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Introduction to the Dossier 2025
“Post-Humanism and Social Work? Empirical and
Theoretical Explorations”

1 Introduction
When we wrote the call for contributions for this thematic dossier, we were
excited about the perspectives that opened when thinking with and through
post-human concepts. We experienced this in our own research on “Social work
in Swiss Prisons”.! In this project, we conceptualised prisons and social work as
a profession within the prison in post-human terms, transforming our under-
standing of what social work can be and what is entangled within its practices.

Socialworkasapractice centred on theinteraction of professionals with
service users moved radically to a notion of an assemblage (Deleuze & Guattari,
1987) that also includes the non-human: materialities such as office spaces, com-
puters and numerous digital and paper files, as well as often overlooked items
such as notebooks, pencils or screens. Social work practice is also entangled with
immaterial elements, including atmospheres, affects and emotions.

At the same time, while conducting our research, we also felt that the
debate in social work, and in particular in Switzerland, was rather reserved
in taking up our invitation to think about professional practice and the disci-
pline from a novel onto-epistemological (Barad, 2007) perspective. The call was
therefore meant to open a space for exploration and critical discussion around
theoretical and empirical questions related to researching social work in post-
human terms. Unfortunately, our enthusiasm did not resonate as we expected,
and we onlyreceived very few signs of interest. At the end, only two articles have
made it into the thematic issue, one being our own contribution.

Therefore, this introduction serves a dual purpose. On the one hand,
it will provide a framework and a reflection on the two articles in the thematic
issue. On the other hand, the question remains why there were not more con-
tributions and what this means for social work and its involvement with post-
human thinking. The theoretical debates around post-humanism, new materi-
alism, more-than-human theories, science and technology studies or feminist
studies are not new and are readily taken up in the social sciences, such as geog-
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raphy, social anthropology or sociology. As social work research draws much
inspiration from other social sciences, the question remains: why has post-
human thinking—to use post-human as an umbrella term for the broader
debate—not gained more recognition in social work research?

In this introduction, there is a need to lay the ground by provid-
ing a picture of existing contributions in social work research that draw on
post-human thinking. With an international perspective, there is a body of lit-
erature worth examining that provides inspiration for theoretical and empiri-
cal research and seeks to bridge research and theory to the professional field of
social work practice. Second, as both contributions represent very different per-
spectives on post-human research, they also offer clues to why it seems so hard
to think in post-human terms in social work research, or, put differently, why
it seems inadequate to frame social work research in post-human terms. The
article by Alexander Brunner provides a critical assessment of the usefulness
and theoretical aptitude of post-human thinking for social work research. The
article by Martin Bohnel, Julia Emprechtinger and Marina Richter presents an
empirical exploration of atmospheres as immaterial “things” that emerge from
human and non-human entanglements in the context of social work in prisons.
Finally, the lastsection focuses on the difficulty of adventuring into post-human
thinking when conducting research in and on social work.

Debates on Social Work and Post-Humanism
Although impulses from post-human, new materialist and other theoretical
debates that developed from post-structuralist thinking—often grounded in
Deleuzian philosophy, feminism or science and technology studies (STS)—are
not new to social work research, the debate remains scattered. A cornerstone
in this debate was definitely the edited volume by Vivienne Bozalek and Bob
Pease, Post-Anthropocentric Social Work, published in 2021. In this book, the dif-
ferent authors draw on major insights from various “post”-theories to critically
assess research, theory-building and practice in social work. They address the
problematic notion of the centrality of “man” in humanist thought and argue
that this anthropocentrism remains prevalent in social work thinking. “What
isless acknowledged in social work, however, is how the dominant understand-
ing of humanism is predicated on an individualist and western concept of ‘man’
and also disconnects humans from the natural environment” (Bozalek & Pease,
2021, p.34).

From thisinitial movementof decentring the humanin thinkingabout
social work and what it means to think beyond the human in social work (Webb,
2021a), several other topics are developed throughout the book. One important
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strand of inspiration draws on feminist and eco-feminist thinking. Conceptu-
alising social work in the Anthropocene requires thinking of social problems
as related to ecologies, materialities and planetary dimensions (Noble, 2021).
Another important source of inspiration comes from indigenous perspectives.
The argument goes beyond questioning the historical implications of colonial
foundations of social work. Rather, indigenous perspectives are included as
inspiration for thinking about our world and our relations with and in the world
in alternative cosmologies (Woods & Hélscher, 2021).

The debate has taken hold and grown, particularly in edited volumes
such as The Body Politics of Glocal Social Work: Essays on the Post-Anthropocen-
tric Condition (Livholts, 2023) or The Routledge Handbook of International Crit-
ical Social Work: New Perspectives and Agendas (Webb, 2023). The first uses cre-
ative writing as a form to explore body politics and the entanglement of social
work with materiality. As the author notes, “each post-anthropocentric essay
has been written as an offer to the reader to re-think what social work can
become, suggesting that glocality, a fusion of local and global, marks a future
condition that paves the way for a post-anthropocentric worldview” (p.2). The
latter focuses on critical social work and includes a section on post-humanism,
pandemics and the environment. Post-humanism as a theoretical perspective
to inform social work thinking and practice, as well as social work becoming
increasingly entangled with questions of the environment and environmental
justice. Both are acknowledged as important contributions to critical thinking
in social work.

That post-humanism has become a source of inspiration for research-
ers in and on social work is also evident on the institutional side in networks
such as the special interest group (SIG) Social Work and the More-than-Human
of the European Social Work Research Association. The SIG has, for instance,
edited a special issue to be published in 2026 in the journal Ethics & Social Wel-
fare on more-than-human ethics in social work.

From our point of view, post-human theories are less about offering
solutions for current crises and even less about proposing a new order. They
rather offer alternative and, given the entanglement between humans, animals
and nature, contemporary perspectives for conceptualising the world we live in.
In this sense, they invite to conduct research and conceive professional prac-
tice differently. The debates are, therefore, inspiring but far from homogeneous.
Although this can be seen as problematic, it can also be an invitation to explore
and seek new paths to enlarge our ways of knowing, of engaging with the world
and of communicating about the world. We have identified two conceptual cor-
nerstones of post-humanist thinking that we believe have the potential to inspire
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social work research and practice in the future: Barad’s theory of agential realism
and care ethics as developed by Tronto and later by Puig de la Bellacasa.

Agential Realism

Karen Barad’s theory of agential realism (Barad, 2007) draws on Niels Bohr’s
philosophy of physics, which was influential for quantum theory. She explores
how quantum physics not only expanded physics into the infinitesimally small
world of quantum particles but also profoundly changed the epistemology of
physical experimental research. In an experiment, Bohr imagined—it was later
realised in laboratory conditions—that light behaved according to the condi-
tions of the experiment. If the setting was designed to show the particle nature
of light, it produced a scatter pattern on the screen that testifies to that nature.
But if the setting was designed to show the wave-like nature of light, then there
would be an interference pattern, as with waves. In short, Bohr’s conclusion was
that the testing is never independent from the apparatus, and thus “we are part
of the nature we seek to understand” (Barad, 2007, p.67).

Being part of the world we seek to understand is what Barad concep-
tualises as entanglement. This means that what we would, in the humanist tra-
dition, separate into subjects (humans) and objects (non-humans, materiali-
ties, “things”), giving the former the power of action and the latter the effect of
beingacted upon, isrelated in and through this specific situation. Relatedness is
therefore constitutive for such entanglements. Reality becomes something that
is not there to be researched or acted upon, but rather it is made of the relations
between different things. As Barad states, “reality is not composed of things-in-
themselves or things-behind-phenomena but things-in-phenomena” (Barad,
2003, p.817). The elements of such an entanglement are related through separa-
tion, conceptualised as cutting-together-apart (Barad, 2014, p. 176). Neither the
entanglements are unities nor the elements; rather, the elements together pro-
duce through their relatedness the entanglement. This also means that differ-
ences between elements are not erased, “on the contrary, entangling entails dif-
ferentiatings, differentiatings entail entanglings” (Barad, 2003, p.817).

For social work, this could open a path to thinking beyond humanist
notions of agency, subjectivity and planning (see also the in-a-nutshell intro-
ductions by Bozalek, 2023; Webb, 2021a, 2021b). The relationship between the
beneficiary and the professional would have to be reframed (Richter, 2023).
“Case work notes, risk assessments and support plans would have to be rewrit-
ten” (Webb, 20214, p.64). Ifwe conceive of beneficiaries and professionals entan-
gledin counselling and co-constructing the case, we acknowledge that the work
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performed emerges from the specific entanglement. We further acknowledge
that beneficiaries and professionals cannot be separated in this process and
that both are cut-together-apart in making the situation and its possible devel-
opments emerge. This also has a profound impact on the underlying notion of
planning in social work. “Fields of entanglement also provide a point of critique
for social work’s emphasis on linearity and planning. Social work is bound up
with idea of directionality” (Webb, 2021b, p.22). And, most importantly, social
work is grounded in the notion that individuals are responsible for their situa-
tion and for possible paths to a better future. Imagining subjects not as individ-
uals but as entangled with professionals in the sense of making kin—to borrow
the notion from Donna Haraway (Haraway, 2016)—underscores the potential of
arelational perspective (Ife, 2021).

Care Ethics
Care ethics are not new to social work research and practice. At the same time,
the debate about care ethics has developed and grown in light of post-human
theoretical thinking. When Fisher and Tronto proposed in 1990 a definition of
care, they stated that care is “a species activity that includes everything that we
do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we canlive in itas well as
possible. That world includes our bodies, ourselves, and our environment, all of
whichwe seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustainingweb” (Fisher & Tronto,
1990, p.40). There are many threads we can untangle from this definitional web
that link to post-human thinking. These threads extend the definition beyond
anarrow view of care thatlimits it to often unpaid female work within the family.
Afirst thread extends care to a species activity that addresses humans
asone among many species and thatunderlines our being with this world, rather
than in it. “Nothing comes without its world” (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2012, p.197),
and therefore it is important, if we want to care, to care not only about humans
butalso about the world, including all the human and more-than-human, mate-
rial and immaterial “things” that make this world. Care becomes a material
activity, and matter becomes a matter of care, as Puig de la Bellacasa argues
(Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017). Care is then not reduced to a moral stance; rather,
it is a practical activity as “it involves affective, ethical, and hands-on agencies
of practical and material consequence” (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017, p.4). At the
same time, and this could be a second thread, care is about trying, about doing
“aswell as possible”. It does not imply a moral imperative or an absolute stance;
itis about giving space to maintain and repair our world and letting potentiali-
ties emerge to provide a liveable world for all of us. The last thread is about relat-
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ing, aboutinterweaving to make this world a “life-sustaining web”. The relation-
ality of this world is both the source and the resource for our caring activities,
and itis, at the same time, the entanglement we need to care about.

Social work research has found inspiration in such an understanding
of care. Bozalek and Holscher take a multispecies encounter as a starting point
to propose “becoming octopus” to increase our awareness and connectedness
to and of the world. “A highly attentive creature, octopuses use their sensory
capacities to deeply attune to their surrounds” (Bozalek & Hélscher, 2023, p. 1).
The authors show how social work ethics could be reconfigured as a way of sens-
ing that goes beyond subject/object and that relates to curiosity, attentiveness
and response-ability. In an article on post-human care ethics in prison social
work, we have woven together care ethics with Barad’s notion of the agential cut
(Emprechtinger & Richter, 2025). We have argued for a perspective on relation-
ality and transformativity in the context of prison social work that allows for the
co-construction of unforeseen paths for incarcerated people.

Contributions to the Thematic Dossier

Against the backdrop of these two cornerstones of post-humanist thinking, and
while showing how social workresearch and practice could be inspired by them,
letus turn to the articles that make up this thematic dossier. The first article pub-
lished engages in a critical discussion of post-human theoretical perspectives
as they are debated in German-speaking academia. Alexander Brunner paints
a multifaceted picture of the richness of post-human thinking and underlines
also the playfulness of many texts. As he writes, the debates create a sound and
an atmosphere of theory that evokes becoming, flowing, movement, the cross-
ing and blurring of boundaries, and the flourishing and liveliness of the vibrant
matter—to borrow the term from Bennet (Bennett, 2010; Brunner, 2025, p. 2).
At the same time, he takes a critical stance from the beginning and discusses
possible shortcomings of post-human theory. For example, he points out that
post-human thinkers argue against essentialising categories such as “man”
vs. “woman” and critically states that, when using categories such as human
vs. non-human, a new essentialising movement arises.

He deepens his critical understanding of post-human thinking in sev-
eral aspects. First, he explores the enlargement of the social to include more-
than-human elements. This allows a new focus on the relation between humans
and the world (the German term Mensch-Umwelt-Beziehung is hard to trans-
late) and opens perspectives for eco-social work. Second, he underlines the
importance of decentring the human in ethical terms, as it seems more than
necessary to take care of the world to take care of humans. Finally, there is the
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creative search and production of alternative stories as practiced by Haraway
(2016). Such fabulation produces new alternative utopias to the current domi-
nant technofix, which does not seem to offer hopeful answers for a future in this
damaged world.

Throughout the text, he points out where he sees inspiration for social
workresearch and practice. To take up the lastelement discussed, the fabulation
of Haraway, he imagines how creating stories could be a practice for social work.
Creating stories together, imagining the becoming of new, alternative, creative
and speculative futures, could be a playful yet powerful method of social work
practice.

The second article takes a very different approach, using post-human
thinking to make sense of empirical material. Martin Béhnel, Julia Emprecht-
inger and Marina Richter discuss the notions of trust and mistrust in the con-
text of Swiss prisons and relate them to events with social workers in the prisons
(Bohnel etal., 2025). They take their entanglement as researchers as the starting
point for their reading of the materials. It is their feeling of trust in certain situ-
ations that makes them wonder how trust can emerge in a context where mis-
trust is rather the institutional rule. It is therefore their feeling as researchers
thatleads them to take a closer look at these moments.

When focusing on these moments, they evoke the feeling that trust was
“in the air” (Turner et al., 2022). They therefore turn to atmospheres as some-
thing tangible while elusive. Atmospheres are conceptualised in post-human
terms as assemblages, as an entanglement that emerges from various things
coming together and affecting each other: the social worker, the incarcerated
person, the researcher, the social worker’s office and the smell of coffee. The
atmosphere envelopes people, affects them, and, for instance, with the smell of
coffee, they start to relax in the social worker’s office.

Thearticleshowsthattrust, particularlyasan assemblage,ismore than
a grounding principle for relational work between a social worker and a service
user. The notion of entanglement implies that it is not humans alone who cre-
ate these atmospheres, or even social workers alone; rather, a range of “things”
come together to create them. Then, when an atmosphere of trust unfolds and
affects the people it englobes, potentialities can unfold. Such moments of trust
become moments of flourishing (Bozalek, 2019).

Why Is It SoHard to Take a Post-Human Perspective in Social Work Research?

The two articles published in this thematicissue engage with post-human think-
ing in social work in very different ways and provide fruitful insights into theo-
retical considerations and onto-epistemological inquiry. At the same time, the
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question remains why we received so few articles. Why is a theoretical develop-
ment that has found wide resonance in other disciplines so scarcely acknowl-
edged in social work? Why didn’t we receive more papers that embraced the
post-human invitation to explore human and non-human connections, to think
with these theoretical concepts and to further social work research and prac-
tice?

In the international literature, the debate is gaining ground, but it is
never as numerous as in other disciplines. Although there is some social work
research referring to “post”-theories more generally, the number of publica-
tions referring to post-human theories remains quite limited. In the broader
field of “post”-theories, we find, for instance, social work research engaging
with postcolonial theories (Clarke et al., 2024; Singh, 2023). There is a debate on
decolonising social work that spans across the globe. Voices from or on behalf of
indigenous populations bring increasingly alternative cosmologies into social
work (Woods & Hélscher, 2021). Such philosophies of life, such as “Buen Vivir”
(Godden, 2021) or “Ubuntu” (Molefe, 2025), are deeply rooted in indigenous
ontologies and provide a basis for conceiving social work differently, with and
from the point of view of these communities.

Another field of social work that finds much inspiration in “post”-the-
ories is eco-social work. The benefit of thinking beyond humans and concep-
tualising the relations between humans and non-humans lies at the heart of
the problems addressed. It is in relation to what we call nature, with animals,
with the soil or with diseases such as the Covid-19 pandemic (Banks et al., 2024;
Gonzalez Benson, 2021), that humans are conceived. Relational thinking inter-
links the social question with the ecological crisis and requires theoretical
thinking rooted in ecofeminism, postcolonialism, and more-than-human the-
ories (Rambaree et al., 2019).

Although there seems to be engagement in social work with theoreti-
cal perspectives that are part of the family of post-theories, there still remains
reluctance towards the post-human. One reason could be the label itself. Notin
vain has Donna Haraway repeatedly stated that she is not post-human but com-
post. Evoking the compost as fertiliser to which we turn at the end, and which is
the source for newlife (Haraway, 2016). Even though post-human does not mean
anti-human, and many authors address social issues of power, inequality, and
justice, the idea persists that post-humanism is not compatible with the founda-
tions of social work. We would say it is compatible in the sense that post-human
thinking cares about humans justas it cares about non-humans. Itis about find-
ing ways to live in this damaged world (Tsing, 2021).
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However, the human is clearly problematised in post-human theory—
not the human as human beings, but the human standing for the principles of
enlightening humanist thinking. Post-human thinking decentres the human;
it takes the human down from the top of creation and places it back among the
other species of this planet. The human becomes one of the species living in this
world, one among many others. Other pedagogical disciplines, such as teacher
education and educational sciences, show a similar picture. They are, as disci-
pline and profession, fundamentally grounded in humanist principles of indi-
viduality and personal development and find it difficult to engage with post-
human thinking.

Nevertheless, post-human thinking does not question social work
principles of justice and help. Moreover, it does not fundamentally question the
ethical principles of social work. What it questions is the exclusivity of humans:
a Human Rights Declaration that applies to all humans, whereas other species
have no internationally ratified rights. It does not question the importance of
addressing social problems or of supporting people in achieving their goals and
unfolding their potential. However, it questions that social problems are limited
to humans and that we can be isolated from the multispecies and more-than-

human world we are part of.
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