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To those who have spoken out, to those who have been silenced, and to those who 
have lost their lives under punitive and de-humanising policies and practices.
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Foreword

Let’s start with this image: two tiny islands in the middle of a huge ocean and 
much further away, another big island, a continent. People who escaped perse-
cution, discrimination and war sought asylum in the big island. But they got 
rejected and were banished to the tiny islands and jailed there. Politicians in the 
big island thought that by banishing them, they would be out of sight and out 
of mind. But years later, refugees in the small islands challenged the big island –  
mostly through art, writing and collective resistance like hunger strikes and pro-
tests which have become visible on public platforms. This is just an abstract of 
Australia’s policy towards refugees in recent years and how refugees challenge it 
through narrating.

Refugees in Manus Island and Nauru have not only resisted in order to survive 
but built a knowledge of resistance or ‘resistance knowledge’. This knowledge is 
the way refugees exist, resist and introduce themselves into the world. The knowl-
edge of how refugees have resisted oppressive powers is a good way to analyse and 
understand Australian politics and society.

It is crucial that when we talk about these refugees, we recognise that they have 
distanced themselves from simply being victims of cruel refugee policies. Beyond 
being in a position of bearing witness to and experiencing cruelty, they have also 
created their own discourse and this is the main part of this resistance knowledge. 
When I talk of resistance knowledge, I don’t just mean refugees, but also those 
people in and out of Australia who have been standing up for refugee rights and 
working with refugees, and who are also part of this discourse.

It is a collective resistance and collaboration to introduce a unique and radical 
perspective towards politics and Australia’s political culture. It is an epidemiology of 
people who have been dehumanised for decades in the public and the prison camps.

Refugees in Australia’s detention system have not only exposed the cruelty 
of this regime but have challenged the dehumanisation process and the idea that 
refugees are less than other people. Dehumanisation is the most important con-
cept in this context that we should know and be aware of, because only through 
the process of dehumanisation is it possible to create such a tragedy. Dehumani-
sation begins in the context of language and fighting against this process still hap-
pens in the context of language. Refugees are first criminalised in language. They 
are introduced as a threat against national security in language first so that it’s 
easier to normalise keeping people in indefinite detention and exile them, while 
the public accepts it. The concept of ‘boat people’, ‘illegal refugees’ and ‘offshore 
processing centre’ are keywords entered into the popular language to justify or 
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normalise Australia’s detention system. The established media have also used 
words like ‘rapists’, ‘drug dealers’ and ‘potential terrorists’ to describe refugees. 
The refugees in Australia have challenged this language and created their own.

This book is another attempt to challenge this prejudiced language. It tries to 
understand the differing aspects of Australia’s detention system and expose the 
different layers of it. To understand this system, we need an inter-disciplinary 
approach, because Manus and Nauru happened in the context of Australia’s 
colonial mentality. In other words, we can say it is the unconscious side of Aus-
tralia. This book is not only academic but is also a part of collective collaboration 
and collective resistance knowledge. This is a critical piece of work to analyse the 
Australian detention industry and expose different layers of it, but at the same 
time, decolonise the language and narrative about refugees to create a fundamen-
tal change.

Behrouz Boochani



Acknowledgements

The idea of this book started with a symposium we organised in October 2020, 
The Politicisation of Seeking Asylum: Manus Prison Theory and Australia’s 
Response to Asylum Seekers. We were looking for a way to build on a significant 
body of work that already existed around Australia’s offshore detention practices 
and its treatment of asylum seekers. We decided on the broad theme of the politi-
cisation of seeking asylum, because it spoke to the very deliberate and calculated 
approach governments have taken towards those seeking asylum, not only here 
in Australia but globally. We believe this issue is a multi-faceted one, that it does, 
and will, require a multi-pronged approach, and so we brought together speak-
ers from a range of disciplines: political science, geography, law, sociology, social 
work, criminology, who often work in interdisciplinary ways, to bring their own 
knowledge to the problem.

Over 500 people attended the online symposium which took place deep into 
the first year of COVID-19. They came from many countries across the world. 
We want to thank them for turning up on such an important global issue, at 
a time when they could easily have claimed fear, uncertainty and exhaustion. 
We’d also like to thank our partners in that symposium, the Challenging Racism 
Project and the Diversity and Human Rights Research Centre at Western Syd-
ney University and Academics for Refugees, and the presenters and panellists, 
who evoked thoughtful, passionate and innovative discussions: Alison Mountz, 
Behrouz Boochani, Omid Tofighian, Anne McNevin, Andrew Burridge, Maria 
Giannacopoulos, Claire Loughnan, Julie Macken, Claudia Tazreiter, Philomena 
Murray and Anthea Vogl. Many of these presenters have contributed chapters to 
this book, and we thank them for their commitment and continued support of 
this work. We’d also like to thank additional contributors who brought unique 
and powerful insights to the topic: Kate Coddington, Michelle Jasmin Dimasi, 
Julia Morris and Bosco Opi.

We felt strongly that this book should also include creative pieces from refu-
gees and people seeking asylum. Barat Ali Batoor and Hani Abdile generously 
gave us their extraordinary written words that captured their experiences and 
hopes. Lived experience is vitally important to these discussions, but it also takes 
an incredible personal toll, and we appreciate the generosity with which Batoor 
and Hani gave their words and their time.

We’d like to thank the School of Social Sciences at Western Sydney Univer-
sity for their ongoing support of our work. This includes institutional, financial 
and collegial support. In particular, we would like to mention our colleagues and 



xviii     Acknowledgements

friends at the Challenging Racism Project, and Kate Huppatz and the School 
Research Committee.

Cymbeline Buhler and Lucy Fiske offered important editorial reviews and 
feedback which we thank them for. We’d also like to thank our publisher, Emer-
ald Publishing, and, in particular, Iram Satti, Lauren Kammerdeiner, Daniel 
Ridge and Brindha Thirunavukkarasu. This was not an easy book to find a home 
for, and their enthusiasm and commitment to the ideas in this book were evident 
from day one.

Behrouz Boochani and Omid Tofighian were instrumental to the ideas gener-
ated in this book. Their critical thinking around Australia’s offshore detention 
policies and the Australian government’s treatment of refugees and people seek-
ing asylum have brought important language and knowledge to this topic. We 
thank them both for their generosity and intellect and their support of this book. 
We are particularly fortunate to have Behrouz write the Foreword for this book.

And finally, we would like to acknowledge the many, many people seeking 
asylum who have suffered under the Australian government’s detention policies. 
Those who have spoken out, those who have been silenced, those who lost their 
lives under this hardline, punitive and de-humanising policy and practice. Because 
they dared to hope for something better. Their courage and their humanity must 
be remembered and celebrated.


	Halftitle Page
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	Dedication Page
	Contents
	List of Images
	About the Editors
	About the Contributors
	Foreword
	Acknowledgements



