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Let us start from privatization and outsourcing within asylum seekers’ reception. This
was the crucial point of your presentation at the 2020 IMISCOE Spring Conference.
Can you explain what has happened in the UK?  

Since 2000, the UK has had an asylum dispersal system. This is a system whereby asylum
seekers when arriving in the country, will be housed in a variety of towns and cities across the
country,  during the process of being in the asylum system. Between 2000 and 2012, the
system was run by the Home Office but in conjunction with local authorities, and a variety of
different  housing  providers.  But  predominantly,  that  meant  the  local  city  councils  were
providing that  housing and also providing a  series  of  wrap-around support  services,  like
language training, education needs, and so on. 
Since 2012, the Home Office has outsourced that process of accommodation to a series of
private contractors. So, they effectively took this to the market, inviting providers to bid for
contracts to house asylum seekers, and then selected three accommodation providers who
would be doing that. This meant that those contracts went to three companies: G4S, Serco
and Clearel. Two of those, G4S and Serco, are large multinational security companies; so,
they  are  companies  which  also  have  contracts  with  the  government  to  do  things  like
deportation flights and detention centres. Their experience working with asylum seekers is a
very different one to one focused on housing.
The  third  provider  has  more  of  a  social  housing  background.  But  again,  it  has  little
experience with working with asylum seekers. So, from 2012, these providers started to enter
into this relationship with asylum, but from a very different perspective to local authorities.
One of  the things  that  I've been exploring over  recent  years,  has been the effect  of that
transition from largely public ownership of the housing of asylum seekers to the privatization
for  asylum  seekers  themselves,  but  also  for  local  authorities;  for  questions  of  local
democracy, and also for third sector organizations or charities and support groups. 
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As a result, local authorities no longer have either a financial stake within the accommodation
or support of asylum seekers, or the will and the capacity to actually continue to have an
engagement with the asylum dispersal. We have local authorities which to some extent, are
unable  to  actually  continue  to  manage  and  have  the  knowledge  and  expertise  that  they
previously had on these issues. That knowledge is either lost or it's transferred to the private
sector. And private sector logics are quite different in terms of what is being intended here;
how profit is being sought, and where priorities lie. At the same time, processes changed in
terms of where funding is going and where knowledge is; this also has an effect for charities
and organizations who support asylum seekers in Britain. Many of those charities are facing
significant funding cuts. 
Moreover,  you  have  a  series  of  challenges  around  complaints  around  the  standards  of
housing. Local authorities aren’t given the powers to really intervene there, because this is a
contract between the provider and the government. As a result, you have long waiting times
for things like fixing broken boilers or dealing with problems in accommodation. In many
cases,  it  falls  to  charitable  organizations  picking  up  the  slack,  doing  that  work  and
complaining on behalf of asylum seekers who are not necessarily empowered to complain
themselves. 
So, what you're doing is taking highly skilled people with experience in legal advocacy work,
really important, charitable work, often spending a large portion of their time dealing with
complaints over inadequate and unsafe housing conditions. 

The  second  question  is  about  the  depoliticization  of  the  asylum  seekers  reception
system. Could you explain what you mean?

By de-politicization I'm pointing to the way in which questions about asylum support and
accommodation get transferred from a set of debates about rights and justice into a regime of
questions on managerialism; from questioning whether this system is just, whether it provides
support for the rights of vulnerable people, to a situation where debate only emerges around
whether people are being accommodated in the right towns and cities,  about the specific
issues  of  individual  standards.  And  this  isn't  to  say  that  those  things  are  not  important,
because they are. But it's to suggest that by doing that, you allow a focus on the wider system,
and its political exclusions to shift from view. By focusing only on the technical aspects of
dispersal, you get to a point where the privatization and outsourcing of this process becomes
second nature. So effectively, it becomes common sense to privatize this form of support.
You're not having a debate about whether, actually, we should be providing funding to large
multinational security conglomerates for providing housing for highly vulnerable people. So
that question about how market logics becomes normalised and whether that normalisation is
desirable becomes lost. 
We've seen this in the UK to the extent that in 2014, in giving evidence to Home Affairs
Select Committee, G4S suggested that they were working in “the asylum seeking market”.
This statement did not lead to any form of political discussion. There was no real outpouring
of concern about the fact that asylum had effectively been described as a marketplace. But
there are writers, Colin Crouch amongst others, who have described this as post-democratic,
that this managerial process relies upon a certain sense of consensus, and an understanding
that there are ways that these issues can be managed and organized. 
Part of my work is trying to highlight the ways in which we can re-politicize these issues and
situate  asylum accommodation,  not  as  a  market  but as a  question of care.  Critically this
involves  seeing  asylum  housing  as  something  that  relates  to  a  wider  agenda  around
supporting various different forms of housing precarity, not just for asylum seekers, but for a



variety of groups as well trying to avoid the ways in which asylum gets distinguished from
forms of welfare, and trying to push back against those distinctions.

How  can  we  combine  the  emergence  of  new  forms  of  "total  institutions"  for  new
marginal subjects with this depoliticization? Defining new marginal subjects is also a
political issue…

Certainly,  there's  a  politicization about  subjectification  and the creation of  new forms of
subjects.
But there's also a decoupling of that from a particular type of politics. So, there's a politics
which is about asserting certain types of rights and asserting discussions around who is a
legitimate subject of political speech. If we think about the work of Jacques Ranciere, making
arguments about how certain subjects are positioned as being part of the political sphere, one
of the things that I would suggest in terms of depoliticization is that you have subjects that
get removed from the political sphere and produced as such, outside of rights and recognition.
So, if you think about the stigmatization of particular groups, such as asylum seekers, we
often  see  that  these  subjects  are  positioned  as  requiring  forms  of  regulation,  control,  or
management.  That  relationship  is  embedded  in  the  way  that  these  subjects  have  been
produced  by institutions  and  the  discourses  that  are  doing  that  in  terms  of  marginality,
stigmatization, and so on do some of that work too. And they also, then, legitimate and allow
things like the outsourcing of accommodation for asylum seekers to the private marketplace.
Because in effect, this is a suggestion that asylum is no longer something that the public
should be that concerned with, that these subjects are no longer really worthy of a kind of
political debate around questions of rights. These processes of politicisation, depoliticisation,
subject formation and institutionalisation are interconnected, not always in a clear sense and
not always in ways that present a perfect overlap. 

You  also  mentioned  the  concept  of  "slow  violence".  Can  you  tell  something  about
asylum seekers and "slow violence"?

"Slow violence" comes from the work of Rob Nixon. It has connections with a variety of
other work that's emerged, predominantly from cultural studies and from feminist thought in
the last 10 to 15 years: Lauren Berlant’s work on "slow death", and Elizabeth Povinelli's work
on endurance and various forms of exhaustion and abandonment within late liberalism. I'm
drawn to this work for a number of reasons. One is because it reveals that there are forms of
violence that are unspectacular, quite ordinary, and that resonate with the everydayness of
forms of suffering. This gets to some of the ways in which forms of power operate through
systems of regulating. In my work on asylum seekers, these are often forms of violence and a
kind of harm, that both have long histories in terms of thinking about the trajectories of
individuals  in  the  asylum  system,  that  are  quite  cumulative.  They  don't  accrue  around
particularly spectacular moments. They're not focused upon the physical violence, or violent
interaction  that  can  obviously  occur  within  these  longer  duration  histories,  but  they're
attached to a sense of being ground down by conditions; ground down by experiences of
harassment and abuse, or bureaucratic frustrations and rightlessness. So, on the one hand
slow violence is incredibly useful to think about the conditions of contemporary society. On
the other, slow violence often obscures the potential for response, because our registers for
thinking about violence are about the spectacular and the eruptive. And as a result, those who
are the victims of slow violence are often not remarked upon, and often not really seen as



victims at all. Such violence is rather seen to be just part of everyday life. I think one of the
valuable elements to think about here is the way slow violence exposes everyday forms of
suffering. And then thinking about how we can produce narratives and responses to try to do
that work of exposure, but also think about how you can account for the responsibilities for
that violence Also, I think more generally,  a lot of work that is emerging in recent years
around the forms of border violence, within Europe, is not necessarily purely about extreme
forms of violence, which of course there are, but also about how this gets ingrained into
systems of citizenship. So, how can we halt the process through which all of us are being
enrolled into forms of exclusionary bordering politics, whether we necessarily recognize this
and intend for it or not. For me, those kinds of wider connections of violence, are really
important. 

Slow violence has also to do with temporality. Being unable to block the asylum seekers
in space, for they are already here, we try to block their time and also to ground them…

Yes,  absolutely.  The  discussions  that  we've  been  having  here,  but  also  a  lot  of  really
interesting work on migration and the politics  of  refugee rights  is  shot  through with the
question  temporality.  Indeed,  temporality  is  fundamental  to  the  way  in  which  power  is
operating within the asylum system. There's a wealth of interesting material on the politics of
waiting, and on waiting as a central part of the endurance of forms of slow violence.  
From a governance perspective, there’s often been a kind of intentional duration, stretching
out experiences of uncertainty and the effects of that for those outside citizenship. But, at the
same time, there are ways in which asylum processes are about multiple rhythms as well.
Some of the work I've done in the past is focused upon the materiality of the asylum process,
thinking about the role of letters that were sent from the Home Office to individual asylum
seekers, and the ways in which those letters shape experiences of waiting, duration, and hope.
In ethnographic work I've done in a variety of dispersal locations,  asylum seekers would
come to drop in centres carrying bundles of letters that they've received across periods of
time, really valuing those scraps of paper because these words represent a relationship with
the state. They were evidence of being involved in this process, and they mattered to people
on an emotional level as a result.
These matter  in  terms  of  temporalities  because  the arrival  of  letters  is  a  point  where  an
asylum process will dramatically speed up or dramatically slow down. The temporality of
waiting has these dramatic moments where things suddenly happen, and then things slow
down dramatically as well.
One of my colleagues from Manchester, Mark Rainey, talks about this in relation to destitute
asylum seekers as the "weaponization of time"; reflecting the way in which states utilize the
process of slowing down and speeding up aspects of asylum, as a form of regulatory control. 
We could also think about temporality in relation to feelings, belonging and attachment; the
longer people spend within the asylum system, the more this impacts upon their sense of
hope,  aspiration,  and  their  relationship  to  potential  futures.  This  in  turn  shapes  how
individuals  develop  feelings  of  belonging  and  attachments  to  people,  places,  and
relationships.
One of the things that I've written about before is the way that dispersal as a system tries to
disrupt  social  networks and tries to  disrupt  people's  sense of belonging by moving them
around the country. And in part that is about, again, trying to take away some of the feelings
of attachment that you can have, if you stay somewhere for a long period of time, even in
conditions of uncertainty and insecurity. I think it's really important, particularly in the UK
context  where  integration  officially  does  not  start  until  someone  has  refugee  status.  The



asylum processes explicitly is not about integration from a policy perspective. As a result, the
state is trying to make sure that the duration of that time is precisely not about integrating
people within society. 

How does the temporality of asylum reception affect refugees’ homemaking practices?

I  think temporality is  intrinsically connected to homemaking.  Because homemaking, as a
practice, is a durational thing; home is never made once. Home is always made and remade
again  through the  actions  of  people.  So,  homemaking and temporality are  fundamentally
connected.  The  process  of  homemaking  involves  a  significant  amount  of  investment,
investing into a place in terms of thinking about a set of aspirations and behaviours. Thinking
home is also about, not just relational connections to other people, to networks, to material
objects  into a physical space and ownership of that space, but it's  also about feeling that
there's some sense that you can begin to aspire from that space, that you can have some sort
of hope attached. And so those aspects are fundamental to the production of home. When
we're thinking about the temporality of homemaking, it's not simply about the duration that
you spend somewhere, but also about how an individual can project into the future, such that
home is somewhere that you aspire to, or somewhere that you're trying to constantly produce
and recreate in different ways, such the home is never over fixed single entity. And that's
where I think this focus upon homemaking, and homemaking as a practice is really valuable,
because it really gets to the sense that this isn't an endpoint, that home is a destination that has
been reached, rather that it's a series of processes that we all go through at different points
and we go through it in different conditions and with different structural constraints. 

So, your idea is that home has to do with agency. I would like to combine this with the
"systematic  power"  that  structures  asylum  seekers'  lives.  There's  a  sort  of  tension
around this. What is the role of agency in this framework?

I  think  that  agency within  homemaking,  even  within  the  context  of  asylum and refugee
homemaking,  plays  a  number  of  roles.  First,  we  can  think  about  how  small  acts  of
appropriation and trying to take some form of ownership over space, even if you don't have a
legal ownership in that respect can be an act of agency, but also can be incredibly emotionally
important in terms of establishing a sense that you have some investment within a particular
space. There's a lot of debates in recent years around the ways in which asylum reception
centres in different European countries establish rules and regulations that dictate what is
possible, how the design of a particular space should be laid out, where furniture can be, all
these kinds of things. Much of that work highlights the concerns that many people in the
asylum system have to try and appropriate, to try and move things around at a most basic
level, and that that is an act of control and ownership, attempting to seek some element of
hope. 
At the same time, agency is about a kind of imaginative politics that can be valuable in two
ways.  One,  it  can  offer  the  potential  to  foster  endurance  within  these  relatively extreme
conditions of housing, of a kind of accommodation in reception; and secondly, it can also be a
political force, for asserting the rights to some form of ownership, to respect for a right to
appropriate  a  space,  can  be  valuable  in  terms of  pushing back against  systems trying to
contain, control and exclude. Much of the ways that we might think about the wider system
of asylum accommodation in the UK, or reception centres in different European contexts,
focuses quite rightly on the forms of control and of conditionality. The ways in which people



are  provided  with  a  property  or  space  within  the  centre  are  very  much  conditional  and
controlling. But within that, of course, agency still exists. And that interplay is really critical.
We can't, and shouldn't overplay the role of agency – being able to move a bed around is not
going to radically alter someone's perspective – nor should we suggest that these forms of
aspiration are completely ground down by systems of  control.  This  also gets us  into the
political potential for homemaking as a process that is not just individual but also collective.
We often think about home as being about the appropriation of the space of the individuals’
room or the individuals’ space within a reception centre. But there's also a politics here about
solidarity  and  of  creating  something  at  a  collective  level,  which  is  about  home  and  its
relationships. So, there are interesting connections to be drawn out between homemaking at a
collective level and forms of counter-cultural politics and modes of solidarity too.

Thank you! 


