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The Art of Exile 

Safdar Ahmed 

‘The consul banged the table and said, 
“If you’ve got no passport you’re o!cially dead”: 
But we are still alive, my dear, but we are  
still alive.’
W. H. Auden, ‘Refugee Blues’1

 

Introduction

Whilst the term ‘outsider art’ is sometimes 
broadly de"ned, it acquires a particular 
meaning in relation to the art of refugees in 
detention.2 Refugees are stateless people who 
have been forced away from their land, their 
roots, their culture and their past. They migrate 
out of necessity, across national borders and 
XJUIPVU� UIF� MFHBM� QSPUFDUJPOT� UIBU� DJUJ[FOTIJQ�
guarantees. Denied a legal identity, the refugee 
must appeal to a higher, universal realm of 
jurisdiction——that of international human 
rights law and refugee conventions— to which 
most countries are signatories but which are 
frequently observed in the breach. The refugee is 
an outsider, then, in a very speci"c sense. To be 
outside is not to have discovered a new point of 
view, or state of mind. Nor does ‘outsider art’, in 
this sense, describe a common aesthetic form or 

 
1 W. H. Auden, Collected Poems ed. Edward Mendelson 

(London: Faber and Faber, 1976) p. 210.  

2 ‘Outsider art’ was coined in 1972 as a synonym for 
the French term, ‘art brut’. For Jean Dubu#et, art brut 
(which is often translated as ‘raw art’) is the art of 
those who are untrained and socially marginalised, 
JODMVEJOH�UIF�NFOUBMMZ�JMM�DSJNJOBMT�TQJSJUVBMJTUT�GPML�
artists and eccentrics. This was conceived as a distinct 
genre of art—outside of the formal art academy—that 
included the depiction of extreme psychological states, 
unconventional ideas and elaborate fantasies. For a 
critical evaluation of the genre, see David Maclagan, 
0VUTJEFS�"SU��'SPN�UIF�.BSHJOT�UP�UIF�.BSLFUQMBDF�
	-POEPO��3FBLUJPO�#PPLT�����
��

TUZMF��5P�CF�PVUTJEF�JT�UP�IBWF�øFE�POF�T�DPVOUSZ�
PG� PSJHJO� PGUFO� BU� IVHF� QFSTPOBM� SJTL� BOE� UP�
have undergone a di!cult and often lengthy 
process of resettlement elsewhere. It is to have 
MPTU� WBMVBCMF� UJNF� MPDLFE� BXBZ� JO� B� EFUFOUJPO�
facility, in a state of near constant anxiety, whilst 
the country of arrival decides whether it will 
BDDFQU� ZPV� PS� TFOE� ZPV� CBDL� UP� BO� VODFSUBJO�
GBUF� JO� UIF� DPVOUSZ� ZPV� IBWF� øFE�� 5IF� BSU� PG�
refugees can thus be labelled ‘outsider art’—
JOTPGBS�BT�JU�TQFBLT�UP�UIF�FYQFSJFODFT�PG�USBVNB�
displacement, limbo and hopeful resettlement, 
which is the shared predicament of millions of 
displaced people throughout the world.

5P� VOEFSTUBOE� UIF� BSU� PG� BTZMVN� TFFLFST� JO�
"VTUSBMJB�T� EFUFOUJPO� DFOUSFT� POF� NVTU� LOPX�
something of the very di!cult conditions they 
are made to endure. Amongst those residing 
in Sydney’s Villawood detention centre, most 
have had their initial application to refugee 
status rejected and are caught up in a lengthy 
process of appealing and waiting for their cases 
to be reconsidered. For all involved, this is an 
agonising formality: time spent in and out of 
interview rooms and courthouses, repeating 
personal histories and replaying past traumas 
for interpreters and o!cials, that extends for 
NPOUIT� BOE� ZFBST�� )BWJOH� øFE� TVDI� DPVOUSJFT�
BT� "GHIBOJTUBO� 4SJ� -BOLB� *SBO� BOE� *SBR� BMM�
are anxious about the outcome of their cases, 
XPSSJFE� GPS� UIFJS� GBNJMJFT� CBDL� IPNF� BOE�
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terri"ed of being returned to the places from 
XIJDI�UIFZ�IBWF�øFE��8IJMTU�NPTU�EFUBJOFFT�XJMM�
eventually be recognised as genuine refugees, 
UIJT� QSFEJDBNFOU� UBLFT� B� IFBWZ� UPMM� PO� UIFJS�
mental health.  A large number su#er from 
depression and anxiety-related disorders that 
often translate into acts of self-harm and in some 
cases suicide. It is in this context that the mental 
health expert and 2009 Australian of the Year, 
1BUSJDL�.D(PSSZ� MJLFOFE� UIF� EFUFOUJPO� SFHJNF�
to: ‘factories for producing mental illness’.3 

If notions of time and place are important 
determinants in the production of art, it is no 
surprise that the art of refugees conveys shared 
concerns and experiences. Such art is framed, 
for instance, by time spent in detainment, with 
little else to do except wait and worry about the 
future. As an immersive act, art may create a 
moment of distraction from, or point of therapy 
amongst, the anxiety and ennui that pervades 
one’s time in detention. It is also conditioned by 
UIF�MBDL�PG�TQBDF�BOE�SFTPVSDFT�BWBJMBCMF�XJUIJO�
UIF� DFOUSF�T� CSJDL� EPSNT� TFDVSJUZ� BSFBT� BOE�
parameter fences. As I conducted art classes 
BNPOHTU�BTZMVN�TFFLFST�BU�UIF�7JMMBXPPE�DFOUSF�
prominent themes began to emerge. Amongst 
these, three broad categories would delineate 
UIF� DVSBUPSJBM� SBUJPOBMF� GPS� UIF�XPSLT� DPMMFDUFE�
there and from other facilities in Australia. 
They are: 1) The conditions and circumstances 
UIBU� IBWF� GPSDFE� QFPQMF� UP� øFF� UIFJS� DPVOUSZ�
PG� PSJHJO� BOE� TFFL� SFGVHF� FMTFXIFSF�� �
� 5IF�
strategies employed by refugees to endure their 
experience of detainment. 3) Their aspirations 
for the future and vision of what it means 
UP� CFDPNF� "VTUSBMJBO� DJUJ[FOT�� 6TJOH� B� GFX�
examples belonging to each of these themes, I 
will argue that the art of refugees clears a space 
JO� XIJDI� UP� BTL� QSPEVDUJWF� RVFTUJPOT� BCPVU�
"VTUSBMJBO� DJUJ[FOTIJQ� BOE� JEFOUJUZ�� 	5IJT� QBQFS�
XJMM� SFGFS� UP� BTZMVN� TFFLFST� MJWJOH� XJUIJO� UIF�
detention system by the letters A, B, C and so 
on, to protect their identity.)

�� 1BUSJDL�.D(PSSZ�DJUFE�JO�A$MPTF�%FUFOUJPO�$FOUSFT��
Australian of the Year’, ABC News website, http://
www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2010/01/25/2801073.
htm

Whilst our de"nition of what it means to be a 
refugee conjures up images of victimisation, 
deprivation and survival, exiles are more than 
just the victims of war and calamity. Indeed, 
UIF�XPSL�PG�SFGVHFFT�BOE�ÏNJHSÏT�IBT�BSHVBCMZ�
been a starting point for modern artistic and 
intellectual culture. The contribution of artists in 
FYJMF� TVDI�BT�8BTTJMZ�,BOEJOTLZ�1JFS�.POESJBO�
BOE� "STIJMF� (PSLZ� UP� UIF� EFWFMPQNFOU� PG�
abstract modernism is a case in point, alongside 
exiled writers and musicians who have created 
new expressive forms, new ways of seeing. This 
is not to minimise or fetishise the condition 
of exile. The role of art is not to redeem what 
has been lost. What it does is provide the 
opportunity to review, revise, and reconstitute 
the often scattered shards of memory, culture 
and identity that refugees carry with them. The 
artistic act may then become one of discovery. 
And I say may because the experience of being 
uprooted and then needing to reconstitute life 
in a new environment is a traumatic process 
UIBU�NVTU�CF�BDLOPXMFEHFE�PO�JUT�PXO�UFSNT��*U�
should not be quali"ed by notions of ‘success’ or 
‘failure’.

Exile
Exile may seem to have no end though it always 
has a beginning, which is to say that there is 
always a point at which someone is compelled to 
leave their home, land, family and community for 
an uncertain future somewhere else. In their art 
QSBDUJDF�BTZMVN�TFFLFST�SFGFS�UP�UIF�GPSDFT�UIBU�
ESPWF� UIFN� UP� øFF� UIFJS� IPNFMBOE�PS� QMBDF� PG�
SFTJEFODF�BOE�VOEFSUBLF�UIF�BSEVPVT�KPVSOFZ�UP�
a safer country. One such example is a painting 
by a young Tamil refugee, which depicts a scene 
of dispossession.�5IF�4SJ�-BOLBO�BSNZ�CPNCJOH�
the Tamils refers us to the events of 2009, in 
XIJDI�4SJ�-BOLB�T�OBUJPOBM�BSNZ�XBHFE�B�NBTTJWF�
military o#ensive against the Liberation Tigers of 
Tamil Elam (LTTE). According to an investigation 
by The Times newspaper, which drew upon UN 
TPVSDFT�PWFS��������DJWJMJBOT�XFSF�LJMMFE�EVSJOH�
UIF� DPOøJDU� NBOZ� PG� XIPN� EJFE� BT� B� SFTVMU�
of aerial bombardment and shelling by the Sri 
-BOLBO�HPWFSONFOU�JO�UIF�öOBM�XFFLT�PG�UIF�XBS��
Over a quarter of a million internally displaced 
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people were then herded into detention camps 
administered by the regime, where they were 
screened and ’rehabilitated’, though many were 
tortured and have disappeared.4�5IF�4SJ�-BOLBO�
government hailed the operation as a decisive 
victory in the ‘war against terrorism’ and has 
rejected domestic and international calls for an 
independent investigation into human rights 
abuses committed during the war.5 

5IJT�QBJOUJOH�GPDVTFT�VQPO�UIF�øJHIU�PG�DJWJMJBOT��
In the foreground are a cluster of "gures: two 
men, a woman, and a child, clutching a few 

4  See http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/category,COI,,CO
UNTRYNEWS,LKA,4a2620b41c,0.html

5 On the impotence of the UN in the aftermath of the 
4SJ�-BOLBO�XBS�TFF�.BUIFX�3VTTFMM�-FF�A4SJ�-BOLB�T�
“Bloodbath on the Beach” made the UN’s Ban Ki-mute 
Moot: Now What?’, SAIS Review, vol. XXIX no. 2, 
	����
�QQ����o����4FF�BMTP�A4SJ�-BOLB�4UPOFXBMMJOH�PO�
Wartime Abuses’, Human Rights Watch (24 January 
2011) at  http://www.hrw.org/en/news/2011/01/24/
TSJ�MBOLB�TUPOFXBMMJOH�XBSUJNF�BCVTFT��"DDFTTFE�
24/3/2011.

belongings. They run from homes that are the 
target of an aerial bombardment, and will soon 
EJTBQQFBS� JO� B�XFMUFS� PG� TNPLF� BOE�øBNF��5IF�
cause of their panic is represented only by the 
missile that falls from the top right-hand corner 
of the canvas. What is important for the painter 
of this image is not the action of government 
forces per se, but the panic of their victims. 
The painting depicts a moment of trauma. It is 
the moment at which the familiar routines of 
BO�FTUBCMJTIFE� JO� UIJT�DBTF� SVSBM� MJGF� 	FWPLFE�CZ�
UIF�CVMMPDL�ESBXO�DBSU�BOE�DPNNVOBM�XFMM
�BSF�
violently overturned. The "gures run from their 
homes, across a road and out of the plane of the 
DBOWBT�XIJDI� JT� UP� JNBHJOF�UIFN�øFFJOH�QBTU�
the viewer. In this sense, they are crossing a 
threshold: from the familiar environment of their 
BODFTUSBM�WJMMBHFT�UPXBSET�BO�VOLOPXO�GVUVSF�JO�
a new place.

A drawing by ‘A’, who is a member of the 
)B[BSB� NJOPSJUZ� JO� "GHIBOJTUBO� FYFNQMJöFT�
the complex feelings involved in this process of 
transition. The left side of the picture tells the 

W, 5IF�4SJ�-BOLBO�BSNZ�CPNCJOH�UIF�5BNJMT� acrylic on canvas, 69x50cm
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story of Afghanistan. The nation is represented 
as a barren tree, which sprouts only a single leaf 
and whose sole inhabitants (a clutch of starving 
DIJDLT
� BSF� TUBMLFE� CZ� UIF� TOBLF� PG� UFSSPSJTN��
At one side of the tree sits a mutilated stump, 
symbolising the long-running oppression of the 
)B[BSB�QFPQMF��5IF�SJHIU�TJEF�PG�UIF�JNBHF�UFMMT�
"�T�PXO�TUPSZ��)F�TJUT�MPDLFE�JO�B�DBHF�VOBCMF�UP�
feed the children he has left behind. His thought 
CVCCMFT�HP�JO�EJòFSFOU�EJSFDUJPOT�UIJOLJOH�CPUI�
of the real danger represented by the Taliban 
to his family and of the potential security that 
a refugee visa represents. That his cage is held 
BMPGU� CZ� B� TUZMJTFE� OBUJPOBM� øBH� JOEJDBUFT� UIF�
helpless state of refugees within Australia’s 
current political climate.

-JLF� NPTU� BTZMVN�TFFLFST� JO� EFUFOUJPO� "� IBE�
experienced no formal art training. He made the 
drawing entirely without guidance or didactic 
input and for no other reason than to put his 
feelings down on paper. The act of drawing, in 
this instance, was not an attempt at ‘art’. It was 
a means to externalise—and so minimise—the 

artist’s fears and concerns. Sadly, the bird cannot 
QSPUFDU�JUT�ZPVOH��UXP�PG�"�T�TPOT�XFSF�LJMMFE�CZ�
the Taliban during the time he has languished 
in detention. At the time of writing he remains 
worried for the fate of his wife, daughter and 
other relatives, who remain in Afghanistan and 
Iran. 

Surviving detention 

The art of refugees in detention shows a deep 
faith in the validity of their own experiences, and 
scepticism towards the rules and institutions 
that legitimise their incarceration. Moreover, 
QBSUJDVMBS� XPSLT� FYFNQMJGZ� UIF� TUSBUFHJFT�
adopted by refugees to help them endure the 
emotional and psychological di!culties wrought 
by detention. Because detention centres are 
places of material deprivation, art must be 
made from whatever objects or materials are 
BU� IBOE�� 5IF� XPSL� PG� BO� *SBOJBO� BSUJTU� XIPN�
I will refer to as ‘B’ is interesting in this regard. 
*O� *SBO� #� XPSLFE� JO� UIF� BSFBT� PG� NFDIBOJDBM�
and electrical engineering. His life was peaceful 

D, Waiting.�QFO�BOE�JOL�PO�QBQFS���Y��DN
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until the Islamic regime proposed that he design 
weapons to be used against anti-government 
QSPUFTUFST� JODMVEJOH� B� UBOL� UIBU� öSFT� CPJMJOH�
XBUFS� BU� DSPXET�� "GUFS� SFGVTJOH� UIF� XPSL� PO�
moral grounds, B realised that he had seen too 
much of the regime’s weapons program to live 
JO� TBGFUZ� BOE� QSPNQUMZ� øFE� GPS� IJT� MJGF� MFBWJOH�
his wife and child behind. Within the Villawood 
detention centre, he has used his engineering 
expertise to devise new contraptions from the 
poor materials available to him.   

Because he wanted to paint in his free time, and 
because he did not have access to adequate 
NBUFSJBMT�#�GBTIJPOFE�B�CSVTI�BOE�QBMFUUF�LOJGF�
from the plastic cutlery available to detainees in 
the communal mess. (As in the prison system, 
detainees are not allowed steel implements 
CFDBVTF� PG� UIF� SJTL� UIFZ� BSF� TFFO� UP� QPTF� UP�
UIFNTFMWFT�BOE�UP�PUIFST�
�#�UPPL�IBJST�GSPN�UIF�
tail of a cat that lives in the centre, which became 
the hairs of his brush, and which he fused to a 
QMBTUJD� GPSL� XJUI� BMVNJOJVN� GPJM�� "� öOFS� CSVTI�
was made from cat hair and a radio antenna. B 
IBT�BMTP�NBEF�PSJHJOBM�BSUXPSLT�GSPN�UIF�JOTUBOU�

food that is available to him. In one instance, he 
GBTIJPOFE�UIF�CVE�BOE�QFUBMT�PG�B�TVOøPXFS�GSPN�
"nely cut cheese, which he then painted and 
attached to a round plastic plate. The twisted 
strands of intertwining ‘2-minute noodles’ 
XFSF�VTFE� UP�NBLF� UIF� TUBML�PG� UIF�øPXFS� BOE�
to create a decorative border that frames the 
TDFOF�� "GUFS� UIBU� #� FNCBSLFE� PO� IJT� MBSHFTU�
QSPKFDU�UP�EBUF�NBLJOH�B�UP�TDBMF�SFQMJDB�PG�UIF�
Sydney Harbour Bridge from straight spaghetti 
and glue. Such pieces represent an attempt to 
transcend the detainee’s environment through 
the transformation of local materials/found 
PCKFDUT� JOUP� XPSLT� PG� DSFBUJWF� BOE� BFTUIFUJD�
pleasure. 

*G� DFSUBJO� QJFDFT� SFøFDU� UIF�QIZTJDBM� DPOEJUJPOT�
of the detention environment, others relate 
to the emotional and psychological traumas 
FOEVSFE�UIFSF��*O�UIJT�DBUFHPSZ�BSF�UXP�XPSLT�CZ�
an Iraqi refugee, Saad Tlaa, which commemorate 
UIF� TVJDJEF� PG� UIF� 'JKJBO� BTZMVN� TFFLFS� +PTFGB�
Rauluni. On the morning of 20 September 2010, 
Josefa was given deportation papers.  This was 
JO� LFFQJOH� XJUI� UIF� "VTUSBMJBO� HPWFSONFOU�T�
practice of notifying detainees of their return 
date at the last minute—in order to avoid 
desperate acts of self-harm and suicide. Josefa 
had spent the previous months exhausting all 
avenues of appeal in an attempt to remain within 
"VTUSBMJB�� )F� XBT� BO� PVUTQPLFO� BEWPDBUF� GPS�
democratic change in Fiji and feared persecution 
by the military regime upon being returned 
there. At one point the deposed Fijian prime 
NJOJTUFS� -BJTFOJB� 2BSBTF� IBE� VOTVDDFTTGVMMZ�
pleaded with Australian authorities to grant him 
asylum. Fifteen minutes before he was due to be 
handcu#ed and escorted to the airport, Josefa 
climbed onto the roof of the Villawood detention 
facility, where he pleaded to be allowed to 
stay in Australia until the political situation in 
Fiji had changed. The protest was to no avail; 
evincing his despair, he threw himself from the 
roof and died upon hitting the ground. Josefa’s 
EFBUI�TQBSLFE�B�QSPUFTU�CZ�FMFWFO�5BNJM�BTZMVN�
TFFLFST� XIP� TUBHFE� B� UIJSUZ�IPVS� TJU�JO� PO� UIF�
same roof, and who were equally adamant that 
UIFZ�TIPVME�OPU�CF�TFOU�CBDL�UP�4SJ�-BOLB���

M, Improvised tools, 
found objects, 21cm
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Josefa’s death was witnessed by many fellow 
detainees, including Saad Tlaa, who painted 
a memorial to his fallen friend. A portrait of 
UIF�EFBE�NBO�MPPLT�PVU�PG�B�XSFBUI�PG�øPXFST�
beneath which are the signatures of Josefa’s 
friends in the Villawood centre. The portrait 
was given to the family of the dead man as a 
USJCVUF�� "� TFDPOE�XPSL� EFQJDUT� UIF� BDUJPO� PG� B�
falling man. Behind the "gure are the stylised 
shapes of three birds, below the forms of their 
IFBSUT�CSFBLJOH��5IJT�XBT� UP� SFQSFTFOU� UIF� MPTT�
experienced by Josefa’s wife and children. The 
man falls into the shape of a mandala whose 
TQPLFT� EPVCMF� BT� B� DMPDL� TIPXJOH� UIF� FYBDU�
time (9:25 am) of Josefa’s death. 

On one hand, these images are an attempt to 
SFDPODJMF� UIF� TIPDL�BOE� TBEOFTT�FOEVSFE�BGUFS�
the death of a friend. And yet, this was not an 
ordinary death insofar as the circumstances 
that led to Josefa’s death continue in the 
Villawood centre. Such a death may happen 
again. To receive a notice of deportation and 
CF�TFOU�CBDL�UP�UIFJS�DPVOUSZ�PG�PSJHJO� JT�B� GFBS�
UIBU� IBVOUT� FWFSZ� BTZMVN� TFFLFS��5IF�NPNFOU�
JO�XIJDI� +PTFGB� LOFX�IF�XPVME�CF� SFUVSOFE� JT�
a moment dreaded by every expectant refugee. 
4BBE�T� XPSL� UIVT� GPSNT� B� USJCVUF� UP� +PTFGB�T�
MJGF� BOE� BDLOPXMFEHFT� UIF� GSBHJMJUZ� UIBU� NBSLT�
UIF� POHPJOH� GBUF� PG� BTZMVN� TFFLFST�XJUIJO� UIF�
detention system. On 15 November, within two 
months of Josefa’s passing, an Iraqi man named 
"INBE� BM�"LBCJ� BMTP� DPNNJUUFE� TVJDJEF�� 5IF�
text above Josefa’s portrait reads: 

‘To the family of our brother, Josefa—this is 
on behalf of all the brothers and sisters here 
at the Villawood IDC [Immigration Detention 
Centre]—

Your Iraqi brother, 
Saad Tlaa, 
September 27th 2010. 
7 days after…’ 

Imagining Australia 

Precisely because refugees are de"ned 
according to what they do not possess  (i.e. the 
QSPUFDUJPOT� PG� MFHBM� DJUJ[FOTIJQ
� UIF� RVFTUJPO�
of their identity cannot be separated from that 
of the nation state and its ideological forms.
This is true of the objective conditions with 
which refugees contend, just as it pertains to 
the subjective formation of a refugee’s identity. 
For instance, one must consider a nation’s 
e#ort to shape a common culture amongst its 
DJUJ[FOT�� 1JPOFFST� FYQMPSFST� NPSBMMZ� NJOEFE�
mutineers, peasants who till the soil, and heroic 

Saad Tlaa, Tribute to Josefa, 
watercolour on paper, 29x41cm

Saad Tlaa, Jump towards a new world, 
watercolour on paper, 38x28cm
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soldiers are the tropes to which many national 
JEFOUJUJFT�EFGFS��5IF�OPUJPO�PG�AIPNF��JT�DPOøBUFE�
with that of the ‘homeland’, just as the nation 
CFDPNFT� BO�PVUTJ[FE�EFQJDUJPO�PG� UIF�NPEFSO�
nuclear family. This latter point is displayed in 
the construction of gendered national roles: 
early leaders are described as ‘founding fathers’, 
and the geographical space of the nation is 
MJLFOFE�UP�B�NBUFSOBM�XPNC�UIF�ANPUIFSMBOE���
8JUIPVU�PWFSTUBUJOH�UIF�JOøVFODF�PG�OBUJPOBMJTU�
sentiments upon the formation of the individual, 
such themes inevitably exact a toll upon those 
who "nd themselves cast out from their national 
‘home’. 

Moreover, refugees do not forget the formative 
social, cultural and nationalist sentiments of 
their upbringing. In other words, they rarely 
embrace a single-thread narrative that would 
TFFL� UP� EFWBMVF� PS� OFHBUF� UIF� QBTU�� %FTQJUF�
the expectations of those who imagine a total 
program of national and cultural ‘assimilation’, 
SFGVHFFT�BSF�VOMJLFMZ� UP�BCBOEPO�UIF� JEFOUJUJFT�
they seem to have left behind. Rather, their 
past becomes the foundation for assimilation. 
A dialectic is at play: between the nationalism, 
country, circumstances, ideology, mores, 
culture and customs of the refugees’ past—
and that which can be absorbed of their new 
country: its culture, politics, customs and so 
on. This can be a di!cult process although 
the outcome is not always loss. For as the late 
Palestinian-American scholar Edward Said 
put it, the activity of reconciling two places, 
cultures and homes gives rise to an ‘awareness 
of simultaneous dimensions’ that may lead to 
the productive criticism of ‘orthodox—which 
is to say repressive—cultures, judgements and 
points of view.6 In this sense, the condition of 
exile may yet provide scope for criticism and 
reconstruction. The dialectical negotiation of 
di#erent identities may yet create new identities, 
new perspectives.The themes of Australian 
OBUJPOBMJTN� BT� UIFZ� BQQFBS� JO� BSUXPSLT� NBEF�
CZ�BTZMVN�TFFLFST�BSF�B�SFNJOEFS�PG�XIFSF�UIFZ�
stand in relation to the concept of the nation 

�� &EXBSE�8��4BJE�3FøFDUJPOT�PO�&YJMF�BOE�0UIFS�-JUFSBSZ�
BOE�$VMUVSBM�&TTBZT�	-POEPO��(SBOUB�����
�Q��������

state, and to Australian nationality in particular. 
"TZMVN� TFFLFST� XIP� MJWF� JO� EFUFOUJPO� FYJTU�
in a time before they can form themselves as 
Australians. To this end they project themselves 
into the future, as soon-to-be contributors to 
the Australian national identity. This process of 
becoming Australian (even before the event) 
may involve a surprising (re)appropriation of 
the symbols and icons of Australian nationalism, 
however, this is as it should be. If modern 
nations are ‘imagined communities’, to employ 
the phrase of Benedict Anderson, this process 
has never been monopolised by one exclusive 
group or class.7 3BUIFS� UIF� UBTL� PG� JNBHJOJOH�
(and building) the nation has often fallen to 
OFX� NJHSBOUT� ÏNJHSÏT� BOE� FYJMFT�� 3FHBSEMFTT�
of whether one agrees with multiculturalism as 
a political doctrine, the contribution of migrant 
communities to the fabric of Australian identity 
cannot be denied. 

Saad Tlaa’s drawing of Sydney harbour and the 
4ZEOFZ� 0QFSB� )PVTF� XJUI� UIF� "VTUSBMJBO� øBH�
hoisted in the foreground, reproduces the most 
widely circulated, globally recognised, and 
thus easily appropriated symbols of Australian 
JEFOUJUZ�� 5IFNBUJDBMMZ� UIF� XPSL� SFQSFTFOUT� BO�
idealised ritual of boat-owning households in 
Sydney—to sail the harbour on a clear day—
FWPLJOH�B�TZNCPMJD�JNBHF�PG�UIF�"VTUSBMJBO�AXBZ�
of life’. Formally, the artist’s use of a pointillist 
UFDIOJRVF� SFOEFST� UIF� øBH� BOE� JUT� IBSCPVS�
almost hyper-real. And yet the exactitude of 
this image conveys something else entirely.
The cleanliness and accuracy of the drawing 
is more evocative of a tourist advertisement 
or brochure than of something a yacht-going 
XFFLFOEFS� XPVME� SFDBMM�� 5IBU� JT� CFDBVTF� UIF�
image was itself sourced from within detention. 
It was mustered through a search engine, from 
the sea of images and signs that circulate on 
the internet. In this context, the appropriation of 
tourist (‘Australiana’) imagery is entirely logical. 
5IF�LPBMB� UIF�LBOHBSPP� UIF�0QFSB�)PVTF�BOE�
so on are more readily available to outsiders 

7 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: 
3FøFDUJPOT�PO�UIF�0SJHJOT�BOE�4QSFBE�PG�/BUJPOBMJTN�
(London: Verso, 1991).
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than to ordinary Australians, who have a broader 
range of experiences to choose from. 

Unfortunately, the rhetoric towards asylum 
TFFLFST� BNPOHTU�"VTUSBMJBO�QPMJUJDJBOT� BOE� UIF�
corporate media is often callous. It is held that 
refugees who come to Australia ‘unlawfully’ 
NVTU�CF�EFUBJOFE�BOE�LFQU�BQBSU�GSPN�UIF�XJEFS�
DPNNVOJUZ�GPS�BT�MPOH�BT�JU�UBLFT�UP�DIFDL�UIFJS�

identities and belabour their applications. That 
UIJT�NBZ�UBLF�B�OVNCFS�PG�ZFBST� JO�TPNF�DBTFT�
is unconscionable. Under international law it is 
not illegal to travel to a country without a visa if 
one is claiming asylum. And when one considers 
UIBU� B� IJHI�QFSDFOUBHF�PG� BTZMVN� TFFLFST�XIP�
arrive by boat are eventually recognised as 
HFOVJOF� SFGVHFFT� JU�NBLFT�OP�TFOTF� UP�NBMJHO�
them as a potential threat to Australian society. 
Unless, that is, there are short-term political 
gains to be made from appearing ‘tough’ on the 
issue of security, ‘people smuggling’ and ‘border 
protection’. At a deeper level, demonising 
SFGVHFFT� TFFLT� UP� BMMBZ� BO� JODSFBTJOH� TFOTF� PG�
national insecurity. It stems from a sense of 
QBSBOPJB� XIJDI� BT� (IBTTBO� )BHF� QPJOUT� PVU�
is symptomatic of broader fears associated 
with the social and cultural fragmentation that 
neoliberal economic policies and the forces of 
globalisation have wrought upon the national  
community.8     

�� (IBTTBO�)BHF�Against Paranoid Nationalism: Searching 
GPS�)PQF�JO�B�4ISJOLJOH�4PDJFUZ, Pluto Press, Annandale 
NSW, 2003. 

Certainly, a low point in the public discourse 
UPXBSET� BTZMVN� TFFLFST� DBNF� JO� UIF� XBLF� PG�
the Christmas Island boat disaster of December 
2010, in which a boat carrying refugees was 
TNBTIFE�BHBJOTU�UIF�KBHHFE�SPDLT�PG�$ISJTUNBT�
*TMBOE� LJMMJOH�NBOZ� PG� UIPTF� PO� CPBSE�� "T� UIF�
bodies were being buried, Scott Morrison, the 
Shadow Minister for Immigration, questioned 
UIF�HPWFSONFOU�T�EFDJTJPO�UP�øZ�UIF�EFDFBTFE�T�
relatives to Sydney for the funeral, intoning that 
this was an unnecessary waste of taxpayer’s 
NPOFZ�� "� SBEJP� IPTU� PG� 4ZEOFZ�T� �(#� TUBUJPO�
$ISJT�4NJUI� UIFO�SBO�B�RVJ[�XJUI�QSJ[FT� GPS� UIF�
listener who could call in and correctly guess the 
OVNCFS�PG�BTZMVN�TFFLFST�LJMMFE�JO�UIF�EJTBTUFS��
5IF� AMVDLZ�� XJOOFS� XBT� BXBSEFE� B� %7%�NPWJF�
QBTTFT�BOE�B�CPPL�9 

How does one react to such hostility? A cartoon 
by an Iranian detainee satirises the plight of 
refugees within the detention system through a 
OPWFM�UBLF�PO�B�IBMMPXFE�"VTUSBMJBO�QBTUJNF��UIF�
AHSFBU�"VTTJF�CBSCJF���)FSF�B�QJUDIGPSL�CSBOEJOH�

+VMJB� (JMMBSE� CBSCFDVFT� B� USPVCMFE� TXFBUZ�
MPPLJOH�SFGVHFF��*O�UIF�CBDLHSPVOE�B�LBOHBSPP�
and her joey regard the scene with expressions of 
befuddlement. The contrast between the Prime 
Minister’s satisfaction, the refugee’s alarm, and 
UIF�LBOHBSPPT��TVSQSJTF�IJHIMJHIUT�B�EJTKVODUJPO�
that is commonly observed amongst detained 
BTZMVN�TFFLFST��*U�JT�UIF�EJòFSFODF�CFUXFFO�UIF�

9 Media Watch website: http://www.abc.net.au/
mediawatch/transcripts/s3144613.htm. Accessed 
25/4/2011.

Saad Tlaa, Sydney Harbour, 
coloured pen on paper, 29x21cm

J, 5IF�(SFBU�"VTTJF�#BSCJF�
pencil on paper, 41x29cm
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heartlessness of Australia’s migration policies 
and the apologetic disbelief and sympathy of the 
ordinary Australians with whom refugees come 
into contact. As the cartoon demonstrates, 
detainees understand only too well that their 
fate has been commandeered by opinion poll-
XBSZ� QPMJUJDJBOT� BOE� SJHIU� XJOH� SBEJP� TIPDL�
KPDLT�� 5IFZ� LOPX� UIBU� UIFZ� BSF� MPDLFE� VQ� UP�
satisfy a callous political reality. There is humour 
in absurdity. 

I will conclude by restating that the art of 
refugees provides an interesting point of 
SFøFDUJPO�PO�XIBU� JU�NFBOT� UP�CF�PS�OPU� UP�CF�
B�MFHBMMZ�SFDPHOJTFE�QFSTPO��B�DJUJ[FO��3FGVHFFT�
are compelled to adapt to new experiences in 
their quest to start life anew, for which their 
JEFOUJUJFT�BSF�BMXBZT�JO�øVY��5IFZ�BSF�DPNQFMMFE�
to evaluate, or "nd commonalities between the 
culture of their homeland and the new places to 
XIJDI�UIFZ�IBWF�øFE��0O�UPQ�PG�UIJT�UIFSF�BSF�UIF�
di!culties imposed upon them by the Australian 

government’s punitive system of mandatory 
and inde"nite detention. There are the months 
and years spent waiting for their stories to be 
veri"ed by bureaucrats and o!cials who have 
no concept of what it is to be endangered or 
persecuted. It is within this context of struggle 
that the creative moment clears a space for the 
reclamation of dignity and hope.

Dr Safdar Ahmed completed a Bachelor of Fine 
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and Islamic Studies at the University of Sydney in 
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European paradigms and theories of modernity. 
He is currently researching modern exegetical 
BQQSPBDIFT�UP� UIF�2VS�BO�BOE�HJWFT�XFFLMZ�BSU�
classes inside the Villawood Detention Centre.

Alwy Fadhel, Untitled, pencil on paper, 21x29cm
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Alwy Fadhel, Untitled 3�QFO�BOE�JOL�PO�QBQFS���Y��DN


