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The representation of refugees in documentaries resists the logic of statistics and the simplified 

crisis narratives common in dominant media discourse. Documentaries do not confine 

themselves to numbers and generalizations; instead, they present refugees through the lived 

experiences and personal histories of specific individuals. As a result, their characters are 

represented not solely as a collective group subordinate to political or administrative decisions, 

but as people with their own biographies, cultural experiences, social relationships, and ability 

to act, albeit one constrained by the conditions of forced migration. 

As a non-fiction genre, documentaries integrate an informative function and factual rigour with 

a descriptive narrative form. Occupying an intermediate position between fiction and 

journalism, they draw on artistic strategies of representation, which allow for a more 

comprehensive account of social phenomena and tension (Wolny-Zmorzyński, Kaliszewski, 

Furman 2006). 

The specificity of refugee documentary lies in its combination of responsibility for factual 

accuracy with a narrative shaped by the author’s direct presence in the represented world – 

whether as a participant, witness, or reenactor of events (Wolny-Zmorzyński 2004). This 

perspective allows forced migration to be viewed not as an abstract social phenomenon, but as 

a long-term experience embedded in individual life trajectories. In this respect, documentaries 

provoke reflection on whether talking of “refugee universal experience” can truly reflect the 

realities of specific situations, or whether it functions instead as a convenient generalization 

that obscures the historical, cultural, and biographical differences among those forced to leave 

their countries (Malkki 1995). At the same time, it can serve as an important complement to 

refugee studies and intercultural education practices. 
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In the dominant media coverage, a refugee often functions as an abstract figure, not as a person 

with their own achievements, emotions, and desires. Their presence tends to be reduced to 

statistics and schematic crisis reports, where they act as carriers of political and emotional 

meanings. Such a representation encourages depersonalisation of refugee experience as well as 

its instrumentalisation in the public debate. The co-existing negative stereotyping further shapes 

the image of refugees as a uniform mass, often associated with threats, including terrorism 

(Ochwat 2018). 

In contrast, documentaries offer a different perspective. They direct one’s attention to individual 

histories, traumas, and the processes of adaptation and exclusion, allowing a more nuanced 

understanding of refugee experience. As such, they become a means of critically examining 

both the language used to describe migration and the ethical dimensions of representing 

suffering. 

Refugee documentaries emerge from the tradition of migration reportage, which focuses on 

population movements as well as on experiences of otherness and adaptation in new 

environments. Their increasing significance stems from the globally enhanced visibility of 

migration in European public discourse, especially in relation to the Arab Spring and conflicts 

in Syria, Libya, and Iraq (Ochwat 2018). Although migrations of people are not a new 

phenomenon, in recent decades they have gained momentum and increased their impact 

(Bauman 2004). 

Contemporary refugee documentaries centre on several recurring themes. These include 

narratives devoted to the war in Syria and its migratory consequences, as exemplified by 

Wolfgang Bauer’s book of reportage, Crossing the Sea: With Syrians on the Exodus to Europe 

(Über das Meer. Mit Syrern auf der Flucht nach Europa). The main concern of Bauer’s book 

are the adversities of the journey and the brutality of smugglers, which help to illustrate the 

refugeehood as a direct effect of armed violence and state disintegration. This strand also 

includes Matthieu Aikins’s immersive reportage The Naked Don’t Fear the Water: An 

Underground Journey with Afghan Refugees, which presents refugeehood as an escape through 

border crossings and asylum systems. A significant category is formed by documentaries that 

reconstruct long and dangerous migration routes, such as The Dream of Life: An African 

Odyssey (Der Traum vom Leben. Eine afrikanische Odyssee) by Klaus Brinkbäumer or South 

of Lampedusa: Five Years of Journeys Along Migrant Routes (A sud di Lampedusa. Cinque 
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anni di viaggi sulle rotte dei migranti) by Stefano Liberti. This work shows forced migration 

as a process extended in time and space, conditioned by violence, poverty, and restrictive 

migration policy. Behrouz Boochani’s book, No Friend but the Mountains. Writing from Manus 

Prison offers a different perspective. It reports the author’s stay in an Australian refugee camp 

and the functioning of the detention system – an administrative imprisonment of foreigners, 

used by a country as a means of control. The Excluded (Wykluczeni), a literary reportage by 

Artur Domosławski, extends the perspective of refugee documentaries to represent the global 

contexts of violence (in Colombia, Brazil, Palestine, and Kenya, among others), disinheritance, 

and statelessness. Similarly, Monika Białkowska’s collection Even If I Die on the Way (Nawet 

jeśli umrę w drodze) addresses, among other issues, people fleeing war, juxtaposing the 

experiences of refugees from Ukraine with those forced to leave Syria, while also highlighting 

the differentiated treatment they receive in Europe depending on their cultural background. 

Increasingly, the issue of the refugee in documentaries is approached from the perspective of 

climate change, whereby it is positioned as an actual phenomenon, not solely as a future threat 

(Ochwat 2019). Such treatment is apparent in Ben Rawlence’s history biography, City of 

Thorns. Nine Lives in the World’s Largest Refugee Camp, in which degradation of the 

environment and deterioration of agriculture co-create the context for forced migrations. 

The structure of a documentary is often shaped by the logic of the migratory experience, 

encompassing, for instance, the journey itself, prolonged suspension within asylum procedures 

and transit spaces, and the disruption of biographical continuity. However, this is not a fixed 

rule; the narrative structure depends on the reporter’s strategy and the context of the events 

described. 

An important feature of refugee documentary is its bottom-up perspective, which involves 

giving voice to actors who are least represented in public discourse. This perspective makes it 

possible to reveal the everyday dimensions of migration: uncertainty, prolonged waiting, the 

negotiation of identity, and strategies of survival in new social conditions. Dialogue appears 

frequently in migration documentaries, although it does not always serve a dominant function. 

It may, however, become the organizing principle of the text, based on direct quotations that 

lend dynamism to the narrative and disclose facts unavailable to the narrator (Ślawska 2014). 

The analysis of migration documentaries can be enhanced by applying Kenneth Burke’s 

concept of dramatism. It allows for the treatment of migration as a process in which the relations 
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between an agent, act, scene, agency, and purpose are of the highest importance (Bendrat 2019; 

Mokrzan 2020). From the perspective of dramatism, particular significance is attributed to the 

relationship between agent and scene, since refugee experience is significantly determined by 

spatial, legal, and institutional conditions in which a character functions.  

For instance, in Mathieu Aikin’s The Naked Don't Fear the Water, the scene constantly 

changes, encompassing both the phases of escape as well as forced stops, such as Moria camp 

on Lesbos. The dramatic agent is Omar – an Afghan refugee whose character is gradually 

revealed over the course of the narrative, presenting refugeehood as an individual experience 

rather than a homogeneous collective condition (Sarna and Tyc 2025).  

A particularly important aspect of refugee documentaries is their educational potential, 

stemming from the combination of factual reliability and narrative accessibility. Younger 

recipients often learn about migration through social media, dominated by simplified messages. 

In this regard, analysing documentaries in classes may encourage reflection about migration, 

exclusion, and solidarity (Ochwat 2018). Engaging with the individual stories of protagonists 

and their responses to violence and injustice can contribute to the development of empathy and 

a sense of ethical responsibility. 
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