
                                                         
 

Call for abstracts:  
Critical Humanitarianisms: Neoliberal Entanglements with the State 

 
Writing retreat at Minjerribah (Stradbroke Island, Queensland, Australia): Thursday 2nd June 
2022 to Sunday 5th June 2022  
 
Deadline for the application: 20th March 2022 
 
What we will provide for participants:  

● Accommodation and meals 
● Return transport from the University of Queensland to Minjerribah 
● Excursions on Minjerribah 

 
Discourses that dehumanise, criminalise and/or demonise border-crossers have resulted in 

the securitisation of the migration border regime. As a consequence, most countries from the 
Global North deploy an array of bordering mechanisms—route surveillance by officers, 
confinement at the border and elsewhere, outsourcing of detention, deterrence discourses and 
policies—that impede the arrival of undocumented migrants to their shores. Within this scenario, 
humanitarian organisations have found themselves immersed in what William Walters (2011) has 
called “humanitarian border enforcement”. Meaning that even though humanitarian organisations 
are primarily focused on giving assistance, they also end up engaging in control, security and 
surveillance (see also Pallister-Wilkins 2017 on “humanitarian borderwork”). On the one hand, 
many nonprofit organisations usually promote solidarity and reciprocity and successfully activate 
public opinion and opposition to racist discourses that characterise refugees as dangerous, system 
drainers, queue-jumpers, and so on. Yet, on the other hand, they often fail to critically assess how 
their work reinforces the very system they seek to contest.  

Additionally, neoliberalism has permeated every sector of our society, including the 
migration apparatus. Neoliberalism is not merely a political and economic system that claims that 
the market should be freed of the government’s control but also an ideology that reinforces 
certain traits in the subject—flexible, independent, responsible, (heteronuclear)family-oriented 
individuals—and that has permeated all social spheres. It affects subjectivities and the way in 
which we view certain subjects–in this case, people who cross borders. The rise of neoliberalism 
and a retreat of the state and its institutions in the provision of services has meant that non-profit 
organisations often come to fill the vacuum. Often being the mediators between the state and 
refugees, so those who seek asylum can access their rights (Riva and Hoffstaedter 2021). On the 
face of the bare legal guarantees offered to refugees, and the routine defiance of states of those 
regulations, nonprofit organisations have become key actors in the refugee management regime. 
This has contributed to the proliferation of non-state actors engaged in handling issues of credible 
fear interviews, resettlement arrangements, legal aid and representation, paperwork, and so on.  

Even though most humanitarian organisations work tirelessly to provide support to the 
receiving refugee population in the best way possible, we want to turn the critical lens toward 
these institutions. Rather than assuming that nonprofit organizations engage neutrally in work that 
helps people, we want to understand the complex ways in which nonprofit organizations have 



                                                         
 
become entangled in bordering mechanisms through, for instance, the reinforcement of certain 
structures that promote neoliberal and heteronormative values. Given that humanitarian players—
both state and non-state—have become such relevant actors in refugee management within the 
Global North, the study of the intersection of border control and assistance to border-crossers is 
an area that calls for more research (Bosworth et al., 2018; Gerard and Webber 2019, 267). 

This call seeks papers that study the role of nonprofit organisations and its articulation 
between population management and neoliberalism. Areas that papers could explore include, but 
are not limited to: 

- How do humanitarian organisations (inadvertently) reproduce dominant neoliberal 
narratives of worthiness, hegemonic (patriarchal) and normative structures in regard to 
the refugee population? 

- What processes of subjectification result from power relations throughout society and 
culture that uphold neoliberal heteronormative ideas–through discourse and/or daily 
practices–or particular gender schemas? 

- What is the relation of/ways to explore humanitarianism and sovereign states in regard to 
people who cross borders? 

- What can attention to social interactions and subjectivities tell us about finding modes of 
resistance within the contemporary refugee management regime? 

- How are refugee’s subjectivities shaped by the discourse and daily practices of 
organisations/workers involved in refugee management?  

- How do people who cross borders resist the construction of their subjectivities? 
- What influence do humanitarian organisations have on refugees and/or decision-making 

processes? 
- What are the possibilities for subversive politics for humanitarian organisations? 
- In which other ways does neoliberal ideology affect the refugee populations? 
- What are other ways to explore the securitisation-humanitarianism nexus? 
- How are humanitarian practices of care and control exercised? 

This four-day writing retreat seeks to gather scholars who are working on issues that 
interrogate the relationship between the state and the refugee/asylum-seeker/migrant through an 
exploration of humanitarian (local or transnational) discourses and practices. Papers can include a 
number of methodologies and geographical sites from around the world. This multidisciplinary 
project seeks to add to the literature on critical humanitarianism, critical refugee and migration 
studies, critical border studies, human geography, anthropology, and feminist scholarship.  

 
The Spanish National Research Council (CSIC) and the University of Queensland (UQ) invite 
you to submit an abstract (approx. 300 words) to: sararguezriva@gmail.com Deadline: 20th 
March 2022. If accepted, please be ready to send a draft of your paper one week before the 
retreat. Our aim with this retreat is to work on a journal’s special issue. For any questions, please 
write to: sararguezriva@gmail.com  


