voices and stories of refugees are often
unheard and unseen. When they are, they are at
best, often mediated by others who listen and
observe from a distance. Often, they remain
neither seen nor heard at all.
Who refugees are and their personal histories, are
distorted or even erased by media and political
debates that frame them either as vulnerable
victims or as undeserving criminals.
Despite the evidence that images and individual
stories can deliver powerful interventions into
debates that seek to demonise those seeking
asylum, they can also reinforce binary stereotypes
of the ‘good’, deserving refugee, compared to the
threatening, risky ‘other’. Both constructions
essentialise their identity and undermine their
agency and their personhood. Sometimes images
have generated widespread public sympathy: the
photo of young Alan Kurdi, a three-year old Syrian
refugee who, with his family, was drowned in the
attempt to reach Europe and protection, provoked
global outrage. Similarly, the images of refugees
drowning off the coast of Christmas Island
resulted in outpourings of sorrow in Australia,
however Dr Loughnan observed that this incident
was ultimately used by the Australian government

to undermine rather than support its ethical
obligations to refugees.
Yet such images are arguably powerful because
here the refugee is portrayed as the victim. What
happens when refugees are not understood as
worthy human rights subjects, that is as threat,
not victim? And, we must ask, who controls the
narrative?

These tensions reveal an ethical challenge at the
heart of research and advocacy relating to the
rights of those seeking refugee protection: who
gets to tell these stories, and on what and whose
terms? In contrast to these narratives created by
non-refugees, Dr Loughnan observed that those
seeking refuge have in recent years increasingly
used social media, writing, and artistic mediums to
communicate their own experiences. This was an
act both of resistance against those claiming to
‘represent’ them, and an affirmation of their own
personhood. At the same time, however, other
refugees have remarked that ‘the expectation of
sharing one’s story can transform into an
obligation’: that is, non-refugee audiences expect
refugees to retrace their traumatic experiences
without regard for the refugees’ desire to share or
not share their stories. Sharing one’s story can
transform into an obligation’. When media and
researchers seek out such stories, there can be ‘an
implicit narrative logic to the questions: ‘tragedy’
to ‘success’, ‘hell’ to ‘paradise’. When heavily
curated, such reporting can tend to ‘marginalise or
oversimplify the complex context’ of individual
stories.’ Sometimes, speaking is a burden and
requires witnessing and testifying to trauma all
over again. Once resettled, some would prefer
simply to get on with their lives.
From these examples, Dr Loughnan introduced the
central questions for the panel:
•
•
•

How might negative discourses on refugee
movement and refugees best be disrupted?
What are the ethical and practical
challenges of doing so?
Who is really telling the story?
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What are the risks of curating a ‘refugee
narrative’?
Who is more likely to be heard and seen in
these debates?
How can narrative remain a point of and
for resistance, and an intervention in
negative perceptions of refugees?

something for him’ Sarvestani stressed that they
shared ideas with Boochani.

Dr Loughnan first asked Behrouz Boochani and
Arash Sarvestani to reflect on how they sought to
disrupt conventional narratives about refugees in
the making of Chauka, Please Tell Us the Time and
how important the film was as an alternative to
typical forms of writing or advocacy.

Boochani compared the collaborative experience
he had with Sarvestani to other experiences he
had while in the camp. He recalled once being
asked by a journalist whether refugees could still
laugh. The question angered Boochani because it
questioned the very humanity of refugees. 'Of
course they can [laugh]!’ he said.

•
•
•

Boochani: the film is an important record in the
history of migration to Australia—especially
because the Manus Island ‘prison camp’ no longer
exists: the physical evidence of the camp has been
erased by Australian authorities. For this reason,
he is grateful for the existence of the film as a
piece of historical testimony. He was also grateful
that the film incorporated perspectives beyond
the refugees’ own, namely the views of the
indigenous inhabitants of Manus Island.
Sarvestani: the film was made through the
exchange and compilation of more than 6,000 text
messages over many months. Sarvestani stressed
that there was no ‘live’ discussion between
himself and Boochani during this process. It was in
June 2017 at the Sydney Film Festival that
Sarvestani first met and spoke with Boochani in
person. In another example, Sarvestani noted the
sending, receiving, and listening of voice messages
could be delayed. He explained this delay was not
productive since it created a space for reflection,
and absorption of ideas: every message was also
a precious reminder of the difficult of the
communication process.
Sarvestani briefly discussed another idea he had
about comparing the views that refugee and local
children had of the sea. Ultimately Boochani
became a greater subject of interest to Sarvestani,
yet the sea still comprised a key focus of the film.
The film making process was not simply about
filming Boochani’s existence. Rather, it was about
collaborating with him in which both were artistic
agents working together on the project. Rather
than instructing Boochani to ‘go away and make

Sarvestani expanded on the difficulties of making
the film. Shots were taken over multiple days and
in multiple places, resulting in a prolonged process.
Yet this challenge of time itself became part of the
creative process.

Sarvestani added that an experience like that of
like Mr Boochani showed that people who are not
refugees should be careful about making materials
about refugees. He described the prevailing
exploitative narratives of refugees: as poor people
to be pitied, or scary people who are threats.
Because refugees are both good and bad people,
just like everyone else, Sarvestani suggested there
is a need to find a place between these essentialist
good and bad narratives wherein the humanity of
refugees can exist.
Dr Loughnan then turned to Dr Jordy Silverstein.
Dr Silverstein has written extensively about the
figure of the child and how it is deployed in
humanitarian narratives. Dr Loughnan asked Dr
Silverstein to discuss her recent exploration of
how the figure of the child is used to serve the
privilege of the ‘white saviour’ and diminish
ethical obligations.
Dr Silverstein began by outlining that selfreflection and consciousness is critical when a
person is telling other people’s stories, relating
her own experience as the granddaughter of
Holocaust survivors as an example. Dr Silverstein
linked this experience to the narratives that
Australia’s leaders tell about refugees. For Dr
Silverstein, the forms and uses of these narratives
are also a reflection of Australia’s history of
dispossession and control over First Nation’s
peoples.
Dr Silverstein cited some of the political rhetoric
on refugees as examples of narcissism amongst
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political leaders in Australia. In particular, she
questioned the position of ‘saviour’ adopted by
politicians, as leaders who were caring but
controlling; who argue that they must deal with
the ‘realities’ of difficult policies and not the
‘ideals’.
Dr
Silverstein
also
underscored
the
counterintuitive application of this political
rhetoric. In drawing attention to their own
subjective experiences with and views of refugees
political leaders legitimise policies that, in the end,
have a punitive effect upon refugees. These
narratives appeal to public sympathies for the
sake of performing state violence. Dr Silverstein
suggested that an obvious solution to this problem
was to make space for refugees to tell their own
stories, on their own terms.
Dr Loughnan then turned to Dr Anna Szorenyi. She
asked Dr Szorenyi to discuss her work on the visual
representations of ‘refugeehood’ and how this
often essentialised individuals or reproduced
refugees as objects for non-refugee consumption.
Dr Szorenyi explained that refugee narratives
were commonly portrayed according to a familiar
pattern: persecution, then flight, and finally
resettlement. Nevertheless, the ‘human’ in these
‘humanitarian’ stories was rendered as other. That
is, the refugee was constructed either as a subject
to be pitied or a person who was far removed from
our own existence. Consequently, these
humanitarian stories revealed more about the
storyteller and the sympathies they wished to
espouse than the people about whom these
stories were supposed to be. Such tendencies
point to other assumptions about the story and
storyteller: for example, they suggested an
expectation that refugees do not read stories
about refugees.
In response to this prevailing situation, artworks
created by refugees demanded a response from
the citizenry. Dr Szorenyi highlighted, for example,
that texts written by refugees often used the
second-person to directly address the reader.
Such rhetorical devices inverted the relationship
between the refugee storyteller and non-refugee
audience, as if to say, ‘it is you who is in need of
more humanity’. As such, refugee storytellers

resisted closure, problematised distance between
themselves and others, and showed ‘us’ as
perpetrators, and not the saviours we imagined
ourselves to be.
Dr Szorenyi explained that to break from this
pattern, non-refugee storytellers and audiences
must realise that representation of refugees
cannot be the basis of ethical relations with
refugees. According to her, the only ethical way to
listen to ‘refugee stories’ was to listen to the
stories coming from refugees themselves.

Questions to the Panel
Dr Loughnan first asked the panel if there was a
need to ‘entice’ people into caring about refugees.
Boochani responded by re-framing the question as
one about caring about refugees’ identities. To
Boochani, refugees were incessantly fighting for
respect and acknowledgement of their existence
as a human, and for the reclamation of their
dignity. Indeed, dignity was the main theme in the
film Chauka, Can You Please Tell Us the Time?.
Boochani said that we all should be looking at
these films, but that in viewing these films, we
should not victimise refugees or view them as
lesser than ourselves. If we victimised refugee, we
would in fact help punitive systems in their
process to dehumanise refugees.
Boochani explained that he and Sarvestani tried to
avoid this victimising perspective in Chauka. For
example, they refrained from using the camera as
a weapon to force refugees to tell their stories.
According to Boochani, journalists often treated
refugees in this way, as if they were passive
objects without humanity. He reiterated that even
in the worst prison camps in Australia, refugees
still had agency, they were resisting, and they
were fighting to keep their identities alive.
Boochani believed the same could be said for the
Indigenous inhabitants of Manus Island and how
they viewed Australia. As such, Chauka was a
challenge to the prevailing film and journalistic
narrative.
Sarvestani expanded on Boochani’s response. At
the beginning of the film making process, he noted
that Boochani recognised that Sarvestani did not
adopt the same exploitative perspective that
journalists did. In Sarvestani’s point of view,

Comparative Network on Refugee Externalisation Policies | Who Is Telling the Story? ‘Refugee’
Narratives: Voice, Image, Words

Page 7 of 12

journalists wanted to ask the questions for which
they already had an answer. They did not care to
find out what people actually thought and felt. At
one stage Sarvestani and Boochani thought the
film should discuss the misinformation spread by
Australian authorities. For example, authorities
told the refugees that the Manus Island locals
were cannibals and told the locals that the
refugees were terrorists. Sarvestani and Boochani
later realised they did not have to tell that story:
they just had to show what life on the island was
like. Sarvestani believed a good film was one that
left audiences with a new film beginning in their
mind. He stated that a film should therefore not
push a question or an answer. It should allow
audiences to watch and arrive at their own
conclusions.
Boochani agreed, adding that there was no explicit
criticism of the Australian government in their film.
He explained it was more powerful to simply show
what was happening on Manus Island and then
end the film with a short video of the Prime
Minister attempting to explain and justify the
government’s treatment of refugees. In another
example of showing, rather than telling, Boochani
referred to the Kurdistani music in the film.
Though it is not explicit, the music pointed to a
common experience of colonialism that Kurds
shared with other peoples across the world,
including with Indigenous people in Australia.
Dr Loughnan then asked Dr Szorenyi who she
believed the audience was in this situation.
Dr Szorenyi replied that whoever the audience
was, the audience should consider if they or
someone else was the intended audience.
Storytellers should be aware that it is impossible
to tell a whole story about someone because
people change. Dr Szorenyi believed that the same
was true of the audience: storytellers cannot
expect to have the same intended audience
because audiences change, and their views of
works change.
Dr Loughnan posed the same question to Dr
Silverstein.
Dr Silverstein answered that in some instances,
there were very clear audiences. Politicians, for
example, changed the quality and contents of

their messages according to their audience; be
they party members, policymakers, or the public.
In each instance, she explained, politicians
attempted to claim a righteous position to
convince their target audience of the validity of
their views. But, again, this type of interaction
revealed more about the speaker than the
intended audience. To Dr Silverstein, the audience
should be wary of politicians sharing refugees’
stories.
Boochani followed with a reflection on Chauka’s
intended audience. Whereas Boochani’s intended
audience for journalistic pieces had been the
Australian public, he had no intended audience in
mind for the film, so it could be anyone. Regarding
the film’s message, he thought that the Australian
public was not ready to receive it because they
were not yet brave enough to question the policies
of their government. Boochani stated that change
could be achieved if people were brave enough to
question government policies.
Sarvestani responded to the same question with
an anecdote. He traced his heritage to the Iranian
city of Shiraz, a city famous for its poets, to which
he attributed his appreciation for the power of
poetry. Good poetry has multiple layers, he said:
of aesthetic beauty, meaning, and deeper
meanings. Sarvestani held that the same was true
of good films. From the different layers of
understanding, a film gained different audiences
and ultimately a bigger total audience.
‘Jennifer’ from the audience, agreed with
Boochani’s earlier remark that people and
institutions should not view refugees as passive.
To view refugees as non-actors hid the resistance
of refugees to this kind of passive framing.
Maria Giannacopoulos addressed a question to
Boochani: ‘when you say “Australians are not
brave enough to question this policy” do you also
mean Indigenous peoples?’
Boochani clarified that he was not talking about
marginalised minorities in Australian society
because they had been fighting and struggling
against the same mentality. He drew a line of
continuity between histories of peoples suffering
oppression in Australia: ‘We (refugees) just
followed them’.
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Steven Caruana asked: ‘Do you think it is also
important to hear from the people who work in
these camps too? We see from time-to-time
whistle-blower voices arise, but this comes at a
cost. Would these voices help expose the 'invisible
violence', the everyday violence that isn't
understood? Would it counter the 'good' and 'bad'
binary?’
Dr Silverstein answered that from her perspective,
as a non-refugee writing about refugee policy, she
had an awareness that her voice was not the most
important voice in this space. Nevertheless, the
media, for example, typically cast white voices as
as more authoritative than other voices. Thus,
while acknowledging that whistle-blowers have an
important role, she was concerned about the
space they occupied ahead of refugees. Whistleblowers can speak to certain ideas about what the
camps were like, but they had views that were
very different to those of refugees. Moreover, Dr
Silverstein believed ‘whistleblowing should not be
seen as a redemptive act’ for the whistle-blower’s
previous role in the refugee detention system. To
her, whistleblowing is not inherently good or bad
but existed in a grey zone.
Boochani agreed with Dr Silverstein. He reminded
the audience that the whistle-blower had still
worked in the detention system and therefore had
benefitted from the system before coming
forward. Nevertheless, Boochani appreciated the
perspective whistle-blowers could bring to
understanding the detention system from having
been part of it. Boochani recalled reading a story
written by a guard wherein the guard’s loathing of
refugees was clearly expressed. Boochani believed
this guard’s story, though racist, remained still
important because of what it revealed about the
detention system. Boochani closed by affirming
that the refugee’s perspective should come first.
Along with the role of guards, he noted the role of
health care workers as another part of the
systematic torture apparatus that operated on
Manus Island. Boochani reflected that he really
liked the whistle-blower question and thought it
was important for people to consider.
Dr Szorenyi responded to the same question by
stating that it was important to be cognisant of the

whistle-blowers’ place in the system but also
added that the amount of legislation the
Australian government has enacted in effort to
stop whistle-blowers from speaking out, reflected
the amount of power whistle-blowers have in this
space. This is a form of recognition of how
important these voices are.
Anthea Vogl asked the panel if they could: ‘chat
further about the kinds of narrative forms that can
challenge and undo the existing narrative, which
does violence to refugees’ lives, identities, and
dignity. Plus, how we should think in terms of both
content and narrative form (as with Chauka’s
resistance or even refusal of narrative) when
resisting
reductionist
and
victimising
representations’.
Boochani responded by saying that ‘no one is
perfect’, not even himself or Sarvestani and that
both were still learning about how to convey
content or narrative. Regarding this, he related his
own learning process as he began to learn more
about Australia. Gradually he shifted his
expression from reporting and advocacy, to
journalism, then to literature, and now to film
making and visual art. Boochani explained that to
challenge the prevailing narratives about refugees,
required a new ‘language’. The images of refugees
and other minorities and marginalised people
should be challenged, he said. In his view, artistic
language and literature was the only method to
challenge this narrative. He admitted that
sometimes he wondered about the feasibility of
this, but nonetheless believed that some
achievements had already been gained.
Sarvestani enthusiastically agreed with Boochani.
He stated that Boochani’s voice messages from
the detention prison were so laden with truth and
insight that there was nothing about them that he
felt he could edit or truncate.
Boochani added that there is an imperative to
empower refugees and create spaces for them.
That was not to say that non-refugees should not
be working with or alongside refugees, but those
who have not had a refugee background should be
careful not to take ownership of refugees’ stories.
Dr Szorenyi agreed with Boochani. Because of the
way that the colonial system worked, she posited
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that there existed a persistent demarcation
between ‘the looker’ and ‘the looked at’. When
these positions were switched, it was often a
confronting experience for the looker to find
themselves under analysis. Nevertheless, the
inversion revealed many previously unseen
aspects of the relationship between the looker
and the looked at. She was also reminded of Judith
Butler’s belief that if you wanted to create a useful
depiction of something, you should be conscious
of what the limitations of your depiction were and
state them. She closed with a comment about the
unrepresentability of representation.
Dr Loughnan thanked the panellists and audience
and closed the seminar.

Concluding Remarks
The panel discussion found that ‘refugee
narratives’, as they are typically constructed and

conveyed today, perpetuate the distance
between refugees and non-refugees—
maintaining the power of the former while
disempowering the latter. Moreover, these
narratives tell us more about the narrator than
the narrative subject—that is, they tell us more
about the non-refugee observer than the refugee
who is ‘being observed’. Panellists were very
interested in imagining who the audience was for
these narratives—narratives made either by
refugees or non-refugees. The panellists
unanimously agreed that more opportunities
must be made for refugees to tell their own
stories on their own terms. Doing so would allow
refugees to cast their gaze back upon nonrefugees and thereby compel these non-refugee
audiences to consider their own position (or
complicity) in a society that systematically, yet
arbitrarily, keeps refugees in detention.
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Biographies of Chair and Panellists
Dr Claire Loughnan (Chair)
Dr Claire Loughnan is a lecturer in Criminology in
the School of Social and Political Sciences at the
University of Melbourne. Her research examines
the carceral expansion accompanying immigration
detention and other border protection measures
which seek to limit refugee protection, through
the lens of an ethic of responsibility.

Behrouz Boochani
Is a Kurdish writer and scholar, Senior Adjunct
Research Fellow at the University of Canterbury,
Associate Professor at the University of NSW and
Honorary Fellow at the University of Melbourne.
His work has been widely published, in both book
form and in over 100 articles and pieces of
commentary on the imprisonment of refugees by
Australia and he is an Honorary Member of PEN
International. He is the winner of an Amnesty
International Australia 2017 Media Award, the
Anna Politkovskaya Award for journalism; and
winner of the 2019 Premiers Writers award for No
Friend but the Mountains: Writing from Manus
Prison (Picador 2018). Between 2013 and 2019, he
was imprisoned under Australia’s Pacific Solution
2 policy, a policy which exiles asylum seekers who
arrive by boat to prison camps in the Pacific,
namely Manus Island, Papua New Guinea, and
Nauru.

Arash Kamali Sarvestani
Arash Kamali Sarvestani is an Iranian Filmmaker. In
2009 he moved to The Netherlands to study Fine
Art in Rietveld Academie in Amsterdam and now
resides there with his family. He worked with

Behrouz Boochani to produce the film Chauka,
Please Tell us the Time, produced in 2017, and
since then has produced a film reflecting on his
own experiences and processes involved in
making the film Tall Fences, Taller Trees. The film
is described by Arash as ‘a monologue I have by
the Mediterranean Sea’ but which also delves into
his relationship with Behrouz in the making of
Chauka.

Dr Jordy Silverstein
Jordy is a Senior Research Fellow with the Peter
McMullin Centre on Statelessness, Melbourne
Law School, University of Melbourne, and
Honorary Fellow in SHAPS at the University of
Melbourne. Her research explores the history of
Australian child refugee policy and policy-making
processes from 1970 to the present, focusing on
the dominance of ideas, discourses and practices
of care and control. Her article Refugee children,
boats, and drownings: a history of an Australian
‘humanitarian’ discourse.

Dr Anna Szorenyi
Anna is a Lecturer at the University of Adelaide.
Anna is a gender studies scholar whose highly
regarded work focuses on cultural representations
of 'victimised migrants' - refugees, asylum seekers,
and trafficking, understood from a perspective
based on feminist theorisations of vulnerability,
precarity and responsibility. She has had a longstanding interest in visual representations of
suffering and the cultural representations of
refugees and human trafficking, from the
perspective of a relational ethics of vulnerability.
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This report was prepared by CONREP event assistant Nathan Gardner.
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