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Introduction
In early 2018, the art exhibition All We Can’t See opened at The Yellow House, a gallery located in the gentrified, inner city Sydney suburb of Potts Point. The exhibition was made up of about 50 works across mediums, each of which responded to a specific report or notification contained within the Nauru Files (All We Can’t See - Illustrating the Nauru Files, n.d.). The Nauru Files are “the largest ever leaked set of documents published from inside the Australian detention system” (Evershed et al., 2016). Leaked to The Guardian in 2016, they detail 2,116 mandatory “incident reports” about refugees imprisoned in "offshore detention" on the island nation of Nauru. The reports were written and filed by case workers, guards, social workers and teachers working for the companies privately contracted and funded by the Australian Government to operate the detention centre (Evershed et al., 2016).[footnoteRef:1] Using an immense, interactive, searchable database, The Guardian published redacted versions of the leaked files in full in August 2016. Individual incident reports were the “subjects” and basis of the All We Can’t See artworks (Evershed et al., 2016). [1:  The incident reports where filed from 2013-2015. At that time, the organisations and for-profit companies holding contracts with the Australian Government to operate offshore processing on Nauru included Broadspectrum (formerly Transfield), Wilson Security, International Health and Medical Services and Save the Children.] 


In explaining why they put together the All We Can’t See exhibition, curators Daniel New and Arielle Gamble stated: “In the absence of media access to the island, our objective is to illustrate these [Nauru Files] stories through creative expression, using art to shed light on all we can’t see” (All We Can’t See - Illustrating the Nauru Files, n.d.). As Gamble further explained, “[l]anguage isn’t working… the stories in the Nauru files are dehumanised, removed, redacted” (Dumas, 2018). The reports in the Nauru Files detail the extreme physical and sexual violence experienced by refugees incarcerated in Nauru, and include accounts of child abuse, self-harm, suicide attempts and severe mental illness. They are intimate and distressing, but written in the cold, disinterested, perfunctory style of mandatory incident reporting. As explained in the Nauru Files database, “critical incidents” were required to be reported verbally within 30 minutes and in writing within three hours; “major incidents” had to be reported verbally within an hour and in writing within six hours; and for “minor incidents”, a written report was required within 24 hours and no verbal report was mandated (Farrell & Evershed, 2016). While the leaked reports were headline national and international news following their release, the detention centre continued to operate as previously. The conditions exposed in the reports remained unchanged. 

I went to see the exhibition with a friend on a quiet weekday afternoon in 2018. The gallery in which it hung was small, bright and airy. Numerous high profile and celebrated Australian artists contributed work to the exhibition. Other works not hung in the gallery, but included on the exhibition’s website, are by “ordinary” members of the community who responded to the curators’ open call to illustrate an incident report. After the first couple of webpages of the artworks online, visitors are able to click through page after page of tessellated, yet-to-be-illustrated incident reports. Every artwork was accompanied by the particular incident report it was responding to, complete with official redactions, and the incident’s categorisation and risk rating (critical, major or minor). Risk ratings and mandatory reporting requirements were set out in the contract between the Australian Government and Transfield Services’, the for-profit company running the detention centre, and failure to meet them could trigger financial penalties. Each report is unique and harrowing.

In the exhibition space, I read most of the redacted files before I looked at the artworks. One work, by Luke Storrier, is a sculpture of a slanted, white, partially wrapped chair. The chair is partially suspended, connected by just one leg to a plinth, and at the base of the chair’s foot there is small puddle of red paint, resembling a pool of blood. It is accompanied by a report which reads:

MINOR. Incident: Complaint…[REDACTED] informed case worker that his son [REDACTED] was walking through Area 9, felt dizzy (he had sewn his lips together at the time) and sat on the chair near the guard station. Guard stated Do not sit in front of me I don’t want to see you and kicked the chair. 

A thickly layered abstract oil painting, of relentless and saturated reds, yellow, oranges and whites by Aida Tomescu, illustrates an “unclassified” incident report, dated 15/8/2014, which reads:
WRITER WALKS/RUNS ON CRUSHED CORAL. KNEE LIGAMENTS ARE DETERIORATING DUE TO SURFACE. HAS BEEN GIVEN VARIOUS SUPPORTS WHICH DO NOT HELP. EXPERIENCING BACK PAIN.
An oil on board painting of a dark burning mass of everyday furniture and other detritus, rendered in tea-stain browns, muted yellows and blacks by Peter Gardiner, illustrates the following report, dated 20/9/2014 and classified as “minor”: 
 [REDACTED] TOLD SCA STAFF THAT HER ALONG WITH MANY OTHER YOUTHS WERE CONSIDERING A MASS SELF HARM WITH RAZOR BLADES, DETERGENT AND CIGARETTE BUDS (sic).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  SCA: Save the Children Australia. Save the Children was contracted to provide education and welfare services to minors detained on Nauru. The contract was valued at AUD36,740,058.53: (Whyte, 2017)] 

A number of the artworks in the gallery illustrated reports that detail group or mass suicide plans or attempts. As we wandered the gallery, my friend broke our mainly silent viewing to mention that none of the press or publicly-available accounts of offshore detention that she had seen had ever mentioned or documented this. 

On our way out of the gallery we chatted briefly to the two curators. We asked what led them to curate the exhibition, did they do “other stuff” in the visual art world or as part of the refugee rights campaigns? No, they told us, they were book designers who wanted to do something in response to Australia’s policy of offshore detention and the Nauru Files. The response to the exhibition during and after it was first shown was immense, and a small campaign raised funds to allow it to exhibit in Melbourne, Victoria later that same year (Gamble & New, 2018). 

In the remainder of this chapter I consider the modes and politics of refugee representation, and in particular the function of art and literature as sites of resistance to, or the reinforcing of, dehumanising or idealised tropes of people seeking refugee protection. The chapter also addresses the connection between representations of the imagined refugee and refugeehood, and the violence and “logic” of Australia’s offshore detention regime in particular. In engaging with these issues, I draw on Manus Prison Theory and its recurring focus on the question of who gets to represent refugee experience, and to generate knowledge about it and on what terms. Alongside presenting two contrasting exhibitions, which alternately raise and contest the idea of the “deserving refugee”, the chapter presents Manus Prison Theory’s direct engagement with the critical role of art, literature, and poetry in depicting, analysing and resisting recurring tropes of refugeehood, and in turn Australia’s “offshore” prison regimes in Nauru and Papua New Guinea (PNG). Finally, I consider not just the content but the temporalities of refugee representation and the role of crisis both in generating “stock” refugee representations, as well as in separating contemporary forms of violence against refugees from colonial and neocolonial forms of sovereignty and expulsion. 
***
In 2015 a different kind of exhibition (and media campaign), I Came by Boat, was launched across Australia (I Came By Boat, n.d.). The campaign aimed to highlight the positive contribution of refugees and asylum seekers to Australia by profiling “successful” refugees and presenting their stories across social media platforms, as well as on billboards and posters around capital cities (SBS Staff, 2015). The I Came by Boat website is still live and displays 12 of the campaign posters as an online gallery. The images are beautiful. Each one features a front-on, three-quarter length photograph of a refugee living in Australia. In each portrait, the refugee is openly smiling or has smiling eyes. The posters each include a grab quote, and on the website there is a longer description of each refugee’s story for visitors to click on and navigate. The exhibition directly interrupts public and political discourse that only “bogus” or opportunistic refugees come by boat. Each refugee depicted in the campaign did come by boat and is confirmed by the accompanying text as both a genuine and “successful” refugee. 

One of the images is of Dr Fern White, described as a dentist and a yoga teacher. Her profile explains that after 10 months in refugee camps, Fern’s family were settled in Port Pirie; that Fern would sacrifice birthday parties and her school holidays “to help her parents sew shoulder pads into garments” before she went on to pursue a medical career (I Came By Boat, n.d.). In another poster, Zakarya from Afghanistan is described as starting with a basic knowledge of the alphabet and “since his release from [Australian] detention having been happily employed at the Berry King jam factory, working his way up to assistant production manager” (I Came By Boat, n.d.). Zakarya is quoted as dreaming of having his own business and loving the St Kilda Football Club. The other refugees depicted are described as a classical concert pianist, a kitchen hand, a restaurant owner, a surf lifesaver and an entrepreneur. 

I wrote about these posters for research I was doing into how refugees’ stories, personal credibility and oral evidence of persecution in their home countries are tested and judged by legal decision-makers in Australia (see Vogl, 2017) – but they came to mind again when I went to the All We Can’t See exhibition. It was almost impossible to line up the images of the I Came by Boat refugees, succeeding, teaching, doing yoga, performing world-first surgery and generally excelling, with the people incarcerated in offshore prisons or the lives of refugees as surveilled, redacted, recorded and illustrated in All We Can’t See. The poster-people in I Came by Boat are not waiting. They are successful refugee-citizens who live – and contribute economically and socially – in the present. They are incredible people who have achieved so much under at times horrific conditions, some of which were imposed by Australia upon arrival in their new home state. 

The I Came by Boat poster-people are the kind of extraordinary refugees that author Dina Nayeri describes when she notes that “[w]ith the rise of nativist sentiment in Europe and America’, there has been a ‘troubling change in the way people make the case for refugees” (Nayeri, 2017). She observes that “even those on the left talk about how immigrants make America great. They point to photographs of happy refugees turned good citizens, listing their contributions, as if that is the price of existing in the same country, on the same earth.” I’m with Nayeri when she asks, frustrated: “Is the life of the happy mediocrity a privilege reserved for those who never stray from home?” (2017). In Australia, these expectations of the good refugee-citizen, of something far more than mediocrity, apply at the same time as the Government prosecutes policies of mandatory detention, social exclusion, and for those on offshore detention, out and out torture as a form of deterrence against the very refugees whom we expect to succeed and then to celebrate, against all odds.  

Art, representation and Manus Prison Theory
Manus Prison Theory, a theoretical framework and movement articulated by Behrouz Boochani and Omid Tofighian, has as one of its core themes the critical role of art, representation, literature, and poetry in depicting, analysing and resisting Australia’s “offshore” prison regimes in PNG and Nauru.  Manus Prison Theory as a whole is  a ‘response to the illegal detention of refugees on Manus Island in PNG and functions as a unique and multi-faceted discourse about border politics, colonialism and intersecting forms of domination in contemporary Australia’ (Tofighian, 2020, pp. 1138–1139). The intersecting ideas and components of the theory developed by Boochani and Tofighian, alongside an international community of scholars, artists and activists, frequently return to critical questions of how “refugees” are represented and by whom, and the erasure of refugees themselves in these processes. Another of the theory’s orientating frames is the profoundly “colonial logic conditioning and driving Australia’s border regime” (Tofighian, 2020, p. 1140), which is in turn connected to who has authority to define and represent refugee experience. The role of Australia’s colonial present and the ongoing dispossession of First Nations people in Australia is central to its analysis of violent acts of Australian sovereignty, as addressed in this book’s Introduction. 

Woven throughout writings on Manus Prison Theory is the insistence that literature, art and new genres of storytelling are essential to documenting, analysing and resisting the violent and racist regimes of sovereign control exercised by successive Australian governments.  Connected to this claim is the assertion that journalism, the epistemology of everyday reporting on refugee issues, and the dehumanising language of the state and official discourse, are direct impediments to both understanding and contesting such regimes, and what Tofighian and Boochani theorise as the kyriarchal system of oppression (or system-e hākem) (Boochani & Tofighian, 2019, p. 280). As Boochani puts it, “the language of journalism was incapable of telling this story, incapable of communicating this tragedy” (Boochani & Tofighian, 2020, pp. 11–12). In explaining further the failure of journalism and official discourse and language, he writes: 
What I always try to do is create my own language to represent this situation, to challenge the system. So this language is not only words; I also use musical elements, and I create new concepts… I use terms like “exile policy” and “systematic torture,” and other terms. What is important and necessary to understand about these words is that they help think about this exile policy in relation to a colonial system and a colonial mentality. That is why these words are not only about refugees; they are also about the local Indigenous population on Manus, people who are victims under this exile policy (Tofighian & Boochani, 2020, p. 179).

Boochani articulates the need to relocate and recast discussion and analysis of Manus Prison (as one element of the border regime more broadly), “to reclaim this issue from the many organisations involved and from the media and reposition it in different places such as universities, intellectual circles and arts communities” (Boochani & Tofighian, 2019, p. 277). As he argues, ‘it’s very important that we create a new language to be able to communicate with new groups of people – with artists, academics and others’ (Boochani & Tofighian, 2019, p. 277). Or as Gamble put it, expressing a similar idea in explaining their motivations for curating  All We Can’t See, “language isn’t working” (Dumas, 2018).

The purpose of Manus Prison Theory and its interventions, amongst other things, is to create new forms of authority and of knowledge – new ways of knowing – about so-called refugees and “shattering” the unity and uniformity of refugeehood as a category (Boochani & Tofighian, 2019, p. 287). Together Tofighian and Boochani draw a direct connection between the racist ideologies that hold up colonial border regimes, national assertions of sovereignty, and the epistemic basis for dehumanising tropes associated with refugees and displaced peoples, which seek to justify their punishment. These contradictory tropes include the “desperate supplicant”; the “trickster”; the “tragic and miserable victim”; and the “struggling [and battling] overcomer” (Boochani, 2018, pp. 365–366; Tofighian, 2018a, p. 535). These characterisations and expectations have been cast as a measure of one’s “refugeeness”, an awkward term which in its capaciousness captures the demanding, contradictory and regularly dehumanising ways in which Global North states define and judge those seeking access to the category of refugee, and determine how “acceptable” refugees ought to behave (Lacroix, 2004; Luker, 2015).

Evaluating the sources and forms of knowledge that govern refugees and “refugeehood” is about more than challenging stereotypes, which proliferate both among refugee supporters (of “good”, innocent, deserving refugees) and within government rhetoric (of refugees as dangerous, deceitful, opportunistic and security threats). It is about knowledge production by people who have experienced and endured the force of sovereign borders, and about reshaping the landscape of “expertise” and insight about the nature of Australia’s policies of imprisonment, torture and racialised deterrence. The “new” sources of understanding in turn give rise to new modes and forms of expression, representation and analysis.

This resonates strongly in research on the form and content of state-enforced narratives of “the good refugee” (and conversely of the “bogus” or “inauthentic” refugee) that structure processes for refugee status determination and the judgment of refugee credibility (Vogl, 2013). The dehumanising harms of these narratives, which cast refugees as already racialised, deceiving and opportunistic (Razack, 2000), is both a question of the content of the narratives (good refugees do not travel illegally; ‘bogus’ refugees exploit white benevolence) and of the genre and form of the story, which dictates how the authentic, acceptable refugee story must be told. Nayeri’s argument in favour of refugees’ right to be boring and mediocre is also an expression of the right to be part of something like an anti-story. A life that does not involve linear moves from suffering, persecution and adversity in one’s home country through to brave resolution of such adversity and a triumphant, fulfilled and successful existence in a new Global North state. While the I Came by Boat refugee portraits are clearly a celebration of such success, they also function to reinforce the demand for it. 

Language and genres that challenge stock refugee stories, however, do exist, as do forms of art and expression that resist tropes of suffering refugees, refugee innocence or indeed suffering refugees-come-economic success stories. Writing and research at the intersection of literature and the politics of asylum have held open the possibilities of literature and ‘the arts’ more broadly as a means of recasting the epistemologies and standard stories of the refugee experience (Barsky, 1994; Woolley, 2017). This is not just about a kind of counter-storytelling but also about the potential of counter-genres. Even though the All We Can’t See exhibition illustrates “state” accounts of offshore detention (in the very unique form of incident reports), it simultaneously reinterprets and resists the dehumanising genre of these documents. Omid Tofighian, for example, has put forward the idea of an “anti-genre” for refugee writing and knowledge, as well as “horrific surrealism”, to best interpret Boochani’s book No Friend but the Mountains, which is (amongst other things) an extended and polyphonic critique of the stifling range of refugee stories that can be told by or about people seeking safety and protection (Tofighian, 2018b, p. xxix; see also Tofighian & Boochani, 2020). Tofighian applies the horrific surrealism genre to Boochani’s narration and analysis of imprisonment and torture in Australia’s offshore detention regime on Manus Island. Anna Poletti also considers the genre of Boochani’s writing; she argues that No Friend but the Mountains and Boochani’s writing more generally represent a “new form of transnational life writing”, which is both a work of theory and life writing that “responds to and seeks to understand the logics of the nation state” (Poletti, 2020) based on an account in real time of the lived experience of refugees incarcerated on Manus Island.
Boochani’s writing and Manus Prison Theory each recast the “refugee story” as a story of colonial state violence, imprisonment, humour and solidarity. No Friend but the Mountains, as both a non-reconciliatory anti-genre and a political analysis of offshore processing, demonstrates that state violence, systemic torture and incarceration are part of an asylum-seeker’s experience of arrival in Australia. Indeed, experiences of state violence are part of the so-called refugee story, but certainly are not a part of the refugee story addressed within state narratives or depictions of ‘good’ or authentic refugeehood and their reconciliatory narrative frames (Slaughter, 2007; Tofighian, 2018b). Indeed, the erasure of state violence in the good refugee narrative is crucial to both its structure and success. 

Crisis, time and offshore detention
The temporality of representations of refugeehood, that is how time is invoked and presented within refugee imagery, has also defined and shaped mainstream refugee representation. Indeed, one striking aspect of the images illustrating the incident reports in All We Can’t See was the way they represented and marked the time and history of Australia’s extraterritorial detention centres and long colonial presence in Nauru. Or more accurately, the way they marked the very long time of offshore detention, and of Australia’s refugee prison camps in Nauru and PNG. The paint is dry. The sculptures are cast. The works are here and now, but they also suggest their own longevity, and a future in which they represent and explain Australia’s abhorrent policy of systematic offshore torture of refugees. Carefully framed, thoughtfully lit artworks are not the standard medium used to represent or to protest refugee policy in Australia. Poll posters, pamphlets, website fact sheets, online petitions are the forms we associate with “information” about, knowledge or exposure of the camps. These documents are short-lived. They are usually urgent in tone and form, because of the urgency of bringing these policies to an end. The artworks in All We Can’t See do not comfort us with the immediate present of offshore detention or with the possibility of an imminent end to the policy, but the artworks and the documents so clearly demonstrate why the policy should be immediately dismantled. 

Saskia Sassen, amongst others, has long critiqued the language of crisis and the sense of emergency in relation to migration (Sassen, 1996). States might have less control than they would like over their borders, but there is nothing to equate this with a crisis. She has written about how the language of crisis is used to justify reams of migration policy-on-the-run. Governments invoke crises to implement extreme and exceptional but supposedly short-term policy responses to long-term, predictable and patterned movements of people across borders. The short-term responses become long-term ones, but the frame of crisis and urgency remains. 

It is not only the government that speaks and represents migration in terms of crisis and emergency. The media, non-governmental organisations, advocates, those running emergency fundraising for refugees and asylum seekers, all invoke crisis in various ways and to various ends. The language of humanitarian crisis is an effective call to action. This framing infects how we think about these policies. They must be short-lived. They are so horrific they must be unsustainable. But the artworks on the wall in the gallery, the moments of violence and resistance that they represent, confirm the deceit of “crisis” and impermanency. So-called offshore detention has now featured at the heart of Australia’s “refugee policy” (on and briefly off) for over 20 years. 

It is of course a luxury not to be wholly aware of the long, slow time of offshore detention – to need art or literature to comprehend its horrors and endurance. Anthropologist Shahram Khosravi, has written about waiting as “a particular experience of time” (Khosravi, 2014, p. 66). Undocumented migrants and refugees are very frequently forced to wait and to wait for periods unimaginable for many (though not all) citizens and their experiences of waiting. Non-citizens and refugees live through protracted periods defined more than anything else, by waiting: for papers, for a decision, for deportation, for access to a service, for policy change. Waiting in this way means “not being in-time with others” (Khosravi, 2014, p. 66). And usually, as Schwartz has written, it also means that “one’s own time (and therefore, one’s social worth) is less valuable than the time and worth of the one who imposes the wait” (Schwartz, 1974, p. 856). Hage has described this as a state of “stuckedness” or existential immobility for certain groups who are denied the sense of “going somewhere” in their lives, and which has been intensified by the social condition and state of permanent crisis (Hage, 2009, p. 97). Indeed, the stuckedness of indefinite waiting could not be further from the temporality of emergency and crisis.

For those privileged enough to be outside the temporality of border violence and exclusion, state-driven discourse and policy and stock representations of refugees en masse produce and naturalise the idea of a migrant and/or refugee crisis, based on looming threats to state borders, security and in Australia’s case, what Aileen Moreton-Robinson (2004) has theorised as a white, possessive nationalism. Only through creating new languages, narratives and modes of representation and analysis can we seriously begin to challenge the stock narratives and standard representations of refugeehood. This includes shifting the temporality and conception of offshore detention as a refugee policy, in order to historicise its violence. This aim is shared by, and lies at the heart of, Manus Prison Theory in its insistence regarding the explicitly neocolonial nature both of Australia’s racist expulsion of asylum seekers from its own territory and its exploitation of the sovereignty of both PNG and Nauru in the operation of Manus and Nauru prisons (Boochani & Tofighian, 2020). Indeed, as Ingrid Matthews and James Arvanitakis observe, offshore detention is not “merely a 9/11 politic”. Instead the island prison is “a prototype of the imperial ethno-state… [which] sits on a continuum from British colonialism to Australian coloniality, from 1770 to the present” (Matthews & Arvanitakis, 2019, p. 20). In considering these “colonial connections”, Maria Giannacopoulos has argued that a key challenge for those thinking and writing about refugee policy and law is not only to contest “contemporary exclusionary laws that prevent entry and deny human rights to refugees but also to actively foreground as an object of study the coordinates of the [colonial] legal regimes producing the exclusions for which remedy and justice are being sought” (Giannacopoulos, 2022, p. 159). Representations and critiques of offshore processing regimes are incomplete as siloed studies of isolated refugee policies. Giannacopoulos argues they must include and bring into the picture “the indissociable and colonially constituted connection that holds between the illegitimate assertion of colonial sovereignty and the exclusionary and violent practices that, at once, dispossess Indigenous peoples and target refugees and migrants” (Giannacopoulos, 2022, p. 159). 

Numerous works within the All We Can’t See exhibition connected Australia’s white possessive sovereignty and nationalism (Moreton-Robinson, 2004) with both dehumanised representations of refugees as a dangerous, monolithic and invading mass, as well as with the extreme violence perpetrated by Australia against refugees on Manus Island. One of the many other illustrated Nauru incident reports reads as follows:
CSO’s guarding the SAA were doing a routing check on UAM [REDACTED] at approx. 1am. CSO noticed UAM was attempting to conceal her right wrist. When CSO’s entered the room and investigated more closely, they noticed blood on UAM’s right wrist. She then surrendered a small razor blade. UAM agreed to go to IHMS.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  CSO: Client services officer (at this time, usually a Wilson security guard); SAA: supported accommodation areas; UAM: unauthorised maritime arrival; IHMS: International Health and Medical Services. ] 


The accompanying artwork by Abdullah M. I. Syed is a depiction of the Southern Cross, a Southern hemisphere constellation and symbol (amongst other things) of Australian nationalism and the British colonising of Australia. The constellation is pictured against a bright blue circle and every arm of each of the constellation’s six stars is represented with a small, domestic razor blade.

Enduring arrangements
Before the conservative Liberal Party Coalition led by Scott Morrison won the Australian Federal election in 2019 against almost all predictions and polls, the Australian Labor Party (ALP) made clear that, if elected, it was firmly committed to maintaining its support for offshore processing. This commitment came despite the steady stream of information flowing out of Nauru and Manus Island, evidencing the horrors of both offshore prisons including the Nauru Files. At the ALP’s national conference in 2018, which preceded the election and determined the party’s policy platforms, the All We Can’t See exhibition was part of the conference’s “fringe program”. The exhibition was hung in the foyer of the Adelaide Convention Centre, where the ALP conference took place. The decision to host the exhibition was reported to have “stunned” senior Labor figures who “do not want to open up major differences with the Coalition on border protection prior to the election” (Bramston, 2018). Labor MPs walked through the foyer and exhibition on their way to uphold, by majority vote, the policy that had generated the abject harms the artworks depicted. During that same party conference, the ALP also voted in favour of upholding the conservative Liberal government’s existing policy of forcible refugee boat “turnbacks” on the high seas. Whatever effect the exhibition may have had, it did not disrupt the bipartisan agreement on refugee deterrence or offshore processing, which has marked Australian refugee policy since at least the introduction of the policy of mandatory detention of all unauthorised arrivals in 1992. 
***
In 2021, the Liberal Coalition Government signed a new agreement with the Nauruan government to establish an “enduring form” of offshore processing in Nauru. In distinction to previous time-limited agreements and justifications of the policy using the rhetoric and politics of crisis and the urgent need to control “the number of boats” arriving (as justified, for example, the Migration Legislation Amendment (Regional Processing and Other Measures) Act 2012), the new arrangement was described as permanent and as creating “enduring regional processing capacity” (Burke, 2021). The Nauruan president at the time, Lionel Aingimea, also praised the permanent nature of the agreement as taking “regional processing to a new milestone” (Doherty, 2021). 
As well, at the time of writing, refugees still being held on Nauru reported to the Australian media that the Government, finally, was arranging the transport to Australia of all remaining refugees on the island (Gillespie, 2023). Indeed, the last refugee was transferred to Australia on 24 June 2023 (Doherty & Gillespie, 2023). The Labor Government has reiterated, though, that their transfer will not affect the policy or enduring arrangements for offshore processing on Nauru; indeed, despite the absence of refugees on Nauru, these arrangements “will continue to cost at least AUD350m a year as a ‘contingency’” (Karp & Shepherd, 2023). Further, the refugees being brought to Australia are not arriving to any form of security, residency, or resettlement – or to any form of end to their limbo. Instead, like many refugees “transferred” from offshore detention, they may initially or indefinitely be held in hotels designated as alternative places of detention, and then only ever granted short term bridging visas with no access to permanent status in Australia ever, under current law and policy settings (Gillespie, 2023). If they are ever released from permanent insecurity and limbo, and granted anything other than short-term vias, they too will be expected to fulfil the good refugee trope and to be deserving of potential citizenship.
This chapter has sought to think through the modes and politics of refugee representation, and to consider the function of art and literature as sites of resistance to, or reinforcement of, the violence and logic of regimes of refugee deterrence and Australia’s offshore detention and processing in particular. The tropes and standard imagery that shape refugee discourse, including those that represent both illegal and good asylum seekers, shape the politics and logic of refugee deterrence. The dehumanising of refugees begins with the idea of refugees as an undifferentiated group, represented and described again and again as “hoards”, and depicted as adjacent to or crossing state borders and almost always in crisis. Good refugees, by contrast, must overcome this depiction to become successful, contributing individuals, and thereby to become both deserving and accepted. In contrast to both depictions are the mundane, devastating and daily incident reports and accounts of state violence and indifference in the Nauru detention camp released in the Nauru Files filed over a two-year period, as well as the All We Can’t See artworks that interpreted them. The tropes that emerge in these “refugee stories” include the routine nature of extreme state violence, the daily resilience, strength and degradations endured by refugees within of Australia’s extraterritorial processing policy and the cruel regime of refugee deterrence which has kept it in place. 
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