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Abstract
In what ways has migration as a field of scholarship contributed to the discipline of International 
Relations (IR)? How can migration as a lived experience shed light on international politics as a 
field of interconnections? And how might migration as a political and analytical force compel IR to 
confront its privileged subjects? This article addresses these questions by focusing specifically on 
precarious migration from the Global South to the Global North. It shows how critical scholars 
refuse the suggestion that such migrations pose a ‘global challenge’ or problem to be resolved, 
considering instead how contemporary practices of governing migration effectively produce 
precarity for many people on the move. It also shows how critical works point to longer standing 
racialised dynamics of colonial violence within which such governing practices are embedded, to 
emphasise both the limitations of liberal humanitarianism as well as the problematic politics of ‘the 
human’ that this involves. By building on the insights of anti-racist, indigenous and postcolonial 
scholarship, critical scholars of migration are well placed to draw attention to the privileging of 
some subjects over others in the study and practice of international politics. The article argues 
that engaging IR while rejecting the orthodoxies on which the discipline is built remains critical 
for such works in order to advance understanding of the silences and violences of contemporary 
international politics.
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Introduction

In what ways has migration as a field of scholarship contributed to the discipline of 
International Relations (IR)? How can migration as a lived experience shed light on 
international politics as a field of interconnections? And how might migration as a 
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political and analytical force compel IR to confront its privileged subjects? This article 
addresses these questions by focusing specifically on precarious migration from the 
Global South to the Global North. Precarious migration has emerged as an issue of 
increasing concern over recent years in political and public debate, as well as in IR schol-
arship and the social sciences more broadly. The article explores precarious migration 
from a critical perspective, refusing its labelling as a ‘global challenge’ in light of the 
political dangers associated with the securitisation of migration. Drawing on works that 
address migration as a field of struggle rather than simply as a site of freedom and/or 
control, it highlights how critical scholars have focused on the ways in which precarity 
is produced through contemporary practices of governing migration. By exploring in 
particular those governing practices that are orientated towards preventing South-North 
migration, the article shows how critical scholars point to longer standing racialised 
dynamics of colonial violence within which such practices are embedded. It shows how 
such an emphasis is important both in emphasising the limitations of liberal humanitari-
anism as well as the problematic politics of ‘the human’ that it involves. By building on 
the insights of anti-racist, indigenous and postcolonial scholarship, critical scholars of 
migration are well placed to draw attention to the privileging of some subjects over oth-
ers in the study and practice of international politics. The article argues that engaging IR 
while rejecting the orthodoxies on which the discipline is built remains critical for such 
works in order to advance appreciation of the silences and violences of contemporary 
international politics.

Interconnections

As a discipline that has grown out of a concern with the relations between different col-
lectives on a global scale, questions of connectedness have long been important to 
International Relations (IR) (see the Introduction to this Special Issue1). Such intercon-
nections have been understood in a distinctive way through the discipline, namely as 
relations between states that embody the collective will of ‘the people’ and that thus 
entail a territorial form of sovereignty demanding non-interference on the part of other 
states.2 Kerem Nisancioglu describes this ‘orthodox’ conception as a historical abstrac-
tion, which structures many of the foundational debates within IR and which elides the 
role that colonial relations of mobility and immobility have played in the racialised con-
stitution of sovereignty.3 Indeed, it is this orthodox conception of sovereignty that many 
scholars of migration have sought to challenge over recent decades, in particular, through 
highlighting the exclusionary and contested nature of sovereign power manifest in vari-
ous bordering practices.4 By undertaking such work, such scholars have played a key 
role in advancing a critical trajectory of IR research that rejects conventional assump-
tions about the existence of discrete states and contained societies. They have problema-
tised both the nationalist worldview and the combative ethics that such assumptions 
implicate, as well as cosmopolitan alternatives that overlook histories of hostility and 
violence.5 Providing pioneering examples of scholarship that has engaged IR without 
remaining caught within its orthodoxies, migration scholars have thus contributed to the 
expansion of IR into a broad, diverse and inter- or transdisciplinary field of research. 
Such a field is increasingly appreciative of the ways in which interconnections across 
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territorial borders involve complex political configurations, which are run through with 
relations of power, authority and control.6

The importance of moving beyond the orthodoxies of IR is starkly evident if we con-
sider the complex and connected challenges that have emerged on the global scene over 
recent decades, and that are set to continue into the century ahead. It is not so much 
because population movements have accelerated and deepened their reach across multi-
ple regions that the perspectives of migration scholars are important in addressing these 
‘global challenges’. Rather, it is because migratory dynamics intersect with many con-
temporary challenges in ways that reflect longer standing inequalities of im/mobility. 
From climate change and environmental degradation, through technological advances 
and changing labour markets, to the exploitation and dispossession of various groups or 
communities across the world, migration as a lived experience and as an interdisciplinary 
field of scholarship connects with many of the key areas explored within this Special 
Issue. For example, if we consider the challenge of climate change and environmental 
degradation (see, for example, the article by Richard Beardsworth in this issue7), 
researchers within the field of migration have shown how such dynamics add to existing 
pressures in regions of major displacement, serving as primary or supplementary drivers 
of movement as people move in search of sustainable living conditions.8 Although envi-
ronmental disaster and longer term processes of environmental degradation often gener-
ate internal displacement rather than cross-border migration, scholars nevertheless 
suggest that climate change has an indirect – if not a direct – impact on international 
migration, and that this is set to continue and intensify over the coming years.9 What is 
notable here is that climate change is understood both as unequally experienced as well 
as intimately related to migration as a ‘global challenge’ itself. This lends itself an analy-
sis that is attuned to the interconnection of migration and environmental degradation as 
issues requiring action at an international scale.

Although migration can certainly be understood as a pressing cross-border matter that 
is connected to many of the concerns examined in the Special Issue, I nevertheless want 
to caution against an approach that conflates various political issues under the widely used 
umbrella term of ‘global challenges’. The articulation of migration as such over recent 
years has emerged in the context of highly securitised discourses and practices of border 
control,10 whereby people migrating without state authorisation have been engaged in 
exclusionary and racialised terms as a problem or ‘threat’ to host societies.11 Precarious 
migratory journeys and experiences certainly do present concerns that scholars in the 
interdisciplinary field of IR are well placed to shed light upon, not least because the vio-
lences experienced by people on the move often involve bordering practices that are 
embedded in the operations of sovereign power and that reflect inequalities that can be 
understood as international or global in nature. However, it is important to stress that 
migration is by no means a challenge in and of itself, whether to people on the move 
directly or to states and communities that seek to prevent new arrivals. Indeed, scholars of 
mobility have emphasised that migration is an inherent dimension of human life, which is 
perceived as problematic only within the context of particular political formations.12

From this perspective, Samid Suliman and his co-authors provide a different interpre-
tation of the connection between migration and climate change, to suggest that paying 
attention to ongoing dynamics of im/mobility facilitates an appreciation of the ‘forms of 
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loss that remain unaccounted for in global climate governance’.13 Focusing on the claims 
of indigenous Pacific islanders to both stasis and movement and showing how these are 
rendered invisible by ‘state-led and state-centric processes and debates about the “cli-
mate-migration nexus”’, they point to the need for ‘governance to countenance other 
ways of moving through a warming world’.14 What is significant here is that human 
mobility is not approached as aberrant to the norm of sedentary living or as a challenge 
to existing ways of life, but rather as a way of being that is heavily impacted by govern-
ing practices that reflect (and work to further embed) the sovereign orthodoxies of IR.

To take another example from this Special Issue, relations of exploitation and dispos-
session can also be seen as intersecting with migration through longer standing dynamics 
of unequal im/mobility (see the article by Amy Niang in this issue15). This point is high-
lighted by E. Tendayi Achiume, who suggests that contemporary migration needs to be 
understood as a response ‘to the asymmetrical . . . structure of co-dependence’, which 
was forged during the colonial period and which continues to structure global inequali-
ties today.16 It is this structure of co-dependence or interconnection that Darshan 
Vigneswaran highlights in his analysis of the ways in which migration control emerged 
from within colonial spaces before being imported to Europe, rather than having been 
created in Europe and transported ‘outwards’ (as orthodox narratives within IR imply).17 
In this context, international development does not provide a resolution to the ‘global 
challenge’ of migration, but instead further embeds IR’s orthodoxies by overlooking the 
constitutive role that colonial dynamics of im/mobility play in the ongoing formation of 
political relations.18 Indeed, this points to the ongoing significance of what Alexander 
Anievas, Nivandi Manchanda and Robbie Shilliam call the ‘global colour line’, which 
can be viewed in ‘arbitrary visa regimes, immigration controls and liberal modes of 
transnational incarceration’ and which serve as ‘testament to the institutionalisation of 
racism on a global scale’.19

What all this suggests is that migration scholarship has an important role to play both 
in unpacking the exclusionary dynamics through which governing practices produce 
‘global challenges’, as well as in highlighting the ways in which these are reflected in the 
starkly differentiated experiences of many of the phenomena examined in this Special 
Issue. If migration is to be engaged in relation to wider debates about various global chal-
lenges, it is thus appropriate to do so only if the emphasis is firmly on the ways in which 
various contemporary challenges are unequally and violently experienced in ways that 
reflect dynamics of a longer duration. This not only requires consideration of the ways in 
which racialised subjects are rendered precarious precisely through practices of govern-
ing global issues such as climate change, environmental degradation, dispossession and 
exploitation. It also requires consideration of how such subjects are rendered precarious 
through processes of racialisation that are embedded in the migratory experience itself. 
It is thus to the production of precarity, specifically through racialised (or racialising) 
practices of governing migration, that this article will now turn.

The production of precarity

Research on migration within IR and the related discipline of Politics has largely focused 
on the ways that states and international institutions respond to the phenomenon of 
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people crossing international borders.20 Such analyses are often situated in relation to 
macro-level perspectives on migration in different regions, and in relation to research on 
the causes and consequences of various forms of cross-border movement and its man-
agement.21 Indeed, such research has played a critical role in assessing political factors 
that impact on policy making,22 evaluating different theories of international migration23 
and assessing the ethics of migration and asylum policies.24 Migration has been exam-
ined in the context of development issues,25 labour issues,26 citizenship27 and forced 
migration,28 and has also been explored in the context of diverse regions.29 Yet despite 
this diversity of research on migration, what is notable is that many analyses within the 
field continue to privilege the role of the state in understanding cross-border movement. 
Even where critical of state practices, there is a risk of reinforcing the state – or interna-
tional organisations working within a state-centric framework – as the primary actors 
and powerholders in the context of migration politics.30 By contrast, a growing body of 
critical scholarship has addressed migration as a creative political force which power 
seeks to ‘capture’, thus engaging migration as a field of struggle rather than as a site of 
freedom and/or control.31 Such works are critical in displacing the analytical centrality 
and political privileging of state and institutional actors, highlighting instead the ways in 
which migration involves processes of negotiation in which people on the move play a 
constitutive role.32

The increasing appreciation of migration as a political force has been important in 
fostering critical work that emphasises the ways in which precarity is produced through 
contemporary practices of governing migration. For example, some scholars have 
focused on the ways in which this occurs through the extension of visa controls and car-
rier sanctions, which seek to prevent safe and legal migratory pathways for those seeking 
to escape situations of harm.33 Others have emphasised the importance of externalised 
border controls within so-called ‘transit states’, particularly those en route to the EU 
whereby policy developments have been increasingly orientated towards the prevention 
of South-North migration over recent years.34 The extension of migration controls 
beyond state borders is not unique to the EU, however, and is evident more widely in 
practices that attempt to ‘repel’ those who seek asylum from accessing safety in ‘rich 
democracies’.35 Drawing attention to the ways in which these practices perpetuate ine-
qualities and provoke dangers for people en route,36 critical scholars have shown how 
state governing authorities can become complicit with a smuggling ‘industry’ that capi-
talises on ‘clandestine’ journeys,37 while operating without adequate measures of 
accountability.38 Crucially, scholars of migration have emphasised the importance of 
understanding these developments as attempts at control, rather than as evidence of a 
form of total control.39 Such attempts have also been identified by scholars examining 
the digitalisation of border security, who draw attention to the ways in which the preven-
tion of unwanted arrivals has become increasingly ubiquitous based on distinctions 
between those travellers who are deemed to be ‘legitimate’ or ‘trusted’ and those who are 
not.40 While these governing practices by no means go unchallenged, they do perpetuate 
precarity for those attempting to flee various situations of harm, including environmental 
degradation, dispossession and exploitation, among others.

Significant work has been carried out by migration scholars to unpack the relations of 
power that are embedded in the production of precarity. Some have emphasised the role 
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of spectacular operations of sovereign power,41 while others have focused on more mun-
dane biopolitical operations that are designed to manage population movements.42 Some 
have emphasised the necropolitical drive to reduce migrating bodies to ‘disposable lives’ 
or a form of ‘death-in-life’,43 while others have focused on zoopolitical processes of 
animalisation that render people on the move as ‘less than human’.44 Such works are 
important because they provide opportunities to focus attention on the ways in which 
contemporary practices of governing migration produce precarity in exclusionary and 
racialised terms.45 In so doing, they highlight the multiple dimensions of violence that 
people experience during the migratory process. For example, Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 
explores the symbolic violence embedded in representations of migration during the 
2015 European ‘migration crisis’. Showing how these rely on ‘orientalist, Islamophobic 
and homonormative tropes’ that operate through a gender-religion-asylum nexus, she 
suggests that it is often women who are humanised as vulnerable and innocent victims, 
while Muslim men are often dehumanised en masse.46 Thom Davies, Arshad Isakjee and 
Surindar Dhesi focus attention on the material violence of racialised governing practices. 
In particular, they examine the physiological harms experienced by those living in Calais 
refugee camps, to suggest that these result from political inaction on the part of authori-
ties.47 Along similar lines, scholars have highlighted the ways in which people on the 
move experience physiological processes of material or ‘biophysical’ violence through 
their abandonment to the physical forces of deserts and seas during the migratory jour-
ney,48 while others have pointed to the ‘slow violence’ of everyday struggles to survive 
under punitive welfare systems.49 All these works point to the ways in which exclusion-
ary dynamics of power and violence are integral to the production of precarity.

While scholars in the field of migration have undertaken important work in unpack-
ing the ways in which precarity as a lived experience is produced through governing 
practices that involve exclusionary dynamics of power and violence, more work needs 
to be done in connecting these works to postcolonial and anti-racist analyses of the 
‘global colour line’.50 One way in which these connections are being developed within 
the broad field of IR is through the critical engagement of scholars of migration with the 
politics of humanitarianism. Moving beyond a critique of the securitisation of migra-
tion,51 those developing a critique of humanitarianism have questioned its effectiveness 
as an alternative to security-focused responses to migration.52 They have argued that 
humanitarianism and securitisation come together in producing precarity, particularly in 
situations of emergency or ‘crisis’ such as search and rescue (SAR) operations at sea.53 
Highlighting the intimate relationship between care and control,54 these works draw 
attention to the ways in which governing practices are implicated in the deaths of people 
they are designed to protect.55 Critically, they have also increasingly pointed to the inti-
mate relationship between colonial trajectories of governing and contemporary prac-
tices of migration management,56 and to the colonial hierarchies of race that are 
embedded in contemporary humanitarianism.57 As B.S. Chimni argues in his seminal 
critique of refugee studies, humanitarianism tends to reinforce racialised patterns of 
domination through a ‘myth of difference’.58 Critical migration scholars increasingly 
emphasise the limitations of humanitarianism as an answer to the problem of precarity, 
even while examining humanitarian politics as a contested field that is constituted 
through relations of solidarity as well as through relations of control.59 As we will see 
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in the next section, the engagement of critical migration scholarship with anti-racist, 
indigenous and postcolonial works is particularly important in exposing the problematic 
politics of ‘the human’ embedded both in liberal humanitarianism and in contemporary 
practices of governing migration at the ‘humanitarian border’.60

The politics of ‘the human’

Migration scholars have made significant contributions to the understanding of how 
humanitarianism is complicit both in the production of precarity as well as in the consti-
tution of ‘the human’ or ‘humanity’ in exclusionary terms.61 For example, Michel Agier 
highlights how humanitarian responses to refugees rely on a conception of humanity that 
is perceived in bounded and absolute terms as a singular identity, which is split only in 
relation to its ‘double’ as a ‘wounded, suffering, or dying humanity’.62 In other words, he 
suggests that a universalised politics of the human rests on an ‘other’ that is characterised 
by experiences of victimhood. For Agier, this ‘suffering double’ of humanity is used to 
justify a form of humanitarian government, in which the attempt to maintain order relies 
on the constitution of camps as spaces to administer emergency and suffering.63 The 
racialised and racialising dimensions of these humanitarian practices of care and control 
are directly highlighted in Liisa Malkki’s early work on Hutu refugees in Tanzania. Here, 
Malkki points to the ways in which images of ‘masses of black (male) bodies’ are inte-
gral to the portrayal of ‘a vision of humanity that repels elements that fail to fit into the 
logic of its framework’. This, she suggests, invokes a ‘particular variety of humanism’, 
or one which ‘humanises in a particular mode’.64 Malkki’s emphasis on the racial forma-
tion of liberal humanism and humanitarianism might be interpreted here in terms of the 
ways in which colonial trajectories are embedded in international politics as ‘a structure 
not an event’, to use Alissa Macoun and Elizabeth Strakosch’s terms.65 As Ida Danewid 
argues, contemporary migratory politics do not appear from nowhere, and need to be 
understood in relation to longer standing encounters that have been ‘created through 
more than 500 years of empire, colonial conquest and slavery’.66 It is precisely in draw-
ing attention to these dynamics that migration scholars challenge some of the orthodox-
ies on which the discipline of IR rests.

While not all critical migration scholars engage a structural reading of colonialism, 
many have pointed to the ways in which the ongoing legacies or resonating dynamics of 
colonialism are crucial in understanding racialised governing practices during the ‘post-
colonial present’.67 As Thom Davies and Arshad Isakjee suggest, ‘a postcolonial lens 
allows modern imperial forms of subjugation to become strikingly visible’, and shows 
how ‘the racial othering that sustains national borders correlates to the logics and lega-
cies of empire’.68 Lucy Mayblin draws on Sylvia Wynter and other scholars from the 
Global South in order to show how a gendered civilisational conception of ‘man’ informs 
human rights as an exclusionary category.69 Indeed, there are important overlaps here 
with the critical work of Black feminist scholars, many of whom focus on the ways in 
which ‘the human’ is structured through a colonial register. Katherine McKittrick shows 
how a plantation logic leads to a situation whereby ‘[white colonial] Man’s human others 
(the them of the us and them) naturally occupy dead and dying regions as they are cast 
as the jobless underclasses whose members are made to function as our “waste products” 
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in our contemporary global world’.70 This is a point to which Mimi Sheller points in her 
analysis of the co-constitution of mobility and immobility across various phases of the 
colonial project, in which she draws on Sara Ahmed’s pioneering work to suggest that 
the mobility of some usually comes at the expense of the immobility of others.71 Lisa 
Lowe directly attributes a colonial logic to the formation of modern liberalism, which 
she describes as having ‘defined the “human” and universalised its attributes to European 
man’ at the same time as it ‘differentiated populations in the colonies as less than 
human’.72 Similarly to McKittrick’s analysis of the plantation, Lowe here points to the 
ways in which race as a marker of colonial difference ‘is an enduring reminder of the 
processes through which the human is universalised and freed by liberal forms, while the 
peoples who create the conditions of possibility for that freedom are assimilated or for-
gotten’.73 It is on the basis of the related positionalities of immigrants, slaves and inden-
tured labourers that Lowe argues an analysis of migration needs to be examined in 
relation to studies of slavery.

These various critiques of the politics of ‘the human’ point to the intimate relationship 
between im/mobility and the production of racialised subjects under conditions of endur-
ing colonial dynamics. In this context, questions arise about whether the ‘violences and 
exclusions of humanism’s normative emergence and trajectory’ render it defunct, or 
whether a ‘politics of the human’ can be renewed in terms that enable us ‘to govern our 
existence together’.74 In raising this question, Wendy Brown engages with critiques of 
liberal humanism that emerge from another angle, namely ‘posthumanist’ or more-than-
human approaches that are sometimes referred to under the broad term ‘new material-
isms’.75 Juanita Sundberg has highlighted the ways in which these approaches can play 
an important role in contesting ‘dualist constructions of nature and culture’ to show how 
‘a multiplicity of beings cast as human and non-human – people, plants, animals, ener-
gies, technological objects – participate in the coproduction of socio-political collec-
tives’.76 Indeed, Sundberg herself has emphasised the more-than-human dimensions of 
contemporary bordering practices, drawing attention to the relationship between the 
land, human and nonhuman interactions to highlight the impossibility of full human 
control in situations of border crossing.77 Her work is crucial here, because it highlights 
the limits of what Wendy Brown refers to as ‘the foundational humanist idea’, that 
‘humans make their own meanings, histories and worlds, that humans are a fundamental 
(though not necessarily exclusive) agency in their universe and that humans, rather than 
God, are the proper centre of their own political and cultural universe’.78

While such insights have been taken up to further problematise the politics of ‘the 
human’ from within the field of migration specifically,79 these are also concerns span-
ning debates within IR more broadly (see the articles by Audra Mitchell and Aadita 
Chaudhury and by Mustapha Kamal Pasha in this issue80). It is here that scholarship in 
the field of indigenous studies plays an important role in problematising the violence and 
exclusions integral to liberal humanism, and in uncovering alternative conceptions of 
‘the human’ that work against the racialised anthropocentrism that this involves. In his 
discussion of the work of the Brazilian anthropologist, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, Peter 
Skafish emphasises the importance of diverse perspectives that draw out ‘coordinates, 
values, suppositions and truths’ that ‘throw our own into disarray’.81 Viveiros de Castro’s 
research focuses on Amerindian or Amazonian ways of life. Here, people qualify as such 
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whether they are understood to be human or not, because nonhumans are simply viewed 
as persons who are not human. Nonhuman sentient lifeforms, Skafish elaborates, are 
‘distinct from “human” humans not from lacking consciousness, language and culture – 
these they have abundantly – but because their bodies are different . . . endow[ing] them 
with a specific subjective – “cultural” perspective’.82 While distinctions between humans 
and nonhumans continue to resonate in the language adopted here and while questions 
might be raised about the limitations of a focus on cultural difference, what Skafish 
importantly emphasises is that an Amazonian way of being is appreciative of ‘the theo-
retical imaginations of all peoples’ and as such provides the means for a ‘permanent 
decolonisation of thought’.83 The significance of this for the purposes of this article lies 
in the potential that such a perspective holds for a rejection of the privileging of human 
life over nonhuman life, as well as the privileging of some humans over others. As we 
will see in the final section of this article, a concern with engaging the theoretical imagi-
nations of diverse peoples has been a critical move within migration scholarship, albeit 
in terms that (often necessarily) remain human-focused.

Juanita Sundberg has also pointed to the importance of indigenous perspectives in 
disrupting the dominance of Anglo-American and Eurocentric forms of knowledge pro-
duction, whether in a humanist or a posthumanist register.84 Nevertheless, a cautionary 
note needs to be raised here in order that attempts at the ‘decolonisation of thought’ do 
not ‘continue to reproduce the white supremacy of the academy’.85 Drawing inspiration 
from Sundberg’s reflections on her own discomfort about the ways in which debates sur-
rounding posthumanism involve the erasure indigenous epistemes, the indigenous 
scholar Zoe Todd points to the dangers of an ‘ontological turn’ that remains complicit 
with colonial legacies and that rests on the exploitation of indigenous peoples. Rather 
than carelessly excavating indigenous forms of knowledge for the purposes of academic 
advancement, she suggests the need for an engagement with indigenous scholarship in 
terms that destabilise dominant frameworks of knowledge along with the exclusionary 
politics through which they are constructed. For research engaging IR without accepting 
its orthodoxies, this does not only mean acknowledging those thinkers and forms of 
knowledge production that have been erased and silenced within the academy.86 Nor 
does it solely demand a rejection of orthodox interpretations of core IR concepts such as 
sovereignty.87 In addition, it also requires the rejection of a conception of ‘the human’ 
that is grounded in colonial dynamics.88 In this sense, scholars of migration engaging 
with the discipline of IR can learn much from anti-racist, indigenous and postcolonial 
scholars who consider ‘what different modalities of the human come to light if we do not 
take the liberal humanist figure of man as the master-subject but focus on how humanity 
has been imagined and lived by those subjects excluded from this domain’.89 The ques-
tion of what role migration scholars might play in this task forms the focus of the final 
section of this article.

Confronting the privileged subjects of IR

Thus far, this article has shown how critical migration scholars have contributed to a 
broad interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary field of scholarship, in which the discipline 
of IR is engaged on the basis of a rejection of its core assumptions. In particular, the 
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article has emphasised the importance of scholarship that critically challenges orthodox 
conceptions of sovereignty and sovereign power, especially those that draw attention to 
the problematic erasure of their ongoing implication in racialised forms of colonial vio-
lence. It has also suggested that migration as a lived experience sheds critical light on 
international politics as a field of interconnections, specifically by offering a powerful 
lens through which to highlight the unequal experience of various ‘global challenges’. 
The discussion has focused on migratory experiences of climate change, exploitation and 
dispossession to show how precarity is a produced condition that is unevenly experi-
enced by those racialised in complex ways, whether as ‘masses of black (male) bodies’ 
(to use Liisa Malkki’s terms) or as ‘“waste products” in our contemporary global world’ 
(to use Katherine McKittrick’s). Exploring the problematic politics of ‘the human’ that 
are embedded in liberal humanism, humanitarianism and contemporary practices of gov-
erning migration, the article has thus stressed the importance of engaging anti-racist, 
indigenous and postcolonial scholarship to emphasise the constitutive role that im/mobil-
ity has played – and continues to play – in the racialised formation of political relations 
over time. In this section, I want to go further to consider how critical migration scholar-
ship can further challenge IR’s privileging of some subjects over others, specifically with 
reference to research carried out during 2015–2016 on precarious migration across the 
Mediterranean.90

As indicated earlier, critical migration scholars have increasingly sought to displace 
the analytical centrality and political privileging of state and institutional actors, instead 
exploring how people on the move play a constitutive role in migratory politics. This is 
important because such an approach goes beyond the critical analysis of practices of 
governing migration, to also consider the contestations, resistances or what Alexander G. 
Weheliye calls the ‘living enfleshments’ through which such practices are disfigured.91 
This understanding of migratory politics as a field of struggle is hinted at in Agier’s con-
sideration of the refugee as humanity’s ‘suffering double’, discussed in the previous 
section. On the one hand, Agier highlights how this suffering double represents the 
demand for a form of humanitarian government, which attempts to maintain order 
through the formation of camps as spaces to administer emergency and suffering.92 Yet, 
on the other hand, Agier also points to the importance of ‘the refugee who will not play 
his [sic] assigned role, who no longer stays in his [sic] place, who does not keep silent’. 
It is in this context that he points to the importance of migration scholars making a 
‘political choice . . . in the construction of the object of research’, in particular, through 
paying attention to the refugee who does not ‘stay in place’ and ‘keep silent’ in the face 
of violence and exclusion.93 For Agier, the research process itself can thus play an impor-
tant role in challenging a form of humanitarianism that involves a politics of ‘the human’ 
or ‘humanity’ in which refugees are treated as ‘a human “waste” that has no voice and no 
place in this world’.94 It is precisely this kind of politico-methodological decision that 
some critical migration scholars have taken over recent years.

Heather L. Johnson’s research on refugees is an excellent example of this mode of 
critical migration scholarship. She addresses people on the move as ‘autonomous and 
creative subjects’ who play a role as authors of the migratory process in their own right, 
rather than at the invitation of others.95 What Johnson’s work thus represents is a rejec-
tion of ‘the division between elite and marginalised, the powerful who frame and 
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sustain the dominant narrative, and the subaltern, who are silenced within it’.96 I suggest 
that this approach might be interpreted as one that seeks to move away from an extrac-
tive approach to knowledge production, towards a participatory or co-productive one.97 
Such a shift is important, precisely because it seeks to counter a situation whereby those 
subjects who have been silenced in wider political and public debates are in turn silenced 
through the research process. Rather than representing people on the move as passive 
victims who await intervention by others,98 critical scholars of migration increasingly 
engage those who are reduced to objects of research as protagonists in their own right.99 
Instead of ‘giving voice’ to the disempowered or those otherwise perceived to be politi-
cally deficient, such works focus on the politics of ‘taking not waiting’ that emerge 
through migratory struggles over im/mobility.100 It is in this regard that critical scholars 
of migration are particularly well placed to challenge the privileging of some subjects 
over others in international politics. Indeed, an important body of ‘militant’ research 
seeks precisely to challenge the power asymmetries that render migrants as objects of 
investigation through ‘destabilis[ing] the binaries of the researcher and researched’.101 
By problematising the dynamics of power and violence through which practices of 
governing migration privilege the sovereign state, institutionalised bodies operating in 
state-centric terms, and ‘the people’ who are racialised according to enduring colonial 
norms of Whiteness in postcolonial European or ‘Western’ states, many critical migra-
tion scholars precisely seek to reject the orthodox assumptions on which such privileges 
are built. In so doing, they play an important role in uncovering and amplifying the 
violences and silences of contemporary international politics as well as of IR as a disci-
pline itself.

To be clear, what I am not suggesting here is that critical migration scholars play an 
important role in compelling IR to confront its privileged subjects due to superior knowl-
edge or insights. Nor am I suggesting that the field of critical migration studies is an ideal 
to aim for, escaping the academic tendencies towards White supremacy and epistemic 
violence that anti-racist, indigenous and postcolonial scholars highlight as problematic. 
This is clearly not the case, despite the importance of examples of autoethnographic 
work within the field.102 Rather, what I want to suggest is that migration scholarship is 
particularly important as a critical field of research both in highlighting the constitutive 
role that racialised dynamics of im/mobility play in the historical and contemporary for-
mation of international politics, as well as in compelling IR to confront its privileged 
subjects. This is the case, I argue, precisely because migration plays an important role as 
a political and analytical force that forces us to confront the colonial dynamics that 
remain embedded within IR, academia and international politics more widely. Such a 
confrontation is evident, for example, in the testimony of a woman migrating to Italy 
from Nigeria who rejects the inequalities of our postcolonial present by claiming the 
right to migrate: ‘You are free to go to Nigeria, there is your choice. So your push allows 
us enter Italy freely without no problem, that is what we want’.103 It is also evident in the 
testimony of a man migrating to Istanbul from Iraq, who asks,

Am I not human? Anything that is useless, gets thrown out. When I see that I’m useless in my 
country, useless in Europe, useless in other countries, then who am I? A hidden pronoun? In the 
Arabic language we call it a hidden pronoun. An invisible subject.104
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Migration scholarship, to put it another way, is a field of research that demands a 
confrontation with privilege, whether we like it or not. That is, we have a choice as to 
whether we listen to claims advanced by people migrating when we speak with them, 
and we also have a choice as to how we engage such claims. For example, what do we do 
when someone challenges us as to who benefits from the research: ‘you benefit from this 
information and this evidence’?105 Do we perceive such a claim as an inconsequential 
statement that is irrelevant to our analysis? Do we view it as a ‘threat’ that undermines or 
misunderstands our normative or moral commitments? Or might we address such a claim 
as reference to a shared struggle? Certainly, those with the resources to reflect on these 
matters have significant privileges that cannot be overlooked. The criticality of migra-
tion research can thus neither be taken lightly nor for granted, due to the ongoing ine-
qualities and dynamics of power and violence that constitute our interconnected lives.106 
Nevertheless, listening to the claims of people on the move and engaging those with 
whom we speak as companions and allies can potentially contribute towards wider 
efforts to ‘decolonise the university’.107 This is not to overlook that research on migration 
from within the White Western academy is a ‘fraught’ process.108 It is precisely this 
fraught process that demands care is taken not to perpetuate patterns of knowledge pro-
duction and ownership that extend the colonial legacies of our postcolonial present. The 
political economy of research funding in this regard also needs critical attention, in order 
that the ongoing silences and violences of international politics – along with IR’s impli-
cation within them – can also be rejected.

Conclusion

Alexander Anievas, Nivandi Manchanda and Robbie Shilliam suggest that IR can play a 
distinctive role within academia, in order ‘to facilitate examination of the link between 
race as a structuring principle and the transnational processes of accumulation, disposses-
sion, violence and struggle that emerge in its wake’.109 In this article, I have made the sug-
gestion that critical migration scholarship can also play a distinctive role within IR, 
specifically by exposing the discipline’s grounding in ‘racial sovereignty’ and forms of 
power, violence and inequality that characterise our ‘postcolonial present’.110 It can do so, 
I have argued, both by highlighting the centrality of (post) colonial dynamics of im/mobil-
ity to the historical and contemporary formation of international politics, as well as by 
compelling us to confront the privileged subjects of IR to which such racialised formations 
give rise. Focusing in particular on precarious migration from the Global South to the 
Global North as an area of research as well as a lived experience, I have emphasised the 
ways in which precarity is produced through practices of governing migration that assume 
migration to be a ‘global challenge’ or problem to be resolved. I have suggested that such 
practices involve a problematic politics of ‘the human’ that are embedded in humanitarian-
ism and liberal humanism more broadly, and I have pointed to the importance of anti-rac-
ist, indigenous and postcolonial scholarship in drawing attention to the privileging of some 
subjects over others in the study and practice of international politics.

Migration as a field of critical scholarship, I argue, can contribute to overturning IR’s 
disciplinary orthodoxies by rejecting the silences and violences of international politics, 
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while opening the field to the possibility of ‘different modalities of the human’.111 
Specifically, it can do so by engaging migration as a lived experience that sheds light on 
the unequal experience of various ‘global challenges’, in so doing engaging people on 
the move not as objects of knowledge extraction but as ‘authors’ in their own right.112 As 
a political and analytical force, migration compels scholars such as myself to confront 
the privileges of researching from within the White Western academy, just as engaging 
with people migrating in precarious conditions demands politico-methodological choices 
that compels IR to confront its privileged subjects. This article has focused in particular 
on the ways in which critical migration scholarship can contribute to the rejection of 
racialised relations of power, violence and inequality, which are embedded within colo-
nial dynamics of a longer duration. This is not to accept race as a category of analysis,113 
nor is it to overlook forms of inequality or exclusion that run along lines such as gender 
and class. Rather, it is to acknowledge the critical insights of an intersectional approach 
that highlights the violence of erasing an analysis of colonial histories and racialised 
dynamics of exclusion.114

The article has also gone further to hint at the ways in which racialised forms of exclu-
sion are resonant with anthropocentric forms of exclusion, as (post)colonial forms of 
mastery extend their reach across people, places and things.115 Despite this, there have 
been significant limits in the engagement of a more-than-human critique within migra-
tion scholarship to date, which is perhaps a reflection of concerns about the failure of 
many ‘posthumanist’ approaches to fully address the all-too-human inequalities and 
ongoing forms of racialised violence integral to the field. Nevertheless, a growing body 
of work influenced by Science and Technology Studies explores the ways in which 
assemblages of human and nonhuman ‘actants’ constitute contemporary practices of 
governing migration.116 These works have the potential to open up new insights into the 
postcolonial formation of such assemblages, and to consider how anti-racist, indigenous 
and postcolonial insights surrounding ‘the human’ can be engaged in the analysis of 
migratory experiences and practices of governing migration. The politics of ‘the human’ 
is a rich and contested field of study in its own right, to which critical migration scholar-
ship as well as scholarship engaging the broad interdisciplinary field of IR can contrib-
ute, and from which such works can also draw important insights. Indeed, I argue that 
this remains a critical dimension of the broader effort to reject the very orthodoxies on 
which the discipline of IR is built.
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