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Stopping the Boats, Changing the
Narrative: How the Migrant Refugee
Bildungsroman Became a Ghost Story

David Gurnham

Abstract, What literary conventions best help us understand the migrant
refugee’s claim for protection, and the terms on which law claims to offer it?
One contender to have attracted attention recently is “bildungsroman”
(“formation novel”), since the narrative of the refugee escaping danger and
oppression to find safety and stability within a host state arguably maps
onto bilgungsroman’s themes of a protagonist’s difficult personal journey
from margins to social acceptance and flourishing. However, this view is
now seriously undermined by legislative initiatives in the UK aimed at
ensuring migrant refugees who cross the English Channel in small boats
should have no cause to hope for such a happy ending. By way of a close
reading of the narrative implications of these initiatives, this article proposes
a thorough rethink of our approach to figuring the irregular migrant refugee.
Rejecting bildungsroman as now implausibly optimistic, the article suggests
we look instead to the ghost, whose “presence” is typically the chief
problem for those to whom it appears, whose “shape” is uncertain, and
whose complaints and demands inspire dread and strenuous efforts to make
it disappear. The article employs these conventions to draw a new
relationship between refugee migration law and the arts, and argues that if
the UK’s policies for “stopping the boats” may be characterized as an
attempt to effect such a disappearance, then the migrant refugee’s
reappearance in visual art offers a ghostly figuration of resistance and of
admonishment at injustice unredressed and obligations unfulfilled. The article
traces these qualities and explores their critical potential through two recent
works of visual art, namely “The Walk” (2021–22) and Gideon Mendel’s
“Dzhangal” [“Jungle”] (2016–17). Both of these works admit of multiple
readings, but both also crucially resist the punitive and reductive framing of
migrants in law in some surprising ways.
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If refugee migration and legal responses to it constitute a story, then what kind
of story is this? To put it another way, what literary conventions best help us
understand the migrant refugee’s claim for protection, and the terms on which
law claims to offer it? One contender to have attracted attention recently is
“bildungsroman” (“formation novel”), since the narrative of the refugee escaping
danger and oppression to find safety and security within a host state arguably
maps onto bilgungsroman’s themes of a protagonist’s difficult personal journey
from margins to social acceptance and flourishing. Viewed in this way, the moral
trajectory of both stories is underpinned by what Slaughter called the “mutually
enabling fictions” of the person as bearer of inherent value and dignity, recog-
nized and realized in the liberal state through human rights.1 But how plausible
is this narrative? Certainly, bildungsroman’s focus on the individual’s own story
of development and integration makes it an appealing intellectual advance on
metaphors of environmental and other threats (overwhelming tides, invasions,
hordes, etc.) typically associated with border control discourse. Furthermore, if
we imagine that migrants arriving at the shore are given an opportunity to tell
their story in an interview (or series of interviews) through which meritorious
claims are identified, then this too may be thought of as analogous to the bil-
dungsroman narration’s implicit claim to plausibility, integrity and reliability.2

The suitability of bildungsroman in the refugee context depends on asylum sys-
tems of liberal nation states in the West continuing to accommodate some version
of the asylum interview scene, and thereby give effect to international rights for
persecuted people to travel to seek safety.3 While this remains the case, it will be
appropriate to think of refugee migration as bildungsroman, notwithstanding con-
certed efforts by nation states to make the journey towards final acceptance more
difficult, more painful and less rewarding.4 However, this view is now seriously
undermined by legislative initiatives in the UK aimed at closing off the UK’s asy-
lum system altogether to migrant refugees who cross the English Channel in small
boats. The Nationality and Borders Act (NABA) 2022 and the Illegal Migration
Bill (IMB) 20235 aim to deter people from seeking refuge in the UK by convincing
them that they have no cause to hope for acceptance and incorporation in the UK
in the sense celebrated in bildungsroman, but that as “illegal migrants” they
should expect instead to be arrested, detained, and sent away.

These developments are significant enough to force us to seek alternative lit-
erary forms and conventions for evolving a critical understanding of the figure of
the migrant refugee and her story. In the wake of NABA 2022 and the IMB
2023, it is becoming clear that understanding refugee migration and the refugee
migrant requires very different conceptual figurative tools to those afforded by
bildungsroman. The article proposes therefore that we look instead to the figure
of the ghost, whose “presence” is typically the chief problem for those to whom it
appears, whose “shape” is uncertain, and whose complaints and demands inspire
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dread and strenuous efforts to make it disappear. The article employs these con-
ventions to draw a new relationship between refugee migration law and the arts,
and argues that if the UK’s policies for “stopping the boats” may be characterized
as an attempt to effect such a disappearance, then the migrant refugee’s
reappearance in visual art offers a ghostly figuration of resistance and of admon-
ishment at injustice unredressed and obligations unfulfilled. The article traces
these qualities and explores their critical potential through two recent works of
visual art, namely “The Walk” (2021–22)6 and Gideon Mendel’s “Dzhangal”
[“Jungle”] (2016–17)7. Both of these works admit of multiple readings, but both
also crucially resist the punitive and reductive framing of migrants in law in
some surprising ways.

The three main sections of the present discussion unfold as follows. Section 1
describes three different conceptual metaphors that might be deployed in figuring
the migrant refugee and the story of refugee migration: the environmental or
inhuman threat metaphor typically associated with border control and national
security discourses, the bildungsroman metaphor through which the migrant
refugee reclaims a degree of moral agency, responsibility and value (a narrative
reclamation arguably found in The Walk and Dzhangal), and the spectral meta-
phor that draws attention to the migrant’s marginality, insubstantiality and
potential for disappearance and reappearance. In light of these metaphorical
frameworks, Section 2 then considers the narrative and figurative implication of
recent developments in UK border law and policy. It observes that the expulsion of
the irregular migrant refugee represented by the NABA and (more vociferously,
and more radically) the IMB effectively renders a bildungsroman narrative unten-
able, and invites us to think instead of legal policy in terms of “ghosting” the
migrant refugee in the sense of making her disappear. Section 3 follows this fig-
urative path a little further, reading the “reappearance” of the migrant refugee in
creative visual arts as a confounding of attempts to be rid of her and affording a
valuable opportunity for critique. This third section therefore re-reads our two vis-
ual arts representations of migrant refugees and offers some historical context for
this reading by reconsidering two classic Twentieth Century fictions that figure
migrants through the metaphor of the ghost, namely George Orwell’s 1949 novel
Nineteen Eighty-Four8 and Gassan Kanafani’s 1962 novella, Men in the Sun9.

1. THE MIGRANT REFUGEE IN THREE METAPHORS: OVERWHELMING TIDES,

BILDUNGSROMAN, AND LIVING GHOSTS

This section introduces the question of figuring the migrant refugee by reviewing
three different kinds of conceptual metaphor: the metaphor of natural or unnat-
ural external threats, the metaphor of the protagonist of a bildungsroman, and
the metaphor of the ghost. The first two of these are or have been prominent
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cultural reference points for understanding our topic in terms of a story; all three
of them have different implications and applications. Our purpose in outlining
them now is to set up the discussion in Sections 2 and 3 that explain why it is
the third of these that is most appropriate and most useful in the refugee migra-
tion context.

First then, the expression of anxieties and potential negative impacts of
large-scale refugee migration typically draws on metaphors of natural, and some-
times also unnatural, forces and entities with a propensity to become dangerous
and destructive. Border control and national security discourses are replete with
imagery of bodies of water that build and swell to an overwhelming and unman-
ageable size, encouraging citizens to worry about being overwhelmed, flooded or
“washed away” by an influx of migrants.10 For El Refaie, there is an aesthetic
basis for the apparent suitability of water metaphors since “the fact that the ref-
ugees actually came across the sea seems to have created a particularly strong
sense of a ‘natural’ thematic link between the people and water.”11 More dra-
matic and more extreme, the zombie as a metaphor for the irregular refugee is
also now a familiar trope, and one that is regularly reinforced when political
leaders and policymakers resort to figures of speech that explicitly or implicitly
construe refugees as a threatening or overwhelming incoming “horde”. It is a
metaphor that even further minimizes individual differences and personal histor-
ies. It erodes any sense of a common humanity or shared history, legitimizing
punitive policy responses to their apparent preparedness and ability to run mor-
tal risks and suffer hardships that would be horrifying to anyone else.12

So framed, restrictive border and immigration policies respond to a purely
external, foreign, impersonal threat, and represent a basic “human need for sep-
aration, enclosure, and boundary setting [and] the necessity of constructing a dif-
ference between self and environment”.13 Commenting on the character of
Frontex interceptions of migrants in international Mediterranean waters, Itamar
Mann complains of the withdrawal of the “human” from such an encounter
between migrant and responsible officials of their desired destination, observing
that there seems increasingly to be “no place for a powerful party … and a dis-
empowered party seeking protection to meet each other.”14

For these reasons then, bildungsroman as an alternative model for figuring
the migrant refugee is attractive inasmuch as it re-personalizes and rehumanizes
the story. For Slaughter, the conventions of bildungsroman are the imaginative
glue that holds together the cultural, moral and legal apparatus of international
human rights, and that affirm the idea that a person can claim legal protection
qua person-before-the-law:

The Bildungsroman has been doing some of the sociocultural
work that human rights law cannot do for itself to extend its
incorporative franchise and to make its tautologies compelling …
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As one of the primary carriers of human rights culture, the novel
of demarginalization, more than any other genre, is said to
perform what it thematizes, imagined to effect in the reader the
modernizing process of personality development that it narrates
for the protagonist.15

The temptation to buy into the notion of the migrant refugee as the heroic pro-
tagonist of bildungsroman – literally and figuratively journeying from marginal-
ization toward final incorporation and self-realization in a new nation state, and
imbued there with dignity and human rights – is very strong. A burgeoning and
diverse range of refugee stories following this broad trajectory – fictional, factual
and everything in between – are evidence of this.16 As Woolley has observed,
migrant refugee testimony, for example memoir, bears an obvious relation to the
legal contexts of asylum and human rights claims, the distinguishing feature of
the latter being the legal consequences that flow from the attitude and actions of
an official who reads or hears the story.17

Beyond the written word, visual figuring of the migrant refugee tends also to
draw on the narrative form of bildungsroman, as Vogl notes with reference to
the poster campaign “I Came By Boat”, celebrating migrants who had settled
successfully in Australia.18 Arguably the most well-known example in Europe of
recent times is The Walk (2021–22) (see Figure 1), an ambitious work combining
art, puppetry and performance to highlight child refugees making the difficult
journey from Syria to find safety and integration finally in the UK. Preceding
The Walk and sharing some of its key qualities is Gideon Mendel’s 2016/17
photographic migrant art exhibition Dzhangal. Generating substantial attention
in the press but so far comparably little in the way of sustained critical scholarly
analysis,19 we examine these two creative depictions of the migrant refugee, with
an initial bildungsroman-informed reading in this section, and then returning to
offer a different (and, I suggest, more satisfactory) reading in Section 3, below.

The Walk featured the character known as “Little Amal” – a 3.5m tall puppet
controlled from within her body and at each arm by three human puppeteers,
with responsive facial features, and in narrative terms a Syrian unaccompanied
child refugee who walked from Gaziantep in Turkey near to the Syrian border,
north and west through continental Europe, crossing the English Channel to
Folkstone and finally resting in Manchester, reunited with her Mother who had
travelled on ahead. The journey, punctuated by public appearances and perform-
ances at numerous cities, was intended to represent the many thousands of
unaccompanied child refugees, and draw attention to their experiences and hard-
ships. As is traditional in bildungsroman, Little Amal had to overcome difficul-
ties and learn lessons along the way. Some of these were scripted (on Ludgate
Hill, for example, I saw her leaning against a lamppost to catch her breath before
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ascending the stairs of St Paul’s Cathedral, apparently exhausted from so much
walking already) and others were not (local councilors voted not to allow her to
visit of the monasteries of Meteora in Greece, and then right-wing protestors in
Larissa, also in Greece, threw stones).20 Otherwise, almost everywhere that
Little Amal appeared, she was greeted by crowds of people cheering and wishing
her well. At St Paul’s Cathedral where I and several hundred others turned out
to see her (Figure 1), speeches from local faith and community leaders predicted
that the story would end well for her: the British being a kind people, she would
find welcome and sanctuary here. So far, so bildungsroman.

A few years prior to Little Amal’s walk across Europe, Gideon Mendel’s exhib-
ition Dzhangal featured studio-produced “still-life” photographs of various objects
that the artist collected at a dismantled migrant camp at Calais. Although the
book containing the images in Mendel’s collection is now out of print, highlights
can still be seen in the 2016 Guardian article published at the time of its first
exhibition,21 as well as on the publisher’s website, and more extensively on
Mendel’s own website.22 Viewers notice the variety of different objects on display,
as well as evidence of objects having been creatively transformed to serve new
purposes in their lifetime (such as the collection of used teargas canisters that

Figure 1. Little Amal – the 3.5m high puppet child refugee at the centre of “The Walk”, on arrival at
St Paul’s Cathedral, London, October 2021 (picture by David Gurnham).

LAW & LITERATURE

6



had been painted and turned into hanging plant pots). Most of the images in
Mendel’s collection depict rows of multiple objects of the same type; one image
depicts a number of shoes, and others likewise display collections of clothes,
toothbrushes, teddies, children’s books, and so on. They each invite the viewer to
think about the people who might have handled them and dropped them there in
the Calais mud, and who travelled away from home in search of safety and pro-
tection. It is difficult to look, in other words, without creating a personal human
narrative in one’s mind’s eye. One of the most arresting of these images is a
photograph depicting just one object: the disembodied head of a child’s doll with
flame-red hair flowing from its scalp, and bright eyes looking directly back at the
viewer. The uncanny, life-like quality of the face, appealing as it does to viewers
conditioned to find the life of a person in the eyes, makes that image strongly
metonymic, not only for migrant lives in general, but for a single human being
on the move.23 As with Little Amal, it is tempting to see individual and personal
narratives in these images – the fabric of bildungsroman.

Neither The Walk nor Dzhangal concern themselves directly with the tribula-
tions associated with immigration and asylum processes: Little Amal’s progress
was not hampered by border controls on migrants, and the legal fates of the for-
mer owners of the objects Mendel retrieved from the site of the Calais migrant
camp is not known. For some commentators, immigration and border laws are
themselves an obstacle to the descriptive power of bildungsroman, since while
the reader of bildungsroman expects the protagonist finally to be accepted and
incorporated into the state, such a happy ending is far from certain in the
migrant refugee’s case. Stephen Clingman, for example, asks:

If the human rights story is one of incorporation, then it is
incorporation into a society which recognizes (certain) human
subjects: the state is the horizon of their recognition. But what of
the state founded on the exclusion of some, for whom
incorporation is not an option, at least not in their lifetimes?
What is their narrative of human rights? And what literary
forms might correspond to such a story, or allow us to see a story
not foretold in the existing human rights script?24

But contra Clingman, I would argue that it is entirely consistent with bildungs-
roman narrative that journeys toward safe harbour, or claims for legal sanctuary
should fail, provided that such failure is not a necessary or foregone conclusion.
Bildungsroman retains its descriptive significance so long as the person arriving
(albeit without lawful permission) at a potential host state has the opportunity to
have their asylum application considered and evaluated there, and for what
Mann calls “the human rights encounter” to take place.25 Indeed, a skeptical
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evaluation of the refugee’s claim arguably only strengthens the descriptive suit-
ability of the genre, since as Vogl has observed in the Australian asylum context,
the sometimes unrealistically stiff tests of integrity, plausibility and coherence
applied to asylum claimants itself reflects conventional expectations placed on
the narrator-protagonist of bildungsroman.26 It is only when domestic border
laws are used to make passing such tests impossible that the bildungsroman
model runs onto the rocks, as we shall see in the next section.

A third potential metaphor for the figuring the migrant refugee, and the one we
shall argue is most suited to the task in the current UK policy climate, is that of the
ghost. The ghost has for some time now been a familiar metaphor for people seem-
ingly rendered less than fully real or substantial by marginalization. For example,
Esther Peeren uses the term “living ghosts” to refer to undocumented migrants: peo-
ple whose lack of legal status effectively makes them invisible, who are routinely
“ignored and considered expendable”27 and “avoided, exploited and abjected”.28 In the
context of refugee migration, this “spectral” metaphor is sometimes invoked in photo-
graphic images. Consider, for instance, the distant and receding migrant bodies in
the English Channel in Samar Al-Doumy’s photographs for the Guardian article
“Risking the Channel ‘death route’ to Britain – a photo essay” (2020).29 One of Al-
Doumy’s images shows a small boat containing six or so blank-faced migrants in
hoodies, surrounded on all sides by vast indifferent waves (Migrants on board a boat
in the English Channel); in another image a migrant boat is shown being put out to
sea at night: the craft is so small and low in the water as to be almost invisible and
its several occupants dim and insubstantial dark shapes, contrasting pathetically
against the huge and brightly-lit ocean liner in the middle distance (Migrants prepare
their own crossing on the beach of Gravelines as a ferry passes in the Channel).30

The same kind of spectral reading might also be applied to George Mendel’s
Dzhangal, previously read as bildungsroman. As signs of human lives now moved
on, the objects on display in Mendel’s work are all importantly disembodied and
lost. They cannot tell us where to find their former owners, if they are even still
alive. There is no way to reconnect the absent people to these present objects,
such that displaying those objects carries a disturbing suggestion that they are
substitutes for people who have altogether vanished. Read in this light, the
flame-red-haired doll’s head that we described above so vividly provocative of
speculation about its former owner can equally disturb in that its own disembodi-
ment serves as a brutal reminder of the absence of that former owner. The for-
mer owners may have drowned, returned home to be mistreated or killed,
indefinitely detained, or, even if having escaped those fates, then disappeared
into the oblivion of exploitative labour practices. The depiction of the migrant
body in both Al Doumy’s and Mendel’s images as so ready to disappear and be
absorbed by the “deathfulness of the open, deep, illimitable sea”31 implies a sense
of the spectral that is primarily descriptive and negative.
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But interest in the figure of the ghost is not confined to its tendency to (be
made to) disappear. The ghost also appears, and that appearance is traditionally
associated with a demand for justice in the form of redress or reparation for past
hurts and wrongs, but which ordinary justice procedures seem incapable of provid-
ing.32 In any case, the appearance of the ghost in fiction tends to inspire, at the
very least, feelings of uncertainty as to its true form and intentions – its
“questionable shape”, as Hamlet puts it when first addressing his own Father’s
unhappy ghost.33 That questionable shape carries disruptive intellectual possibil-
ities that are familiar now on account of the “spectral turn” instigated by Derrida’s
reflections on Marx (and the famous opening of The Communist Manifesto – “A
spectre is haunting Europe…”).34 In Specters of Marx, Derrida described the ghost
as that which is “more than one/no more one [le plus d’un]”35, in other words that
which eludes the oppositional logic of the “traditional scholar” and her belief in
“the sharp distinction between the real and the unreal, the actual and the inac-
tual, the living and the non-living, being and non-being …”36 Derrida was explicit
that his own interest in this sense of spectral uncertainty – the ghost’s disappear-
ance and reappearance, its queer resistance to settled definition – was a concern
about “justice”, and justice as “responsibility” to those who may be marginalized,
unknown, dead or unborn.37 In our case, figuring the migrant refugee through the
conceptual metaphor of the ghost and the traditions of the ghost story also neces-
sarily concerns justice, because it gives us the framework we need for understand-
ing two specific and crucial parts of the contemporary refugee migration story
playing out in the English Channel. The first of these (described in Section 2,
below) is what I see as lawmakers’ obsessive drive toward ever more extreme
measures to rid the nation state of the presence of migrant refugees. The second
(which we come to in Section 3), is the migrant refugee’s recalcitrant reappearance
in visual art, revived and reconstituted as bearer of an admonishing reminder of
humanitarian and human rights obligations unfulfilled.

There are admittedly other qualities traditionally associated with the ghost
that do not obviously or readily apply to the figure of the migrant refugee. For
example, ghosts tend to be associated with a particular haunted place or locality,
where-as the migrant refugee is characterized by dislocation, displacement and
movement. For now though, we set this objection aside, and the remainder of
this article sets out the reasons why we can and should understand the figure of
the migrant refugee as a subject of law (at least as she appears now in UK law
and policy) and art through that of the ghost rather than bildungsroman.

2. FIGURING THE MIGRANT BY “GHOSTING” THE REFUGEE: A RECENT

HISTORY OF UK BORDER LAW AND POLICY

Clingman’s skeptical query about the suitability of bildungsroman as a narrative
framework in the case of “the state founded on the exclusion of some, for whom
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incorporation is not an option”38 has now been made painfully pertinent in the
wake of two legislative initiatives in the UK designed to prevent the majority of
migrant refugees from presenting their asylum claim in the UK. These are the
Nationality and Borders Act (NABA) 2022, and, following closely on its heels, the
Illegal Migration Bill (IMB) 2023: both symptoms of a national political context
still dominated by questions about what the referendum result in 2016 in favour
of leaving the European Union should mean for immigration and asylum policy.39

While the measures contained in the NABA have yet to be applied in full force,
and the IMB yet to complete its passage towards becoming law, the policy trajec-
tory represented in these developments threatens to make the bildungsroman
narrative of a journey toward acceptance essentially redundant for migrant cross-
ings in the English Channel. To understand better the story of refugee migration,
and the figure of the refugee migrant in the UK now therefore, we are required
to consider other narrative forms, and this means taking seriously the metaphor
of the ghost. In this section, the ghost “appears” only in a negative sense, that is,
as the figure of the refugee made less real, less visible and less substantial by
the punitive and exclusionary measures in the NABA and IMB. This is followed
(in Section 3) with a discussion of more positively dynamic and creative qualities
of the ghost to be found in her reappearance in visual arts.

First then to the figuring of the migrant refugee subject of law, about which I
use the term “ghosting” to capture some of the techniques through which law
renders that subject less real or substantial. Examples of these techniques have
been documented elsewhere. For instance, Corina Stan reads the German legal
label fictionsbescheinigung – translating literally as “fiction certificate”, designat-
ing a person as not yet having attained refugee status – as a mechanism that
pejoratively “stamps the existence of human persons by certifying them as
‘fiction’ (with its connotations of pretence, of made-up stories)”.40 In Australia,
Justine Poon has argued that the legal term “unauthorized maritime arrival” is a
metaphor that effects the “disappearance” of the refugee as a person with a legal
and moral claim, putting in her place a mere thing in the water, and thus vulner-
able to mistreatment:

The legal subject that might be able to assert a claim under
international law becomes an object whose only significance is its
presence within the territory. It is the subject with political life
that disappears and an object, a pure presence upon which the
law acts, which emerges.41

The sense of the “ghostly” in these contexts arises from the way that law is able
to replace that which is essentially “human” about the migrant (her unique
experience, her flesh and blood materiality) with objectifying, depersonalizing
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and technical abstractions designed to legitimatize exclusion. In the UK, NABA,
and to a greater extent the IMB, achieve this in the way that they frame the
refugee as essentially an illegal immigrant, and hence beyond Convention protec-
tions against punitive sanctions.

Article 31(1) of the 1951 UN Refugee Convention was drafted to protect refu-
gees from punitive treatment by host states on account of their irregular transit
and arrival, or as Lord Bingham put it some years ago: “to protect refugees from
the imposition of criminal penalties for breaches of the law reasonably or neces-
sarily committed in the course of flight from persecution or threatened
persecution.”42 The Article stipulates that:

… states shall not impose penalties, on account of their illegal
entry or presence, on refugees who, coming directly from a territory
where their life or freedom was threatened in the sense of Article 1,
enter or are present in their territory without authorization,
provided they present themselves without delay to the authorities
and show good cause for their illegal entry or presence.43

Thus drafted, Article 31(1) simultaneously maintains two identities with respect
to those who flee persecution by crossing borders using irregular means: as refu-
gees (with a claim on a host country’s asylum system) and as migrants operating
outside of immigration laws. It is clear from Parliamentary speeches by the min-
isterial sponsors of the (then) Nationality and Border Bill (NABB) in 2021, that
this dual identity for irregular migrant refugees posed a problem for the UK’s
ability to impose its own restrictions: a problem that came to be framed in terms
of “fairness”. The government’s view was that it must be unfair for migrants who
pay smugglers to gain illegal entry to the UK to have their asylum claims heard
alongside refugees who did not break the law. The then Home Secretary Priti
Patel put the case more dramatically:

Enough of people trying to gain entry illegally, ahead of those who
play by the rules. … The very principle of seeking refuge has been
undermined by those who pay their way to travel through safe
countries to then come to the UK to claim asylum. … British
people object to illegal entry, and they are absolutely right.44

The government’s approach to achieving the desired “fairness”, and for ensuring
refugees “play by the rules”, has been to turn the Refugee Convention’s protec-
tions on their head. Instead of protection for refugees against punitive treatment,
NABA and subsequently the IMB treat the formulation of Article 31(1) as impli-
citly licensing the punitive treatment of refugees who travel through some other
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safe country before crossing the English Channel, since such a person is not com-
ing to the UK “directly” from the place they were facing persecution. The princi-
pal innovation in drafting of the NABA was thus to create a two-tier asylum
system based on a refugee’s mode of arrival in the UK. On the one hand, “group
1 refugees” who are resettled in the UK via an official government-approved
resettlement scheme can enjoy full access to asylum and a route to settled status
in the UK.45 On the other hand, “group 2 refugees” who make illegal entry, typic-
ally in small boats launched from France, should expect much less favourable
treatment including criminal prosecution46 and removal to Rwanda.47

Answering criticisms that the punitive and exclusionary measures in NABA
are more a matter of rhetoric than reality (eight months after the Act’s passing,
less than half of 1% of migrants arriving illegally had been prosecuted for it and
none had been removed to Rwanda48), a change of Home Secretary and Prime
Minister on 25th October 2022 led to a further hardening of government’s resolve
to “stop the boats”. A December 2022 policy paper endorsed by the Home
Secretary called for legislation to be introduced to make it “impossible in law to
claim asylum in the UK after travelling from a safe country, and no migrant who
arrives here illegally should ever be allowed to settle here.”49 The following week,
the Prime Minister confirmed this as government policy:

Early next year we will introduce new legislation to make
unambiguously clear that if you enter the UK illegally you
should not be able to remain here. … And once removed you
should have no right to re-entry, settlement, or citizenship.50

Following through on that resolution, the Illegal Migration Bill (IMB) was intro-
duced on 7th March 2023, proposing a duty on the Home Secretary to ensure the
detention and removal of all migrants arriving illegally (cl. 2). Beyond this appar-
ently categorical and comprehensive exclusion of “small boat” migrants from UK
asylum, the bill is noteworthy for the fact that it finds no use whatsoever for the
term “refugee”. While the language of NABA at least acknowledges that the peo-
ple targeted for punitive treatment are refugees, the IMB refers only to “persons”
(cl. 2), “certain persons” (cl. 1), and “migrants” (cl. 15–17). The “refugee” thus
drops out of legal lexicon altogether.

If NABA’s two tier approach saw the irregular migrant’s claim to refugee status
in the UK put seriously into question therefore, the IMB seems to settle that ques-
tion in the negative, effectively amounting to a denial of any state responsibility to
hear the asylum claims of migrants reaching the UK by irregular means, no matter
how “well-founded” their fear may turn out to be. This is an approach that takes full
advantage of the relative geographical remoteness and separateness of the UK off
the north-west corner of Europe and the very limited range and seaworthiness of the
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small dinghies used by people-smugglers. These factors in combination make reach-
ing the UK “directly from a territory where their life or freedom was threatened” (in
the sense that the UK government takes Article 31(1) to mean) effectively impossible,
and Convention protections inapplicable. Rather than uncertainty as to whether any
individual claim will lead to incorporation into the UK as the new host society (a
narrative which we described, contra Clingman, as consistent with bildungsroman),
the UK’s legislative initiatives aim to ensure that apart from the small minority of
refugees placed in one of the limited official resettlement schemes, certain failure
should be the only plausible outcome for anyone seeking refuge in the UK.

Understanding this drive toward such an extreme state of clarity, and this
desire to make it “impossible” for the migrant refugee to find acceptance and
incorporation in the country she has risked life and limb to reach, requires us to
take seriously its radical departure from the bildungsroman narrative. The legis-
lative removal of (and withdrawal from) the “refugee”, first by NABA’s ambiva-
lent “group 2 refugee” (acknowledging the migrant’s refugee status whilst also
exposing her to punitive treatment), and then the IMB’s “certain persons”
(entirely blocked from claiming asylum in the UK), betrays a desire for the kind
of certainty and “sharp distinctions” that Derrida attributes to the categorising,
rationalizing mind that “does not believe in ghosts”.51

But like all good ghost stories, this sad fading away of our subject is not the
final word, since we detect signs that the refugee persists even after the IMB’s
“unambiguously clear” attempt at expulsion and erasure. For a start, and most
prosaically, if the intention of parliament really is to expel the irregular-migrant-
refugee from UK asylum, this remains to be tested in the courts. Furthermore,
the refugee’s reappearance outside of legal discourse, for example in visual art
and other creative forms, also has an important role to play in ensuring this
“living on”. As explored in the next (final) section, figuring the refugee as ghost is
not entirely negative therefore. Rather, it engages a positive creativity through
which the refugee demands recognition, and rebels against the oppositional logic
of either “refugee” or “illegal migrant” (the IMB’s logic of “to be or not to be”52).
Section 3 now follows this line of thought with respect to the visual arts depic-
tions already considered above (namely The Walk and Dzhangal), and supporting
roles supplied by a fresh re-reading of two Twentieth Century novels: Orwell’s
Nineteen Eighty-Four and Kanafani’s Men in the Sun.

3. “DON’T FORGET ABOUT ME!”: THE REAPPEARANCE OF THE MIGRANT

REFUGEE IN VISUAL ART

Little Amal’s arrival in the UK was uncannily timed in terms of relevant political
and legal developments then underway. As the same time that, according to her
story, Amal was supposedly settling down in the north of England with her mother,
the bill that would become the NABA was passing its final hurdles in parliament,
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receiving royal assent in April 2022.53 Her subsequent journey across the Atlantic
to “Walk New York” in Autumn of that year carrying the message “Don’t Forget
About Me”, then coincided with the Home Secretary’s speech to her party’s confer-
ence at which she strongly affirmed her desire to see the full realization of the
Rwanda removals policy (which at that point had been delayed by human rights
legal challenge).54 In the light of this affirmation of the desire to be rid of refugees
traveling by the irregular route that Amal herself followed, the expression Don’t
Forget About Me becomes oddly marked by ambiguity and affect. In this return to
reading migrant art, I want to dwell a little on these qualities, albeit without mak-
ing any claim about what the directors of the project themselves intended for it.

In the first place then, who is the “me” of Little Amal’s message about whom
we are reminded not to forget? Where, and when, are they? It is difficult to read
Little Amal’s message without being reminded that the intended consequence of
strictly applying the UK’s migration policies at that point signed into law
(NABA) and in preparation (proposals that later crystalized as the IMB) would
be to make refugees that arrive on the southern shore of England disappear as a
domestic concern, and remarginalized by detention and removal before having
any opportunity to make an asylum claim. Being categorized out of and away
from the UK asylum system in this way means effecting a disappearance that
makes meaningful an insistence that they must be remembered, and not forgot-
ten. “Don’t Forget About Me” disorients the spectator by breaking the life-creating
spell that Little Amal’s appearances (so expressive and vivacious as they are) are
so good at casting on audiences. The phrase jars against the notion (entertained
above, in the previous section) of The Walk as bildungsroman and Amal herself
as its protagonist-author, since it reminds spectators that we are after all only
seeing an image that stands as a substitute for, an apparition of, a refugee who
in fact is somewhere (or somewhen) else, possibly dead, possibly yet unborn.
Standing in for child refugees currently living, dying or already dead, and for
whom she appears to ensure none are forgotten, Little Amal demonstrates an
important quality of the ghost. In her repeated reappearances in different cities
along the migrant route from Syria, she is (as Manderson puts it in another con-
text) a “persistent after-image of a prior event”.55 She performs for audiences the
migrant journey as if it is her own story, but is at the same time a reminder that
she is merely a sign that such a journey was made by innumerable others previ-
ously, and in all likelihood in the future too. She is, in other words, the “slip in
time” that characterizes the returning ghost.56

The refugee as the ghost who appears to call viewers positively to remember
is there also in Gideon Mendel’s still-life photographic art project Dzhangal,
which as we have seen (also in Section 2, above), featured numerous lost and dis-
carded objects retrieved by the artist from a dismantled Calais migrant camp.
We acknowledged already that this project may plausibly be read both as the
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migrant story as bildungsroman (since the viewer is invited to treat the visible
objects as evidence of a journey that might have ended in newfound safety,
acceptance and incorporation in a new country), and also as figuring the spectral
disappearance of the migrant. But if the collection and display of these objects
speak of death and disappearance (Mendel cannot have been unaware that the
rows of objects separated from their former owners would put some viewers in
mind of images of clothes and shoes removed from victims of the Nazi death
camps), this is not all they speak of. Viewed as objects with a story of tell in their
own right rather than as a trail of clues that we imagine leading to a human
subject (living or dead), we can nonetheless perceive a demand that emanates
from them: a demand for recognition, remembrance, responsibility.

Thus viewed, Mendel’s collected objects, and Little Amal’s admonishing
reminder “Don’t Forget About Me” connect to a tradition of narratives of spectral
apparitions that return to issue complaints, demands, commands. In different
ways, they both oddly recreate the terrifying imperative to “Mark me!” and
“Remember me!”, issued by the ghost of Old Hamlet urging his son to avenge the
murder of his “dear father”, and not to resemble “the fat weed” rotting in the
mythological Greek river of forgetfulness.57 They also share with the ghost of
Hamlet a sense of a unity between the personal and the public – appealing both to
personal feelings and to a broader sense of justice that is also the mark of the
ghost that cries of wrongs warranting correction. In these ways, the spectral meta-
phor as a frame for reading depictions of refugee migration does not merely
describe the desire for erasure and excision we found in punitive law, but also pre-
scribes positive opportunities to reintroduce the migrant refugee. Such reintroduc-
tions neither heroize nor decry the migrant refugee’s story. Another photograph
we referred to in the previous section, the night-time image that captured the
huge ocean liner cruising in apparent serenity in the background of Al-Doumy’s
Migrants prepare their own crossing on the beach of Gravelines as a ferry passes in
the Channel, is significant because it offers a chance to see the comparatively tiny
craft and human shapes on the water that probably could not have been seen by
the people on board the liner. As an image in which those dark shapes and their
movements are foregrounded, it is “spectral” in that it makes a “spectacle” of those
made invisible by marginalization, or as Derrida has it, “visible only insofar as it
is not visible in flesh and blood”:

We are already transfixed by a disappearance [une disparition]
which promises and conceals in advance another magic
“apparition,” a ghostly “re-apparition” which is in truth properly
miraculous, something to see, as admirable as it is incredible…”58

This reading of our visual depictions of the migrant refugee by way of the figure
of the ghost-as-reminder draws on a literary tradition, the relevance of which for
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this topic is typically overlooked. For example, neither Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-
Four or Kanafani’s Men in the Sun are ostensibly ‘about’ the figure of the ghost
(or the refugee) at all. However, both tellingly yield a reading that helps to
enrich the perspective advanced here. In an early scene of Nineteen-Eighty-Four,
the protagonist Winston Smith recalls watching a propaganda film depicting the
sinking of a refugee boat, in which a mother, “who might have been a jewess”,
vainly tries to protect her infant child from bullets and bombs with her arm. The
novel later describes Winston’s guilty childhood reminiscences and dreams of his
own mother and sister, with whom Winston had competed for food (of which
there was “never enough”), and for whose deaths he had ever since blamed him-
self. He recalls how his mother had also adopted a futile gesture with her arm to
try to protect her daughter when the ravenous eleven-year-old Winston stole her
meagre chocolate ration, and that this gesture reminded him of the gesture of
the Jewish mother in the sinking refugee boat:

At this moment his mother was sitting in some place deep down
beneath him, with his young sister in her arms. … He was out in
the light and air while they were being sucked down to death, and
they were down there because he was up here. He knew it and
they knew it, and he could see the knowledge in their faces. There
was no reproach either in their faces or in their hearts, only the
knowledge that they must die in order that he might remain alive,
and that this was part of the unavoidable order of things.59

Against the grain of the broadly liberal humanist reading of Nineteen Eighty-Four
(namely as a story of the destruction of individual moral integrity, solidarity and
kindness by totalitarian brutality),60 Lynsey Stonebridge has argued that the
juxtaposition of these two scenes represents the west’s guilty conscience about its
own failure to uphold humanitarian ideals in the case of stateless Jewish refugees
seeking refuge after the Second World War and its insistence on closing the door
to “economic” migrants.61 Why else, asks Stonebridge, should Winston dream of
his family drowning in a “sunken ship”, and feel so sure that their deaths were
“unavoidable” and necessary for his own survival (“they were down there because
he was up here”)?62 For our purposes, the refugees of Nineteen-Eighty-Four, like
Winston’s dead mother and sister, speak to the characterization of the migrant
subject in UK law as an irritant to be made to go away (as disfavored “group 2 ref-
ugees” for the NABA, and subsequently as mere “illegal migrants” for the IMB)
but who nonetheless retain residual refugee status (remaining putative refugees at
least in international law and permitted to claim asylum outside of the UK).
Orwell’s refugee-mother imposes a moral imperative on Winston, but at the same
time she does not exist in the world depicted in the novel. Despite her imposing
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presence, she is a figure remembered from a film and that intrudes on a memory
of his own family, thus occupying a separate plane of reality without substantial
corporeal existence in the narrative of the novel. The memories of the two mothers’
arms resonate together only in the realm of dreams, and the sound they make
there is always “Remember me!”, the guilty conscience of the citizen standing in
for the haunted place of ghost-fiction.

My own reading of the novella Men in the Sun by Palestinian writer, editor,
refugee and activist Ghassan Kanafani draws on the same line of thought, and
for this reason departs from extant readings. Kanafani’s novel involves three
Palestinian men hiding in a hot and airless metal water tank on the back of a
lorry crossing the border from Iraq to Kuwait, where they hope to begin a new
life. The conditions of their journey across the dessert in the heat of the sun are
hellish, and the men all suffocate to death in the tank during a short delay at
the border crossing (the driver of the lorry, also Palestinian, having been
detained by bantering interrogation in the officials’ office). The final lines of the
story are the thoughts of the driver, who eventually dumps the three bodies in
the garbage: “Why didn’t you knock on the sides of the tank? Why didn’t you
bang the sides of the tank? Why? Why? Why?”63

Like Nineteen-Eighty-Four, Men in the Sun has been the subject of interpreta-
tions that diverge mainly on the novel’s historical, geographic, and moral specifi-
city. Some readings focus on the story as a parable specifically about Palestine and
Palestinians: the question of whether to leave or stay to fight for the Palestinian
homeland; the roasting, unforgiving sun a trial of fire for every Palestinian; the
banging or not banging on the side of the tank figuring the question of whether
Palestinians fight for survival or submit to death.64 Other readings focus on the
broader plight of migrant refugees in general, and the uneasy relationship between
the stateless individual and legal structures and mechanisms. For example, read-
ing the story as a critique of the fiction of universal human dignity and inter-
national rights, Bishupal Limbu argues that the deaths of the three men could not
have been averted because all they had to offer was their humanity,65 and (as
Arendt previously put it): “a man who is nothing but a man has lost the very qual-
ities which make it possible for other people to treat him as a fellow-man”.66

But taking the story as a living and a mobile text, I would suggest that nei-
ther of these readings captures its most relevant aspect or quality in the policy
context that we find ourselves in the UK in the wake of the NABA and the IMB.
For me, extant readings of Men in the Sun accord too much attention to the
attempts (if any) by the men to alert people outside to the danger they were in,
and conversely too little attention to two other aspects of the latter half of
Kanafani’s novella and its sad conclusion, which seem previously to have escaped
attention. The first of these is the haunting quality of Kanafani’s strangely
“other-worldly” metaphors for the conditions into which the men are put when
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they attempt to cross the border. The second is the effect of their deaths on the
lorry driver in whose hands they placed their lives.

First then, on Kanafani’s use of metaphor. It is clear from the narrative that
the tank’s sealable lid effectively turns it into a tomb for the men hiding in there,
symbolizing the fundamental separation of the refugee from the ordinary world.
The tank itself is never described in the story except through similes and meta-
phors of radical separation from the everyday world: it is “like the next world in
there” (56), a “hell” (57), an “accursed well” (58) and a “terrible prison” (65) from
which its unfortunate inhabitants’ voices echo “as if from a great depth” (58).
Having spent several minutes inside it during an initial stage of their journey,
the three migrants emerge with “faces seeming … yellow and mummified” giving
the driver the impression that already “they were dead” (61) – a macabre pre-
monition for their real deaths later that day. In other words, being sealed in
there, the men inhabited a tomb – a separate world with passage between the
two worlds impossible for ordinary human bodies. It makes sense then that the
only message that does actually escape from inside that space happens after the
men die, and as such issues from the supernatural “beyond” in the form of the
haunting of one already psychically disturbed by guilt.

Indeed, this is what happens in the final scene, and this takes us to the
second important aspect of the story’s conclusion, namely the effect of the
migrants’ deaths upon the driver. Upon returning to the lorry after finally get-
ting his paperwork cleared by the border officials and finding the three men dead
from suffocation, the driver’s guilty self-reproaches at having let them perish are
presented as the stubbornly lingering presence of one of the victims:

Marwan’s face came into his mind for some reason, and wouldn’t
go away. He felt the face take possession of him from within, like
a fresco shimmering on a wall… Marwan’s face had surged up to
take complete possession of his mind, like a spring that bursts
from the earth… (71).

The dead migrant’s appearance to the guilty man puts us in mind of other liter-
ary ghosts (Shakespeare’s Banquo and Dickens’s Jacob Marley, for example) in
which former acquaintances appear to work on a character’s conscience. The very
last scene, the distraught driver now alone, is not most significant for his final
unanswerable question (“Why didn’t you bang the sides of the tank?”) that
Limbu focuses on. Rather, it is for the fact that he gives up on his plan to bury
the bodies, deciding simply to leave them lying on the ground at a rubbish dump
– a serious indignity given the importance that the characters would all have
attached to prompt burial. The implication is that the driver’s haunting by the
spirit of the dead migrant has robbed him of his usual strength and courage, and
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despite his initial resolve to give this final dignity to the dead men, he finds he is
“consumed with exhaustion, as though a drug had been injected into his arms.”
(72). Physically and morally defeated by this unnatural lethargy, all he can man-
age to do is to pull the three bodies out of the tank in the night and throw them
down in-front of a garbage heap for the collectors to find in the morning. Given
his abject failure, not only to prevent the men from perishing, but furthermore to
ensure the dead’s most basic due, we can imagine that the disappeared migrant’s
spirit will continue to “take possession” of this driver for some time. “Remember
me!”, “do not forget me!”, again, are the words of the migrant as ghost that
resists efforts to make her disappear.

4. CONCLUSIONS

The UK government’s radical policy of not merely narrowing access to its asylum
system but altogether closing it off from irregular migrant refugees gives us rea-
son to reopen the question about the kind genre conventions currently finding
their way into legal forms. The article has proposed that if we are to look outside
of law for a cultural or literary basis for the figure and story of the migrant refu-
gee before the law, it is not in the protagonist of bildungsroman forging her way
to self-realization within the state that we find it, but rather in the much more
uncertain, unsettling, disorienting figure of the ghost. As we have seen, the pri-
mary critical and ethical significance of recent visual depictions of the migrant
refugee is that they offer apt resistance to efforts on the part of the state to use
legal techniques to make her disappear. The migrant refugee’s reappearance in
visual art draws our attention to a figure we are admonished not to forget, who
haunts the consciences of host nations and demands recognition.

This article has sought to take seriously the implications of reading legal and
creative-arts depictions of the migrant refugee in this way. To be sure, it is an
approach that is not unproblematic: the migrant refugee is unlike the more trad-
itional ghost of genre fiction at least in terms of seeming to be “placeless”, and
the ghost’s insubstantiality arguably accentuates her invisibility, inaudibility and
hence marginality. But this article has sought to redirect the figurative quality of
the ghost in a way that I believe affords fresh scope for appreciating and counter-
ing the discursive violence of legal policy and that helps to reorient critical
appraisal of creative arts responses. Justine Poon’s characterisation of law’s
response to migrant refugees as a problem of unwanted “presence within the ter-
ritory” (quoted in Section 2 above) is evocatively suggestive for our purposes: of a
problem not merely about how legal categorisation assists efficient removal, but
also about the unsettling, discomfiting effect of the presence of the migrant refu-
gee as a reminder of a moral duty unfulfilled.
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