
AsrmRONOTTis
MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY PUBLICATION FOR EDUCATORS

VOLUME 23 NO. 2 FALL 2002

REFUGEES: WORLDWIDE DISPLACEMENT
AND INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE

by Stephen C. Lubkemann

MAR 2 2013

J./BRAR^§*

[Editors' Note: This article offers an anthropologi-

cal perspective on one of the international

community's most pressing moral and ethical dilem-

mas today: the massive forced displacement of large

numbers of people to escape war, persecution, and

natural disasters. The article offers definitions, analy-

ses of causes and effects, case studies, and a discus-

sion of international policies and dilemmas.]

Tiroughout history people have been forced

to flee their homes in order to escape war,

persecution, and natural disasters. The twen-

tieth century has witnessed massive forced migra-

tions. Political conflicts have been motivated by the

widespread growth of ethno-nationalism, resistance

to colonial rule, and the "Cold War" confrontation

between capitalism and communism. Economic pro-

cesses such as impoverishment due to development

policies and global environmental degradation also

have resulted in widespread population displace-

ment.

Forced migration has been particularly af-

fected by the emergence of "total warfare" in which

non-combatants have increasingly borne the brunt

of wartime violence. According to the Independent

Commission on International Humanitarian Issues,

95% of the casualties suffered in World War I were
combatants and only 5% were civilians, whereas in

most current conflicts civilians often account for

90% or more of wartime casualties. Technology has

also greatly increased the destructiveness of armed
conflict thus causing greater displacement to occur.

Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons

While attempts to assist uprooted people occurred

throughout history, only in the twentieth century

did international standards and institutions for pro-

tecting displaced people emerge. The 1951 United

Nations Refugee Convention defines "refugees" as

"individuals who are outside their own country and

are unable to return as a result of a well-founded

fear of persecution on grounds of race, religion, na-

tionality, political opinion, or rnembership of a so-

cial group." Refugees are entitled to safe asylum,

education, and medical care, and to not be repatri-

ated against their will. The rights of refugees also

include freedom of thought, of movement, and free-

dom from torture or degrading treatment. The con-

vention defines the duties of states to uphold these

rights as a matter of international law. It also re-

quires refugees to uphold the laws of their host coun-

tries and to be non-combatants.

It is important to understand that displace-

ment is a process that includes but is not limited to

those who meet the legal criteria for "refugee" sta-

tus (often called "Convention Refugees"). In fact,

the vast majority of those who are forcibly uprooted

from their homes do not fit the criteria that 'would

allow them to be categorized as "Convention Refu-

gees." Some are internally displaced persons within

their own countries (known as "IDPs"). Others have

been forced to move for reasons other than those

specified in the convention, such as natural disas-

ters, environmental degradation, or extreme eco-

nomic duress. The number of those who are dis-

placed worldwide is thus three or four times larger
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than the number of those who are officially desig-

nated as "Convention refugees." Those without

"Convention refugee" status are not entitled to the

legal protections that the Convention affords.

Moreover, those adversely affected by dis-

placement often include people other than forced

migrants themselves—such as the host populations in

the impoverished third world nations where most

uprooted people are re-settled. Thus the majority of

those who suffer as a result of displacement do not

benefit from the legal rights and entitlements afforded

to "Convention Refugees" by international law.

Complex Causes and Effects

Displacement is one of humanity's harshest and most

traumatizing conditions and thus constitutes one of

the international community's most pressing moral

and ethical dilemmas for the 21st century. Armed
conflict has persisted sometimes for decades in many
places throughout the world such as Angola, Soma-

lia, Sri Lanka, Kurdistan, Colombia, Rwanda, Af-

ghanistan, Palestine, and Kashmir. In such contexts,

displacement is not an exceptional interruption in the

flow of "normal" life. Instead it has become an inte-

gral feature of social life that shapes all aspects of ev-

eryday routine. Anthropologists who strive to un-

derstand how social and cultural life are organized in

these societies must examine how displacement af-

fects many different dimensions of social life, includ-

ing subsistence strategies, household formation, gen-

der relations, and national identity.

In my own work with Mozambicans who fled

their country's civil war, fifteen years of displacement

resulted in radical changes in the way residence and

marriage were organized. While leaving their wives

and children in safe areas within Mozambique, many
men migrated to South Africa to avoid being con-

scripted by the military. Because the war persisted

for so long, many of these men eventually constituted

second households by also marrying South African

women. Although polygyny (men having multiple

wives) was already a feature of these men's society, it

had never before been "transnationalized" in this way.

In this case long-term displacement created a new form

of transnational community in which households,

kinship networks, and economic strategies spanned

international borders. This form of social organiza-

tion had not existed before the war but persisted af-

ter it.

Over the last three decades social scientists

and policy-makers have begun to recognize refugees

as more than simply the unfortunate by-products of

conflict. They have started to study how displacement

and forced migration affect broader processes of so-

cial change and international security. Some of the

issues and phenomena that affect displacement and

are, in turn, influenced by refugees are development,

demographic change, immigration, ethno-national-

ism, public health, the environment, and conflict reso-

lution. In the social sciences anthropologists have

played a leading role in investigating the causes, orga-

nization, and effects of displacement and have focused,

in particular, on how displacement affects social rela-

tions, organizations, and identities.

CausesofDisplacement

Typically those fleeing wars and political violence

have been designated "involuntary migrants" as dis-

tinguished from "voluntary migrants," a term reserved

for those who migrate primarily to improve their

economic situation. Increasingly anthropologists have

questioned the sharpness of the distinction between

political and economic motives for migration by

showing that political conflict and economic well-

being are often closely related. Researchers have

pointed out that people who migrate because their

economies or subsistence environment have been

devastated by war are also "involuntary migrants,"

even if they have not been directly targeted by mili-

tary violence. In places like the Sudan or Ethiopia,

governments have forbidden the distribution of food

aid in insurgent areas in an effort to starve popula-

tions thought to be harboring enemy troops.

Wars also can produce forced migration by

constricting the options that people have for coping

with adverse environmental conditions. During times

of famine in Mozambique, rural peasants tradition-

ally coped with food shortages by temporarily mov-

ing to urban centers where they could find short-term

work, enabling them to purchase food. However,

during the Mozambican civil war, the fact that the

government held most of the urban areas while the
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insurgency held rural areas made it virtually impos-

sible to safely transit back and forth between the two.

Intense drought conditions resulted in massive forced

migration across international borders because the po-

litical conditions of the war impeded traditional

mechanisms for coping with environmental hardship.

Such examples demonstrate how economic, environ-

mental, and political processes can be complexly in-

terrelated in ways that make it difficult to reasonably

distinguish "political" from "economic" motives, or

migration as either "voluntary" or "involuntary."

Political processes such as nationalism and

state-building can result in different forms of displace-

ment. The Indonesian government has pursued a

policy of forcibly relocating many of its citizens of

the dominant ethnic group on the main island ofJava

to outlying islands in an attempt to influence the eth-

nic balance of power and cultural practices of ethnic

minorities. This policy of "transmigration" is a de-

liberate attempt to build a unified national identity

by "Javanizing" ethnic minorities. Unsurprisingly this

policy has aggravated ethnic tensions and resulted in

violent conflict that has produced displacement in its

own right.

Development initiatives are another major

cause of displacement. Colonial development projects

often displaced tens or even hundreds of thousands

of people to make room for settlers (as in South Af-

rica, Zimbabwe, Mexico, and the United States) or

to complete projects such as building massive dams.

American anthropologist Elizabeth Colson has con-

ducted one of the most important studies of the long-

term social effects of development-induced displace-

ment in her fifty years of research on the Gwembe
Tonga in Zambia. The Tonga were displaced as the

result of a dam project. The ongoing construction of

the massive Three Gorges Dam on China's Yellow

River provides a contemporary example of a major

development project that will eventually displace up
to 10 million people.

Economic and applied anthropologists also

have shown how prevailing macro-economic policies

such as "structural adjustment" can affect social and

political environments in ways that produce forced

relocation. Structural adjustment economic policies

generally oblige governments to reduce their public

expenditures, often resulting in the loss of jobs and

public services. These policies also can produce cost-

of-living increases as governments stop subsidizing

the cost of food or other basic amenities. Anthro-

pologist James Ferguson demonstrates the conse-

quences of such policies in Zambia where people who
have worked their entire lives in urban areas have

been forced to relocate to less expensive rural areas

and to pursue unfamiliar agricultural subsistence strat-

egies.

More recently, environmental degradation

also has been identified as a major cause of forced

migration. Researchers working in Bangladesh and

Africa coined the term "environmental refugees" to

refer to those displaced because of environmental deg-

radation or natural disasters such as earthquakes,

floods, and volcanic eruptions. Although it is caused

by natural events such as these, environmental dis-

placement also is influenced by social, political, and

economic factors. People who are economically and

politically marginalized are more likely to have to

live in areas vulnerable to catastrophic events and are

thus more likely to become environmental refugees.

Research is just beginning to consider the potential

effects of worldwide environmental trends such as

global warming on the potential future displacement

of such marginal populations as those bordering the

Sahel in Africa.

msm AN-nwoPDLocjy
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EffectsofDisplacement
Displacement has a broad range of political, economic,

social, and psychological effects, which anthropolo-

gists and other social scientists have begun to focus

their research attention on. The experience of dis-

placement, particularly when it is prolonged, often

leads to the forging of socio-political consciousness

and national political identity. Millions of Palestin-

ians, Rwandese, and Afghanis have been living in

camps or other forms of exile for decades. In such

cases, multiple generations actually have been born

and grown up in conditions of displacement. Con-

trary to prevalent media depictions of refugees as

merely passive victims of larger circumstances, an-

thropologists working with these populations have

demonstrated how the experience of prolonged dis-

placement can motivate people to politically organize

and react against the perceived causes of their displace-

ment. Not surprisingly, refugee camps in Palestine

and Afghanistan have proven to be fertile recruiting

grounds for military groups fighting against Israel and

in successive conflicts in Afghanistan. Both the

Taliban and the earlier anti-Soviet mujaheddin move-

ments, which the Taliban ousted, originated within

Afghan refugee communities in Pakistan.

Anthropologists working with refugees in

Kenya, the Democratic Republic of the Congo,

Uganda, Macedonia, Turkey, Rwanda and Burundi

also have examined how national political stability

can be affected when massive population movements

influence ethnic composition and balances of power
within host countries. For example, during the inter-

national coalition's war against Iraq in 1990, Turkey

feared that a massive influx of ethnic Kurds from Iraq

would further strengthen the Kurdish resistance

movement within its own borders. Turkey, there-

fore, refused entiy to displaced Kurds attempting to

flee the regime of Saddam Hussein.

The rapid arrival of large numbers of desti-

tute and desperate refugees usually has significant,

though often contradictory and socially differentiated

economic impacts on host populations. Researchers

in East Africa have demonstrated how the arrival of

large numbers of refugees may drive down the price

of labor in host areas. This may provide a boon, on
the one hand, to more wealthy segments of the host

population who are in a position to hire labor. How-
ever, it may also drive down wages and increase com-

petition for jobs with other poorer locals who also

subsist by providing labor. Similarly massive popula-

tion influxes may increase pressure on scarce resources

such as land or fuel. The influx of Mozambican refu-

gees into Zimbabwe during the 1980s eventually pro-

duced a popular backlash because there was already

stiff competition for land within Zimbabwe, and

Mozambicans were occupying more and more of it.

Such effects can increase socio-economic differentia-

tion (i.e. increasing the gap between the rich and poor)

within host populations, creating new forms of so-

cial tension and conflict. These socio-economic im-

pacts are particularly pronounced in many third

world countries that bear the brunt of the world's

refugee burden, and in which poverty may already

be widespread.

These impacts are likely to be further pro-

nounced if displaced populations do not settle in vis-

ible refugee camps or receive official assistance but

rather "self-settle" in the midst of host populations.

Anthropologists working in Africa and Latin America

have provided most of the few in-depth examinations

of these so-called "self-settled" refugees. Throughout

the 1970s and into the 1980s, there was evidence that

many self-settled refugees were able to successfully

integrate into local host communities in rural border

areas, usually by drawing on extended kinship or eth-

nic ties that spanned these borders. Recent work by

anthropologists points to the fact that an increasing

number of the self-settled seem to be establishing

themselves in major urban centers rather than in ru-

ral areas bordering their countries of origin. While it

is clear that the self-settled comprise a majority of

the displaced (some estimates range as high as 80% of

all displaced), exact estimates are hard to come by.

Since the majority of these individuals are technically

illegal immigrants, they have a vested interest in con-

cealing their national origins in order to avoid depor-

tation.

Anthropologists have been particularly suc-

cessful and pioneering in working with self-settled

refugees because their fieldwork methods allow them

better access to these populations. Through long-term

interaction with their subjects, anthropologists are
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able to build stronger, more trusting relationships

than are possible through other methods. This rap-

port also provides for a deeper and more holistic un-

derstanding of the complex social effects of displace-

ment. Many anthropologists have consequently be-

come strong advocates for the refugee populations

with whom they work. The precarious legal status of

many displaced people and their traumatic histories

force anthropologists to grapple with difficult ethi-

cal dilemmas and with the challenge of how best to

protect their research collaborators.

Anthropologists have increasingly examined

how displacement is a highly gendered process that

reorganizes social relations and identities. In many
refugee situations women and children comprise over

80% of the refugee population. There is also evidence

that wartime violence and displacement often have

more negative economic and social effects on women
than on men. For example, refugee women are usu-

ally more vulnerable to predatory sexual violence than

refugee men. A great deal of policy research has at-

tempted to identify the most "vulnerable groups"

within displaced populations, such as women-headed

households, children, the elderly, and those with dis-

abilities, in order to identify ways to provide greater

assistance and protection.

Anthropologists have shown that culturally-

specific social systems play an important role in con-

stituting vulnerability. Vulnerability is not merely a

function of biological factors such as age or sex. It is

primarily related to the ways in which social roles

bind people to certain obligations and entitle them

to certain rights. Social roles vary widely across dif-

ferent cultures. In my own work in Mozambique, I

was able to show organizations assisting refugees that

their assumptions that elderly widows were more vul-

nerable than elderly widowers was incorrect because

it did not account for the way the local kinship sys-

tem worked. In this particular social context, elderly

women almost always were supported not by their

husbands but by their sons and his wife or wives.

Elderly men, on the other hand, depended on their

wives for support. The loss of a spouse was therefore

much more consequential for elderly men than for

elderly women.

Lubkemann with Mozambicans in South Africa

Displacement also may have profound effects

on the gendered distribution of labor, on the way
gendered relationships like mareiage or parentage are

organized, and on how gendered and other social roles

change in terms of the obligations and rights these

imply. Thus, for example, in mral Mozambique, dis-

placement had profoundly disempowering effects for

women. It reconfigured gender relations and the so-

cial institution of marriage in very detrimental ways

for many women. Displaced women who resettled

in refugee camps were unable to engage in subsistence

agriculture which was their primary economic activ-

ity and the basis of their social influence within their

households. On the other hand, many men were able

to continue their primary economic activity—labor

migration. The fact that many of these migrant men
took additional wives in their migration destinations

also disempowered their Mozambican 'wives. These

wives who remained behind in refugee camps found

it difficult to claim their share of their husbands' earn-

ings. Conversely, in other contexts, such as among
Eritrean refugees settled in Canada, women have been

able to assume new social roles previously unavail-

able to them, resulting in their relative empowerment

vis-a-vis Eritrean men.

The experience of having to adapt to an unfa-

miliar social and cultural environment can make
forced migration and resettlement particularly diffi-
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cult experiences. It is important to realize that dis-

placed people arrive in new societies with their own
sets of values and aspirations. The maintenance of

particular cultural differences may become crucial to

refugee constructions of meaningful identities and life

strategies in novel social environments. For example,

several anthropologists who have worked with

Hmong refugees from Cambodia in the U.S. have

noted the critical role that religion has continued to

play in organizing these refugee communities and in

constituting a sense of social identity.

Differences between the cultural norms of

refugees and those of host societies concerning ap-

propriate codes of social behavior sometimes create

tensions between refugees and the communities in

which they have resettled. Exposure to new value

systems and cultural norms can also generate conflict

within refugee communities and households them-

selves. Men and women, or different generations, of-

ten have divergent views about which features of their

own original culture should be maintained and which

from the new host society should be adapted as their

own. Anthropologists working with Afghani and

Laotian refugees in the U.S. and with the Palestin-

ians in Germany have taken particular note of

intergenerational differences in how parental author-

ity is regarded. For example, anthropologist Dima
Abdulrahim has documented the disputes that arise

within Palestinian refugee households in Germany

over whether or not fathers should have the right to

dictate whom their daughters should many.

Those studying other groups such as the

Sudanese or Ethiopians in the U.S., the Mozambicans

in South Africa, or the Burundians in Tanzania have

noted how internal tensions and arguments often

emerge over changing nonns in the way gender roles

and relationships are defined. In my own work I found

that Mozambican women who joined their husbands

in South Africa often observed that there was a greater

sharing of domestic tasks by men in South African

households. They consequently began to question the

gendered division of labor within their own house-

holds. Mozambican men resisted the erosion of their

privileges. In many cases they eventually went out of

their way to avoid having their Mozambican wives

join them in South Africa in order to prevent them
from exposure to new norms.

EffectsonHealth
The psychological effects of exposure to violence and

displacement are attracting increased attention from

mental health experts, including medical and psycho-

logical anthropologists. The trauma of displacement

can make adaptation to new and unfamiliar social and

cultural environments particularly difficult. Anthro-

pologists have demonstrated how different cultural

beliefs play a central role in the way individuals in-

terpret and cope with traumatic experiences such as

displacement. The challenges of adaptation may be

further intensified by the uncertainty and insecurity

of temporary status or a sense of being highly con-

strained in a refugee camp environment. Prolonged

dependence on aid in long-term refugee camp situa-

tions can lead to diminished self-esteem and a sense

of dependency and disempowerment.

One of the most fruitful recent areas of col-

laboration between researchers and organizations as-

sisting refugees has been in understanding and im-

proving humanitarian reactions to the health prob-

lems faced in complex emergencies. The catastrophic

mortality rates in the Rwandan refugee camps in east-

ern Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the

Congo) sounded a wake-up call within the humani-

tarian community that has since sparked greater col-

laboration with the CDC (Center for Disease Con-

trol), as well as research and training programs on

refugee health at leading schools of public health such

as Johns Hopkins and Columbia University.

In 1999 the National Research Council Com-

mittee on Population created a Roundtable on Forced

Migration to assess and encourage research on the

demographic effects of displacement. Research on

refugee mortality and morbidity represents only the

first step in a much needed examination of the broader

demographic effects of forced migration. It is worth

noting that Africa is the continent with the greatest

number of IDPs (internally displaced persons), the

world's highest fertility rates, fastest urban growth,

and highest rates of HIV. Remarkably, however, the

relationship of forced migration to these important

demographic processes has scarcely been examined

to date.
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The Anthropology ofHumanitarian Action
Anthropologists working on refugees have focused

largely on how displacement affects and is affected

by social organization. Increasingly many of us see

the necessity of also focusing on the larger political-

economic systems and organizations that intervene

in the lives of the displaced. The humanitarian re-

gime consists of those organizations that assist or in-

teract with displaced populations, the systemic rela-

tionships among these organizations, and their insti-

tutionalized set of practices. The anthropology of

humanitarian action focuses on the social, cultural,

economic, and political factors that shape those prac-

tices and the relationships of power among those or-

ganizations.

The UNHCR (United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees), created in 1950 after World

War II, following post war reconstruction in Europe,

continues to play the leading role in international

efforts to assist and protect refugees and displaced

people worldwide. Throughout the last decade of the

twentieth century, the number of "persons of con-

cern" to the UNHCR rose from 14.92 million to 22.26

million.

Regional international bodies such as the

OAU's (Organization of African Unity) and the OAS
(Organization of American States) extended the defi-

nition of refugee to include individuals and groups

forced to flee their countries because of conditions of

generalized violence and insecurity rather than be-

cause of individual-specific persecution. At best these

criteria only have been applied within these regions.

Unfortunately countries throughout the world in-

creasingly have followed the lead of Western Euro-

pean and North American governments in pursuing

more restrictive asylum granting policies that limit

the number of refugees allowed to settle within their

borders.

Such policies are a reaction by the govern-

ments of industrialized nations to two decades of rapid

growth in immigration. This flow has been caused

by people fleeing deteriorating political and economic

conditions in developing countries such as Haiti,

Mexico, and Nigeria and in former communist bloc

countries, such as Romania and Nicaragua. Such

people come seeking greater opportunity in the West.

The globalization of mass communication has in-

creased awareness of the opportunities available in

many industrialized nations. The development of

international transportation systems has facilitated

transcontinental travel. These aspects of globalization

have played an important role in motivating interna-

tional migration.

The UNHCR only can advise individual

states on how to interpret the Refugee Convention's

criteria when applying these to individuals seeking

asylum within their own borders. Consequently gov-

ernments always have been able to restrict whom they

accept as refugees in ways that serve their political

and economic interests. Fears of the negative eco-

nomic effects of excessive immigration have led in-

dustrialized nations to interpret the convention's cri-

teria in ever more restrictive terms. Thus, for example,

in several cases in North America during the 1990s,

courts recognized that asylum seekers fled their coun-

tries of origin because of a legitimate fear of violence

but still denied them refugee status, because it was

determined that they were being persecuted for "non-

political" reasons (such as sexual orientation or gen-

der).

Governments also have developed ways to

provide temporary relief for those fleeing insecurity

without incurring the legal obligations implied in

granting "convention refugee" status. Throughout

Europe and North America, different forms of TPS

(Temporary Protection Status) have emerged that

provide an interim solution to populations fleeing

generalized violence until it is safe for them to re-

turn. Initially put forth as a short-term measure, TPS

does not usually provide the social benefits to which

refugees are entitled, such as education and employ-

ment or the possibility of seeking asylum or perma-

nent resettlement. However, the prolonged insecu-

rity and challenging conditions in countries such as

Liberia and Guatemala have led to annual renewals

of TPS status in the U.S. for displaced populations

from these countries for up to a decade.

My work with Liberian refugees in the U.S.

has shown how the TPS status has had mixed effects.

On the one hand, it has constrained people's economic

mobility and social integration into Anerican soci-

ety. The constant uncertainty over whether TPS will
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be renewed serves as a disincentive for longer-term

social investment in their host communities. On the

other hand, the threat of TPS termination has mobi-

lized Liberian community members around a com-

mon cause as they lobby for permanent residence sta-

tus. This has allowed them to transcend longstanding

ethnic and socio-economic divisions that played a sig-

nificant role in causing the Liberian civil war in the

first place.

In the most extreme cases, industrialized na-

tions have resorted to more severe measures to pre-

vent the influx of forced migrants. European Union

states have refused entry to asylum seekers on the

grounds that they already had passed through "safe

countries" en route from their countries of origin.

Heavy fines have been imposed on airlines that trans-

port asylum seekers who do not already have visas.

Even more draconian and legally dubious measures

have involved intercepting refugees before they ar-

rive on host country shores and turning them back

without asylum hearings. This was the U.S.

government's policy towards thousands of Haitian

boat people who sought to land on American shores

during the 1990s. This package of increasingly restric-

tive measures represent a policy of "containment,"

often described as an attempt to create "fortress" re-

gions that make access to forced and

other migrants more difficult.

Such policies have not

stemmed the rising tide of forced

migrants. Instead they have pro-

duced greater levels of clandestine

immigration into industrialized na-

tions. Moreover they have placed the

economic burden of displacement on

other less-industrialized countries,

which are even more adversely af-

fected by massive refugee influxes.

Meanwhile the levels of financial as-

sistance that industrialized nations

provide to international organiza-

tions and developing nations to as-

sist refugees also has diminished.

Unsurprisingly, the willingness of

governments everywhere to host

refugees has eroded. In this environ-

ment refugees throughout the world have experienced

rising levels of violence and hostility from host popu-

lations and governments. Even governments that have

long proven to be generous hosts to large refugee

populations such as Iran and Tanzania undertook

large-scale forced repatriations during the late 1990s

and closed off their borders against further refugee

flows.

The restriction of asylum also increasingly

reduces the options for the displaced in ways that

subject them to greater risk of violence. One example

is the creation of so-called 'safe zones' within conflict

areas as an alternative to allowing refugees to cross

international borders. European Union countries al-

ready overwhelmed by massive population influxes

that resulted from the fall of the Berlin Wall urged

the creation of "safe zones" in Bosnia-Herzegovina

because of their reluctance to receive refugees from

the former Yugoslavia. However, insufficient mili-

tary means for ensuring their safety led to notorious

calamities in 1995 when the safe zones in Srebrenica

and Zepa were overrun, and thousands of Bosnian

civilians were massacred.

Restrictive immigration policies do not pre-

vent forced migration because they fail to address the

root causes of migration—namely

the precarious political and eco-

nomic conditions that compel
people to move. The growing world-

wide reluctance to accept refugee re-

settlement and the increasing trend

towards civil (as opposed to inter-

state) warfare has resulted in a dra-

matic increase in the number of IDPs

worldwide. The appointment in

1992 of the first UN Special Repre-

sentative on Internally Displaced

Persons represented a critical step in

institutionalizing international con-

cern for this issue.

The nature of post-Cold War
conflicts presents considerable new
challenges to organizations that want

to assist the displaced. Many civil

wars—such as those in the former

Yugoslavia and Rwanda—have been
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driven by ethno-nationalist sentiments aiming to cre-

ate ethnically homogeneous countries. In these con-

flicts military forces have directly targeted civilian

populations in an effort to eliminate or forcibly up-

root minorities—a process called "ethnic cleansing."

In such cases humanitarian efforts to assist the dis-

placed do not serve the interest of warring parties

and are often hindered. Long-term solutions to the

displacement produced by ethnically-driven violence

may be particularly difficult to find. Repatriation at-

tempts that bring ethnic groups back into contact

often spark further violence, "revenge killings," and

new displacement—as was most recently the case in

Kosovo.

In other situations warring parties have de-

veloped an interest in the persistence of conflict. The

"blood diamond trade" in Sierra Leone and narco-

trafficking in Colombia are cases in which the target-

ing of populations and ongoing displacement help

perpetuate the conditions of violence, instability, and

insecurity upon which illegal profitable activities

thrive. Finally, in places such as Somalia, humanitar-

ian aid itself has been increasingly appropriated by

combatants. In these cases, ironically, assistance is

transformed into a means for supporting the conflict

that is producing displacement in the first place!

The problems of IDPs and the fact that for-

tress policies do not successfully contain forced mi-

grations has led the international community to con-

sider how to prevent displacement in the first place,

by addressing its root causes. In the 1990s the inter-

national community took unprecedented steps by

intervening in the internal affairs of Iraq and Serbia

(Kosovo) in order to protect displaced people but also

to prevent forced migration flows across international

borders.

Ultimately, however, there is still reluctance

on the part of most states and international organiza-

tions to challenge the principle of national sovereignty

by interfering in the internal affairs of other coun-

tries. In conflicts that have produced large numbers

of IDPs such as in Sierra Leone, Iraq, Chechnya,

Colombia, and Bosnia-Herzegovina, assisting dis-

placed populations has presented new challenges to

policy-makers. The UN is an organization premised

on the sovereignty of its members. Moreover the

UNHCR can only act at the request and with the

permission of sovereign governments. These realities

have made it difficult for the UNHCR to provide

assistance in some of these cases. The international

NGO (non-governmental organizations) community

remains divided on this issue. Some organizations have

taken positions in cases such as Sudan and Sierra Leone

that clearly prioritize assistance at the expense of con-

siderations of national sovereignty.

The Role of NGOs
Over the last three decades international NGOs, in-

cluding CARE, OXFAM, the International Rescue

Committee, Doctors Without Borders, Catholic Re-

lief Services, and Save the Children, have come to

play a pivotal role in organizing and providing assis-

tance to displaced and war-affected people worldwide.

Many of these organizations work with UNHCR,
doing much of the operational work on the ground.

Increasingly they have influenced policy-makers and

national governments by bringing the plight of dis-

placed people tothe attention of the global media, as

in the recent cases of Rwanda and Kosovo.

Policy makers and humanitarian organiza-

tions have increasingly moved beyond merely pro-

viding assistance to protecting those assisted and those

assisting from violence. Some organizations in the

international humanitarian community have started

to place a greater emphasis on promoting the human
rights of the displaced. Thus the NGO, Doctors With-

out Borders—recipient of the 2000 Nobel Peace

Prize—publicly denounces human rights violations,

Page 9



inthroNotes Volume 23 No. 2 Fall 2002

even if this insults a government and thereby pre-

vents them from carrying out assistance activities. In

some situations in which assistance has been diverted

to serve the interests of combatants (such as in the

Rwandan refugee camps in Eastern Zaire), or where

human rights violations have been particularly grave

(such as the Taliban's mistreatment ofwomen in Af-

ghanistan), some NGOs have ceased their assistance

activity altogether. Other organizations such as the

International Red Cross have chosen not to comment

on human rights violations and remain politically

neutral in order to continue providing assistance, even

if it is diverted or has unintended and undesired con-

sequences.

Humanitarian Action

Anthropologists have increasingly examined the ac-

tivities of the organizations that provide assistance to

refugees. Barbara Harrell-Bond's landmark study,

ImposingAid (1986), confronted humanitarian orga-

nizations with research demonstrating that their ac-

tivities were often more responsive to external pres-

sures such as funding and inter-organizational rivalry

than to the needs of the refugees themselves. My own
work with the Humanitarianism and War Project

showed how NGOs in Mozambique are primarily

accountable to the interests of the government agen-

cies that fund them rather than to the people who
receive their services. As a result, decisions are often

made that do not create sustainable solutions to the

problems that are most important to locals. Instead

assistance often serves to promote the international

visibility or political agendas of donors.

Anthropologists also have shown that hu-

manitarian assistance that does not create sustainable

solutions or use local capacities causes considerable

harm rather than helping refugee or other war-affected

populations. In Mozambique my work demonstrated

that the unwillingness of modern medical doctors to

work with traditional medical practitioners created

local suspicion and hostility that proved detrimental

to public health. Locals tended to visit traditional

medical practitioners first because they were less ex-

pensive. Since these practitioners had been alienated

by the hospital doctors, they rarely referred sick pa-

tients to hospitals but instead would refer them only

to other traditional medical practitioners. Conse-

quently, patients often would arrive at hospitals only

after a disease had progressed to a degree at which the

costs for curing it were exceedingly high.

There have been important, recent collabo-

rative attempts to improve humanitarian action and

advocacy. The establishment in the mid-1990s of

INTERACTION—a coalition of over 165 associa-

tions involved in humanitarian work—and the

SPHERE initiative, to establish a voluntary charter

with standards and ethical principles for humanitar-

ian action, represent important developments in this

direction.

Refugees and displacement are increasingly

recognized as only one aspect of a set of interrelated

political, economic, and military problems constitut-

ing what have come to be called "complex emergen-

cies." Humanitarian assistance is only one component

necessary for the solution of these challenges and by

itself cannot solve the problems that displaced people

face. International humanitarian assistance continues

to gradually expand in scope to provide assistance to

all populations affected by displacement (including

IDPs, hosts, and even those left behind by forced

migrants in devastated war zones—the "displaced in

place"). However, it has become increasingly evident

that humanitarian action only can be effective if the

more fundamental political and economic roots of

displacement and conflict are addressed. Anthropolo-

gists will continue to play an important role in study-

ing the experiences of the displaced and the effects of

displacement. However, they also have an important

role to play in understanding the international po-

litical systems within which displacement occurs and

in identifying the social factors that constrain and

shape responses to displacement.
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