
Refugee Talk



‘A wide-ranging, erudite and multi-faceted analyses of the fundamental problem 
of who gets to be counted as human in a planet under stress.’

—Kate Evans, award-winning cartoonist and activist, and author of Red Rosa

‘In Refugee Talk, the authors tell us that they “align [themselves] with what 
Edward Said labels ‘amateurism’ – ‘the desire to be moved [by] unquenchable 
interest in the larger picture, in making connections across lines and barriers’.” 
In this absorbing book, they manage to do exactly that: They combine the rigors 
of academic argument with Said’s broad-minded, and deeply-felt, intellectual 
generosity, focusing on the moral, aesthetic, sociopolitical, and narrative aspects 
of the phenomenologies of migration. As a work of anti-reductive complexity that 
engages both urgently and unflinchingly with the refugee crisis, Refugee Talk is 
aimed not just at scholars of migration studies, philosophers, sociologists, political 
theorists, narrativists, and others, but at those looking to better understand the 
plight of refugees in terms of what the authors call “a new humanism for the 
twenty-first century”. It is indeed this humanism, urging us all to take seriously 
not only refugee justice, but our shared, and fragile, humanity, that is at the core 
of this remarkable book.’

—Anna Gotlib, Associate Professor of Philosophy at Brooklyn College,  
City University of New York

‘This book is built around that which is absent from most books of this kind: the 
voices of the refugee. Eva Rask Knudsen and Ulla Rahbek deploy a rich blend 
of theory and textual analysis, complemented in a distinctive way by a range of 
original conversations with writers, journalists, critical theorists, and refugees 
themselves. The book challenges those of us working in the field to rethink the 
existing refugee lexicon and to open up fresh debates about the ethics, aesthetics, 
and politics of representation. What is particularly heartening about the book is 
the way in which, at a time of such negativity, the authors attempt to frame their 
overall approach in a context of hope.’

—Roger Bromley, Emeritus Professor of Cultural Studies,  
University of Nottingham

‘Deftly weaving theoretical analysis with conversations from journalists, activists, 
and exiles themselves, Refugee Talk stunningly accomplishes what responsible 
critique demands of us all: nuanced, ethical and material engagement with those 
to whom our thought is indebted.’

—Sabeen Ahmed, Assistant Professor of Philosophy, Swarthmore College

‘In the midst of political conflicts concerning refugees, Refugee Talk steps back 
from the immediate fray to reflect on the ethical character of “refugee talk” in 
academic, media, activist artistic, and literary contexts. The result is a genuinely 
thoughtful – and engagingly conversational – work that re-orients us to the 
recognition of hope as a common human dynamic and to a critical humanism 
expressed in acknowledging the dignity of refugees. Highly recommended.’

—David Owen, Professor of Politics and International Relations,  
University of Southampton
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1

Framing Crisis

The refugee crisis literally arrived on Europe’s doorstep in 2015. 
In the late summer of that year, when long trails of people in 
flight walked along highways from south to north in search of safe 
haven, we were on our way back to Denmark from a conference 
in Germany. At a train stop close to Frankfurt, a group of Middle-
Eastern men entered the crowded cabin, looked around in 
bewilderment and quickly made their way to other parts of the 
train. But one paused to point to a map on his mobile phone and 
ask in broken English to have the northward direction confirmed, 
and as he did so his ramshackle suitcase sprang open to reveal that 
there was nothing inside. The young man pretended to be a regular 
traveller but his empty luggage betrayed him. We exchanged 
brief glances, the suitcase was quickly closed and he moved on. 
This chance moment carried significance. He could not possibly 
register as a distant stranger – he was simply a young man in close 
proximity and in need of help on our ‘home’ turf. Yet everything 
about his demeanour suggested he was unsure if he would receive 
it. He appeared to have lost his place in the world and for a brief 
instant we witnessed it and were short of a response. It was an 
almost wordless encounter made anxious by a tellingly empty 
suitcase and a story we would never hear. In retrospect, it was the 
moment that began this book. 

Even if the term ‘refugee crisis’ did not become common 
parlance in Europe until 2015 when a record number of 1.3 million 
people requested asylum within the EU – with the millions of the 
previous and subsequent years making it the largest population 
movement since World War II – it is nevertheless an overlooked 
fact that the European crisis is part of a much larger global crisis. 
Across the world, 83 million people are currently forcibly displaced 
and, among them, more than 26 million refugees are seeking 
international protection from life-threatening circumstances. The 
fact that 80 per cent of these refugees are hosted by the world’s 
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poorer nations puts the European crisis into perspective and begs 
the question why Europe, global numbers considered, has failed to 
respond to the local crisis in an apposite manner. The number of 
pending asylum applications in the EU is close to a million, with 
many asylum seekers confined to camps, reception or deportation 
centres where they are made to wait in limbo. With rejection 
rates ranging in some EU nations between 60 and 80 per cent, the 
prospects for life to begin again look bleak. Moreover, as is well 
known without having prompted responsible action, thousands 
of refugees have died on their clandestine journey to a continent 
whose outer borders are scrupulously patrolled to prevent them 
from entering. Human rights are frequently violated when 
unwanted asylum seekers are pushed back, now more forcefully 
than ever. Alexander Betts and Paul Collier observed already in 
2018 that the 1951 Geneva Convention is ‘silent on both where and 
with what resources refuge should be provided’ (2018: 47) with 
the result that ‘it is politics – and more specifically power – rather 
than law or principle that primarily determines who takes respon-
sibility for refugees and on what basis’ (47–8). This is still the case. 
Even if the EU officially declared in 2019 that the crisis is over, 
this is, in Daniel Trilling’s succinct observation, merely a sign that 
‘the cameras have gone – but the suffering endures’ (2018b). The 
numbers are still grim, camp situations continue to be devastating 
and the prospects of resettlement are limited. The refugee crisis is 
still ongoing.

This book, however, is not about numbers, statistics, rejection 
rates and EU or state politics. Rather, it is about our variegated 
cultural responses to people in need of protection. It is written 
against the backdrop of the current refugee crisis in Europe, but it 
also draws more generally on experiences of being, or responding 
to, refugees in previous moments of crisis when this will help shed 
light on recurring patterns in contemporary responses. Refugee 
Talk acts on the call that academics refrain from engaging with 
the refugee crisis from ‘an arm’s length’ dispassionate perspective 
and provide instead ‘a narrative of the “crisis” wherein the moral 
and ethical commitment to doing something lies not in the back-
ground but the forefront of the “story” we relay’ (Sen, 2018: 102). 
As fellow human beings and as academics, we cannot not care 
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about what is, in a very real sense, a crisis for refugees, but now 
increasingly evident as also ‘humanity’s crisis’ (Evans and Bauman, 
2016). In this book we are acutely aware that the very word ‘crisis’ 
needs to be properly unpacked. In the public debate it pushes the 
point that refugees have brought Europe into a state of crisis with 
less focus on the crisis that refugees experience in their encounter 
with an unwelcoming continent. In fact, ‘crisis’ is an immensely 
ambiguous word. Rather than proceed by consistently putting the 
term refugee crisis in scare quotes, we explore its ambiguity. It is 
thus pertinent to begin by recognising that the so-called refugee 
crisis is also a crisis in representation, of words and their meanings. 
As Neske Baerwaldt argues: ‘When there is talk of crisis, we ought 
immediately to ask: Crisis for whom?’ and when the dominant rep-
resentation of the crisis conveys often indiscriminately ‘the idea 
that “we” are being flooded by “them” [… then] an innocent We 
and a threatening Them are brought into existence’ and this calls 
for attention, ‘for it is precisely through such distortions that some 
forms of human life are positioned outside of society’s sphere of 
empathy’ (2018). Adding to this, Didier Fassin’s point that the 
difference between asylum seeker and refugee ‘is not just one of 
terminology or even status; it is a fundamental difference of recog-
nition’ (2016), this book needs to begin by considering definitions 
of ‘refugee’ and specify its own usage of the term. According to the 
1951 Geneva Convention, a refugee is a person who:

owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of 
race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion is outside the country of his nation-
ality and is unable or, owing to such fear, unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a 
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual 
residence as a result of such events, is unable, or owing to such 
fear, is unwilling to return to it. (UNHCR)
 
Designed to protect the millions of Europeans displaced during 

World War II or at the onset of the Cold War in the late 1940s, 
the Convention, even with the amendment of the 1967 Protocol, 
has since proved to be insufficient in coverage. It is, in Betts and 
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Collier’s words, ‘ever less appropriate for modern needs’ (2018: 
5). Not only is ‘well-founded fear of being persecuted’ sufficiently 
open to interpretation to facilitate rejection at state level, it is also 
contingent on documentation which, in William Maley’s words, 
may be difficult to provide for refugees who ‘often have to flee 
their homes without a neat portfolio of documents to establish 
their identities and circumstances’ (2016: 32–3). As the European 
refugee crisis has brought to light, this means that the human rights 
of asylum seekers are often compromised. Maley therefore warns 
that ‘[t]he deeper threat to the 1951 Convention is that countries 
will profess loyalty to its provisions, but in practice either violate 
them or interpret them in a deliberately rigid or narrow fashion’ 
(27). As the Convention has ‘generated normative understand-
ings of refugeehood that can be problematic for the inclusivity 
of similarly vulnerable persons [in the contemporary moment 
…] whose political and, above all, existential experiences of dis-
placement render them similarly deprived of resources for “bare 
life”’ (Ahmed and Madura in Oliver et al., 2019: 3–4), this has 
prompted the suggestion that in today’s world ‘other kinds of defi-
nition may be required to identify the classes of persons to whom 
moral responsibility may be owed’ (Maley, 2016: 41). Alexander 
Betts is concerned with ‘survival migration’, a term that ‘high-
light[s] the situation of people whose own countries are unable or 
unwilling to ensure their most fundamental human rights and yet 
who fall outside the framework of the refugee regime’ (2013: 5). 
With obvious reference to the shortcomings of the Geneva Con-
vention, Betts proposes to substitute ‘persecution’ with the more 
comprehensive notion of ‘existential threat’ arguing that ‘what 
matters is not privileging particular causes of movement but rather 
clearly identifying a threshold of fundamental rights which, when 
unavailable in a country of origin, requires that the international 
community allow people to cross an international border and 
receive access to temporary or permanent sanctuary’ (5). 

In Betts’ view, ‘[r]efugees are one type of survival migrant, but 
many people who are not recognized as refugees also fall within 
the category’ as they, too, have ‘no access to a domestic remedy or 
solution’ (5) to their existential plight and are forced to seek inter-
national protection as their ‘last resort’ (4). Following a similar line 
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of inquiry, Andrew Shacknove has proposed that while persecu-
tion is ‘an essential criterion of refugeehood’ (1985: 275), it is but 
‘one manifestation of the absence of physical security’ (279) and 
‘state protection of the citizen’s basic needs’ (277). For Shacknove, 
then, ‘refugees are, in essence, persons whose basic needs are 
unprotected by their country of origin, who have no remaining 
recourse other than to seek international restitution of their needs’ 
(277). While ‘basic needs’ are insufficiently defined in Shacknove’s 
formulation, they do hinge on the contractual ‘minimal relation’ 
between nation and citizen of ‘rights and duties … the negation 
of which engenders refugees’ (275). Both Betts’ and Shacknove’s 
interventions are based on international human rights and they 
speak directly into the current refugee crisis where a large number 
of asylum seekers are rejected precisely because environmental or 
survival refugees fall outside of the UN provision of protection. Just 
like an ‘overly inclusive conception’ of the refugee can admittedly 
become ‘morally suspect’ and ‘financially exhaust relief programs’ 
(Shacknove, 1985: 276), an overly narrow definition of eligibility 
can result in violations of basic human rights (Betts, 2013). But 
what stands, according to Betts and Collier, is the fact that the 
current refugee ‘regime’ is ‘no longer fit for purpose’, it evidently 
‘fails to engage adequately with contemporary challenges’ (2018: 
35) and ‘[t]he moment for a rethink is long overdue’ (9). 

Such a rethink remains an unresolved matter pending an interna-
tional acknowledgement of the need for reform and wide-ranging 
political consensus to overcome the ‘inertia, self-interest, and 
cynicism by which the status quo has been preserved’ (Betts and 
Collier, 2018: 236). In the meantime, our contribution to a refor-
mulation is to concede that ‘refugee’ is a sliding signifier that carries 
both legal, political and affective meanings and that this must be 
recognised. Our heuristic rather than legalistic employment of 
the term is therefore deliberate. We lean on the contributors in 
Refugees Now who employ the term as ‘a generalized marker for 
statelessness and displacement’ (Ahmed and Madura in Oliver et 
al., 2019: 3). Ahmed and Madura specify that such a formulation is 
not intended ‘to ignore or undermine the particularities’ (3) of UN 
legal definitions, but to address ‘the full scope of statelessness as 
an existential, phenomenological, ethical, and, ultimately, human 
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experience’ (1). This underscores, we believe, the need for a more 
inclusive conception of the term ‘refugee’ as part of the rethink 
Betts and Collier call for. Our approach to the concept of refugee 
is to think of the term along both theoretical and experiential 
lines. Thus, we engage in the ‘figure of the refugee’ as a theoretical 
construct and the refugee as a lived reality albeit fully aware that 
this usage cannot always be maintained as distinct approaches and 
also that this may sometimes eclipse the gendered, generational, 
religious and ethnic diversity that is obviously part of such lived 
realities. 

As book title Refugee Talk resonates with appropriate ambiguity 
because it is a commodious and elastic term that refers to a densely 
saturated discourse spanning everything from quotidian chats and 
public mediations of the ongoing crisis to serious socio-politi-
cal theories and philosophical reflection. All such contexts pivot 
on the meaning-making power of language and it is important to 
stress the significance of this, especially when refugee talk is about 
people in precarious situations who regularly experience that they 
are being talked about, but rarely with. Jenny Erpenbeck writes 
that ‘[m]any concepts have suddenly become acute, as it were, and 
it might be worthwhile to consider their meaning once again from 
a fresh perspective’ (2018b). Elif Shafak goes a step further. She 
diagnoses the present moment as a ‘threshold moment’ (2020: 26) 
profoundly marked by ‘one term that frequently appears in our 
daily lives: crisis’ (59). We are particularly concerned with what 
Shafak calls ‘a crisis of meanings’ (37): ‘For far too long, in our 
social and political dealings’, she writes, ‘we have consulted the 
same old leather-bound dictionary’ (37) and become so familiar 
with it ‘that we no longer feel the need to look up rudimentary 
words’ (37). But now heated opinions have turned ‘the pages too 
fast’ (37) and set some in flames. This dictionary, which in Shafak’s 
poetic vision is also a collection of ideas and ideals, is now so ‘badly 
scorched’ that we must ‘save what we can’ and reconsider ‘some of 
our fundamental concepts’ (38). The latter is what we set out to do 
in this book. 

The focus on discourse and representation is deeply embedded 
in our approach to the refugee crisis. In the following chapters 
we therefore distinguish between vocabularies, referring to the 
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prevalent circulation of words and images (good and bad) used 
in representations of, and cultural responses to, refugees and the 
refugee crisis, and lexicon, referring to ideas and ideals (familiar 
but ‘badly scorched’) that are employed in representations and 
responses. Among them are humanity, responsibility, solidar-
ity, and the value of recognition. These are, we contend, along the 
lines of Shafak’s diagnosis of the present moment, indisputably 
terms in crisis and our ambition is to rehabilitate them. Accord-
ingly, we both unpack antagonistic vocabularies and repack what 
we call the refugee lexicon so that we are better equipped to come to 
grips with the challenges of the current crisis and respond to them 
with informed understanding. This, too, is a long overdue project. 
We are, in short, particularly interested in ‘cultural responses’ as 
they index a reaction to the crisis and to the ‘refugee talk’ that 
is also an answer in its own right. These responses come in the 
shape of socio-political theory, media reportage, art and activism, 
and literary narratives. Since we privilege language and percep-
tion, aesthetics needs to be an integral part of our refugee talk. 
We approach a myriad of cultural responses, including detailed 
analysis of case studies, from a perspective that combines ethics 
and aesthetics with the political, broadly understood.

Nöelle McAfee rethinks the political in the context of the current 
refugee moment. Pursuing a ‘more radically democratic politics’ 
she advocates ‘a new imaginary of politics that is not centered on 
the state or the usual apparati of power’, but that ‘attends to the kind 
of power that is created horizontally among people in association’ 
(McAfee in Oliver et al., 2019: 35). Such a new imaginary ‘sees 
the world in a way in which politics is not only what governments 
do but also what all involved and affected engage in’ (35). This 
reorientation accords with Zygmunt Bauman’s comment that global 
problems – a refugee crisis – cannot be solved on the local level. 
He insists: ‘The integrity of the political body in its currently most 
common form of a nation-state is in trouble, and so an alternative 
legitimation is urgently needed and sought’ (2012: 15). Bauman 
calls it a bewildering paradox that ‘on the fast globalizing planet 
politics tends to be passionate and self-consciously local’ (82). To 
think of human vulnerabilities in planetary terms, and to invoke 
a more inclusive political imaginary of mobility, also beckons a 
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rethinking of ethics. Judith Butler’s ethico-political project on 
precarity and solidarity in Precarious Life (2006) and The Force of 
Nonviolence (2020) is inspirational. According to Butler, precarity 
names ‘a lived reality’ and ‘a politically induced condition in 
which certain populations suffer from failing social and economic 
networks of support more than others, and become differentially 
exposed to injury, violence and death’ (Butler and Berbec, 2017). 
Our task is to ‘maintain an obligation’ to people who seem different 
from us (2017) and to recognise the ‘ways in which our lives are 
profoundly implicated in the lives of others’ (Butler, 2006: 7), 
locally and globally. Thinking beyond local contexts demands that 
we engage in a ‘hearing beyond what we are able to hear’ and open 
up to ‘narration that decenters us from our supremacy, in both its 
right- and left-wing forms’ (18).

Rethinking the political in such ethical ways asks us ‘to criti-
cally evaluate and oppose the conditions under which certain 
human lives are more vulnerable than others, and thus certain 
human lives are more grievable than others’ (30). In The Force of 
Nonviolence Butler develops her project on precarity with refer-
ences to the current refugee crisis and is adamant that ethics and 
the political cannot be severed in questions that concern vulnera-
ble lives. One issue Butler keeps returning to in ‘a set of questions 
that belong to our time’ is: ‘What makes a life valuable?’ (2020: 
28). In order to answer this from the perspective of solidary we 
need ‘to formulate an egalitarian imaginary’ (28) of human rec-
iprocity. Such a ‘relational understanding of vulnerability shows 
that we are not altogether separable from the conditions that make 
our lives possible or impossible’ (46). If we consider the current 
refugee crisis also to be humanity’s crisis and remember ‘that we 
inhabit the world together in relations of interdependency’ (51), 
then this demands ‘global obligations’ that are ‘post-national in 
character … since populations at the border or crossing the border 
(stateless people, refugees) are included in the larger network of 
interrelationships implied by global obligations’ (47). Butler calls 
for ‘a thoroughly egalitarian approach to the preservation of life’ 
(56). She thus wants to contribute to ‘the formulation of a political 
imaginary of the radical equality of grievability’ (74), that is, of 
humanity. In Butler’s argument, this stance is descriptive, since 
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every life is grievable, and normative, since every life should be 
grievable (106). This radical ‘politics of equality’ (202) informs 
‘an egalitarian imaginary that apprehends the interdependency of 
lives [… and] in such a world, each life would deserve to be treated 
as the other’s equal’ (203). This normative thrust is indispensable 
to the exploration of what Evans and Bauman (2016) call ‘a new 
humanism for the 21st century’.

Such rethinking of the political is poignant. We want to consider 
ethics, too, in a broad sense, as a means of opening up and inviting 
in ideas that are not bound up in any particular school of thought. 
Geoffrey Galt Harpham answers the question ‘What is ethics?’ by 
taking us into ‘a history of debates’ (1995: 395), since ‘[a]rticulating 
perplexity … is what ethics is all about’ (395). To Harpham, ‘[e]thics 
is the arena in which the claims of otherness – the moral law, the 
human other, cultural norms, the Good-itself, etc. – are articulated 
and negotiated’ (394). Ethical inquiries ask two questions, pivoting 
on the ‘one indispensable word in ethics, ought’ (395): ‘How ought 
one to live?’ and ‘What ought I to do?’ (395). On this view, then, 
ethics is ‘where thought itself experiences an obligation to form 
a relation with its other’ (404). In Refugee Talk, we explore how 
cultural responses to the refugee crisis negotiate the otherness that 
the figure of the refugee conjures up concomitantly with the per-
plexity of how we ought to explore such responses, whether they 
take us into the arena of philosophy, media representations, art 
and activism or literary narratives. 

Inspired by Emmanuel Levinas’ comment that ‘ethics is an 
optics’ (1969: 23) and that ethics is ‘an orientation and an attitude’ 
(Madura in Oliver et al., 2019: 66), we also consider ethics in the 
all-encompassing sense of Simon Blackburn’s ‘ethical environ-
ment’ consisting of a ‘climate of ideas about how to live’ (2003: 1), 
with idea understood as ‘a tendency to accept routes of thought 
and feeling that we may not recognize in ourselves, or even be 
able to articulate’ (3). Such an ethical environment ‘shapes our 
emotional responses’ and ‘gives us … our standards of behaviour’ 
(1). As ‘ethical animals’ human beings ‘grade and evaluate … claim 
and justify’ (4) and that explains why ethics can be ‘disturbing’ (7). 
Still, an ethical investigation is needed, however uncomfortable it 
may prove to be considering the fact that in refugee debates, ethics 
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and politics tend to become separate domains. This book, then, is 
part of a larger ethical conversation, and although ethical conver-
sations can be disturbing and we might feel that it is a good idea 
to stop, Blackburn insists that ‘[s]ometimes we shouldn’t stop, and 
sometimes we cannot risk stopping’ (25). In this conversation we 
do not assume that refugees are a homogeneous group of people in 
the same state of precarity. Nor do we speak on behalf of, but rather 
about and with refugees. We are deliberately out of our comfort 
zone in the writing of this book, reaching out beyond our own dis-
cipline in conversation with academics, artists, activists, reporters 
and writers who work with refugee issues or who have refugee 
experiences. Samples from our extensive conversations are inte-
grated into the chapters as a conversational web, supplementing 
and challenging our own propositions – that is to say, our sug-
gestions and ideas, typically formulated as arguments pursued in 
the subsequent chapters on the notions of humanity, responsibility, 
solidarity, recognition and, indeed, hope. 

This conversational web traces a thinking-aloud process 
that does not intend to be conclusive, but rather tentative and 
thought-provoking. By assembling responses from significant par-
ticipants in the refugee debate, we wish to highlight  the dialogic 
nature of this book. We take our cue from Hannah Arendt’s elab-
oration on thinking aloud as a ‘quest for meaning’ that ‘demands a 
stop-and-think’ (1978: 78). Refugee Talk is such an extended stop-
and-think, where we wonder about what we really talk about when 
we talk about the refugee crisis. Thinking is a form of voiced con-
versation, between ourselves and with others, in the belief that the 
harvest of ideas to come from this will illuminate ‘refugee talk’. 
Thinking aloud can unfreeze frozen concepts, a metaphor Arendt 
uses to describe the potentially destructive effect of thinking (171, 
174): thinking is ‘dangerous’ (176) because the ‘quest for meaning 
… dissolves and examines anew all accepted doctrines and rules’ 
(176). Refugee Talk, then, is an inconclusive conversation about 
the ongoing refugee crisis. Lyndsey Stonebridge explains that for 
Arendt, ‘to think in dark times is not to retreat from the business 
of being human, but to discover new forms of humanity in 
dialogue with others’ (2017: 21). Conversation allows for recog-
nition of humanity across diversity and, arguably, is a good way of 
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learning to think, as Arendt was wont to say, without banisters. As 
her biographer Elisabeth Young-Bruehl suggests, Arendt’s moral 
philosophy is bound up in ‘the dialogic, communicative thinking 
she wished to practice and hoped would be widely practiced in 
times of crisis’ (2004: xxxi–xxxii). In the dark times of the ongoing 
refugee crisis such a practice is indispensable.

Zygmunt Bauman was also a proponent of the art of dialogue. 
As he argues: ‘Whatever methods or techniques may happen to be 
applied in the conversation aimed at understanding, need and tend 
to emerge – as well as to be renegotiated and revised – in the course 
of that conversation’ (2017: 115). This heightened understanding 
of the outcome of conversation is vital to how we think about the 
need to activate ethics, aesthetics and the political, broadly under-
stood, in the current refugee debate. In this context, we have to 
reflect on the notion of listening, since there can be no conver-
sation without listening. Karina Horsti has taken Tanja Dreher’s 
notion of ‘listening across difference’ into the arena of the current 
refugee crisis in a persuasive gesture. Listening across difference 
signals ‘a political process that is potentially difficult, conflictual 
and aimed at justice which sustains difference’ (Dreher, 2009: 448). 
Such ‘political listening’ needs ‘openness and receptivity’ based on 
a ‘shared responsibility to maintain connection and engagement’ 
(449). Thus, ‘the politics or ethics of “listening”’, Dreher posits, 
‘foregrounds interaction, exchange and interdependence’ (450). It 
is worth noting Horsti’s comment that ‘ethical listening’ demands 
an awareness in those who listen to, and thus bear witness to the 
plight of others, of their own ‘privileges and complicities’ while 
maintaining an ‘openness to recognizing the incompleteness 
and unsettledness that emerges in encounters across differences’ 
(Horsti, 2019: 126). We are mindful of this as we go forward in 
an attempt to maintain ‘a listening heart’ and ‘stand up for human 
solidarity, beyond all seeming borders of nationality and creed’, as 
Jonathan Wittenberg writes in ‘The Erased Person’s Tale’ (Herd 
and Pincus, 2019: 110). 

Finally, in Refugee Talk we align ourselves with what Edward Said 
labels ‘amateurism’ – ‘the desire to be moved [… by] unquenchable 
interest in the larger picture, in making connections across lines 
and barriers, in refusing to be tied down to a speciality, in caring 
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for ideas and values despite the restrictions of a profession’ (1994: 
57). In order to explore what we talk about when we talk about the 
refugee crisis we, too, are interested in ‘the larger picture’ and do not 
want our approach to be confined to our training as postcolonial 
literary scholars. As mentioned, we are concerned citizens as well 
as academics who worry that our profession fails to engage in the 
refugee crisis in a radically meaningful manner, either because of 
an embarrassment about privilege or because acting in solidarity is 
believed to involve an activist rather than academic agenda. Being 
concerned and worried, however, are strangely passive emotions. 
Working within the academy at a safe distance from the scenes 
of the refugee crisis, our engagement would seem of little value 
to people in crisis unless, that is, we give up on the ‘arm’s length’ 
principle that seems to hallmark conventional scholarship. And so, 
we give up on that expectation. Said’s amateur is somebody who 
breaks routine to move forward ‘into something much more lively 
and radical’ (62), a person who considers ‘that to be a thinking and 
concerned member of a society one is entitled to raise moral issues 
at the heart of even the most technical and professionalized activity 
as it involves one’s country, its power, its mode of interacting with 
its citizens as well as with other societies’ (61). We want this book 
to engage in what Said terms the act of ‘break[ing] down the ste-
reotypes and reductive categories that are so limiting to human 
thought and communication’ (x). Refugee Talk, then, comes from 
our combined perspectives of being actively engaged scholars and 
citizens. In this manner at least, it is the work of amateurs.




