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Into plain view 

 

By Philip Marfleet 

 

 

Forced migration is a defining feature of the contemporary world. Today more people 

become refugees and more are compelled to undertake complex, risky journeys in their 

search for security. At the same, forced migrants have become universal figures of threat: 

the refugee is seen as hostile, malign and menacing. For the mass media of Europe and 

North America, refugees are opportunists who seek personal advance at the expense of a 

credulous public, using all means – legal and illegal – to achieve their ends. Refugees are 

illicit, inauthentic and likely to be involved in all manner of crime. For Britain’s populist 

press, they are a spectre – an alien presence to which can be attributed all manner of 

social ills. They are also silent, invisible figures – people who are the more threatening 

because, although ubiquitous, they are unheard and unseen.  

 

Refugees rarely appear as people with lives, predicaments, aspirations and achievements. 

The media caricature portrays a “bogus” applicant for asylum, a welfare cheat, a “health 

tourist”, people-smuggler or drug-trafficker. The hostile discourse is unremitting and 

almost always depersonalising. Making refugees visible and audible – on their own terms 

– is an important challenge to this dispiriting and dangerous approach. Into the Open 

tackles the problem literally head-on. 
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In this exhibition John Nassari takes us to the refugee camps of Lebanon – to places 

which both accommodate and confine people who have been refugees for almost 60 

years. He introduces people who address us openly and ask us to consider who they are 

and how their lives have been shaped. Ania Dabrowska takes us, by invitation, to 

migrants’ homes in London, a location which may be more secure but is also likely to be 

impermanent. Both artists ask us to consider lives that others wish us to ignore, to fear or 

even to despise. 

 

‘Hidden in plain view’ 

Why are migrants, especially forced migrants, seldom seen or heard as individuals? They 

may be an important part of discourses of “Otherness” and of policies of marginalisation 

and exclusion; at the same time they may in effect be absent. Refugees are often ghostly 

figures – the campaigning organisation Human Rights Watch, which has examined 

circumstances of refugees in the cities of Africa, suggests that they live “hidden in plain 

view”.1 They are often “invisible” to local authorities, which simultaneously deny their 

presence and actively exclude them by denying basic rights such as legal protection and 

access to employment and education.  

 

This paradox is the outcome of mass displacement. When people are compelled to leave 

their homes by war, repression, civil conflict, or acute economic or environmental crisis, 

they are separated from resources which facilitate everyday life. They lose access to 

material assets such as land, buildings and livestock; social assets such as family and 

community networks; and cultural resources such as familiarity with landscapes 
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(physical, social and psycho-social) through which they have been accustomed to move 

with ease. Displacement is the outcome of compulsion – most people are unwilling to 

leave and do so only when their choices have run out. Separated from basic resources, 

they are vulnerable, especially to those who have access to different resources – political 

authority, military means, and social and cultural assets which remain intact. 

Displacement dislocates families and communities, employment networks, civic 

organisations – sometimes it fragments or even atomises the society affected. People who 

are on the move face added difficulties: they may find themselves unable to communicate 

because they do not share a local language; they do not understand customs and 

procedures; and the social ties which give resilience and confidence have been disrupted. 

It is under these circumstances that migrants are “silenced” and become “invisible” to the 

wider society. 

 

The problem is especially acute when refugees attempt long journeys and cross territorial 

borders in the hope of finding sanctuary. They encounter border guards, immigration 

authorities, police and armed forces for whom people who come in unplanned 

movements are dangerous, even subversive. At the same time incomers may be seen as 

helpless and dependent. They are indeed highly vulnerable – border zones are dangerous 

places for people who lack passports, visas or other approvals for entry. It is at border 

crossings that abuse of certain migrants is particularly intense – they may be stripped of 

possessions and money, and sexual abuse of women and girls may be routine. In a 

chilling testimony to the extreme vulnerability of women who attempt to cross the 

Mexico-US border by clandestine means, Falcon records that many prepare for the 
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journey well in advance by arranging contraception.2 Border rape can seldom be 

challenged effectively by people who lack papers and permissions, money or influence. 

 

It is in these circumstances that forced migrants as people with lives, experiences and 

aspirations fall out of the field of vision of the receiving or “host” society. Most find 

themselves in relationships of extreme inequality vis-à-vis those in authority – in 

government, in national political parties, in the police and local administration, and in the 

mass media. They are easily constructed as opportunistic, self-seeking, deceitful and 

malign. Without access to the institutional bodies which shape state or popular discourse 

it is difficult to challenge these representations – for most newly arrived immigrants 

(those who are most vulnerable) it is almost possible to contest prejudicial images of the 

outsider, interloper or alien. They are depersonalised, dehumanised and put to work in the 

interests of those who have their own agendas in which migrants are merely instrumental 

figures. 

 

Paradox 

In some circumstances the presence/ absence of refugees produces acute contradictions. 

Palestinians have lived in Lebanon since 1948, when they were displaced during conflicts 

which brought the state of Israel into existence. Today there are some 410,000 Palestinian 

refugees living in camps scattered across the country – 10 per cent of Lebanon’s 

population.3 The United Nations reports: 
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They do not have social and civil rights, and have very limited access to the 

government's public health or educational facilities and no access to public social 

services. The majority rely entirely on UNRWA [United Nations Relief and Works 

Agency] as the sole provider of education, health and relief and social services. 

Considered as foreigners, Palestine refugees are prohibited by law from working in 

more than 70 trades and professions.4 

 

In addition, Palestinians are forbidden to buy houses or hold property rights in Lebanon. 

They are part of the fabric of Lebanese society – yet they are officially “absent” from it. 

Continuing vulnerability means that few are able to contest marginalisation and social 

exclusion.  

 

Similar problems affect other long-term refugee communities such Burmese refugees in 

Thailand and Bangladesh, who are stateless persons without rights. Forced migrants in 

Europe and North America are increasingly confronted by similar problems. Over the 

past 20 years asylum laws have been steadily eroded, so that few claimants are able to 

make a case for asylum that will satisfy state officials. But more and more people 

worldwide are fleeing conflict and crisis – so that many are compelled to enter countries 

of sanctuary by clandestine means. Here they live a shadow existence, working without 

papers and vulnerable to exploitative employers and to political authorities and mass 

media which wish to use them for ideological purposes. Increasingly they are the target 

of sustained media offensives. The populist press generates sound and fury, while 

migrants seldom have the means to respond – they are in effect, inaudible. Without long-



 6 

standing community organisations, representatives schooled in the ways of the “host” 

society, and direct access to media, they are easily caricatured and victimised. 

 

“Silenced”, refugees are also made “invisible” by most media coverage. Displacement is 

usually presented by images of mass movements in which people flee on choked roads or 

teem across border posts. In camps, supplicant mothers queue to receive rations, or - in 

images which have become a standard of the charity appeal - wide-eyed children reach 

for bread. Ships heave with smuggled migrants; trucks disgorge illicit entrants; sullen 

“illegals” wait in holding camps and detention centres. Rarely does the viewer observe an 

individual or learn how s/he became an unwilled migrant, undertook journeys which 

require fortitude and wit, or worked to maintain the integrity of a household, family or 

community group. 

 

Into the Open 

Refugees seldom appear as people whose characteristics we can observe in detail. Into 

the Open is an important corrective. John Nassari’s photographs bring us giant-sized 

faces in which we see the lives of Palestinians young and old, female and male. Some are 

fresh and smooth; others lined and grizzled. We are close up – so close that we can see 

faces as, mirrored, we see our own. An older woman appears in regal pose; a middle-aged 

man looks haughty; a teenager hints at both uncertainty and defiance. Around them are 

images of the camps – alleys and narrow streets with walls that seem to bend and 

converge. Graffiti cover the buildings, flowers sprout and wither. We visit homes 
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decorated by religious images and by other, more disturbing photographs – black-framed 

pictures of young men who, perhaps, did not come through earlier struggles for survival. 

 

Ania Dabrowska takes us into the domestic environment of the migrant in London. 

Women ask us to consider how they see their homes – more or less temporary places in a 

city which is both accommodating and exclusionary. Some of the images are intimate – 

like Nassari’s photographs, they take us close to people whom we are usually encouraged 

to address only from afar – and with suspicion, or worse. 

 

Both the photographers whose work appears in this exhibition come from migrant 

families. Both have experienced the challenge of standing “in between” and viewing the 

wider society with an angular vision. Neither hesitates to take us close to experiences that 

are usually unseen and unheard. They help us to understand that migrants in general and 

refugees in particular are confronted by profound problems but that they retain their 

energies and their creativity, and ask us to address them directly – in plain view. 
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