
„This stimulates one part of the brain that gives you the most beautiful feelings 
that you can get – that I´m a human. And this I human you want all the time, 

constantly, you won´t have a limit” (Saman)  
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Transforming humanitarianism 

• Neoliberal economic reforms in the 

post-Cold war climate  downsizing 

the role of the state in the provision of 

social services  expansion of the non 

profit sector (see Rose 1996, Kamat

2004, Evans/Richmond/Shields 2005) 

• Donor policies became more restrictive 

from1990s onwards: 

• Accountability of NGOs; 

• Rationalization of aid 

distribution; 

• Standardization of 

humanitarian work (see 

Barnett 2005, 2011) 

• Politicization of aid (Duffield 2012) 

• Development of humanitarian business 

(Weiss 2013) 

• Managerial system of aid overpowering 

the ethos of „help” – corporate

humanitarianism

Professionalizing compassion as 

affective labor 

• Research participants – employees and 

volunteers of humanitarian organizations 

• Focus on the „self”: 

o self-identification

o self-valuation

o self-protection 

„And so, there somewhere, on a personal 

level, there was this beautiful exchange 

where I felt valued, seen as a person, as a 

human being. What I have to offer, what I 

was usually giving and what hasn´t been 

seen, it certainly found its place in these 

moments” (Vinka) 

• „Emotional” vs. „rational” 

apprehension of aid work:

„This brings such a big feeling of satisfaction, 

self-satisfaction, pleasure – that I did 

something good – that you become addicted. 

It´s very important that we don´t ask 

someone to worship us, to look at us like 

heroes, to be grateful. We just want respect 

because we do our job well” (Saman) 

Managing the risk of burnout, secondary 

trauma, PTSD and compassion fatigue 

within the discourse of professional 

humanitarianism: 

• Building resilience

• Therapeutic care of the self (see Duffield

2012)

• Affect management (Mazzarela 2009 in

Malkki 2015) 

The habitus of professional humanitarian 

incorporates the ability to manage 

impressions and risks of the affective 

humanitarian workscape while the process of 

investing the effort to accomplish the right 

balance between emotional and rational 

spheres of aid work can be understood as 

affective labor (Hardt 1999). 

Affective labor within the humanitarian workscape

Humanitarian workscape of the 

refugee camp in Slavonski Brod

• Mass refugee transit through the „Balkan 

corridor” in 2015 and 2016 – establishment 

of the Winter Transit-Reception Centre

• Impact of the international aid in the local 

context: 

o Slavonski Brod has been facing 

deindustrialization since the war in 

the 1990s and increased labor 

emigration since Croatia´s 

accession into the EU 

o The camp had up to 300 aid 

workers daily 

o The binary between international 

professionals as 

„transnationalized middle-class 

experts” (Escobar 2016) and the 

local workforce as the 

„subordinate aid professionals” 

(Pascucci 2018) 

• Competition and rivalry between 

humanitarian organizations – struggle over 

the possession of different capitals (see 

Stubbs 2001): 

„We work on the same project, and have a 

common goal, but never mind – we wear 

different t-shirts, different colors, and we won´t 

share everything with others” (Anita) 

„I remember, when I would go to the field, my 

goal was to give water, but my goal was also 

to find out what was going on. Someone, who 

only wanted to give water at that moment, and 

saw me not doing that, would hold it against 

me” (Tea) 


