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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores acts of collective caring within refugee diaspora communities in 

Australia for forcibly displaced people in other parts of the world.  This thesis asks: (1) 

what do refugee diaspora organisations (RDOs) in Australia do to help displaced people 

overseas? (2) what is distinct about refugee diaspora humanitarianism? and (3) what role 

does or can refugee diaspora humanitarianism play in the international refugee regime? 

The need to better understand acts of caring for ‘strangers in need’ is important in the 

context of unprecedented human displacement and the inadequacy of systemic responses 

to people considered ‘out of place’.  The state-centric global governance architecture set 

up to facilitate ‘durable solutions’ to forced displacement—the international refugee 

regime—has increasingly failed to provide longer-term solutions for those who come 

under its mandate. This has resulted in a steady rise in the number of people living in 

protracted refugee situations and the irregularity of people moving in search of protection 

and failing to find it. In these contexts, the day-to-day lives of refugees are influenced by 

interactions with humanitarian actors who assume or are delegated responsibility for 

‘governing’ in the spaces vacated by states. Yet, the international humanitarian order is 

also experiencing its own crises of legitimacy, resourcing and effectiveness. There is 

growing recognition of the need for better ways of responding to people displaced through 

violence, persecution and conflict to ensure they can find safety and live dignified lives. 

This thesis provides insight into one kind of actor (RDOs) that has hitherto been invisible 

in research on humanitarian responses to situations of forced displacement. 

To better understand refugee diaspora humanitarianism, multi-sited ethnographic 

research was conducted in Australia, Thailand, Indonesia and Geneva alongside interviews 

with representatives of 26 Australian RDOs and 14 humanitarian professionals. What this 

research found is that refugees resettled to Australia from diverse backgrounds commonly 

establish small volunteer-run organisations and mobilise resources to assist ‘their people’ 

in other parts of the world. RDOs undertake a range of activities: they raise money for 

schools and health centres, purchase wheelchairs and water pumps, send material aid, 

facilitate migration outcomes, and undertake systemic advocacy. They also help in ways 

that are non-quantifiable: strengthening social networks of care, bearing witness and 

offering hope. The capacity of resettled refugees to draw on transnational social networks, 
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contextual knowledge of humanitarian situations, mobility enabled through resettlement, 

and (in)visibility in different contexts, makes them distinct humanitarian actors.  

The findings of this research suggest that collective acts of ‘caring for strangers’ 

(humanitarianisms) are diverse, situated and relational. By exploring the moralities and 

motivations that underlie acts of helping ‘familiar strangers’ among resettled refugees in 

Australia, this research demonstrates how people understand suffering and act in 

response as inextricably tied to their own histories, positionalities and relationship to 

those ‘in need’. In arguing this, I suggest that refugee diaspora humanitarianism is a 

distinct transnational practice that should be understood in its own terms, and as part of 

broader tapestries of care.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

‘The subtle shades of humanitarian efforts—differentiated by varied imperatives, 

impulses, and systems of obligation and assistance—remain less visible. Alongside 

the heroic efforts of professional aid workers and the dramatic suffering of 

disaster victims are those who provide care inaudibly, without recognition and 

without status.’ (Bornstein, 2012, p. 11) 

The act of helping a stranger in need is a complicated one. It involves not only that a 

person perceives another’s suffering, but that they feel compelled to do something about it 

and, importantly, that they act with intention to alleviate this suffering. The act of helping 

strangers in need—humanitarianism—manifests in multifarious ways. While today 

humanitarianism has become almost synonymous with practices dominated by large 

Western organisational actors with remarkably similar genealogies, in fact humanitarians 

and humanitarianisms come in many shapes and forms. This research is about one type of 

humanitarian actor—refugee diasporas in Australia—and the complicated impulses, 

practices and relationships between these actors and the ‘familiar strangers’ that they try 

to help. This research is about everyday humanitarianism; about the complex moralities 

and motivations that underlie acts of helping, and of the social world and practices of 

those who are mostly unseen by more powerful humanitarian actors: refugee diaspora 

organisations (RDOs). This research is also about muddying the lines between ‘those who 

suffer’ and ‘those who help’ and of exploring the implications of refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism1 as a distinct form of transnational engagement—one that is shaped by 

the politics, histories and positionalities of people in Australia who have direct personal 

connection to, or experience of, ‘being a refugee’. This is about people who struggle to ‘do 

good’ and to fill gaps left by deeply flawed global governance systems. 

This chapter begins by situating this research within the broader context of global forced 

displacement (Section 1.1). I then introduce key research intersections and questions, and 

explore how this research relates to and addresses gaps in literature on humanitarian 

                                                           

1 This research concerns the experiences and practices of refugee diasporas. While in subsequent 
text this is sometimes shortened to ‘diaspora humanitarianism’, it is implied that this refers to 
refugee diasporas specifically and not to a broader concept of diasporas (see discussion in Chapter 
3). 
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responses to people ‘out of place’, diasporas’ transnational engagements, the ‘refugee 

experience’ and resettlement, and the anthropology of the good (Section 1.2). Section 1.3 

outlines methodological considerations and the approach undertaken to answer key 

research questions, with a discussion of the field of study, my positionality as a researcher 

within this field, data collection methods and ethical considerations. Finally, Section 1.4 

provides an outline of the structure of this thesis. 

1.1 A backdrop of global displacement 

The backdrop to this research is the much bigger story of global movements of people and, 

more specifically, experiences of and responses to forced displacement. At the end of 

2016, 65.6 million persons were reported to have been forcibly displaced worldwide as a 

result of persecution, conflict, generalised violence and human rights violations, the 

highest displacement on record (UNHCR, 2017) The international refugee regime can be 

understood as the dominant structure governing global responses to this forced 

displacement. This structure’s ‘solidity in time and space’ comes in the legal form of the 

United Nations 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees as well 

as the institutional form of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

and its mandate. Together, this institution and laws articulate three ‘durable solutions’ to 

forced displacement—the repatriation of refugees to their country of origin at the earliest 

possible stage when it is safe to do so, local integration in countries of first asylum, and 

resettlement in a new country (UNHCR, 2004). In short, the international refugee regime 

is about putting people ‘in place’ and, in particular, territorialising people within a state 

(Malkki, 1992).  

Yet there is growing recognition that the international refugee regime is failing to provide 

any real solutions to forced displacement (cf. Banki, 2013; Cohen & Van Hear, 2017; Elliott 

& Segal, 2012). The option of voluntary and safe repatriation for the vast majority of 

refugees has become less realisable in the context of the increasingly complex and 

intractable causes of forced displacement that make return untenable in the short or even 

longer term.2  At the same time, the options of local integration into countries of asylum or 

third country resettlement have been diminished by the unwillingness and/or lack of 

                                                           

2 The failure to prevent or resolve conflicts and other root causes of displacement is an inter-
related area where global governance architecture has been critiqued as inadequate (cf Carment & 
Schnabel, 2003; Duffield, 2014). 
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capacity3 of states. To illustrate this in numbers, while 10.3 million people were newly 

displaced in 2016, only 764,500 people (7.4%) found a durable solution.4  The lack of 

effectiveness in realising the solutions espoused by the international refugee regime has 

resulted in two notable trends: a steady rise in the number of people living in ‘protracted 

refugee situations’5 with no durable solution in sight, and the increasing irregularity of 

movement of people seeking protection and failing to find it, resulting in more and more 

people living precarious lives ‘in the margins of the world’ (Agier, 2008).   

1.2 Research intersections and questions 

This study draws on and contributes to four main and intersecting areas of research: to 

the literature on humanitarianism and responses to forced displacement; to 

understandings about diasporas and their transnational engagements; to studies on the 

‘refugee experience’ and resettlement; and to ‘the anthropology of the good’. These 

intersections with the literature will be discussed below. 

1.2.1 Humanitarian responses to people ‘out of place'6 

Within the global context of forced displacement, the day-to-day lives of refugees and 

those seeking international protection are heavily influenced by interactions with 

humanitarian actors—UNHCR, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), 

national and international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and civil society 

groups—who assume or are delegated responsibility for ‘governing’ in the spaces left by 

states (Agier, 2011). Humanitarian actors often play a powerful role in the lives of 

refugees and others forcibly displaced, especially where the territories in which they 

                                                           

3 UNHCR (2017) reported that in 2016, nine of the top ten refugee-hosting countries were in 
developing regions. ‘Three of these (the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, and Uganda) 
were classified as least developed countries, facing severe structural impediments to sustainable 
development in addition to the challenges of large refugee flows’ (p. 14). 
4 UNHCR report that in 2016: 552,200 refugees returned home, 189,300 refugees were resettled to 
a third country, and 23,000 refugees were locally integrated through naturalisation. (UNHCR, 2017) 
5 A ‘protracted refugee situation’ has been defined by UNHCR as situations ‘in which 25,000 or 
more refugees from the same nationality have been in exile for five consecutive years or more in a 
given asylum country’ (UNHCR, 2017, p. 22). 
6 The reference to refugees as ‘out of place’ is best described by Liisa Malkki (1992), who argues 
that ‘the contemporary category of refugees is a particularly informative one in the study of the 
sociopolitical construction of space and place’ (p. 25). Malkki describes the problematisation of 
refugees as ‘matter out of place’ (p. 34) has been uncritically embedded in writings on, and 
responses to, forced displacement and reflect a cultural bias towards sedentarist notions of a 
nation-state and a people rooted to territory. 
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reside either do not recognise their right to protection or lack the capacity to provide 

effective protection (Storey, 2016). For example, refugees in many parts of the world find 

themselves living without a legal status, are not afforded essential rights such as the legal 

right to work, to be issued identity documents, to own property, move freely, or access 

education or health services. Commonly, it is humanitarian actors that step in to fill these 

‘protection gaps’.  

Yet the dominant actors in the ‘humanitarian arena’ (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010) are also 

facing unprecedented funding shortfalls and other challenges. There is open 

acknowledgement among these leading actors of the limitations of the existing 

institutional architecture (both the international refugee regime and humanitarian 

system) to adequately ensure the protection of those that come under its mandate. During 

the period in which this research took place, the landscape of international responses to 

forced displacement was undergoing what appeared to be seismic shifts. Cohen and Van 

Hear (2017) refer to 2016 as ‘the Year of Summits’, pointing to the refugee and migration 

summits held in New York in September 2016 as rounding off ‘no fewer than seven major 

international meetings… that set out to solve the refugee and migrant ‘crisis’’ (pp. 494-

495). Add to this the plethora of reports and initiatives aimed at reforming humanitarian 

responses (cf. Bennett & Foley, 2016; Willitts-King, 2016; Zyck & Krebs, 2015) and it is not 

hard to argue that the institutional architecture set up to address forced movements of 

people is undergoing ongoing and significant challenges.  

One of the ways in which the international refugee regime and humanitarian system is 

looking to change is by engaging non-traditional actors in responses to forced 

displacement. The UN General Assembly New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants 

(2016), for example, refers to the need for ‘multi-stakeholder involvement’ that includes 

‘national and local authorities, international organisations, international financial 

institutions, civil society partners (including faith-based organisations, diaspora 

organisations and academia), the private sector, the media and refugees themselves’ 

(Paragraph 69, italics added). This is significant because the international humanitarian 

system—since its inception in Europe in the last century—has evolved into a highly 

institutionalised and professionalised ‘humanitarian order’ which has hitherto involved a 

limited and specific type of actor and actions (Barnett, 2011). The idea that other actors—

local authorities, the media, businesses, civil society groups, and refugees themselves—

might be legitimised as part of an international humanitarian response system has, 
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unsurprisingly, resulted in uncertainty and, at times, resistance (cf. Parker, 2016). 

Questions are being asked as to how non-traditional actors will understand and apply the 

well-established humanitarian principles and frameworks, and how responses will be 

coordinated and coherent with such a disparate multitude of actors. 

Anxiety about the changing landscape of humanitarian responses to forced displacement 

is better understood if we consider how little is known about some of these ‘new’ actors. 

As Pacitto and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh (2013) suggest, academic work on the history of 

responses to refugees has extensively ‘focused on the development and functioning of the 

institutionalized international regime… and has thus, similar to humanitarian studies, 

sidelined ‘other’ forms of refugee assistance and protection in the history of humanitarian 

responses to refugees’ (p. 10). This view is echoed by Barnett (2011) who acknowledges 

that there is a ‘long tradition of Islamic charitable activities as well as forms of organized 

compassion in other cultures, traditions, and regions’, but that these have been given scant 

attention in humanitarian studies (p. 16).  

This research on refugee diaspora humanitarianism represents a contribution to writing 

‘the Other’ into humanitarian scholarship. In writing about other forms of ‘organised 

compassion’, it is envisaged that a deeper and broader understanding of what it means to 

help a ‘suffering stranger’ may emerge that sits outside—and at times challenges—

dominant humanitarian moralities and practices. As Pacitto and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh rightly 

argue, ‘the enduring influence of the Northern-dominated international regime in the 

humanitarian arena should not be trivialized, nor should the capacity of Southern 

stakeholders, including refugees and forcibly displaced persons themselves, to exert 

agency as actors in the humanitarian sphere’ (p. 25). Taking this argument even further, a 

greater understanding and appreciation of how non-traditional humanitarian actors 

respond in situations of forced displacement may have the potential to ‘change the very 

character of humanitarianism’ (Barnett, 2011, p. 11; see also Minn, 2007), an idea that will 

be explored in the concluding chapters of this thesis.  

1.2.2 Diasporas’ transnational engagements 

By exploring the world of refugee diaspora humanitarianism, this research extends 

another field of study: that focused on diaspora transnationalism. Significantly, this 

research explores the transnational engagements of diasporas beyond the dichotomy of 

‘homelands’ and ‘hostlands’, and beyond the considerable focus that has been given to the 
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political engagements (both positive and negative) and development potential of diaspora 

communities. This research builds on important work that has emerged on transnational 

care practices within refugee communities at a family or household level (cf. Al-Sharmani, 

2010; Horst, 2008b; Johnson & Stoll, 2008; Monsutti, 2004; Soh-Leong, 2009), expanding 

this to the associational or collective engagements of refugee diasporas in acts of caring.  

In understanding diaspora engagements beyond ‘homelands’, it appears that less attention 

has been paid to the transnational webs of diaspora engagement with people and places 

outside of ‘home’. This is understandable when we consider the concept of diasporas is 

intrinsically linked to questions of identity and the idea of a ‘homeland’, and much interest 

has therefore been generated on understanding how ‘feelings for home’ translates into 

tangible engagements between those in the diaspora and the people and places they feel 

connected to. But for the refugee diaspora organisations (RDOs) that are central to this 

study, their activities draw heavily on transnational social networks that reflect the life 

journeys of the people that form and sustain these organisations. And the life journeys of 

the people at the centre of RDOs reflect stories of forced displacement itself. These are 

people who spent time as refugees or asylum seekers in different parts of the world before 

arriving in Australia. Some had lived for years or decades as refugees in camps or urban 

areas in countries neighbouring ‘home’; some had crossed multiple international borders 

over a period of many years—or even generations—in search of safety. One man, 

Mohammed7, left Eritrea as a young man and lived in India, Syria and Canada before 

arriving in Australia; that’s five continents of connections. These journeys mean that often 

connections are made and retained with people and places outside of homelands, even 

where ‘feelings for home’ remain a strong driver underlying their actions. Indeed, this 

research is about exploring the transnational engagement of refugee diasporas with ‘their 

people’, wherever they are in the world. 

There is a growing body of research that has evolved since the 1990s on the transnational 

engagements and effects of diaspora communities, but these have predominantly focused 

on their political and economic (development) impact (cf. Brinkerhoff, 2012; Fullilove, 

2008; Nyberg-Sørensen, 2007; Sharma, Kashyap, & Ladd, 2011; Williams, 2012; Zinterer, 

2005). Diaspora transnationalism has, at different points, been cast as both a potential 

                                                           

7 A key to names (pseudonyms or actual) and the RDOs or communities represented, is found in 
Appendix 1. See also discussion in 1.3.4 on how informants were approached to determine how 
they are identified in this thesis. 
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resource and a potential threat in debates about ‘the migration-development nexus’ 

(Nyberg-Sørensen, Van Hear, & Engberg-Pedersen, 2002), particularly where conflict-

affected diasporas are concerned. Without naïvely dismissing important work in this area, 

this research seeks to broaden the economic and political focus of the diaspora 

transnationalism literature to encompass diasporas’ transnational engagements in 

collective acts of caring (humanitarianism).8  While there is important scholarship on the 

transnationalism of refugee families or households in acts of care and support (cf. Al-

Sharmani, 2010; Horst, 2008b; Johnson & Stoll, 2008; Monsutti, 2004; Soh-Leong, 2009), 

less is known about transnational caring at an associational or community level. This 

research brings together these two threads: looking at transnational acts of caring in its 

collective form in contexts of forced displacement. As Van Hear and Cohen (2017) suggest, 

‘while conflict undermines development by destroying assets and resources and by killing 

and displacing people, displacement itself contributes to the formation of diasporas, which 

can themselves in time constitute a resource – positive or negative – for conflict-ridden 

societies’ (p. 173). It is the possibilities that are created through displacement that are of 

central interest in this study. 

1.2.3 ‘The refugee experience’ and resettlement 

The third field of enquiry with which this research intersects is that of forced migration 

studies concerned with ‘the refugee experience’, and of the experience of resettled 

refugees more particularly. While not everyone engaged in diaspora humanitarianism has 

lived as a refugee, the experience of forced displacement and resettlement undeniably 

coloured the ideas and actions of those involved in the RDOs in this study. Indeed, I 

intentionally sought out RDOs that were formed by people who had arrived in Australia as 

refugee or humanitarian entrants. I wanted to know how having ‘been a refugee’ shaped 

or informed their ideas and actions. I also wanted to understand what being resettled in a 

country like Australia meant, beyond the abstract idea of being granted ‘a durable 

solution’. In fact, the literature on refugee resettlement is primarily either place-based or 

concerned with policy (cf. Bessa, 2009; Labman, 2007); there is relatively little literature 

on refugees’ experiences of transnationalism, mobility or humanitarianism. 

Indeed, most of the literature that focuses on resettled refugees concerns their 

experiences in particular places: of how they ‘settle’ in third countries like Australia (see 

                                                           

8 It may be noted here that politics and caring should not be seen necessarily as distinct categories. 
This will be explored further in Chapter 4 in a discussion on power.  



 18 

Neumann, Gifford, Lems, & Scherr, 2014 for overview of scholarship on refugee settlement 

in Australia); or how they dream of or negotiate resettlement while in places of asylum (cf. 

De Montclos, 2008; Horst, 2006a; Sandvik, 2009). A noticeable gap in the literature is how 

resettled refugees are connected or move between the two. Yet it should be obvious that, 

when a person migrates from one place to another, their connection to the place or the 

people they leave behind does not automatically end. Filling this gap, this research is 

about exploring the experience of resettled refugees through a lens of mobility (Hannam, 

Sheller, & Urry, 2006). Piper, Power and Thom (2013) recognise this when they argue that 

resettlement ‘has the capacity to influence far more lives than simply those of the refugees 

selected for relocation', including through ‘enhancing refugees’ self-reliance and well-

being through the receipt of remittances from resettled relatives and friends’ and 

‘providing opportunities for refugees to gain skills, education and experience in 

resettlement countries that can contribute to rebuilding their home country when the 

situation allows’ (pp. 2-3). It is with these ideas in mind that this research seeks to make a 

contribution.  

By embarking on a study that is both finely-grained, but also multi-sited and mobile, this 

research provides insights into the experience of resettled refugees and their 

transnational engagements. As Collyer (2006) points out, ‘resettlement significantly alters 

the position refugees occupy in their social networks’ (p. 97). This research explores the 

motivations and actions of a group of people whose capacity to help is greatly impacted by 

the knowledge, experiences and social networks that are forged through the resettlement 

journey. Moreover, the implications of being granted the opportunity to live permanently 

and legally in a wealthy country like Australia are significant—it means something, not 

only to those who are resettled and to those who are left behind, but it means something 

to the larger system of international refugee protection.9  Resettlement is a movement that 

‘marks’ people ‘in a way that the ordinary everyday movement people engage in when 

they move around does not’ (Hage, 2005, p. 469). It creates new configurations of 

expectations, capacity, belonging and obligation. Moreover, and echoing Piper et al. 

(2013), ‘resettlement is an issue that deserves to be taken seriously by those charged with 

shaping its policy and those delivering it on the ground. The better it is understood, the 

more effectively it can be used’ (p. 1). 

                                                           

9 What resettlement means for the system of international refugee protection will be explored in 
Chapter 7, but includes strengthening community-based protection and the resources and 
capacities of refugee communities. 
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1.2.4 Anthropology of the good 

Lastly, this research offers a contribution to the emerging ‘anthropology of the good’  

literature. In his seminal article ‘Beyond the suffering subject’, Robbins (2013) argues that 

‘we have learned so much in the last few decades about how human beings can disregard 

and do violence to one another. A fully rounded anthropology of the good will have to 

throw light on other ways of relating’ (p. 458). While Robbins is careful not to suggest that 

anthropology turn away from questions of suffering, he implores researchers to explore 

‘the promise [that] suffering slot [sic] anthropology always at least implicitly makes: that 

there must be better ways to live than the ones it documents’ (ibid.). Ortner (2016) takes 

this further, arguing that scholars should integrate the important work undertaken since 

the 1980s that focuses on power, inequality, and violence (‘dark anthropology’) and work 

that is more positive or ‘hopeful’ (Jansen & Lofving, 2009) in outlook. In this, Ortner calls 

for the anthropology of the good to be ‘the anthropology of critique, resistance and 

activism’ (p. 60). It is this call to understand better ways to live—in all their messiness and 

in a world where there is cause to feel dark—that this study seeks to answer. In the 

context of unprecedented forced movements of people, there is a need for anthropology to 

continue to focus on questions of suffering. But there is also a need to look beyond the 

suffering and at the possibilities grounded in ‘those ways of thinking, feeling, and acting 

that increase the horizons of hope’ (Appadurai, 2013, p. 295). 

The nascent anthropology of humanitarianism—of which this study may be counted—

offers an example of what this anthropology of the good could offer (Minn, 2007). The 

pioneers of this field—Liisa Malkki, Didier Fassin, Miriam Ticktin, Ilana Feldman and Erica 

Bornstein—in providing ethnographic accounts of the ways in which different people try 

to help ‘in the name of humanity’ offer threads of hope. As Ticktin (2014) argues, this ‘new 

anthropological work has pushed back at diagnoses and condemnations of 

humanitarianism, as well as at anthropological sympathies with the humanitarian project. 

Instead, it demonstrates how humanitarianism as a project is morphing, for which we 

need new analytics. Without knowing what, precisely, humanitarianism is and where its 

boundaries lie, a different anthropological approach—focusing on ambiguities, limits, and 

constraints—has taken shape’ (p. 281). It is my intention that this account of refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism offers both the thread of hope that there are possibilities to 

resist, empower and act ‘for good’, and that therein lies a multitude of ambiguities, limits 

and constraints.  
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1.2.5 Research questions 

In contributing to the aforementioned research areas, this study was guided by three key 

research questions:  

1. What do refugee diaspora organisations (RDOs) in Australia do to help displaced 

people overseas?  

2. What is distinct about refugee diaspora humanitarianism? 

3. What role does or can refugee diaspora humanitarianism play in the international 

refugee regime? 

1.3 Methodology 

This project involved multi-sited qualitative and ethnographic research with people 

involved in 26 RDOs that were established in Australia and provided humanitarian 

assistance to displaced people in different parts of the world. As an ethnographic study 

involving grounded qualitative methods, the questions guiding this research evolved 

throughout the 18-month fieldwork period. Although I was clear about who I wished to 

study and why, I did not start out with a firm set of research questions within a clear 

theoretical framework. It was only after spending time talking to people involved in RDOs 

and observing their interactions and activities in different places, that a sense of what this 

research meant and what language and theoretical concepts to draw on, became clearer.  

In the following, I expand on some methodological considerations encountered through 

this research: how I conceptualised the field of refugee diaspora humanitarianism (Section 

1.3.1); my own positionality as a researcher within this field (1.3.2); my approach to 

collecting data (1.3.3); and ethical considerations encountered (1.3.4).  

1.3.1 The field of refugee diaspora humanitarianism 

The ‘field’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) of refugee diaspora humanitarianism that was 

the object of this study could be described as one that is transnational, dispersed, mobile 

and diverse.10  The field is comprised of an unknown number of relatively small groups of 

                                                           

10 I use the term ‘field’ here while aware of the irony of having to use such a sedentarist word to 
describe something that is inherently fluid, unbounded and mobile. However, Pierre Bourdieu’s 
analytical concept ‘field’ does capture the fluidity of the world of diaspora humanitarianism, and so 
I have deployed it despite the static ideas that the word itself evokes.  
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people who live in countries like Australia11 who come together to form organisations that 

have an objective to provide humanitarian assistance to ‘people in need’ in other parts of 

the world. These organisations—which I have termed refugee diaspora organisations 

(RDOs)—are formed by people who self-identify in a diasporic way with ‘a people’ who 

have been forcibly displaced from a homeland. The RDOs in this study did not necessarily 

claim to represent ‘a community’ in the way that we often think about diaspora 

associations or organisations (i.e. they were not seeking to be a representational body for 

a self-identified community), but were in practice embedded within diaspora social 

networks since they draw heavily on the support (both financial and voluntary labour) of 

people who self-identify in a similar (diasporic) way. The people involved in RDOs come 

from a wide variety of socio-economic, cultural, ethnic, gender, age, religious and 

migration experiences.12 

The field of refugee diaspora humanitarianism is geographically non-contiguous and 

mobile. While I spent most of my time immersed in the activities and engaging with 

individuals involved in RDOs located in Melbourne, the membership and leadership of 

these organisations was often dispersed in different cities across Australia or 

internationally, and their work was undertaken in different parts of the world where they 

had connections to a displaced population. To varying degrees, those involved in RDOs 

travelled between these different sites—between cities in Australia to organise and 

mobilise support, back and forth to the humanitarian contexts in which their 

organisations’ activities were focused (which were themselves often changing as people 

moved), and to the places where decisions about (dominant) humanitarian responses are 

made (in Geneva and New York) so that they could advocate on behalf of ‘their people’.  

To give a simplified illustration of this, one of the RDOs profiled in Chapter 3 is the 

Assyrian Aid Society-Australia (AAS-A). During my fieldwork in 2014, an estimated 32,000 

out of the 35,000-strong Iraqi Christian population were forced from their homes in Mosul 

when armed insurgents occupied the city (Otten, 2014). The AAS-A committee—which 

was based mostly in Sydney—immediately mobilised funds from Assyrian-Australians 

living in different parts of the country and worked with the Assyrian Aid Society-Iraq 

(AAS-I) to fund emergency relief efforts. AAS-I itself was forced to relocate its operations 

                                                           

11 Although this study focused on refugee diaspora humanitarianism and RDOs based in Australia, it 
is apparent that similar organisations exist in other resettlement countries (e.g. in North America, 
Europe and New Zealand) 
12 See figure 1.3.3a for details of the demographics of interviewees. 
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during this time, moving along with those fleeing Mosul and setting up mobile distribution 

points for material aid in different parts of Northern Iraq. Two of the committee members 

of AAS-A travelled from Sydney to New York during this period to advocate at a UN 

meeting on indigenous rights, speaking as representatives of AAS-Iraq. 

In describing the field of refugee diaspora humanitarianism in this way, my research was 

unavoidably multi-sited. Here, I draw on Marcus’ (1995) description of multi-sited 

research ‘designed around chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or juxtapositions of 

locations in which the ethnographer establishes some form of literal, physical presence, 

with an explicit, posited logic of association or connection among sites that in fact defines 

the argument of the ethnography’ (p. 105). In arguing that the transnational engagements 

of RDOs have implications for refugee communities and the international refugee regime, 

it was necessary to follow these organisations to where their effects were felt—from the 

spaces where RDOs in Australia organise and mobilise support, to the humanitarian 

contexts in which they work, to the places where international humanitarian responses 

are governed, and all the travel in between. My research design was to ‘follow the people’ 

(Marcus, 1995), or, perhaps more accurately, to follow the organisations.  

While I considered the main actors in my field were organisations (RDOs), I do not wish to 

convey that this was an organisational ethnography per se. To start with, 26 different 

RDOs make an appearance in this research, and it was neither my objective nor a 

possibility to provide a detailed portrait of each of these in the way of other organisational 

ethnographies (Schwartzman, 1992). Although I originally conceived of this research as 

focusing on one or two case study RDOs, it became clear as my fieldwork progressed that 

such a design was not feasible. This was because of the very loose and informal structure 

of RDOs. It was hard to see how one would productively spend a year or more ‘deeply 

hanging out’13 with a group of people who may meet face-to-face only a few times a year, 

live in different parts of Australia, and organise sporadically. Instead I decided to pursue 

the approach of talking to people involved in as many RDOs as I could, to see what I could 

learn about different approaches to helping within refugee diaspora communities and 

whether there were common threads. Indeed, in reaching out to representatives of 

                                                           

13 This term is usually attributed to Renato Rosaldo, who made this comment at the “Anthropology 
and ‘the Field’” conference on 18 April 1994. ‘The context was a comparison of ethnography by 
post-exotic anthropologists and cultural studies scholars, a discussion for what, in the absence of 
extended co-residence, guarantees interactive “depth”.’ (Clifford, 1997, p. 219; see also Geertz, 
1998). For an interesting debate about the significance of ‘hanging out’ in studies of forced 
migration, see Rodgers (2004). 
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different RDOs early on, it quickly became apparent that there were commonalities in the 

ways in which these organisations worked. In discovering this, it made sense to design my 

research around a cross-section of RDOs and to be opportunistic in ‘hanging out’ with as 

many people and RDO-related activities as I could. 

The people that I spent time with or interviewed were those who were invested in an RDO 

in some way, either as an organiser, supporter or beneficiary. I saw these organisations 

more as ‘shared ideas’ that had effect than as formal entities that could be discerned 

through their organisational structure, policies, physicality, culture and histories. Unlike 

other ethnographic studies that take an organisation as their object of enquiry (cf. Agier, 

2011; Schwartzman, 1992; Wigley, 2006), RDOs are much harder to grasp. While most in 

this study were incorporated associations in Australia, in practice they were loose in 

structure, small, informal, and almost all had no physical presence. There was no office to 

meet in, and very few written documents (e.g. policies) to refer to when talking with the 

people involved. It is for this reason that I chose to place equal emphasis on seeking 

interviews with people involved in RDOs; to privilege the individual actor worldview as 

much as I did observing and participating in the activities or interactions between 

different members of an RDO. For it seemed that the small number of individuals that 

were motivated to create or sustain an RDO—who invested so much time, resources and 

energy into this pursuit—were fundamentally important to the nature and effect of these 

organisations. 

While the focus of this research was primarily on RDOs, and there was purposeful 

selection bias in this approach (Small 2009), interviews and fieldwork was also conducted 

with dominant humanitarian organisations and humanitarian professionals. This was 

conceived of as an engagement with these actors primarily to gauge their perspective on 

RDOs, rather than as an exposition of their practices and beliefs as a comparative exercise. 

The practices and beliefs of humanitarian actors has been amply dealt with by others and 

this literature is discussed in detail in Chapter 2. At the same time, it was important to 

reference these other humanitarian actors to make a claim that refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism is a distinct transnational practice. As such, I have included a discussion 

of literature on other forms of humanitarianism, and drawn on fieldwork experiences to 

cast these differences into relief. 
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1.3.2 Positionality 

Prior to starting my doctorate, I had worked for refugee advocacy organisations (NGOs) in 

Australia for over ten years14, I had been directly and actively involved in one RDO for five 

years15, and had long-standing links with many other RDOs through my professional, 

volunteer and personal16 networks. I was already embedded in the field, and my 

positionality had implications for how I went about this research. To start with, my 

decision to pursue a PhD was very much informed by a sense of injustice that the RDOs 

that I was frequently coming across in my work and personal life seemed to be invisible or 

count for little to the organisations that were mandated to work ‘for refugees’. To give a 

flavour of this disjuncture I offer the following vignette:  

In 2015 I travelled to Geneva for both my work with the Refugee Council of Australia and 

for fieldwork for this research. My work role was to support Australian NGO and refugee 

community advocates participating in a series of formal meetings with UNHCR and 

international non-governmental organisations (INGOs). This coordination role gave me 

access to, and opportunities to observe, discussions involving both senior representatives 

of humanitarian organisations and refugee diaspora advocates who were among the 

Australian delegation. One meeting I participated in involved senior representatives of 

UNHCR’s Africa Bureau and five delegates from Australian NGOs. One of these delegates 

was a senior manager working for a settlement agency who had herself arrived in 

Australia as a refugee originally from Eritrea. At the meeting, Melika asked UNHCR for an 

update on plans to support young Eritreans accessing education in the notoriously under-

resourced Shegerab refugee camp in eastern Sudan. She was told that, due to issues with 

both the Sudanese authorities and external security threats, NGOs were just not able to do 

much in Shegerab. Melika responded by remarking that an organisation in Melbourne (an 

RDO) had recently raised funds and built three permanent classrooms at a site designated 

as a school in Shegerab. The UNHCR representative dismissed the claim saying: That’s not 

possible; it must be outside the camp. But I knew, as others did, that it was inside the camp. 

I knew because one of the people who travelled to Shegerab to negotiate and oversee the 
                                                           

14 Since 2003, I have been employed in various roles working with refugee and humanitarian 
entrants in Australia at the Refugee Council of Australia (2009-current), Centre for Multicultural 
Youth (2003-2009), South East Local Learning and Employment Network (2003-2004) and with 
refugees in Ghana at The Vision Newspaper in Buduburam refugee camp (2006). 
15 I became an active member of the Eritrean Australian Humanitarian Aid organisation in 2009 and 
have acted as Secretary since 2010. 
16 My partner of more than 10 years came to Australia as an Eritrean refugee from Sudan in 1994, 
and I have strong relationships with many people in the Eritrean-Australian community. 
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construction of this school building was an Eritrean-Australian man from Melbourne who 

I knew very well. I had spoken to him in some detail about this project, both while he was 

in Sudan and after he returned. I had seen videos taken from a car window that showed 

the boundaries of the camp and the road that led to the dusty school site, with its ugly 

cinder-block building, newly cemented, casting a shadow over the parched landscape. I 

knew it was possible for a humanitarian organisation to get things done inside this camp; 

it might just be a different kind of organisation to the one that the representative of 

UNHCR was thinking of. 

The feeling of injustice that led to me embarking on this research project was fuelled by 

wanting to ‘make visible’ the generosity and acts of giving that I had seen time and time 

again in the actions of those involved in RDOs, and to counter the jarring narrative of 

‘refugees as burden’ or ‘refugees as threat’ that dominates public discourses in Australia. I 

started out wanting to be a stronger advocate and ally for RDOs, and hoping that I could do 

this by contributing some rigorous research to support their cause. I lay out my position 

here as an activist with an investment in the field of refugee diaspora humanitarianism 

because I want to acknowledge the effect this had on how I designed this research. But I 

also want to argue that my positionality—my embeddedness and investment in RDOs—

was fundamental to being able to access this multi-sited field, and that I actively strove to 

be self-reflexive; to understand the light I cast on the field and to dampen my desire to see 

the world in a particular way (Fine, 1993, p. 286). 

For researchers undertaking study of a field in which they are deeply immersed, Bourdieu 

reminds us that it is ‘with difficulty’ that ‘genuinely scientific’ research can be undertaken 

because the beliefs of the field (‘what goes without saying’) are shared (Bourdieu, 2010). 

Yet Bourdieu does not diminish the potential of scholarly endeavour for someone 

immersed in the field of study, affirming the value of prior knowledge so long as it is 

subjected to examination and disclosure to self and others. Bourdieu’s own research in the 

field in which he was immersed in Homo Academicus (1988), for example, is illustrative of 

how reflexivity and a relentless pursuit of empirical rigour can result in valuable insights 

into a particular social world. In terms of how one is reflexive in these circumstances, a 

Bourdieuian approach speaks of a ‘painful amputation’ of the enchanted beliefs one holds 

(Bourdieu, 2010, p. 6). For me, I may have been (and am still) invested in the idea that 

refugee diaspora humanitarianism is ‘a good thing’, and it was a somewhat painful process 

to disinvest myself of this belief and to allow myself to be subject to the ‘gravitational 



 26 

forces that pull you into a social field’ (Bourdieu, 1993, cited in Hage, 2005, p. 465) and 

which reveal a much messier reality. 

Being embedded and invested was also significant because it gave me access to a range of 

people, networks and situations in which RDOs were working that I may otherwise have 

struggled to access. Without having spent years developing relationships with people 

involved in RDOs in Australia, I doubt I would have been able to organise the number and 

variety of interviews with RDOs that I did, or have been able to pursue more philosophical 

and challenging discussions with key informants with whom I had stronger connections. 

Without my affiliation with the Refugee Council of Australia, my ability to access 

international discussions on refugee protection—particularly the more intimate ones 

involving senior representatives of humanitarian organisations and refugee diaspora 

advocates—would likewise have been much different. Indeed, Marcus (1995) provides an 

insightful discussion about how access and objectivity for an embedded ethnographer 

undertaking multi-sited research can lead to productive and unique insights. He writes 

that:  

In certain sites, one seems to be working with, and in others one seems to be 

working against, changing sets of subjects. This condition of shifting personal 

positions in relation to one’s subjects and other active discourses in a field that 

overlap with one’s own generates a definite sense of doing more than just 

ethnography, and it is this quality that provides a sense of being an activist for and 

against positioning in even the most self-perceived apolitical fieldworker. (pp. 

113-114)  

This description of having to position oneself differently depending on the site rang true in 

my own fieldwork experience. When talking to or observing people involved in RDOs in 

Australia, with humanitarian professionals in Geneva, or with people that RDOs were 

trying to help in Indonesia and Thailand, I was acutely aware of my own positioning on the 

question of refugee diaspora humanitarianism. My position shifted as I sought to 

understand and connect to people in different sites. In Thailand when I met with refugees 

who were being helped by an RDO, for example, I was confronted by the views that were 

expressed that RDOs were ‘not doing enough’. I was forced to re-evaluate my own belief in 

and position as an advocate for refugee diaspora humanitarianism, and to see my own 

position as ultimately mutable. This, I hope, led to a richer and deeper exploration of the 
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complexities underlying RDOs acts of helping, and which I hope I do justice to in the 

chapters that follow. 

1.3.3 Data collection  

Data analysed for this research was collected both through semi-structured interviews 

and ethnographic fieldwork. As described earlier, it was hard to see how sufficient time 

and opportunities for ‘deep hanging out’ could be found in the field of refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism. RDOs are volunteer-run, often loosely-formed and geographically 

dispersed, and meet infrequently.17  Immersion in this loosely woven and dispersed 

‘transnational social space’ (Sökefeld, 2006) presented a significant challenge. The 

requirements of my PhD candidature limited the time available for fieldwork and the 

resources to travel. Although I took opportunities as they arose to participate in RDO 

activities, they were not frequent enough or with the same groups of people to warrant 

the claim that I became ‘part of the crowd’. At the same time, perhaps the more fleeting 

and transient nature of my exchanges with members of RDOs reflects the fragmentary 

nature of social worlds today, and particularly those of refugee diaspora communities 

whose social connections are not maintained only in a bounded space, but also in mobile, 

virtual and dispersed ways. In this sense, my ‘hanging out’ on Facebook, in chance and 

passing encounters, as well as in formal RDO gatherings, was what was needed to 

undertake this research (see Clifford, 1997). Furthermore, I had determined to interview a 

range of representatives from RDOs at the outset of my fieldwork to identify potential 

RDOs as case studies for participant observation. The wealth of information gathered from 

these initial interviews—and the willingness of those I approached to speak at length and 

depth about their perspectives on helping—meant that interview transcripts became a 

key source of data. 

It should also be noted that the sporadic and dynamic nature of the field of refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism meant that not all RDOs that feature in this thesis are given 

equal attention in the discussion of findings. While at a minimum I interviewed 

representatives from all 26 RDOs, some I spent considerably more time with and 

participated in events and activities (i.e. conducted participant observation). Other RDOs 

featured in the following were no longer operating, and thus interviews were with people 

recounting the practices and activities of an RDOs at a point of time in the past. The data 

                                                           

17 The implications of the informal and infrequent activities of RDOs are discussed in Chapter 5—
Section 5.1.1 (Voluntary failures) and Section 5.2.4 (The value of ‘small things’). 
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presented in this thesis, therefore, analyses both observed actions, interviews with people 

currently engaged in RDOs, as well as interviews with people reflecting on their past 

engagement in refugee diaspora humanitarianism. 

Interviews 

Interviewees were identified by contacting RDOs in Australia with two main 

characteristics: (1) organisations or groups that were formed and led by people who 

identify as being from the same community as the population targeted by their 

interventions; and (2) organisations or groups involved in helping in a refugee situation 

overseas. Potential RDOs were identified through a broad and diverse range of pre-

existing contacts within diaspora communities that were connected to a displaced 

population.18  For example, I contacted an Iraqi community worker in Melbourne who I 

knew well and asked if he could put me in touch with any Iraqi groups that were helping 

Iraqis overseas. Other RDOs were identified through snowball sampling; asking 

interviewees to identify other people or organisations that may be interested in this 

research and to facilitate introductions. 

Twenty-four people involved in RDOs participated in semi-structured interviews (22 face-

to-face, 2 by telephone) and five individuals from one RDO participated in a focus group 

discussion (n=29). Interviews were conducted with participants face-to-face in Sydney 

and Melbourne, and by phone in Adelaide and Albury-Wodonga. Interview locations were 

chosen by interviewees, and included cafes, restaurants, interviewees’ workplaces or 

homes, community centres, or at the Refugee Council of Australia offices in Sydney and 

Melbourne. All interviewees were asked to nominate their preferred language and an offer 

of professional interpretation was made. All interviewees chose to be interviewed in 

English. Basic demographic information of RDO interviewees is included in Figure 1.3.3a.  

In addition to these interviews with primary informants, 14 semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with people working with, but not representing, RDOs, and with 

representatives of other (dominant) humanitarian organisations. This included 

representatives from: Amnesty International Australia, Australian Lutheran World 

Service, Brotherhood of St Laurence (Refugee Action Program), Danish Refugee Council, 

Diaspora Action Australia, Humanitarian Development Consortium (South Sudan), NSW 

                                                           

18 More detail about the characteristics of these 26 organisations can be found in Chapter 3. 
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Country of birth 

Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS), 

Refugee Council of Australia, Refugees International, and UNHCR. Interviews were audio 

recorded19, transcribed in full and transcripts analysed manually through identification 

and coding by theme.  

Figure 1.3.3a  Profile of interviewees from RDOs 

Myanmar 5  Ethiopia 3  Kenya 2  Iran 1  Lebanon 1 

Afghanistan 3  Iraq  3  Pakistan 2  Jordan 1  Somalia 1 

Eritrea 3  Australia 2  Bhutan 1  Kuwait 1    
 

 

While acknowledging the limitations of privileging ‘discursive realities’ in drawing on 

information collected through interviews, the narratives that emerged through interviews 

and participant observation combined in a way that offered valuable insights into both 

actions and beliefs within the field of refugee diaspora humanitarianism (see Wogan, 

2004). Indeed, just as there are biases and limitations to ethnographic fieldwork and the 

capacities of an ethnographer to understand a social world through participant 

observation (Fine, 1993), it is also true that not all interviewers are equally adept in the 

craft of interviewing to minimise the biases of self-representation and to draw out the 

richness of a subject’s ‘telling’ of their experience or beliefs. Bourdieu describes well the 

rigor needed in the craft of interviewing, calling for researchers to develop a craft that 

incorporates an ‘attentiveness to others’ and ‘an openness towards them rarely met with 

                                                           

19 Only one interviewee nominated not to have their interview recorded and notes were taken 
instead. 
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in everyday life’ (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 23). Bourdieu argues for a ‘reflexive reflexivity’, to 

control for distortions inherent in the differing subjectivities and positionalities of the 

interviewer and interviewee (Bourdieu, 2003, p. 282). 

This approach to attentiveness and reflexive reflexivity resonated in understanding my 

own multiple positions in the field of refugee diaspora humanitarianism that could be 

perceived or revealed in an interview to distort or control for distortion. Reading through 

my transcripts, it is also clear that subjects (including the interviewer) have different 

cards to play (for me: researcher, mother, refugee advocate, white, female, Australian, 

migrant, young, old, humanitarian, policy expert), and knowing how, whether and when to 

play these different cards presents an opportunity to narrow the social distance and strive 

for ‘non-violent communication’ (Bourdieu, 1996). Being reflexive and well informed 

about the field under study and the positions within this field, as Bourdieu suggests, are 

ways of understanding and minimising distortion, and thereby interpreting the point of 

view of subjects to the greatest effect. Having been involved in interviewing refugee and 

humanitarian entrants in Australia for over a decade, my ‘feel for’ the distortions—both 

my own and those I was interviewing—was something that created space for some long 

and, at times, deeply moving exchanges. As such, direct quotes from interviews are used 

extensively throughout this thesis to illustrate arguments using the words (subjectivities) 

of interviewees. 

Participant observation 

Data was gathered through ethnographic fieldwork over an 18-month period (2015-16) 

and involved participant observation with RDOs and actors they engaged with 

(representatives of other humanitarian organisations, RDO supporters and beneficiaries). 

Fieldwork was conducted in: Melbourne, Australia; Geneva, Switzerland; Mae Hong Son, 

Thailand; Jakarta, Indonesia; in transit between Melbourne and Jakarta; and online (Horst, 

2006b). It involved participating in and/or observing the day-to-day operations and 

activities of different RDOs including: fundraising events, planning meetings, community 

awareness-raising activities, online discussion forums and social media groups (i.e. 

Facebook groups) and annual general meetings.  

When the opportunity arose, fieldwork extended to travelling with five members of one 

RDO to Jakarta, Indonesia, to join their efforts over six days in trying to help a group of 

asylum seekers from their community (Oromos from Ethiopia). In 2016, another 
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opportunity came up to travel to the Thai-Burma border to visit a site where a Karenni 

RDO had been actively engaged (Ban Noi Soi refugee camp). While I did not travel with 

members of the RDO on this occasion, the RDO facilitated my visit through its connections 

with local community-based organisations (CBOs) based in Mae Hong Son, a village just 

outside Ban Noi Soi camp, and I met with representatives from a range of different CBOs 

there and observed their activities over two days. Finally, fieldwork was undertaken in 

Geneva at and around the annual UNHCR NGO Consultations in July 2015, where more 

than 500 delegates from over 200 NGOs and 91 countries working in international refugee 

protection were in attendance. As discussed earlier, this fieldwork was enabled by my role 

as both a doctoral researcher and as an employee of the Refugee Council of Australia. 

Participation in the Australian NGO delegation to Geneva allowed me to observe the 

interaction of refugee diaspora advocates (from Assyrian, South Sudanese, Hazara, 

Eritrean and Bhutanese communities) with other humanitarian actors and to engage in 

formal and informal discussions. Extensive fieldwork notes were taken throughout and 

were used in analysis.  

Figure 1.3.3b Fieldwork sites 

 

Although I have already pointed to the challenges of undertaking participation in the field 

of refugee diaspora humanitarianism, I still considered it important to try to view the 

world of RDOs using an anthropological approach—that is, ‘from the ground level’ (Ortner, 

1984, p. 143). As Fassin (2010b) writes of the importance of ethnography in deepening 
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our understanding of humanitarianism: ‘ethnography provides insights into the 

convictions and doubts of the actors, their blind spots and their lucidity, their prejudices 

and their reflexivity: we owe our informants the respect of restoring these dialectical 

tensions. This has long been missing from the essays on humanitarianism and pamphlets 

about moralism whose monolithic theses recognized neither the complexity of the issues 

nor the intelligence of the actors’ (p. 13). And while interviews gave me a window into 

how the key actors involved in RDOs understood (or wished to represent) their own 

actions, it was the ‘friction’ (Tsing, 2005) that I observed while travelling with RDO 

members or participating in their activities, that added a different dimension to these 

actors’ words. It was in listening to the way people framed their actions when addressing 

different audiences, or in observing body language when different people interacted, that 

reaped much deeper insights into the ‘always incomplete and sometimes discomforting 

picture’ (Bornstein & Redfield, 2010, p. 253) of refugee diaspora humanitarianism than 

would have been attained through interviews alone.20 As Bornstein and Redfield rightly 

suggest, ‘(b)oth devils and angels, as it were, reside in the details’ (ibid).  

1.3.4 Ethical considerations 

Before moving on to the structure of my thesis, I wish to highlight some ethical 

considerations encountered through this research process. Firstly, I want to acknowledge 

that my presence in this field as someone embedded and working as an advocate for an 

NGO working extensively with refugee diaspora communities in Australia went beyond 

that of a researcher and entered the realm of activist-researcher (Graeber, 2001; Hale, 

2006). I was not only observing, documenting and analysing what was going on, I also 

transformed the field in subtle but noticeable ways. For example, in Geneva I did not 

simply sit back and observe the interactions between refugee diaspora advocates and 

other humanitarian actors, I prompted discussions and drafted questions about the role of 

refugee diasporas in humanitarian responses that were asked in formal meetings and 

public plenaries. I also discussed my research with the people who I travelled to Geneva 

with, leading them to ask questions about the role of RDOs in responses to forced 

displacement that they may not have otherwise asked. This active agenda-setting had an 

                                                           

20 For an interesting discussion about the importance of ‘hanging out’ with forced migrants as a 
methodological approach, see Rodgers (2004), who argues that, despite suggestions to the contrary 
(Jacobsen and Landau, 2003) ‘small-scale qualitative research involving interpersonal ‘hanging out’ 
with forced migrants is relevant, important and ethically desirable’ (p.  48). 

. 
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effect. At the end of the final day of the UNHCR NGO Consultations in 2015, for example, 

the UNHCR Assistant High Commissioner for Protection, Volker Türk, spoke at the closing 

plenary about the need for UNHCR to consider diaspora engagement in international 

protection as a theme that had emerged through discussions. In Indonesia, I did not simply 

‘go along’ with the members of the RDO to observe their actions and interactions. I used 

my professional networks to facilitate meetings between the Australian-Oromo RDO, the 

newly-formed Indonesian-Oromo association, and a range of other humanitarian actors, 

including UNHCR. Had I not been travelling with members of this RDO, it is unlikely they 

would have organised in the same way or had the same impact, and the discussions that I 

had with the people I travelled to Indonesia with after the fact suggested that this was 

their understanding as well. 

Although the myth of ‘the Unobtrusive Ethnographer’ has been well dissected some time 

ago (see Fine, 1993, pp. 280–281), there is still a lingering feeling that ‘too great an 

involvement in a social scene can transform an ethnography into a field experiment’ (ibid, 

p. 281) and that some limits should be put on the extent of participation. How much I was 

influencing the actions of RDOs was a dilemma that I grappled with at several points. In 

the end, I decided that it was not possible to engage with RDOs with my situated 

knowledge, networks and positionality, without considering myself an actor in the same 

field. Indeed, at one point I asked a fellow PhD student to interview me using the semi-

structured interview questions I had drafted for interviews with humanitarian 

professionals. Although I am not sure this was a particularly fruitful exercise, it did 

provide me an opportunity to openly voice my own beliefs and experiences in working 

with RDOs over many years, and explicitly attempt to take off my researcher hat.  

As an activist-researcher, I was highly cognisant of how to ensure I did not extract 

knowledge without benefits for my participants. Importantly, I wanted to ensure that this 

knowledge was shared, or owned, by those who I was writing about. To do this, I provided 

all informants with extracts of my draft thesis where their words or experiences were 

referenced, as well as my accompanying analysis or interpretation of what this meant, and 

provided them the option of being explicitly identified as the author of their words/ideas, 

and to challenge or critique my interpretation. Interestingly, this approach mitigated some 

of the ethical concerns I had about how to ensure participants’ anonymity in the context of 

such a small field. As it turns out, only two of the 29 people from RDOs that I interviewed 

expressed a wish to remain completely anonymous, while others were happy to be 
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identified in a range of different ways. These are reflected in the appendices where I 

provide a key to interviewees and the RDOs they represent, providing a pseudonym and 

de-identifying those who wished to remain anonymous, and identifying the others.  

1.4 Thesis structure 

This thesis is structured into seven substantive chapters that each contribute to my 

overarching argument that RDOs are distinct transnational actors that contribute to 

humanitarian responses in situations of forced displacement and whose motivations and 

modalities reflect the histories, positionality, capacities and relationships between 

resettled refugees in Australia and displaced people in other parts of the world. These 

chapters build an argument that refugee resettlement is a structuring experience that 

leads to refugee diasporas in Australia predictably forming voluntary organisations to 

help ‘their people’ overseas. Furthermore, refugee diaspora humanitarianism needs to be 

understood in its own terms, as a grassroots form of collective or associational helping 

within broader tapestries of care, and in the context of the considerable short-comings of 

institutional responses to forced displacement. 

Chapter 2, Humanitarianism and the international refugee regime, sets the scene in which 

this research is situated and discusses key theoretical concepts. Debates in literature on 

humanitarianism as both ethos and practice are introduced; the concept, history and 

effects of the international refugee regime as a dominant structure governing responses to 

forced displacement are discussed; and the intersections between humanitarianism and 

the international refugee regime are explored. This chapter concludes that there are 

significant challenges and failings of both the international refugee regime and 

humanitarian order to ensure those forcibly displaced can live in safety and dignity, and 

that there is a need to look beyond dominant and systemic responses to people considered 

‘out of place’ .  

Chapter 3, Refugee diasporas and an ecology of refugee diaspora humanitarianism, presents 

the broad-brush strokes of an ecology of refugee diaspora humanitarianism. In this 

chapter, a definition is given for who is designated by the term ‘refugee diaspora 

organisation’, particularly in the Australian context. A discussion of what RDOs do is 

presented through a snapshot of the characteristics of the 26 RDOs participating in this 

study as well as five RDO case studies. This chapter establishes the diversity within the 
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field of refugee diaspora humanitarianism, both in terms of actors, actions and the 

contexts in which RDOs are engaged. 

Chapter 4, Morality, motivations and refugee diaspora humanitarianism, moves from the 

discussion in Chapter 3 that shows diversity among RDOs, to explore commonalities and 

parallels in what motivates people from different backgrounds to get involved in these 

types of voluntary organisations. In doing so, this chapter seeks to answer the question of 

why people involved in RDOs choose to organise and act in this way: what are the forces 

that compel diaspora humanitarians? In answering this, this chapter describes the 

recurring ‘narratives of suffering’ that refugee diaspora humanitarians draw on to convey 

who they are helping and why they need help, as well as recurring themes in how refugee 

diaspora humanitarians spoke about the moral forces, affect and power that compel them 

to act. This chapter concludes that the motivations and moralities of those involved in 

RDOs reflect the distinct histories and positionalities of refugee diasporas in Australia, and 

the structuring experience of third country resettlement.  

Chapters 5 and 6 both concern the modalities of refugee diaspora humanitarianism. While 

the participating RDOs in this study were involved in a wide range of activities, there were 

cross-cutting themes that spoke of the distinct ways in which refugee diasporas in 

Australia go about helping. Modalities: governance and economies (Chapter 5), focuses on 

questions of governance, accountability and economies; on what organisational forms are 

most common, how these organisations are governed, and what resources they draw on to 

help. As such, this chapter looks more closely at how RDOs come together and work within 

the Australian context. Chapter 6, Modalities: mobility, (in)visibility, knowledge and 

networks, looks further at the transnational ways in which diaspora humanitarians move, 

organise and act. This chapter explores how those involved in RDOs physically and 

virtually move; how they are ‘seen’ or ‘not seen’ depending on context; what they ‘know’ 

and ‘don’t know’ about how to help; and, how they utilise social networks to get things 

done. Taken together, Chapters 5 and 6 maintain that RDOs formed in Australia have 

distinct capacities to engage in transnational acts of helping and that the ability of refugee 

diasporas in Australia to organise, mobilise resources, move in different ways, use their 

(in)visibility to effect, draw on different forms of knowledge and trust-based social 

networks, all shape what RDOs do to help in situations of forced displacement. 

Chapter 7, Implications and possibilities of refugee diaspora humanitarianism, explores the 

third research question: what role does or can refugee diaspora humanitarianism play in 
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the international refugee regime? In answering this, the intersections between 

humanitarianism and the international refugee regime are revisited in order to imagine 

how RDOs fit within or challenge theoretical understandings and practices in refugee 

protection and humanitarianism. This chapter argues that RDOs have the potential to 

strengthen refugee protection if displaced populations are considered part of 

transnational community support networks. Second, RDOs may diversify and strengthen 

humanitarian practices and ideas, provided space is given to them as distinct and 

complementary actors. And, finally, there is potential for RDOs to challenge the 

disempowering tropes in public discourse of refugees as victims or threat, and to 

recognise and enable the unique contributions and possibilities of refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism that are created through refugee resettlement. 

Finally, Chapter 8, Reflections, discusses of the overall findings of this study as they relate 

to the three research questions and expands on their broader significance. In this, I 

suggest that the RDOs in this study are evidence of a potentially broader movement of 

grassroots actors—which includes those forcibly displaced—organising and acting to 

support one another, despite or because of the failings of global governance systems set 

up to respond to people ‘out of place’. I also argue that refugee diaspora humanitarianism 

should be considered as part of tapestries of care, with a diversity of care practices 

significant in and of itself.  
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CHAPTER 2 

HUMANITARIANISM AND THE INTERNATIONAL REFUGEE 

REGIME 

A central premise of this research is that the organisations formed by refugee diasporas in 

Australia to help forcibly displaced people overseas are humanitarian organisations. To 

make this argument, it is necessary to establish some key concepts and the theoretical 

orientation that underlies this premise. Namely, how does one define ‘humanitarianism’, 

what constitutes a humanitarian organisation or actor, and how does humanitarianism 

intersect with ‘refugees’ as a sub-group of ‘suffering strangers’? This chapter begins by 

introducing key debates about humanitarianism, clarifying this study’s deployment of the 

concept (Section 2.1). Section 2.2 then outlines theoretical and conceptual understandings 

of the humanitarian contexts in which this research is situated: those involving forcibly 

displaced people under the mandate of the international refugee regime. Section 2.3 finally 

looks at the intersections between humanitarianism and refugees.  

2.1 Humanitarianism or humanitarianisms? 

Ticktin (2014) suggests that humanitarianism is, among other things ‘an ethos, a cluster of 

sentiments, a set of laws, a moral imperative to intervene, and a form of government’ (p. 

274). That this concept has been deployed in such disparate ways means that two people 

writing about humanitarianism can, in effect, be writing about very different things. One 

way of clarifying these different ideas is to start with the broadest sense in which the 

concept has been used—humanitarianism as an ethos or, to use a lay definition, ‘an active 

belief in the value of human life’ (Wikipedia, n.d.)—and then to focus more narrowly on 

the concept of humanitarianism as practice. I refer to these two overlapping branches 

within humanitarianism studies before clarifying my own interpretation. 

2.1.1 Humanitarianism as an ethos 

In its broadest sense, humanitarianism has been taken to mean an ethos or ‘cluster of 

sentiments’ that places value on human beings and compels action. Scholars who take this 

wider view of humanitarianism see the centrality of questions of morality in 

distinguishing humanitarians from other types of actors (cf Fassin, 2010b; Feldman & 
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Ticktin, 2010; Pacitto & Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2013; Ticktin, 2014; Wilson & Brown, 2009). 

Moreover, humanitarian morality involves the idea of a ‘common humanity’; of all humans 

being fundamentally equal and all lives to be valued. Humanitarian morality has been 

historically linked to the rise of human rights discourse and liberal altruism in Europe and 

America (cf Laqueur, 2009) and is said to differentiate humanitarian acts from other acts 

of caring, such as the actions of states towards its citizens, or socially and culturally 

circumscribed acts of caring for family or friends. Humanitarians care for people in need 

because they are human and they recognise their suffering, not because it is their 

responsibility or duty to care. Although boundaries of responsibility are malleable, 

humanitarianism has come to mean crossing boundaries—of ‘going beyond the call of 

duty’ (Barnett, 2011, p. 19). 

To explain this distinction by way of some hypotheticals, the Australian government may 

respond to a bushfire by funding emergency services, providing temporary food and 

shelter and supporting the rehabilitation and recovery of local communities, but these 

actions are not usually framed as humanitarian. In the context of Australia as a social 

welfare state, there is an expectation that the government has the capacity and will 

respond to assist its citizens in the case of a natural disaster. However, should the fire have 

taken place in the Solomon Islands—in another sovereign state where the government 

may have fewer resources or capacity to respond to those affected by a disaster—and the 

Australian government were to send the same emergency responders, provide food and 

shelter and offer to assist in the rehabilitation and recovery of local communities, then this 

would likely be framed as a humanitarian act. This is because the Australian government 

has no clear obligation to help the people of the Solomon Islands, but may evoke a moral 

imperative to act. Another example may be to consider whether an individual sending 

money to help a relative or friend who is in need—perhaps they were caught up in the 

hypothetical fire in the Solomon Islands and suffered severe burns—should be considered 

a humanitarian act. Again, while there may be a moral imperative to help, it has been 

argued that obligations to family or friends differ to the moral sentiments that underlie 

obligations to a ‘common humanity’ (see Bornstein, 2012, pp. 8–9). Hence, the idea of 

humanitarians transcending boundaries and ‘saving strangers’ (Wheeler, 2000). 

Taken with this definition in mind—of humanitarianism necessarily involving a moral 

imperative to come to the aid of a fellow human and the idea of there being a ‘common 

humanity’—there are many potential actors, actions and contexts that could be described 
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as humanitarian. We can see this in the loose way in which the humanitarian label is used 

to describe a range of actors and situations. For example, a humanitarian act could be one 

that takes place on a micro level—an act of compassion by one individual towards a 

stranger in need—or on a much grander scale—as in the case above of a government 

responding to a disaster in another country. There are some excellent monographs that 

illustrate this more expansive definition of humanitarianism. Fassin’s Humanitarian 

Reason: A Moral History of the Present (2010b) includes a wide range of humanitarian 

actors and contexts. The ‘objects’ of humanitarianism Fassin describes are ‘the victims of 

poverty, homelessness, unemployment, and exile, as well as of disasters, famines, 

epidemics and wars—in short, every situation characterised by precariousness’ (p. x). 

Feldman and Ticktin’s In the Name of Humanity (2010) similarly bring together a wide 

array of contexts and actors that are tied together by their common evocation of 

‘humanity’ as a force of ‘threat and care’. 

What is important to note is that to be considered a humanitarian actor does not require 

being motivated only by a moral imperative—clearly, we could identify other motivations 

behind why humanitarian actors respond in the ways that they do—but that moral 

sentiments are centrally espoused and entangled in the actions that follow. This is well 

articulated by Fassin (2010b) who develops the idea of ‘humanitarian reason’ as ‘a 

consensual force’ that is ‘morally driven’ and ‘politically ambiguous’ (p. xii). He writes: 

In contemporary societies, where inequalities have reached an unprecedented 

level, humanitarianism elicits the fantasy of a global moral community that may 

still be viable and the expectation that solidarity may have redeeming powers. 

This secular imaginary of communion and redemption implies a sudden 

awareness of the fundamentally unequal human condition and an ethical 

necessity to not remain passive about it in the name of solidarity—however 

ephemeral this awareness is, and whatever limited impact this necessity has. 

(ibid.) 

Fassin is particularly interested in the way in which humanitarian reason ‘serves both to 

define and to justify discourses and practices of the government of human beings’ (p. 2). 

For Fassin, humanitarianism involves paradoxes of emancipation (alleviating suffering) 

and domination (control over the people one is ‘saving’). What follows from this 

understanding is a collection of ethnographic accounts of how humanitarian reason 

animates disparate actors and actions that leads to dominant forms of humanitarian 
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government that Fassin is ultimately critical of. At the heart of Fassin’s critique of the 

organising force of humanitarian reason and its resulting governments is that 

humanitarianism does not address the causes of human suffering. He suggests that 

humanitarianism may be more about those who benefit from global injustices and 

inequalities feeling better about themselves than redressing these injustices and 

inequalities. He sees humanitarianism as complicit with the globalising forces of neoliberal 

capitalism and the interests of powerful nation-states that both benefit unequally from 

this system and who are dominant in their engagement with humanitarianism. Finally, 

Fassin draws on the work of Giorgio Agamben (2005) to argue that humanitarian reason 

pays more attention to biological life, or ‘bare life’ (zoē), than biographical life (bios), ‘the 

life through which they could, independently, give a meaning to their own existence’ 

(Fassin, 2010b, p. 254).21 

Fassin writes about the paradoxes of humanitarianism with a sympathetic view. He argues 

that ethnography can provide insights into ‘the convictions and doubts of [humanitarian] 

actors, their blind spots and their lucidity, their prejudices and their reflexivity’ (p. 13). So, 

rather than a scathing critique of global structures of inequality—or perhaps as well as—

Fassin offers a finely-textured exploration of the tensions of which humanitarian actors 

are at times acutely and painfully aware. Fassin bridges the distinctions that are 

sometimes made within humanitarianism studies between humanitarian morals (the 

principles on which actions are based or justified) and humanitarian politics (the 

implementation of actions). That is, he is interested in both the actors (what motivates or 

sustains them), their actions (what their moral worlds lead them to do) and, ultimately, 

their effects (humanitarian government).  

2.1.2 Humanitarianism as practice and the ‘international humanitarian order’ 

A branch of humanitarianism studies that is situated within these broader discussions of 

humanitarianism-as-ethos is that which focuses on dominant humanitarian practices, or 

humanitarian government (cf Agier, 2010; Barnett, 2005, 2011; Barnett & Weiss, 2011; 

Fassin, 2010b; Guilhot, 2012; Reid-Henry, 2014; Salehyan, 2005; Sezgin, 2015). In this 

literature, definitions of humanitarianism tend to draw on iterations of what the ‘high 

                                                           

21  There have also been counter-critiques by scholars who suggest that the ‘objects’ of 
humanitarianism are not passive bodies (‘bare life’), and that the ‘political’ is always present in 
humanitarian contexts, as evidenced by practices such as squatting in refugee camps, claims-
making and the ways in which refugees turn ‘exceptional’ spaces into ‘homes’ (cf Agier, 2011; Brun 
& Fábos, 2015; Rygiel, 2011, 2012; Sanyal, 2011).  
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priests of humanitarianism’—the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)—

define as humanitarian action: ‘that involving both assistance and protection in times of 

man-made and natural disasters and governed by the aspirational four core humanitarian 

principles developed by the ICRC in 1986 and subsequently adopted by conventional 

actors: humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence’ (DEMAC, 2016b, p. 10; GHA, 

2014).22  There is an articulation of context and temporality to this understanding of 

humanitarianism—that humanitarian interventions are what is done to protect people 

and to re-establish the sovereignty of the nation-state in the aftermath of disasters, until 

such time as the state becomes the source of protection for people within its territory.23 

Barnett’s (2011) Empire of Humanity is particularly insightful as a history of the evolution 

of this dominant form of humanitarian government. Barnett contends that, since the First 

World War the organisation of humanitarian action has ‘largely followed the tremendous 

internationalization, institutionalization, and rationalization of global affairs. Today there 

exists an ‘international humanitarian order’’ (p. 21). This humanitarian order is described 

by Agier (2010) as a ‘globalised apparatus’ and a form of ‘moving sovereignty’ (p. 32). 

The globalised apparatus of the international humanitarian order consists of a surprising 

few, and very large, organisational actors. To know who these are, one need only look to 

the structures within the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the 

part of the United Nations secretariat responsible for ‘bringing together humanitarian 

actors to ensure a coherent response to emergencies’.24  While the OCHA mandate is 

broadly to ‘coordinate effective and principled humanitarian action in partnership with 

national and international actors’—and therefore works with a range of different actors—

there are a group of lead agencies that OCHA works closely with and who are mostly 

affiliated with the UN system. Nine organisations have been designated lead agencies in 

the OCHA emergency cluster response system, with other humanitarian INGOs and NGOs 

working in partnership with these lead agencies. These are: Food and Agriculture 
                                                           

22 Good Humanitarian Donorship definition is “aid and action designed to save lives, alleviate 
suffering and maintain and protect human dignity during and in the aftermath of man-made crises 
and natural disasters, as well as prevent and strengthen preparedness of such situations” (Good 
Humanitarian Donorship, n.d.). 
23 Note, there have also been critiques of where the temporal boundaries of humanitarian 
interventions should lie, with Barnett (2011) arguing that as humanitarian actors have broadened 
their scope to addressing root causes of suffering, their interventions have extended well after the 
advent of an emergency and into multi-sectoral responses, as well as intervening to prevent 
emergencies. The boundaries between humanitarian intervention and development have become 
increasingly blurred (see also Frerks, 2004; Hilhorst & van Leeuwen, 2004). 
24 http://www.unocha.org/about-us/who-we-are; See Agier (2010, p. 34) for a useful discussion on 
the apparatus of humanitarian government. 

http://www.unocha.org/about-us/who-we-are
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Organization (FAO), International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

(IFRC), International Organization for Migration (IOM), Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Save the Children, United Nations Children’s Fund 

(UNICEF), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), World Food Program (WFP), 

and World Health Organisation (WHO).25  

The reference to this system as an international humanitarian order implies both a 

hierarchy and a structure of interrelationships (cf Barnett & Weiss, 2011; Development 

Initiatives, 2016; Redfield & Bornstein, 2010, pp. 18–19). Indeed, hierarchy is apparent by 

looking at global humanitarian funding which clearly shows who receives the lion’s share. 

The Global Humanitarian Assistance 2016 Report, for instance, recorded that in 2014, USD 

25.1 billion was given to humanitarian relief by government (USD 19.6 billion) and private 

(USD 5.5 billion) donors. Of this, 51.8 percent (USD 13 billion) went to multilateral 

organisations (i.e. UN agencies), 31.5 percent (USD 7.9 billion) went to NGOs, 8.0 percent 

(USD 2 billion) went to Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, and 6.0 percent (USD 1.5 

billion) went directly to public sector responses (Development Initiatives, 2016, p. 4). Of 

humanitarian funding that was granted to NGOs, 76.6% went to the ICRC and INGOs26 

compared to 1.9% to national NGOs and 0.2% to local NGOs (ibid. p. 71).  

Understanding humanitarianism as tied to this order tends to privilege humanitarian 

actors and actions referred to in international humanitarian law. International 

humanitarian law (IHL) is ‘a set of rules which seek, for humanitarian reasons, to limit the 

effects of armed conflict. It protects persons who are not or are no longer participating in 

the hostilities and restricts the means and methods of warfare’ (ICRC, 2004, p. 1). IHL sets 

out clearly recognisable symbols which can be used ‘to identify protected people, places 

and objects’, most notably the red cross and red crescent symbols (ibid. p. 2). IHL thus sets 

out identifiable humanitarian actors, the scope of their actions (i.e. ‘protection’) and the 

principles to which they must adhere. However, as Barnett and Weiss (2011) usefully 

point out, what is at stake in defining humanitarianism more narrowly in this way and 

with specific actors in mind is more than simply establishing who is admitted as ‘a 

member of the club’: 

                                                           

25 See: http://www.unocha.org/what-we-do/coordination-tools/cluster-coordination 
26 The largest and most prominent INGOs involved in humanitarian relief include: Save the 
Children, Médecins Sans Frontières, World Vision, CARE, Oxfam, Catholic Relief Services, 
International Rescue Committee, Médecins du Monde, Action Contre La Faim, International Medical 
Corps, Islamic Relief Worldwide and Lutheran World Relief, all of which have their origins in 
Europe or North America (Redfield & Bornstein, 2010, p. 19). 
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Humanitarianism concerns saving lives at risk... Aid workers often undergo 

considerable hardship and run considerable risks to help those in need. 

Sometimes their only protection in war zones is the respect that they are 

conferred by combatants because of the presumption that they are only there to 

keep people alive. The goals, principles, and relationships to politics are not 

merely rhetorical flourishes to be buried in documents in filing cabinets or to 

display on brochures and websites. Rather, such expressions of identity govern 

the means and ends of humanitarian action as well as shape the most effective 

ways to establish lifelines to vulnerable populations. (p. 17) 

For these authors, then, there is acknowledgement of the utility to retaining a narrow 

definition of humanitarianism; that ‘if humanitarianism means everything, it might very 

well mean nothing, stretching the concept to the point of uselessness’ (ibid. p. 11).  

Many of the scholars who have focused on dominant humanitarian practices and the 

international humanitarian order have done so critically, highlighting many of the 

tensions therein. For example, Barnett (2011) and others argue: that humanitarianism is a 

‘creature of the world it aspires to civilize’ (Barnett, 2011, p. 9) i.e. replete with concepts of 

Western liberalism (Barnett, 2011; see also Reid-Henry, 2014); that humanitarian ethics 

are ‘simultaneously universal and circumstantial’ (Barnett, 2011, p. 11), i.e. that the 

espoused universality of the humanitarian principles are applied inconsistently in the 

messy reality of conflicts, disasters and global inequalities, and that humanitarianism is 

always implicated in politics (Agier, 2011; Barnett, 2005; Barnett & Weiss, 2011; Fassin, 

2010c); that humanitarianism is ‘defined by the paradox of emancipation and domination’ 

(Barnett, 2011, p. 11) inasmuch as it seeks to govern those it seeks to save (Agier, 2011; 

Fassin, 2010b; Harrell-Bond, 2002); that it both ‘undermines and advances moral 

progress’ in expanding who we care about, but limiting the ways in which we understand 

the limits of this care (Barnett, 2011, p. 12); and that it is about ‘meeting the needs of 

others as well as meeting our own needs’ (Barnett, 2011, p. 14; Fassin, 2010b; Malkki, 

2015; Redfield, 2012).  

These critical insights are important and necessary in understanding the actors, actions, 

contexts and drivers of this international humanitarian order. Yet if we were to 

understand humanitarianism only in the way that is defined in this literature and by 

dominant humanitarian practices, then RDOs may well be excluded from discussions. After 

all, they have limited interaction, impact or visibility within this international order. There 
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are obvious questions about how RDOs embody or aspire to embody the aspirational 

humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence when 

they are explicitly connected to the particular (a homeland, a people) as opposed to the 

universal (humanity, humanness).27  RDOs don’t seem to fit within this understanding of 

humanitarian practice or government. We may choose to call them something else—aid 

organisations rather than humanitarian organisations—but then the idea of who is a 

‘legitimate’ humanitarian becomes narrower. This is an idea that Hugo Slim—head of 

policy at ICRC—also takes issue with. Slim (2003) writes that the conflict between those 

who would see humanitarianism as defined by a particular set of professional actors is a 

case of ‘professionalism gone mad’: 

I wonder if there is an analogy between humanitarianism and humour. Laughter is 

a universal good. What would the world be like if only clowns were allowed to be 

funny and make people laugh? This would be a terrible world that confined 

humour to a professional class and restricted a universal human desire and 

capacity. At times, it can sound as if NGO humanitarians are suggesting something 

similar about humanitarian action. It is something they want everyone to value 

and enjoy but which only they are allowed to do.  

It is not hard to see why so much of the humanitarianism literature thus far has focused on 

the dominant practices, histories and narratives of the international humanitarian order. 

However, there is a tendency in this literature to side-line or simply ignore the fact that 

there are diverse practices of caring for strangers. Barnett (2011) himself acknowledges 

that ‘we live in a world of humanitarianisms, not humanitarianism’ (p. 10), even while his 

work is centrally focused on dominant practices. 

2.1.3 ‘Other’ humanitarianisms 

In the above, I described how humanitarianism has been discussed in literature as an 

ethos as well as a practice. While these ideas do not necessarily conflict with each other or 

my own understanding, I wish to emphasise two additional points about how the concept 

of humanitarianism is deployed in this thesis and applied to the work of RDOs. Firstly, the 

idea of humanitarianism as an ethos or ‘cluster of sentiments’ that places value on human 

beings and compels action in response to human suffering is not the unique domain of 

Western or European traditions. There are many different and evolving traditions of 

                                                           

27 See discussion in Chapter 4 on morality and motivations. 
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compassion that evoke the need to care for ‘suffering strangers’. Second, recognising that 

there are dominant humanitarian practices should not delimit bringing other 

humanitarian actors into this picture and understanding their own distinct histories, 

practices and motivations. Indeed, more care should be taken by humanitarianism 

scholars to recognise the diversity of humanitarian practices, even when focused on more 

powerful actors. 

The argument for adopting a more diverse understanding of humanitarianism is 

important because, while much has been written about dominant forms of 

humanitarianism, very little has been written about other traditions. A key critique that 

has been levelled at scholars such as Fassin is their Western bias in understanding 

humanitarianism as the domain of the powerful and rooted in European28, Christian 

traditions (cf Guilhot, 2012; Kloos, 2012). Kloos (2012) suggests that by implicitly taking 

Western notions of the human as universal, Fassin ‘ends up ignoring cultural and moral 

diversity where they would appear to be most pertinent, namely in international 

humanitarian governance’ (p. 339). Pacitto and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh (2013) argue there is 

value in ‘writing the ‘other’ into humanitarian discourse’ (p. 4) because it may broaden 

and deepen our understanding of other forms of humanitarianism that may challenge the 

dominant humanitarian institutions in various ways to think or act differently. Indeed, 

these authors contend that, while ‘the enduring influence of the Northern-dominated 

international regime in the humanitarian arena should not be trivialized, nor should the 

capacity of Southern stakeholders, including refugees and forcibly displaced persons 

themselves, to exert agency as actors in the humanitarian sphere’ (p. 2). As to what these 

other humanitarian traditions are, there is surprisingly little written. Some notable 

exceptions are: the emerging literature on Islamic aid (Benthall & Lacey, 2014), ‘Eastern’ 

traditions of charity as they are applied to humanitarian contexts (O’Hagan & Hirono, 

                                                           

28 In his chapter titled Heart of Humaneness: The Moral Economy of Humanitarian Intervention, 
Fassin describes the historical and cultural legacy of humanitarianism as rooted in European—and 
even more so, French—philosophical traditions (Fassin, 2010a, pp. 271–274). In his conclusion, he 
makes this Western focus apparent, arguing: ‘[W]e need to recognize that humanitarian workers 
are generally motivated by a sense of responsibility toward the world, its violence, and its injustice. 
But this sense of responsibility is all the more reason to hold them to account for what they say and 
what they do, before the societies whose values they proclaim and, even more, before those to whom 
they offer assistance” (p. 286 – italics added). 
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2014), ‘Southern’ humanitarian actors more generally (Pacitto & Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 

2013)29, and Bornstein’s (2012) work on humanitarianism in New Delhi. 

As to the importance of bringing diverse humanitarian practices into view in debates 

about the international humanitarian order, it is worth noting that this order should not 

be seen as a ‘seamless, coherent, and all-encompassing conduit for individualizing and 

depoliticizing neoliberal discourses and biopolitical technologies’ in the first place 

(Robins, 2009, pp. 639–640). As much of the literature on dominant humanitarian 

practices show, there are complex struggles and significant stakes in how actors respond 

to suffering. Wilson & Brown (2009) warn that one should ‘be careful not to over 

systematize this loosely bounded ethic of moral and political action’ (p. 4). Barnett (2011) 

also argues that ‘to the extent that humanitarianism is developing and organizing outside 

the existing, Western-dominated system… then there are good reasons to believe that 

humanitarianism is entering a new stage. More interactions among different networks 

might change the very character of humanitarianism, perhaps making it more universal, 

perhaps less so’ (pp. 15-16). As such, Barnett urges scholars to write the history of other 

humanitarian traditions and to consider the interactions between different actors (see 

also Davey, 2014; O’Hagan & Hirono, 2014).  

In sum, I began by arguing that humanitarianism has been used to mean and explore many 

and varied things. It has been deployed as an ethos, as a set of laws and as an evolving and 

dominant practice (humanitarian government). I do not wish to challenge these ideas 

significantly, but to suggest that making distinctions between different forms of 

humanitarianism is both useful and necessary (hence refugee diaspora humanitarianism). 

At the same time, recognising the distinct and situated moralities and practices of different 

humanitarian actors should not preclude them from being under the same umbrella. As 

Bornstein (2012) usefully points out: ‘most scholars of…humanitarianism would agree 

that sponsoring the education of an orphan or giving to beggars on an urban street is not 

usually considered to be in the same category as the institutional complex of international 

humanitarian aid. Yet the two forms are linked through the gift—connecting those who 

are excluded from resources with those who are willing and able to actively engage’ (p. 

12). Humanitarianism, then, is about the connections made between different people—

those in need and those who act in response—and these connections are likely to vary 

                                                           

29 Of note, this literature is still mostly focused on more powerful actors i.e. states and large 
transnational NGOs. 
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greatly depending on who the person is who helps, and how they understand or relate to a 

person in need. As such, there is not one ‘humanitarian reason’, as Fassin would have it, 

there are potentially many. 

2.2 Forced displacement and the international refugee regime 

Humanitarianism takes place in many contexts and can involve different actors and 

actions. This research is, however, interested in humanitarianism that specifically focuses 

on one group of people-in-need: persons of concern to the international refugee regime—

refugees, internally displaced persons (IDPs) and asylum seekers. I argue this on the basis 

of refugee protection being a ‘field’ (Bourdieu, 1977) that has effect on those who come 

within its boundaries (forcibly displaced people, humanitarian actors, states and 

international laws). When writing of fields, I refer to Pierre Bourdieu’s analytic concept of 

field as ‘a space within which an effect of field is exercised, so that what happens to any 

object that traverses this space cannot be explained solely by the intrinsic properties of 

the object in question. The limits of the field are situated at the point where the effects of 

the field cease’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 100). I first introduce the concept of 

forced displacement and refugees before discussing the field of refugee protection. 

2.2.1 Forced displacement and refugees 

It is important to start by acknowledging that refugees exist within much broader and 

overlapping experiences of forced displacement. Forcibly displaced populations that do 

not fall under the mandate of the international refugee regime but who share may 

similarities include those who have been displaced by environmental disasters, state 

fragility, livelihood failure or development projects (Türk, 2011). While recognising that 

there would be overlaps in the engagement of diasporas in helping other forcibly 

displaced populations, this study is centrally concerned with the refugee label—with what 

it signifies and the implications of this system of classification (Uehling, 1998)—and I have 

purposefully narrowed my focus to this particular experience of forced displacement.30  

                                                           

30 While the international refugee regime includes IDPs in its mandate, and this study included several RDOs 

working in contexts of internal displacement, there are significant differences in responses by both the refugee 

regime and humanitarian actors depending on whether someone crosses an international border or not. It was 

not within the scope of this study to draw any significant conclusions about differences in refugee/IDP 

contexts and refugee diaspora humanitarianism, which bring forth questions of international governance, 

sovereignty and the oft-times problematic relationship between resettled refugees and their states of origin. 
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The term ‘refugee’ has a very specific legal meaning set out in the 1951 Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees (UN Refugee Convention) and its 1967 Protocol as: 

Any person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of 

race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his/her nationality and is unable, or owing to 

such fear, is unwilling to avail himself/herself of the protection of that country. 

According to this legal definition, refugees lack the protection of their own governments 

and benefit from an internationally-endorsed protection framework, supplemented by 

constitutional, legislative and ‘soft law’ guidelines (Feller, 2006). While the United Nations 

High Commissioner For Refugees (UNHCR) mandate has been significantly stretched over 

recent years to include support for other forcibly displaced populations, refugees are still 

the prime raison d’être of UNHCR, which was specifically created in 1950 to ensure their 

protection and assistance (Loescher, Betts, & Milner, 2008). Other groups who also fall 

under the mandate of UNHCR are people seeking international protection who have not 

gone through refugee status determination (asylum seekers) and people who have not 

crossed an international border but otherwise meet the refugee definition (IDPs).31   

What, then, does it mean to be a ‘person of concern’ to the international refugee regime? 

Being labelled a refugee or seeking to be recognised as a refugee requires entering the 

field of refugee protection. Refugee protection can be conceptualised as a field because a 

person who crosses an international border and claims, seeks to claim or is granted a legal 

status as a ‘refugee’ has no intrinsic properties that mark them as a refugee. They could be 

classified in many alternate ways: as an undocumented migrant, temporary visitor, tourist, 

businessperson, and so on. However, once a person ‘claims protection’ by applying for 

refugee status determination or being recognised as a prima facie refugee32, they enter a 

social world with very real effects and defined by multiple actors with varying positions, 

power and stakes. These effects are both real and symbolic, as will be elaborated below. 

                                                           

31 UNHCR is also increasingly working with stateless persons, many of whom are also refugees. 
32 Prima facie refugee status determination (PFRSD) means being recognised as a refugee without 
going through an individual RSD process. PFRSD usually happens in situations of mass 
displacement as an expedient way of granting refugee legal status to people who are fleeing a 
situation where it is clear that international protection is required. (Albert, 2010) 
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2.2.2 The international refugee regime 

Entering the field of refugee protection involves direct engagement with the international 

refugee regime. This regime can be understood as a dominant structure governing global 

responses to particular situations of forced displacement. Giddens (1984) describes the 

most important aspects of structure as the ‘rules and resources recursively involved in 

institutions’ (p. 24) and that allow ‘the ‘binding’ of time-space is social systems’ (p. 17). 

Drawing on this idea, the international refugee regime’s ‘solidity’ in time and space comes 

in the (legal) form of the 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol as well as the 

(institutional) form of the UNHCR and its 1950 mandate. Together, this institution and 

laws articulate three preferred ‘solutions’ to forced displacement—the repatriation of 

refugees to their country at the earliest possible stage, local integration in countries of first 

asylum, and resettlement in a new country—otherwise referred to as the Durable 

Solutions Framework (UNHCR, 2004). At the time of writing, over 65 million people were 

displaced from their homes by conflict and persecution and were included under the 

UNHCR mandate (UNHCR, 2017). That is, one person in 113 globally could be considered 

within the field of refugee protection.  

As noted in Chapter 1, the solutions articulated by the international refugee regime are 

about putting people ‘in place’ and, in particular, territorialising people within a state 

(Malkki, 1992).33  The purpose of the refugee regime is to ensure that substitute 

protection is provided by ‘the international community’ for people who flee their country 

of origin because their own state is unwilling or unable to ensure access to their most 

fundamental rights, and until a time in which their original or a new state can provide 

effective ongoing protection (Betts, 2010, p. 361). This regime is currently dominated by 

an emphasis on repatriation as the preferred ‘solution’ even while this has become less 

realisable (Bessa, 2009). At the same time, local integration and third country 

resettlement are ‘solutions’ for only a small number of people. For instance, out of the 65.6 

million persons of concern to UNHCR in 2016, only 189,300 people were resettled to a 

third country, 552,200 returned to their country of origin and 23,000 were recorded as 

locally integrated. This represents the realisation of a durable solution for a meagre 1.2% 

                                                           

33 This ‘putting in place’ has been noted as unevenly applied. Solutions put more onus on certain 
states to accept responsibility for refugees, thereby reinforcing the unequal global order described 
by Fassin (2010b) and others (Isotalo, 2009; Schapendonk, 2012). 
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of the population of concern to UNHCR (UNHCR, 2017).34  The fact that there are limited 

solutions for those within the refugee regime has resulted in a growing number of people 

living in protracted refugee situations and reliant on the international community for 

protection and support, as well as the increasing irregularity of movement of people 

seeking protection and failing to find it.  

The effects of the field of refugee protection on those who are its central objects (refugees, 

asylum seekers, IDPs) are multi-fold and have been addressed from many perspectives in 

refugee studies (cf Elliott & Segal, 2012; Essed, Frerks, & Schrijvers, 2004; Loescher et al., 

2008; Stevens, 2013; Türk, 2011; Zetter, 1991). I focus here on legal protection, 

institutional support, and symbolic effects, all of which are relevant to the subsequent 

discussion on intersections between the international refugee regime and 

humanitarianism.  

Legal protection 

The effects of being labelled ‘a refugee’ are usually discussed in terms of legal protection, 

the most widely understood and held being the principle of non-refoulement. Non-

refoulement in international law forbids ‘the rendering of a true victim of persecution to 

his or her persecutor’ (UNHCR, 2014) i.e. sending a person back to a place where their life 

will be in danger. Other than the principle of non-refoulement, there is very little clarity 

about what ‘refugee protection’ means in practice, as it relates to both international and 

domestic laws which vary considerably and are inconsistently applied in different 

countries and contexts. Hathaway (2005) suggests that protection is hard to define 

because ‘there is no universally accepted standard of quality of life, nor of the role that 

government should play in meeting the hopes and needs of its citizenry. This plurality of 

experience and outlook restricts any attempt to define in absolute terms the nature of the 

duty of protection which a state owes to its people’ (pp.105-106). Stevens (2013) argues 

that the lack of clarity about what is meant by refugee protection, and the variations and 

proliferation of ‘protection’ concepts, has diluted the meaning such that protection ‘can be 

associated with fewer rights obligations’ by states towards refugees within their territory 

                                                           

34 NB: this statistic is somewhat misleading as two of these durable solutions are only available to 
refugees. That is, of the 65.6 million persons of concern to UNHCR, the majority (40.3 million 
people) were internally displaced and are not eligible for resettlement and not counted in 
integration numbers because they are already within their country of citizenship. However, I have 
included this percentage of the total displaced population to illustrate the lack of solutions 
articulated by the international refugee regime overall. 
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(p. 234). While it is impossible to make a definitive statement about what being labelled ‘a 

refugee’ will mean in terms of legal protection, some of the rights that it may afford 

include: the right to remain (not be detained or deported), the right to government 

services (e.g. education, health, social and income support), the right to work, the right to 

own property, the right to a pathway to citizenship (full political rights), and the right to 

apply for and be granted resettlement in a third country.  

Institutional support 

Being designated ‘a refugee’ has the potential to entitle a person to institutional support, 

particularly from those organisations mandated to work with refugees. In many contexts 

where states have limited capacity35 this support is provided by UNHCR and implementing 

partners (often INGOs), and other humanitarian organisations representing ‘the 

international community’. As with legal protection, what this means in practice varies 

considerably depending on context. For example, if a person seeks asylum in Australia, 

UNHCR offers no practical support as the Australian government has domestic laws and 

policies which afford those seeking protection some rights as well as institutional 

support.36  However, in situations of mass displacement following violent conflict or in 

protracted refugee situations, UNHCR and other humanitarian organisations may play a 

more central role in providing for those under their mandate. These institutional supports 

range from provision of basic needs (e.g. emergency housing, food, water, sanitation and 

hygiene (WASH), primary health and security) to more sustained supports (e.g. 

livelihoods, education and training, community development). Depending on the 

constraints on institutional resources and the legal environment for refugees, entitlement 

to access these supports can be restricted or limited, making the institutional effects of 

being classified ‘a refugee’ contingent on access. 

Symbolic effects 

Finally, entering the field of refugee protection has symbolic effect. As Malkki (1996) 

suggests, becoming a refugee is an identity that is conferred. This identity is often bound 

to concepts of vulnerability, pathologisation, suffering and loss. A refugee’s personal 

history—be they a doctor, a businesswoman, a former member of parliament—is erased 

                                                           

35 In 2016, 84 per cent of refugees were hosted in what UNHCR describes as ‘developing regions’, 
with 28 per cent (4.9 million people) being hosted by ‘the least developed countries’ (UNHCR, 2017, 
p. 2). 
36 Much as these fall short of meeting actual basic needs (JSS, 2015). 
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within the field of refugee protection. Malkki (1992) argues that the term ‘refugees’ 

denotes ‘an objectified, undifferentiated mass that is meaningful primarily as an 

aberration of categories and an object of ‘therapeutic interventions’ (cf. Foucault 1979)’ 

(p. 33). Refugees become suffering subjects; or objects of vulnerability to be helped: ‘The 

homogenizing, humanitarian images of refugees work to obscure their actual sociopolitical 

circumstances—erasing the specific, historical, local politics of particular refugees, and 

retreating instead to the depoliticizing, dehistoricizing register of a more abstract and 

universal suffering’ (Malkki, 1995, p. 13). 

The effect of this symbolic conferral of the refugee label can be illustrated in the way in 

which refugees who help are described as an anomaly; as newsworthy.37  Take, for 

example, the following headlines: 

• Syrian refugee saves the day after Ontario bride has dress mishap38 

• Refugees volunteer as firefighters in Australia39 

• Meet the Syrian refugee leading the help for flood victims in England40 

• Refugee who came to Lancaster County helps Louisiana flood victims as Red Cross 

volunteer41 

• Former African refugee now helping North Queensland seniors regain strength and 

stay fit42 

What presumably makes these newsworthy stories is that they are ‘refugees’ acting as 

helpers. Replacing the word ‘refugee’ with an alternative designation in the above further 

illustrates the symbolic effect of the refugee label. 43  In all these cases, the ‘refugee’ could 

                                                           

37 This argument could be extended to other realms beyond helping. If ‘a refugee’ reaches a high 
level in sport or business, this becomes newsworthy. For example, we could point here to the 
considerable international attention paid to the Refugee Team at the 2016 Olympic Games.  
38 The Huffington Post, 3/10/16, http://www.huffingtonpost.com.au/entry/syrian-refugee-bride-
zipper_n_12217154  
39 Al Jazeera, 27/03/16, www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/03/refugees-volunteer-firefighters-
australia-160327060730544.html  
40  BuzzFeed, 31/12/15, www.buzzfeed.com/rossalynwarren/meet-the-syrian-refugee-who-is-
leading-the-help-for-flood-vi?utm_term=.gmMbW5l33#.tgz0erORR  
41 Lancaster Online, 30/08/16, http://lancasteronline.com/news/local/refugee-who-came-to-
lancaster-county-helps-louisiana-flood-victims/article_eb43ee40-6e14-11e6-b271-
3b65990f0c11.html  
42 ABC news, 21/06/16, www.abc.net.au/news/2016-06-20/former-african-refugee-now-helping-
north-queensland-seniors/7525840 
43 When writing about labelling, I reference Wood (1985), who writes that labelling is a generic 
process in human society that also has ‘a relationship expressing power at various levels of 
interpersonal and institutional interaction’ (p. 2).  
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http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-06-20/former-african-refugee-now-helping-north-queensland-seniors/7525840
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have been labelled in alternate ways as a person that is helping in their local community, 

but instead they are valorised or seen as exceptions for their contribution to helping 

others. For example, take the first story of the Syrian refugee who ‘saves the day’ in 

Canada. This story was first posted on Facebook by a wedding photographer and was 

subsequently reported in the Huffington Post after the story went viral on social media. 

The story is about a man, Halil Dudu, who helps to fix a broken zipper on a bride’s dress on 

her wedding day. Dudu, who is a master tailor by profession, was staying in the house 

neighbouring that of the bride with her broken zipper and ‘came to the rescue’ after a 

member of the wedding party knocked on the door to ask for some pliers. Dudu offered to 

fix the zipper, and did so. The situation is described in the article as ‘incredible’, leading 

one to question: in what way? It was certainly incredibly lucky that the person who had 

exactly the skills needed to fix a problem was coincidentally found next door. But, if Dudu 

had been a Canadian-born master tailor who happened to be having lunch with friends 

when a frantic request came to help with a bride’s broken zipper, would this story have 

made international news? I would hazard to guess, no. What is ‘incredible’ in this story 

and in the response to the story is that Dudu was also a refugee from Syria. The subtext is 

that refugees are to be helped, not do the helping. Perhaps more telling is the tendency 

within this and other articles to refer to these actions as refugees ‘paying back’ their local 

communities, subtly diminishing their actions and their power by suggesting their 

contributions are transactional; a clearing of debt for having been helped rather than an 

act of compassion or goodwill that is usually attributed to people who help. As Dudu is 

reported in the article as saying: ‘I was so excited and so happy (to) help Canadian people 

like other people helped (me)’.44  

2.3 Intersections 

Having briefly laid out what refugee protection means for those who are central to this 

field, I turn now to how this field intersects with humanitarianism. For, if helping people-

in-need is at the core of humanitarianism, then humanitarian action targeting refugees 

must be calibrated to their needs. I suggest that humanitarianism is intertwined with 

refugees in two main ways: (1) by conceptualising the international refugee regime as a 

form of humanitarian government and its failings as a source of suffering in and of itself; 

                                                           

44 The idea of repaying ‘the gift’ of resettlement is further explored in Chapter 4. 
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and (2) through the multitude of humanitarian actors who feel compelled in different 

ways to ease the suffering of refugees, and whom refugees turn to for help. 

In terms of this first and primary intersection, it is beyond the scope of this study to offer 

an in-depth critique of the international refugee regime as a system of humanitarian 

government. This has been ably done by others (cf Agier, 2008; Betts, 2010; Loescher et 

al., 2008).45  Instead, I am interested in the second intersection: the multitude of 

humanitarian actors who step into the spaces created by the international refugee regime 

(or by its failings) to help refugees. One may think of this in relation to Ferguson & Gupta’s 

(2002) concept of transnational governmentality, of non-state actors (NGOs, activists, 

international organisations etc.) that govern in zones the state has ceded or abandoned 

(see also Agier, 2008; Fassin, 2010a). Ferguson & Gupta argue that ‘the outsourcing of the 

functions of the state to NGOs and other ostensibly non-state agencies…is a key feature, 

not only of the operation of national states, but of an emerging system of transnational 

governmentality’ (p. 990).  Indeed, there are many ways in which we can see refugees 

looking to non-state actors to meet their basic needs, particularly as most live in host 

countries that have very little capacity to provide for refugees within their borders, even if 

there is a willingness to do so.46  At the same time, and as Wilson & Brown (2009) point 

out, ‘there is no obvious legally-constituted international setting for those in dire need of 

humanitarian assistance to pursue their claims against a potential state provider, even if 

such a claim could be acknowledged as a right. Consequently, potential recipients are 

more reliant upon the moral impulses of those who provide assistance or aid’ (p. 8). As is 

elaborated below, this reliance on humanitarian assistance is troubling when one 

considers how sporadic or deficient humanitarian responses can be, and how much 

depends on the context in which a refugee finds themselves. 

2.3.1 Humanitarian contexts 

The following is an attempt to loosely sketch the contexts in which humanitarian actors 

are focused on persons of concern to the international refugee regime. These can be 

broken down in two ways: (1) in terms of spaces (i.e. refugees in camps, refugees outside 
                                                           

45 Agier (2011) is particularly vehement in his critique of humanitarian government as the cause of 
refugee suffering. He writes: ‘The unwanted return of refugees to their “homes” (an added 
displacement) or the human or economic problems which push the closure of a camp that is ten or 
fifteen years old, are lived as an act of aggression, a form of violence which is added onto the 
violence already experienced by the beneficiaries of humanitarianism.’ (pp. 33-34) 
46 I recount that in 2016, 84% of refugees lived In ‘developing regions’, with 4.9 million being 
hosted by countries considered ‘least developed’ (UNHCR, 2017, p. 2). 
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camps, internally displaced, and asylum seekers); or (2) in terms of temporality (i.e. from 

emergencies to protracted refugee situations).47  That is, a humanitarian context could be 

described using dimensions of both space and time (see Figure 2.3.1).  

Figure 2.3.1 Humanitarian spaces, needs and responses over time 

 

Spaces 
Emergencies/crisis situations Protracted situations 

Needs Response Needs Response 

REFUGEE 
CAMPS 

Safety from violence and 
persecution in home 
country.  

Basic needs e.g. shelter, 
WASH, food, medical. 

Coordination, setting up 
and management of 
camps. 

Aid provision (focus on 
more urgent needs). 

Refugee status 
determination (RSD), 
identity documents 

Basic, social and 
community needs 
(including livelihoods, 
education). 

Safety from violence 
and exploitation in 
country of origin and 
asylum.  

Rights, freedom. 

Aid provision (basic 
needs, social and 
community services). 

Camp management and 
policing. 

Advocacy and support 
for durable solutions, 
rights etc. 

REFUGEES 
OUTSIDE 
CAMPS 

Safety from violence 
and persecution in 
home country.  

Basic needs. 

Aid provision (focus on 
more urgent needs). 

Advocacy and support 
to access housing, 
services. 

Status recognition. 

Safety from violence 
and exploitation in 
country of asylum and 
origin.  

Basic, social and 
community needs. 

Rights (e.g. to work, 
education, access 
justice). 

Advocacy and support 
for durable solutions, 
rights etc. 

Aid provision (basic 
needs, social and 
community services). 

INTERNALLY 
DISPLACED 

Safety from violence 
and persecution.  

Basic needs. 

Coordination, setting up 
and management of IDP 
camps OR creating safe 
spaces in non-camp 
settings (e.g. military, 
policing, peacekeepers). 

Aid provision (focus on 
more urgent needs). 

Integration into local 
communities. 

Access to social and 
community services. 

Access to justice (e.g. 
compensation for 
property taken or 
destroyed). 

Multi-level advocacy.  

Aid provision (basic 
needs, social and 
community services). 

Camp management and 
policing. 

ASYLUM 
SEEKERS 

Safety from violence 
and persecution in 
home country.  

Access to legal process 
(RSD) and status. 

Basic needs. 

RSD processing and 
legal support. 

Aid provision (focus on 
more urgent needs). 

Safety from violence 
and exploitation in 
country of asylum (e.g. 
trafficking, smugglers).  

Basic, social and 
community needs. 

Legal rights and 
freedoms (e.g. legal 
status, not subject to 
arbitrary detention, 
access to justice 
system). 

Multi-level advocacy. 

Aid provision (basic 
needs, social and 
community services). 

Legal services 
(including support for 
RSD). 

 

                                                           

47 People may occupy more than one of these spaces at a time. For example, IDPs may also be living 
in camps or people seeking asylum may also be in urban settings. In these cases, both sets of 
implications for humanitarian interventions may apply.  
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To explain further by way of example, there are conventional ways in which dominant 

humanitarian actors coordinate their response in the aftermath of a displacement crisis as 

large numbers of people are fleeing immediate violence and key agencies set up 

temporary camps to respond and administer to urgent needs within a fluid environment. 

This is one refugee camp context. But a refugee camp that has existed with a relatively 

stable population for 40 years could still be considered a humanitarian context if those 

administering to the needs of encamped refugees are primarily humanitarian actors. As 

we will see in Chapter 3, the RDOs that participated in this study were acting in all these 

different contexts. 

Spaces 

Refugees in camps: Much has been written about the suffering of refugees in camps (cf 

Agier, 2010, 2011; De Montclos & Kagwanja, 2000; Horst, 2008a; Lischer, 2005). The 

causes of suffering in refugee camps is frequently attributed to camps as a system of 

humanitarian government. Debates about ‘refugee warehousing’ in camps have 

highlighted, for example, the lack of basic rights and freedoms, and the violence of 

confining people to a limited space and administering to their needs (cf US Committee for 

Refugees and Immigrants, 2004). While setting up refugee camps has not been a preferred 

policy of UNHCR for some years, in practice 28.6% of refugees still lived in 

planned/managed camps48 at the end of 2016 (UNHCR, 2017, p. 55). But beyond the 

broader critique of camps as a (violent) system of humanitarian government, there are 

also critiques of how humanitarian actors address the needs of encamped refugees. Some 

have argued that the actions of humanitarian organisations in camps can be 

disempowering and dehumanising (Harrell-Bond, 2002) and others that it is the inaction 

of humanitarian actors that causes suffering (Agier, 2010). For example, in Thailand where 

I conducted fieldwork and where the Thai government does not allow the free movement 

of refugees from Myanmar outside of nine long-established camps, informants noted the 

steady shifting of resources by aid agencies away from camps toward activities preparing 

for or supporting repatriation to Myanmar. For those in Thai refugee camps, then, the 

experience of humanitarianism was initially one of (forced) reliance and is now shifting to 

                                                           

48 Planned/managed camps differ from self-settled camps—such as recent settlements in Calais, 
France—inasmuch as the government of the camp is administered by a humanitarian agency. 
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concerns about the lack of humanitarian or other kinds of support that would allow those 

who choose not to return to Myanmar to live in safety and dignity.49  

Refugees outside camps: At the end of 2016, 63% of refugees lived outside camps in 

private accommodation in urban and rural areas (UNHCR, 2017, p. 55). The needs of 

refugees living outside camps clearly varies depending on local contexts, but is often 

associated with: lack of legal protection and insecurity; access to work and an income; lack 

of access to education, health, legal and other services; and vulnerability to exploitation 

and abuse without the effective protection of the state or recourse to justice. In these 

contexts, refugees interact with humanitarian actors who either advocate on their behalf 

or provide the services and supports that may otherwise be available to (non-refugee) 

resident populations. Again, to use one of my fieldwork sites as an example, Indonesia is 

not a signatory to the Refugee Convention. Refugees registered with UNHCR in Indonesia 

either live in the community with limited protections and rights (as illegal non-citizens), 

or are detained in immigration detention centres. Those living in the community are 

unable to legally work and their uncertain legal status makes them susceptible to 

exploitation, discrimination and abuse. Refugees in these contexts may be reliant on 

humanitarian actors for basic income, housing, health, education and legal services, 

surviving or thriving depending on the capacity of humanitarian actors to meet their 

needs as well as the strength of refugees’ own coping mechanisms (e.g. family networks, 

savings).  

Internally displaced: There is growing recognition that IDPs whose experiences of 

persecution, insecurity, violence and flight may be very like those of refugees, face similar 

challenges to those who cross an international border: struggling to meet their basic 

needs, access services and longer-term security.50  For example, IDPs in Iraq were targets 

of a number of RDO activities in this study because neither the Iraqi government or many 

humanitarian actors could easily provide emergency relief due to the volatile and insecure 

areas in which they sought refuge. IDPs needs are often unmet because of the failings of 

the international refugee regime to articulate any longer-term or ‘durable solutions’ for 

people who have not crossed an international border. Addressing the needs of IDPs is also 

                                                           

49 The same can be said for refugees in many other long-established camps in different parts of the 
world. In recent years, there have been repeated moves to close the world’s largest refugee camp, 
Dadaab in Kenya, and ‘encourage’ (force) Somalis to return to their country of origin by removing 
humanitarian assistance. 
50 The African Union Convention for the Protection and Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons 
in Africa (Kampala Convention), which came into force in 2012, is significant in this regard.  
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potentially more difficult for humanitarian actors because of their more limited capacity to 

mobilise funding and support for interventions targeting a citizen-population within a 

sovereign state. There may be additional complexities for diaspora humanitarians in 

situations of internal displacement, particularly where there are tensions between refugee 

diasporas and home states (i.e. where those in the diaspora are viewed by states as 

oppositional political actors).  

Asylum seekers: There is a significant and growing body of literature on the needs of 

people who are seeking international protection and have not (yet) been classified as 

refugees (cf. Agier, 2008; Essed & Wesenbeek, 2004; Gleeson, 2016; Higgins, 2017; JSS, 

2015; McAdam & Chong, 2014; Missbach, 2015). People seeking asylum often experience: 

violence and insecurity, dangerous journeys, exploitation and abuse, detention and denial 

of liberties and rights, and a lack of access to basic services. The ‘spaces’ of those seeking 

asylum can be thought of less as physical places, but as the territories (legal, geographical) 

that those seeking asylum move through. Humanitarians respond to the needs of asylum 

seekers as advocates and as providers of basic services. In the case of Australia, for 

example, the Australian government is legally responsible for ensuring the basic needs 

and rights of asylum seekers. In reality, however, government policy has led to state-

sanctioned violence towards those seeking asylum. As with refugees in other urban 

settings, asylum seekers in Australia may be residing in an affluent, stable society but are 

not afforded the protections of living safely and in dignity in this context.  51  Altman (2015) 

describes this as a ‘neo-liberally induced humanitarian crisis’, whereby denying asylum  

seekers the right to work and providing a living allowance well below the poverty line 

results in a forced reliance on humanitarian actors to survive (see also JSS, 2015). 

Temporality 

With all the spaces sketched above, situations and needs change over time and present 

different possibilities for humanitarian action. While humanitarianism in its dominant 

form is closely associated with responses to immediate and unfolding crises—to what 

Barnett (2011) calls ‘emergency humanitarianism’—the contemporary picture is that few 

displacement situations resolve quickly and large numbers of the world’s displaced live as 

refugees for many years or decades. At the end of 2016, 11.6 million people, representing 

                                                           

51 See Essed and Wesenbeek (2004) for a similar argument about asylum seekers in Europe. 
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some two-thirds of all refugees, were estimated to be living in a protracted refugee 

situation (UNHCR, 2017, p. 22). 

The continuum between emergency and protracted refugee situations, and who and what 

the responses should be along this continuum, are a central challenge for the international 

humanitarian order. The need to reconsider the temporariness of humanitarian 

interventions has been highlighted by scholars and practitioners alike, who acknowledge 

that humanitarian actors need to consider and plan for how, for example, temporary 

shelters may realistically become homes for people for longer periods of time (Brun & 

Fábos, 2015; Frerks, 2004).52 A key and unresolved concern is how to bridge the gap 

between providing relief in emergency situations and ensuring appropriate responses to 

protracted refugee situations that somehow fall ‘between relief and development’ (Frerks, 

2004). This is particularly challenging when considering that it is much easier to mobilise 

resources—both public and private—in the immediate aftermath or spectacle of a disaster 

than it is to sustain or impel action as disaster turns into a slow and unremarkable 

‘condition of life’ (Feldman, 2012; Malkki, 1996). 

2.3.2 The significance of humanitarian actors in the lives of refugees 

Having sketched out the ways in which humanitarian actors are involved in the lives of 

refugees, it is worth noting that most literature that has focused on this intersection has 

explored dominant humanitarian actors and responses—those best described as at the 

more powerful end of the international humanitarian order. While these actors and this 

dominant form of humanitarian practice are undeniably important, they also face 

significant and well-documented shortcomings. Refugees, asylum seekers and IDPs 

continue to suffer despite, or sometimes even because of, the existence of these 

(dominant) humanitarian actors.53  This is where a deeper understanding of how ‘other’ 

humanitarians are engaged in helping refugees is important. It is not to say that other 

ways of helping will be any less flawed, but that we need to go beyond critique of 

dominant forms of humanitarian government and look at possibilities for how things 

could be better.  
                                                           

52 Feldman (2012) writes in the context of Palestinian refugee camps across the Middle East since 
the 1950s: we need to examine what it means to shift humanitarianism ‘from crisis response to 
condition of life’ (p. 155). See also Robertson (2015) for a review of literature on migration and 
temporality more broadly. 
53 I refer here to the practices of refugee camps described earlier (Agier, 2010) and of critiques that 
have been levelled at humanitarian actors, including UN agencies, for their complicity in acts of 
violence (cf Forsythe, 2009). See discussion in Section 4.1.2. 
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The significance of dominant humanitarian actors in the everyday lives of refugees must 

also itself be questioned. This is not a new argument. Several scholars have questioned the 

bias in refugee studies on ‘visible’ humanitarian actors and the role they play in the 

everyday lives of refugees. Bakewell (2008) argues that access to and the experiences of 

refugees are often filtered through the eyes of policy-makers and practitioners and that 

this can skew their resulting importance in the picture (see also Harrell-Bond & Voutira, 

2007). This idea was reflected in my own fieldwork experiences. One moment is 

memorable in this regard. While in Indonesia with members of an Oromo RDO, we spent 

two days visiting community-based organisations (CBOs) set up by refugees and asylum 

seekers. We visited these CBOs with members of the local Indonesian-Oromo association. 

The Indonesian-based Oromo asylum seekers were struggling to meet their basic needs 

(food, shelter and medical care) and were keen to find out from other refugees how they 

had managed to survive in Indonesia. One of the people the Indonesian-based Oromo 

asylum seekers met was an Iranian refugee who had been living in Jakarta for some years 

and had been involved in setting up a highly effective support network. As he was 

explaining what his group was doing, he leaned in to the members of the Indonesian-

Oromo association and explained, matter-of-fact: Listen, no one will help you. IOM, UNHCR, 

JRS, CWS54… don’t bother. You have to help yourselves. The next day, when visiting a 

different CBO outside Jakarta, the founder used almost exactly the same words. He said: 

No one else is going to help you. You are on your own. They were not saying that the 

humanitarian organisations in Indonesia were not doing anything, but that their capacity 

was so limited as to be of limited importance. It is this sentiment that best describes the 

contexts in which refugee diaspora humanitarianism takes place. Refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism takes place, in part, because of the failings of the international refugee 

regime to realise durable solutions for people ‘out of place’ and because of the limitations 

of dominant humanitarian actors and systems to effectively respond to the diverse 

temporal and spatial contexts in which people of concern to the international refugee 

regime turn to them for help.   

                                                           

54 The International Organization for Migration (IOM), UNHCR, Jesuit Refugee Services (JRS) and 
Church World Service (CWS) are all humanitarian INGOs working with refugees and asylum 
seekers in Indonesia. 
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2.4 Conclusion 

If we understand humanitarianism as actions and actors who profess a moral imperative 

to alleviate the suffering of fellow humans based on the concept of a ‘common humanity’, 

then there are potentially many actors, actions and contexts where humanitarianism takes 

place. This chapter has illustrated the tendency in humanitarian scholarship towards 

focusing on dominant humanitarian practices that are more visible and involve discernible 

hierarchies of power. There has been understandable and necessary criticism of the 

international humanitarian order and the forms of humanitarian government that are 

evident when more powerful actors intervene in the lives of others. Yet there is also an 

emerging recognition that there are—and should be—‘other’ humanitarians and 

humanitarianisms. The moral imperative to alleviate human suffering is not the unique 

domain of Western (Christian) traditions. Humanitarianism involves connections between 

different people—those in need and those who act in response—and these connections 

are likely to vary greatly depending on who the person is who helps, and how they relate 

to or understand a person in need. As such, there is not one ‘humanitarian reason’ (Fassin, 

2010b) there are many, and there is value in exploring the distinct and situated moralities 

and practices of different humanitarian actors. 

In the second part of this chapter, I conceptualised refugees as a group of people-in-need 

and, hence, objects of humanitarianism. I argued that seeking to be or being labelled ‘a 

refugee’ requires entering the field of refugee protection; a social world defined by 

multiple actors with varying positions, power and stakes. The effects of the refugee label 

are both real (offering various legal protections and institutional support) and symbolic. I 

suggested that the international refugee regime is the dominant structure governing 

global responses to refugees, and one that is about putting people ‘in place’; of 

territorialising people within a state. At the same time, the widely-recognised limitations 

of this regime has resulted in two notable trends: a steady rise in the number of people 

living in protracted refugee situations, and the increasing irregularity of movement of 

people seeking protection and failing to find it. 

With this understanding of refugees in mind, I argue that humanitarianism intersects with 

refugees in two main ways: (1) by conceptualising the international refugee regime as a 

form of humanitarian government and its failings as a source of suffering in and of itself; 

and (2) through the multitude of humanitarian actors who feel compelled to ‘help 
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refugees’, and whom refugees turn to for assistance. Focusing on the latter intersection, I 

suggest that refugees’ need for humanitarian assistance is troubling when one considers 

how sporadic humanitarian responses can be, and how much depends on local context. 

Indeed, the contexts in which humanitarian actors are focused on persons of concern to 

the international refugee regime can be broken down in two ways: by spaces (refugees in 

camps, refugees outside camps, internally displaced, and asylum seekers) and by 

temporality (emergencies to protracted refugee situations), and in all these contexts there 

are significant challenges to the ways in which dominant humanitarian actors respond, 

ultimately leading to considerable unmet needs and variations in the significance of these 

dominant actors in the everyday lives of refugees. 

In sum, this chapter has laid the foundations for understanding the RDOs in this study as 

humanitarians acting within a wider context. The actions of RDOs focus on helping people 

who have entered the field of refugee protection and in contexts where there are 

dominant forms of humanitarian government. However, systemic responses to forced 

displacement—both the international refugee regime and humanitarian order—face 

significant challenges and limitations. How RDOs as ‘other’ humanitarians act to help in 

situations of forced displacement will be the focus of the following chapters.  
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CHAPTER 3 

REFUGEE DIASPORAS AND AN ECOLOGY OF REFUGEE DIASPORA 

HUMANITARIANISM  

This chapter provides a backdrop to questions of why, how and to what effect refugee 

diasporas in Australia are engaged in helping displaced people in other parts of the world. 

Before addressing these more substantive questions, I first discuss who and what is 

denoted by the term ‘refugee diasporas’, particularly in the Australian context (section 

3.1). A description then follows of what refugee diaspora organisations (RDOs) do in the 

simplest of terms. By simple I mean that this description is not intended to provide 

commentary or analysis of what these actions mean, but rather to give the reader a sense 

of the research field—the people who are involved in RDOs, where they are working and 

what they are doing. This is done by presenting both a quantitative snapshot of the 

characteristics of the 26 RDOs that participated in this study (section 3.2.1), as well as 

detailing the main activities of five case study RDOs selected to highlight the diversity of 

forms of refugee diaspora humanitarianism (section 3.2.2). Together, this chapter lays out 

the broad-brush strokes of an ecology of diaspora humanitarianism. 

3.1 Refugee diasporas  

This study is focused on refugee diasporas; on people who both have personal experience 

of the international refugee regime and who also identify as a diaspora. When using the 

term ‘diaspora’, I draw on Tölölyan’s (2007) work in conceputalising four main, 

overlapping dimensions to the diaspora concept: (1) diaspora are ‘born of catastrophe’ 

and are shaped by the centrality of ‘memory, commemoration and mourning’; (2) diaspora 

are a subset of ethnic minorities, distinguished by culture/collective identity that 

preserves homeland language, or religious, social and cultural practice, but allows for 

degrees of ‘biculturalism’; (3) diaspora is a ‘process of collective identification and form of 

identity’ not a fixed concept and social formation; and (4) diaspora is part of an ‘uncertain, 
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indeterminate process of diasporization’.55 These dimensions can easily be applied to the 

people and groups who were the focus of this study.  

In further clarifying what I mean by diasporas in this study, I make two key points: that 

there is value in seeing refugee diasporas as a sub-set; and that diasporic association has 

effect—it does things. 

Refugees as a sub-set 

While a much broader group of ‘diasporas in Australia’ could have been included in this 

research, I purposefully focused on refugees as a sub-set of diasporas because of their 

(past) relationship with the international refugee regime. As this study is interested in 

humanitarian responses to refugees, it seemed that those who identify in a diasporic way 

and who have spent time as refugees and as ‘objects’ of humanitarian responses in the 

past, will have distinct knowledge, experiences and networks that inform their own acts of 

helping.56  In fact, in the Australian context, it would be hard to find many examples of 

migrant groups with connections to refugee situations as there are few overlaps in 

refugee-humanitarian migrants and other forms of migrants. Graeme Hugo’s (2011) 

demographic study of the social, economic and civic contributions of refugee and 

humanitarian entrants to Australia found that: ‘the refugee-humanitarian immigrant 

population have a quite distinct birthplace distribution which means that it is possible to 

classify birthplace groups as being predominantly made up of refugee-humanitarian 

settlers or being predominantly made up of non-humanitarian groups’ (p. 13). Therefore, 

even were it desirable, it was not possible in this study to make observations about 

                                                           

55 It is worth noting that the term diaspora is highly contested. See, for example, Vertovec (1997) 
and Brubaker (2005) for discussion on variations in use and deployment of diaspora concept in 
research. Of particular interest to the deployment of the term in this study, see Axel 2004; Kleist 
2013; Sökefeld, 2006 for discussions on diaspora as claims-making process. 
56 To explain by way of example, consider the Syrian diaspora in Australia. While some Syrian-
Australians may have mobilised to help in response to the unfolding crisis in their country of origin, 
none were directly involved in this study. This is because it was only after the Syrian conflict began 
in 2012 that Syrian nationals became ‘persons of concern’ to the international refugee regime. The 
Syrian diaspora in Australia is made up of two groups: a small population who arrived pre-2012 
(almost exclusively as skilled migrants and through family reunion programs) and those who have 
arrived post-2012 (who include people who have personally experienced the violent conflict in 
their homeland and were forcibly displaced). At the time that I was identifying RDOs to include in 
this study, no Syrian diaspora organisations involving former refugees were identified because 
Syrians were only just starting to be granted refugee and humanitarian visas.  Since completing my 
fieldwork, several Syrian RDOs have emerged, with activities focused on people and places where 
Syrian refugees are living in difficult circumstances (e.g. Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey). 
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migrant diasporas and their involvement in helping in refugee situations, as there are few 

examples of communities in Australia that could be included in any sample.57 

A question that arises from this is whether there is utility in including diasporas from 

vastly different backgrounds under the one umbrella. For argument’s sake, what are the 

commonalities between a Bhutanese RDO and one established by Eritrean-Australians? In 

response, I suggest that there is utility in linking refugee diasporas together because of the 

commonalities they share as having ‘been a refugee’. For, although it is important to keep 

sight of the ‘specific histories of displacement and dwelling’ and the ‘ambivalent politics of 

diaspora in view’ (Clifford, 1994, p. 313), it is also possible to see common threads in the 

experiences of those who have engaged with the international refugee regime and arrived 

in Australia through a refugee resettlement process.58  As was argued in Chapter 2, coming 

within the field of refugee protection is a structuring experience with multiple effects. 

Indeed, other scholars have suggested that there is utility in applying diaspora as a 

conceptual tool for understanding the particular experiences, beliefs and practices of 

refugees as a sub-set of diasporas (cf Butler, 2001; Malkki, 1995; Van Hear, 2006, 2009; 

Wahlbeck, 2002). Butler (2001), for example, argues that the reasons for dispersal—

categorised by ‘degrees of volition’—will result in different types of relationships between 

diasporas, their homelands, and their host societies (see also Wahlbeck, 2002). 

What refugee diasporas do 

In developing the concept of ‘refugee diasporas’, Nicholas Van Hear (2006) suggests that, 

‘if displacement persists and people consolidate themselves in their territories of refuge, 

complex relations will develop among these different domains of what we may call the 

“refugee diaspora”: that is, among those at home, those in neighbouring territories, and 

those spread further afield’ (p. 9). In this, Van Hear focuses on refugee diasporas’ 

transnational engagements—on the interrelationships between groups of people who are 

dispersed—rather than on the effects of diasporic identification on local lives and 

                                                           

57 Exceptions to this may be the Syrian diaspora, as described in the footnote above, and the Iranian 
or Sri Lankan diaspora. 
58 It is worth noting here that, particularly in anthropological studies of diaspora, there can be a 
tendency to reify ethnicity to explain beliefs and practices. Without denying the significance of 
factors including ethnicity, culture, gender, class and so on, I focus in this research on the 
commonalities of experience that refugee displacement and resettlement brings, and of the 
possibilities this creates, which go beyond questions of ethnicity and culture.  
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communities.59  What Van Hear (1998, 2006, 2009) suggests is that interrelationships 

between different groups of refugee diaspora have effect—they do things. He 

conceptualises key differentials in the interrelationships of refugee diasporas spatially, 

with the ‘near diaspora’ being those in neighbouring territories (i.e. countries of first 

asylum) and the ‘wider diaspora’ being those further from the homeland, mostly in 

countries he describes as affluent (e.g. the United States, parts of Europe and Australia). 

Van Hear (2006) suggests that at least three sets of relations emerge from this 

understanding of refugee diaspora: ‘between the “homeland” or territory of origin and the 

neighbouring country of first asylum; between the neighbouring country of first asylum 

and the wider diaspora; and between the “homeland” and the wider diaspora’ (p. 11).  

As to what exactly refugee diasporas do, there has been a tendency in research to focus on 

the political and economic dimensions of refugee diasporas’ transnational engagements, 

and on the relationships between diasporas and homelands (cf. Brinkerhoff, 2012; Collier, 

2000; Fullilove, 2008; Nyberg-Sørensen, 2007; Sharma et al., 2011; Williams, 2012; 

Zinterer, 2005). Collier (2000), for example, focuses on the role of diasporas in financing 

and exacerbating conflict, emphasising the ‘romanticised attachments to their group of 

origin’ and their propensity to ‘nurse grievances as a form of asserting continued 

belonging’ (p. 14). However, more recent studies of diaspora transnationalism provide a 

more discriminating view, suggesting that ‘the influence of diasporas is rarely consistent 

across whole groups and often shifts over time’ (Van Hear & Cohen, 2017, p. 172). Van 

Hear and Cohen (2017) develop a useful schema for understanding these varying and 

shifting transnational engagements, arguing that there is value in distinguishing three 

spheres of diaspora engagement:  

The largely private and personal sphere of the household and the extended family; 

the more public sphere of the ‘known community’, by which is meant collectivities 

of people who know one another or know of one another; and the largely public 

sphere of the ‘imagined community’, which includes the transnational political 

field, among other arenas. (pp. 172-173)  

The transnational engagements of the RDOs in this study fit best within this second sphere, 

engagement with the ‘known community’. Indeed, these authors list the activities of 

‘diaspora-based welfare organisations to provide relief for the victims of conflict’ among 

                                                           

59 This is an altogether different branch of diaspora studies, and one which is not explored in any 
detail in this study. 
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those taking place within this sphere. A visual of the interrelationships between different 

refugee diaspora groups and their spheres of engagement is presented in Figure 3.1, with 

the red text drawing attention to where the actions of RDOs in this study fit in this schema. 

Figure 3.1 Spheres and sites of refugee diasporas’ transnational engagements 

 

Distinguishing different spheres and sites of diaspora engagement is useful because it 

allows us to see the plurality of diasporas’ overlapping transnational engagements—and 

that collective acts of helping (humanitarianism) is only one small piece in this. As Van 

Hear and Cohen suggest—and a point that was apparent in this research—those in the 

diaspora are often pulled in multiple directions across these different spheres. There are ‘a 

‘portfolio’ of obligations in the diaspora, which may become unsustainable and 

debilitating, particularly if those in the diaspora have low, precarious incomes’ (Van Hear 

& Cohen, 2017, p. 181).  

Understanding the plurality of spheres and sites of transnational engagements also helps 

to avoid generalising statements about the effects of refugee diasporas, particularly to 

conflict-affected societies. For example, the effects of remittance-sending practices 

between households and extended families has received considerable attention (cf 

Hansen, 2004; Horst, 2008b; Lum, Nikolko, Samy, & Carment, 2013; Monsutti, 2004; Poole, 

2013; Shandy, 2006), as has the political activism within ‘imagined communities’ (cf Betts 

& Jones, 2016; Danforth, 1995; Koinova, 2011; Missbach, 2013; Mojab & Gorman, 2007), 

with varying conclusions drawn. For those interested in imagined communities and long-
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distance politics, diasporas have at times been cast as either the makers or breakers of 

peace. For those interested in household survival, diasporas are vital lifelines for conflict-

affected communities. Yet these engagements happen simultaneously. Those in the 

diaspora can be sending money to families caught up in a conflict at the same time as they 

are lobbying or otherwise supporting parties to a conflict. 

In this study, then, it should be clear that humanitarianism is one aspect of refugee 

diasporas’ transnational engagements, and may take place at the same time as other 

engagements and with mixed effects. While it was not within the scope of this research to 

explore these simultaneous engagements, I do not want to dismiss their existence nor 

suggest that the acts of helping described in this study are necessarily of primary 

importance in the ‘portfolio of obligations’ of those involved in RDOs. Yet it remains 

important to understand acts of collective helping within ‘known communities’, just as it 

remains important to understand other spheres of diaspora engagement. As Van Hear and 

Cohen suggest, activities in the ‘known community’ may have a slightly different value and 

effect in helping to ‘repair the social fabric shredded by years of conflict, not least by 

helping to re-establish social linkages ruptured during war, and re-building trust and 

confidence’ (p. 173), an idea that will be returned to in Chapter 8. 

In sum, the diaspora concept is useful because it allows us to see how people identify 

collectively and in dynamic ways as a consequence of migration. It helps us to see 

interrelationships between groups of people across space and time which have real effects. 

Placing the people and organisations in this study within this context also allows us to see 

refugee diaspora humanitarianism as part of a much more complex web of 

interrelationships and effects. 

3.1.1 Refugee diasporas in Australia 

Figure 3.1.1a provides a visual representation of refugee diasporas in the Australia 

context. Although an over-simplification, the larger group of ‘ethnic minorities’ could be 

considered anyone who migrated to Australia or is the descendent of a migrant. In 

Australia, this would mean almost the entire population,60 although if we focus on more 

                                                           

60 Apart from the 2.8% of the Australian population who identify as Indigenous, all other 
Australians are migrants or the descendants of migrants. Even the largest self-identified ethnic 
group—Anglo Australians—can be considered an ‘ethnic minority’ (36.1% in 2016). In the question 
about ancestry in the 2016 population census, only 33.5% of respondents self-identified as 
‘Australian’ (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017). 
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recent migrant experience, this equates to roughly half the population.61  The circle of 

‘refugee and humanitarian entrants’ is anyone who arrived in Australia under the Refugee 

and Humanitarian Program. This is a discrete and identifiable group defined by visa 

category (discussed below). The shape depicting ‘diasporas’ would more accurately be 

drawn and redrawn as constantly moving, acknowledging that diasporas are not discreet 

groups but a process whereby people identify collectively in different ways and at 

different points of times. 

Figure 3.1.1a  Refugee diasporas in Australia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I begin with the more straightforward and discrete group of ‘refugee and humanitarian 

entrants’ before addressing the amorphous question of diasporic identification in the 

Australian context.  

 

                                                           

61 The 2016 Australian Population Census indicated that one-third of the population was born 
outside of Australia (33.3%) and nearly half the population (49% of stated responses) had one or 
both parents born overseas (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017)(ibid). 
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Refugee and humanitarian entrants 

Australia has a long history of accepting refugees, displaced persons and others fleeing 

persecution for permanent settlement. Refugee historians have pointed to arrivals of 

groups of people fleeing persecution as early as the 1830s, with Germans fleeing religious 

persecution in Russia settling in South Australia (Price, 1990). However, Price and others 

(Hugo, 2011) point to 1938 as the year in which Australia began to play a major role 

globally in refugee resettlement, with the acceptance of large groups of Jews fleeing Nazi 

Germany. Even then, it was not until the latter years of World War II that involvement in 

refugee issues became a major element in Australian government policy, and it wasn’t 

until 1978 that refugee-humanitarian migration became a sub-program within Australia’s 

larger immigration program (Hugo, 2011, pp. 4–5). It has been estimated that, since 

Federation, over 800,000 refugee and humanitarian entrants have settled in Australia 

(Refugee Council of Australia, n.d.).  

Since its inception, Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program (RHP) has provided 

permanent settlement to a relatively stable number of people each year, with an average 

of 13,289 refugee and humanitarian visas granted per annum between 1985 and 2016. 

The size of the RHP has hovered between 11,000 and 20,000 annually and sits within a 

much larger and tightly controlled migration program (Figure 3.1.1b). In terms of 

composition, Figure 3.1.1c gives an indication of the top countries of birth of refugee and 

humanitarian arrivals since 1991. Since the 1970s, Australia has progressively narrowed 

its focus to resettling refugees from three main geographical regions: Asia Pacific, the 

Middle East and Africa. 
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Figure 3.1.1b Permanent migrants to Australia: Migration and Refugee and Humanitarian 

Program visa grants, 1984-85 to 2015-1662 

Year 
Migration Program Refugee and 

Humanitarian 
Program Family Skill Special Eligibility Total 

1984-85 44 200 10 100 200 54 500 14 207 

1985-86 63 400 16 200 400 80 000 11 700 

1986-87 72 600 28 500 600 101 700 11 291 

1987-88 79 500 42 000 600 122 100 11 392 

1988-89 72 700 51 200 800 124 700 11 309 

1989-90 66 600 52 700 900 120 200 12 415 

1990-91 61 300 49 800 1 200 112 200 11 284 

1991-92 55 900 41 400 1 700 98 900 12 009 

1992-93 43 500 21 300 1 400 67 900 11 845 

1993-94 43 200 18 300 1 300 62 800 14 070 

1994-95 44 500 30 400 1 600 76 500 14 858 

1995-96 56 700 24 100 1 700 82 500 16 252 

1996-97 44 580 27 550 1 730 73 900 11 902 

1997-98 31 310 34 670 1 110 67 100 12 055 

1998-99 32 040 35 000 890 67 900 11 356 

1999-00 32 000 35 330 2 850 70 200 15 860 

2000-01 33 470 44 730 2 420 80 610 13 733 

2001-02 38 090 53 520 1 480 93 080 12 349 

2002-03 40 790 66 050 1 230 108 070 12 525 

2003-04 42 230 71 240 890 114 360 13 823 

2004-05 41 740 77 880 450 120 060 13 178 

2005-06 45 290 97 340 310 142 930 14 144 

2006-07 50 080 97 920 200 148 200 13 017 

2007-08 49 870 108 540 220 158 630 13 014 

2008-09 56 366 114 777 175 171 318 13 507 

2009-10 60 254 107 868 501 168 623 13 770 

2010-11 54 543 113 725 417 168 685 13 799 

2011-12 58 604 125 755 639 184 998 13 759 

2012-13 60 185 128 973 842 190 000 20 019 

2013-14 61 112 128 550 338 190 000 13 759 

2014-15 61 085 127 774 238 189 097 13 756 

2015-16 57 400 128 550 308 189 770 13 765 

Total 1 655 139 2 111 742 29 638 3 801 531 425 722 
 

                                                           

62 Figures up to 2012-13 taken from Phillips and Simon-Davies (2014, p. 3). 2013-13 to 2015-16 
Program figures taken from the Department of Immigration and Border Protection website: 
https://www.border.gov.au/about/reports-publications/research-statistics/statistics/live-in-
australia/migration-programme (accessed 3/10/17). 

https://www.border.gov.au/about/reports-publications/research-statistics/statistics/live-in-australia/migration-programme
https://www.border.gov.au/about/reports-publications/research-statistics/statistics/live-in-australia/migration-programme
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Figure 3.1.1c  Top 40 countries of birth of refugee and humanitarian entrants, 1991-201563 

Country of birth 
No. visas 

granted 
 

Country of birth 
No. visas 

granted 

1. Iraq 52 560  21. Sierra Leone 3 525 

2. Afghanistan 33 133  22. Liberia 3 318 

3. Sudan64 27 256  23. Eritrea 3 034 

4. China, Peoples Republic of 22 429  24. El Salvador 3 008 

5. Former Yugoslavia 21 642  25. Former U.S.S.R. 2 998 

6. Iran 18 820  26. Kenya* 2 997 

7. Burma 18 707  27. Indonesia* 2 787 

8. Bosnia-Herzegovina 15 100  28. Nepal* 2 318 

9. Vietnam 10 784  29. Lebanon 2 245 

10. Sri Lanka 8 692  30. Cambodia 2 219 

11. Croatia 7 802  31. Burundi 1 991 

12. Ethiopia 7 133  32. Turkey* 1 889 

13. Somalia 6 204  33. Tanzania* 1 523 

14. Pakistan 5 855  34. Ukraine 1 519 

15. Thailand 4 973  35. India* 1 421 

16. Australia* 4 474  36. Kuwait 1 374 

17. Syria 4 417  37. Malaysia* 1 334 

18. Egypt, Arab Republic of* 4 229  38. Uganda* 1 321 

19. Democratic Republic of the Congo 3 939  39. Zimbabwe* 1 272 

20. Bhutan 3 634  40. Congo Republic 1 067 

* Most likely includes children born to refugees from other countries: Kenya (e.g. children of refugees from 
Ethiopia, Sudan, South Sudan, Somalia); Nepal (Bhutan, as well as Nepalese); Turkey (Iraq, as well as Kurdish); 
Tanzania (Congolese, Burundi, Rwanda); Thailand (Burma); India (Burma, Somalia, Iran and others); Malaysia 
(Burma and others); Egypt (Horn of Africa); Uganda, Zimbabwe, (other African); Indonesia (Afghanistan, Iran, 
East Timor, as well as West Papuan)  

Australia has historically provided permanent visas to those who have been recognised as 

refugees in other countries and are then resettled to Australia as a third country—i.e. to 

resettled refugees (Figure 3.1.1d). The proportion of the RHP made of people who have 

been found to be refugees in Australia (onshore protection visas) has historically been 

low, mainly due to the geographical distance between Australia and countries where most 

of the world’s refugees have originated, as well as Australia’s highly controlled borders 

heavily restricting legal admission pathways to anyone who is considered likely to seek 

asylum upon entry (McAdam & Chong, 2014). 

                                                           

63 Australian Government Settlement Reporting database, http://www.immi.gov.au/settlement, 
accessed 1/4/16 
64 Includes people born in what is now South Sudan. 
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Figure 3.1.1d  Refugee and humanitarian visas by offshore and onshore streams, 1977-201665 

 

 

Diaspora associations 

While not all those who have arrived under Australia’s RHP can be described as diaspora, 

the people about which this study is focused—resettled refugees who form organisations 

to help displaced people overseas—did identify in diasporic ways. While I do not want to 

spend time elaborating on this process of diasporisation in the Australian context66, it is 

important to acknowledge that diaspora associational forms have a long history in 

Australia tied to the country’s settler-colonial history; with Australia’s population having 

significantly transformed over more than two centuries through mass migration, the 

violent displacement and domination of indigenous peoples, and more recently through its 

evolution as a pluralist ‘multicultural’ society within the modern system of nation-states. 

Multiculturalism has been an official government policy in Australia since the 1970s and 

the end of the White Australia policy. What this ‘multiculturalism’ means, of course, is 

highly debatable (cf Hage, 2012). However, at a legal and policy level there is an 

articulation of ‘the rights of all to celebrate, practice and maintain their cultural traditions 

within the law and free from discrimination’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2011). 

                                                           

65 Source: Australia Government Department of Immigration and Border Protection. 1977-2012: 
www.refugeecouncil.org.au/getfacts/statistics/aust/australias-refugee-humanitarian-program-
visa-grants-stream-1977-78-2011-12/; 2012-2016: www.border.gov.au/about/reports-
publications/reports/annual (accessed 3/10/17) 
66 Others have written extensively and excellently on this topic (cf Danforth, 1995; Ndhlovu, 2014) 
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https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/getfacts/statistics/aust/australias-refugee-humanitarian-program-visa-grants-stream-1977-78-2011-12/
http://www.border.gov.au/about/reports-publications/reports/annual
http://www.border.gov.au/about/reports-publications/reports/annual
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Different tiers of government support multiculturalism through initiatives such as the 

establishment of multicultural advisory councils, anti-racism strategies and legislation, 

policy and program commitments to access and equity to government services, and 

providing funding for multicultural arts, festivals and sports. Multicultural policies have 

enabled the expression of language, culture and associational forms of people who have 

settled in Australia. There are, for example, ethnic communities’ councils across all states 

and territories in Australia whose members are ethnic associations. 

Australian multiculturalism is significant for understanding why resettled refugees form 

organisations, and why they do so as clearly-identifiable ethnic associations. Not only is 

there official endorsement of people ‘celebrating, practicing and maintaining cultural 

traditions’, there are also laws that govern and support the establishment of community-

based organisations (incorporated associations) and allow groups of people to apply for 

funding.67  Indeed, there is a long history in Australia of ethno-specific or migrant support 

organisations being established by different waves of settlers and playing a pivotal role in 

people’s lives as sources of support, advice, advocacy and belonging (Jakubowicz, 2002). 

However, this is not to say that RDOs only form because of government policy. As one 

informant who works with refugee communities in Sydney explained in an interview: 

People need to associate. They need to belong and the first place you belong are 

[with] people who speak the same language as you; who understand what you’ve 

been through. And this whole networks-for-mutual-support, I think it’s something 

that people develop. It’s a survival strategy…in situations of war and violence, when 

you don’t have government to provide you protection or a government does the 

opposite of providing protection, so you need to find a way of getting together and 

supporting each other... So, people form organisations fairly quickly. 

Indeed, in mapping out potential RDOs to recruit for this study, I quickly identified over a 

hundred organisations. While not all were involved in acts of helping people overseas, all 

involved people who had arrived in Australia predominantly as refugees and who wished 

to associate as a collective (diaspora). 

                                                           

67 A fuller discussion on incorporated associations can be found in chapter 5 on governance. 
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3.2 Refugee diaspora organisations and humanitarianism 

In describing what RDOs do—and specifically their transnational acts of helping—the 

following section outlines some of the characteristics of the 26 RDOs that participated in 

this research. As stated in the introduction, this is intended only to provide the reader 

with a feel for the diversity and particularities of these organisations. The categories and 

labels used could, of course, be problematized. For example, how meaningful is ‘country of 

origin’ as a signifier (Glick Schiller, 2012), particularly for diasporas who do not self-

identify with a nation-state?  While I have used many of the labels that participants self-

identified, there are others that have been used that should be taken as a rough marker 

(‘social fact’) for what is likely a much more complex reality. The purpose of including this 

overview is to illustrate some of the variations in RDOs before focusing in subsequent 

chapters on commonalities in experiences.  

The 26 organisations or groups68 (RDOs) that that participated in this research were 

selected because they satisfied two main criteria: (1) they were formed and led by people 

who identify as being from the same community as the population targeted by their 

actions; and (2) they were involved in helping in a refugee situation overseas. In working 

out which diaspora communities to recruit for this study, focus was given to those from 

the top countries of origin for refugee and humanitarian arrivals, and excluded 

communities where there are no significant current populations of concern to the 

international refugee regime.69  Diaspora communities from the top 15 countries of origin 

that met the criteria were: Iraq, Afghanistan, Sudan/South Sudan, Iran, Burma (Myanmar), 

Sri Lanka, Ethiopia, Sierra Leone, Democratic Republic of Congo, Bhutan, Liberia, Somalia, 

Syria, Eritrea and Burundi. RDOs from nine of these countries of origin participated in this 

research (italicised). 

                                                           

68 Recruitment information used the phrase ‘organisations and groups’ in anticipation that some 
collective action was being undertaken by more informal groups that may not identify as an 
‘organisation’ or may be wary of calling themselves an organisation if they had not been legally 
incorporated in Australia. This proved to be the case. 
69 For example, in looking at the top countries of origin for refugee and humanitarian entrants over 
the past 15 years (Figure 3.1.1c), communities from the former Yugoslavia were excluded from 
targeted recruitment. This was because it was unlikely that there would be current involvement in 
humanitarian action by former Yugoslav refugees due to the evolution and (largely) the resolution 
of the refugee situation in this region. 
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3.2.1 Characteristics 

Figure 3.2.1a (over page) provides a summary of the demographics of both the diaspora 

communities in Australia associated with the participating RDOs (how they self-identified) 

and who their humanitarian interventions were targeting (target beneficiaries), as well as 

where they were working (humanitarian context). 

Demographics 

The majority (21 out of 26) of the RDOs in this study were working with target 

communities that they self-identified with—they were helping ‘familiar strangers’. Of the 

RDOs that were working with a broader target group, all also incorporated people that 

they self-identified with within their broader beneficiary group. However, there were 

interesting ways that groups self-identified. For example, the RDO that identified as ‘South 

Sudanese’ purposefully included members of different ethnic backgrounds (e.g. Dinka, 

Nuer) both within the RDO’s governance structure and in its fundraising activities in 

Australia. The target beneficiaries were those internally displaced in South Sudan due to a 

conflict that has exacerbated ethnic divisions. Careful decisions were made by the RDO’s 

organising committee to ensure that beneficiaries were not selected based on ethnic 

affiliation but on need (specifically, where other humanitarian organisations were not 

working and in places they could access through church-affiliated networks).   

Humanitarian contexts 

In Figure 3.2.1a, the humanitarian contexts in which RDOs are working have been broken 

down in terms of the spaces (in red) and temporalities (in blue) discussed in chapter 2 

(section 2.3.1). The sample in this study cut across all different humanitarian spaces, with 

10 RDOs working with IDPs, 12 working in refugee camp settings and 15 working with 

refugees living outside camps. The limitations and possibilities for RDOs working in these 

different spaces varied. For example, working with IDPs within countries where RDO 

members may have an ambivalent relationship to the state (for example, may have fled 

due to state-sanctioned persecution and be unable to safely return), may constrain the 

scope and type of help that they can offer. Providing aid to people in refugee camps also 

involves different possibilities and constraints for RDOs. Where access to a camp 

population is restricted by dominant humanitarian governance structures, RDOs must 
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Figure 3.2.1a Overview of demographics of RDOs, target beneficiaries and characteristics of 

humanitarian contexts in which RDOs are working 

RDO 
Country of 

origin 

Community 
(self-

identified) 

Country 
where RDO is 

working 
Characteristics of humanitarian context 

Target 
beneficiaries 

    
IDPs 

Refugee 
- camp 

Refugee 
- urban 

PRS 

70 

Complex 
emergency

71 

Other 

72  

1 Afghanistan Hazara Afghanistan       
Afghan (including 

Hazara) 

2 Afghanistan Hazara Indonesia       
Any (majority 

Hazara) 

3 Afghanistan Hazara Pakistan       Hazara 

4 Afghanistan Hazara Pakistan       Hazara 

5 Afghanistan 
Hazara 
women 

Pakistan / Iran       Hazara women 

6 Bhutan Lhotsampa Nepal       
Lhotsampa / 

Nepalese 

7 Burma Karen Thailand       Karen 

8 Burma Karen 
Thailand / 

Burma 
      Karen 

9 Burma Karenni 
Thailand / 

Burma 
      Karenni 

10 Burma Rohingya Global       Rohingya 

11 Burma Zo Malaysia       Zo 

12 Ethiopia Ogaden Kenya       Ogaden 

13 Ethiopia Oromo Indonesia       Oromo 

14 Ethiopia Oromo Global       Oromo 

15 Ethiopia Oromo 
Yemen / Horn 

of Africa 
      Oromo 

16 Eritrea Eritrean Sudan       Eritrean 

17 Eritrea Eritrean Sudan       Eritrean 

18 Eritrea Eritrean 
Yemen / Egypt 
/ Horn of Africa 

      Eritrean 

19 Iran Baha’i Iran       
Iranian (majority 
Baha’i) women 

20 Iraq Chaldean Iraq       Iraqi Christians 

21 Iraq Iraqi Iraq       Iraqi (any) 

22 Iraq Mandaean 
Iraq / Syria / 

Jordan 
      Mandaean 

23 Iraq / Syria Assyrian Iraq       Assyrian 

24 
Iraq / Syria / 

Lebanon 
Eastern 

Orthodox 
Syria / 

Lebanon 
      

Iraqi / Syrian 
Christians 

25 Palestine Palestinian Lebanon / Iraq       Palestinian 

26 
South 
Sudan 

South 
Sudanese 

South Sudan       South Sudanese 

Total    10 12 15 15 8 9  

                                                           

70 Protracted refugee situation 
71 The UN definition of a complex emergency is ‘a humanitarian crisis in a country, region or society 
where there is total or considerable breakdown of authority resulting from internal or external 
conflict and which requires an international response that goes beyond the mandate or capacity of 
any single agency and/or the ongoing United Nations country program’ (IASC, 1994). 
72 ‘Other’ includes: helping people who are currently and directly experiencing persecution but 
have not left their country of origin (addressing root causes of displacement); helping returnees to 
re-establish themselves; and helping local populations in humanitarian emergencies (natural 
disasters) in countries that host refugees; refugees or asylum seekers in transit countries. 
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either fly ‘under the radar’73 or partner with organisations that already have access to 

these camps. While moving in and out of urban refugee environments may be easier for 

members of RDOs with Australian passports or travel documents, establishing 

relationships with local host communities and coordinating with other humanitarian 

actors may be harder in these contexts because of sensitivities in refugee hosting 

countries. Other humanitarian organisations working with refugee populations outside of 

camp settings may encounter similar challenges, particularly where the host government 

questions the right for refugees to live within their borders, or wish aid to be directed to 

local citizen-populations who may have similar needs.  

Regarding temporal dimensions, 15 RDOs were working in protracted refugee situations 

and eight were involved in complex emergencies. However, nine of the participating RDOs 

were working with neither long-term displaced or those in complex emergencies. These I 

have categorised as ‘other’, and includes a very wide array of humanitarian contexts: 

helping people who are currently and directly experiencing persecution but have not left 

their country of origin (addressing root causes of displacement); helping returnees to re-

establish themselves in their country of origin; helping local populations in humanitarian 

emergencies (natural disasters) in countries that host refugees; and helping refugees or 

asylum seekers in transit countries where they have limited protection. 

Activities 

It is hard to characterise simply the activities that RDOs were involved in. As a recent 

report on diaspora humanitarianism describes, ‘diaspora organisations can be considered 

as multi-mandate organisations that couple relief and recovery with political, economic 

and social reform, linking relief, rehabilitation and development and thereby challenging 

the typical notions associated with humanitarian aid’ (DEMAC, 2016b, p. 6). That is, RDOs 

may be involved in activities that do not fit easily into dominant humanitarian practice 

frameworks.  

Figure 3.2.1b is an attempt to illustrate some of the broad types of activities that 

participating RDOs talked about. These categories are not mutually exclusive. For example, 

some were providing material aid as emergency relief (i.e. collecting and sending clothes 

or medical supplies from Australia) and others were simply funding emergency relief (i.e. 

sending money to local organisations undertaking relief activities). Some RDOs were 

                                                           

73 See discussion on invisibility in Chapter 6 
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Figure 3.2.1b Types of humanitarian interventions described by participating RDOs 

RDO Diaspora Location 

Type of intervention 

Advocacy Education 
Material 

aid 
Emergency 

relief 
Migration Health Infrastructure 

Liveli-
hoods 

Women’s 
empowerment 

1 Assyrian Iraq          

2 Baha’i Iran          

3 Iraqi Muslim Iraq          

4 Chaldean Iraq          

5 
Eastern 

Orthodox 
Syria / 

Lebanon 
         

6 Eritrean Sudan          

7 Eritrean Sudan          

8 Eritrean 
Yemen / 

Egypt / Horn 
of Africa 

         

9 Hazara Indonesia          

10 Hazara Pakistan          

11 Hazara Pakistan          

12 Hazara 
Pakistan / 

Iran 
         

13 Hazara Afghanistan          

14 Karen Thailand          

15 Karen 
Thailand / 

Burma 

         

16 Karenni 
Thailand / 

Burma 
         

17 Lhotsampa Nepal          

18 Mandaean 
Iraq / Syria / 

Jordan 
         

19 Ogaden Kenya          

20 Oromo Indonesia          

21 Oromo Global          

22 Oromo 
Yemen / 
Horn of 
Africa 

         

23 Palestinian 
Lebanon / 

Iraq 
         

24 Rohingya Global          

25 
South 

Sudanese 
South 
Sudan 

         

26 Zo Malaysia          

Total 13 12 10 10 9 6 5 4 3 

 

involved in a wide range of activities simultaneously, or as opportunities arose. This table 

shows that the type of activities RDOs were most commonly involved with were 

advocacy74 (n=13), education projects (n=12), material aid (n=10), emergency relief 

(n=10) and migration support75 (n=9). However, this is only a rough indication of the 

                                                           

74 RDOs predominantly targeted their advocacy at the Australian government, UNHCR, the UN 
Human Rights Council, and international NGOs, and focused their advocacy on raising the profile or 
attention given to their target population to enhance protection. 
75 Migration support included filling in visa application forms and sponsoring individuals or groups 
of people for resettlement in Australia. Note: decisions about who and how to support their 
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types of activities that these RDO were involved in, as the data was garnered from 

interviews that were semi-structured and where interviewees were asked to self-report 

on what their organisation was doing to help. This meant that pre-identified categories 

were not used to capture the nature of interventions in a systematic way. Some of the 

participating RDOs may therefore have been involved in other activities that were not 

mentioned in interviews. 

A very important caveat to interpreting Figure 3.2.1b is that capturing RDO activities in 

this way tends to privilege certain understandings of what constitutes helping—those that 

can be easily named and measured. For example, the activities that were spoken about 

when I asked ‘what does your organisation do to help?’ tended to draw on dominant 

humanitarian discourses. Yet it was apparent through my fieldwork that there were many 

unmeasurable things that RDOs did to help, which speaks to what Barnett (2011) writes 

when he laments the professionalisation and bureaucratisation of international 

humanitarian practice:  

The desire to measure places a premium on numbers—for instance, lives lost and 

saved, people fed, children inoculated—to the neglect of non-quantifiable goals 

such as witnessing, being present, conferring dignity, and demonstrating 

solidarity. Is it possible to quantify, for instance, the reuniting of families, the 

providing of burial shrouds, or the reducing of fear and anxiety in individuals who 

are in desperate situations? (p. 216) 

As will be explored in concluding chapters, the RDOs in this study were involved in 

helping in ways that were harder to quantify—that seemed more about witnessing, 

comforting, and demonstrating solidarity—than about simply ‘saving lives’. 

3.2.2 Case studies 

The following five case studies have been selected to represent a cross-section of the 

demographics, humanitarian contexts and types of activities characterised above. They are 

included to give the reader a feel for what these characteristics (abstractions) mean and 

for what follows in the remaining chapters, where examples are woven from across the 26 

                                                                                                                                                                           

migration were made on a collective rather than a family or individual basis. For example, many 
RDOs worked with existing community structures or community-based organisations overseas to 
identify cases in priority need of resettlement. 
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RDOs to discuss the motivations, modalities and implications of refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism.  

Each case study includes a brief introduction to the refugee diaspora community in 

Australia, how the RDO formed and who is involved, the humanitarian context in which 

they are working and what activities they have undertaken. 

Oromo diaspora humanitarianism in Indonesia 

People from the Oromia region of Ethiopia (the ‘homeland’ of the Oromo) have been 

displaced for many decades due to what has been described as a long pattern of often pre-

emptive and brutal suppression by the Ethiopian state of even suggestions of dissent in 

the Oromia region (Amnesty International, 2014). Oromo people—with an estimated 

global population of 25 million—have been dispersed and formed diaspora communities 

in many parts of the world, with the largest in the United States, Canada, Australia, Kenya, 

Sudan, Egypt, Yemen, Saudi Arabia and Djibouti. The Oromo in Australia predominantly 

arrived as refugee and humanitarian entrants and as family migrants in waves, starting 

from the mid-1980s.76 While the Oromo community in Australia is well established and 

now includes many young adults who were born and have grown up in Australia, the 

political struggle for Oromo self-determination and rights within Ethiopia that began in 

the 1980s remains pertinent and, at the time of writing, those identifying as Oromo were 

still being granted refugee status in Australia and being resettled from elsewhere. 

The Australian Oromo Community Association in Victoria (AOCAV) is a not-for-profit, 

volunteer-run incorporated association that was established in 1984. AOCAV is one of 

numerous Oromo diaspora organisations in Australia that have been formed with various 

political, cultural and social purposes. The main work of AOCAV is centred on the cultural 

and community development of the Oromo community in the state of Victoria, where 

AOCAV estimate approximately 5,000 Oromo community members reside.77  The activities 

                                                           

76 It is hard to find accurate estimates of the number of people living in Australia who identify as 
Oromo, particularly as statistics tend to gather ‘country of origin’ information which would include 
Oromo within the ‘Ethiopia-born’ category (there would also be people who identify as Oromo who 
were born in countries of asylum, including Sudan, Kenya and Uganda). The 2016 Australian 
Census recorded 11,791 Ethiopia-born persons in Australia, with 18,065 persons indicating that 
their mother and 17,885 that their father was Ethiopia-born. One interviewee estimated the size of 
the Oromo community in Australia (including second generation) as ‘no less than 12,000’.   
77 The stated aims of AOCAV are: To carry out welfare services, promote, assist, encourage and 
strengthen the rehabilitation and the economic, social and cultural absorption of the Oromo in 
Australia; To facilitate and encourage Oromo refugees and migrants coming to Australia by 
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of AOCAV include information and support programs, cultural events and festivals, sports 

and recreation programs, advocacy and settlement support. While AOCAV does not 

include international aid and advocacy among its stated aims, the association’s website 

profiles activities that have focused on helping Oromo people in other countries. AOCAV is 

governed by a volunteer committee made up of people who identify as Oromo. The 

organisation has a small office and one part-time paid staff member, who is funded by the 

Victorian state government to work on a community education program relating to family 

violence. All other activities are self-funded and run by volunteers. 

In 2015, AOCAV became involved in supporting a group of Oromo asylum seekers living in 

Indonesia. As a non-signatory to the Refugee Convention, the ‘protection gaps’ in 

Indonesia are significant. Asylum seekers and refugees face arbitrary arrest and indefinite 

harsh detention, are not permitted to work, face substantial discrimination in terms of 

housing, and have extremely limited access to health services or education. Access to 

humanitarian support in Indonesia is scarce and refugee status determination processes, 

which are conducted by UNHCR, can take years. If a person is found to be a refugee, the 

Indonesian government does not consider local integration a possibility and resettlement 

to a third country can take many years.78  While a small number of refugees and asylum 

seekers in Indonesia are eligible for some support from NGOs (housing, income, 

education), most survive through their own means (remittances, savings etc.) and, 

increasingly, refugees are giving themselves up to be detained in immigration detention 

centres so they can access some food and shelter (Missbach, 2015). 

In 2014, a member of AOCAV travelled to Indonesia for business and by chance met a 

group of Oromo asylum seekers standing outside the UNHCR office in Jakarta. Upon 

hearing about the difficult circumstances this group were facing, the AOCAV member 

returned to Australia and spread the word. What followed was a mobilisation of interest 

and resources that eventuated in a delegation of five Oromo-Australians travelling (self-

funded) to Indonesia in 2015 to try to help the 200 or so Oromo who had sought asylum 

                                                                                                                                                                           

rendering them assistance, social counselling, financial and other aid; To represent and advance the 
interests of the membership in any way the Association deems fit; To promote and organize social 
activities, such as sporting, excursions, cultural shows and other entertainments for the members 
and the Oromo people; To conduct and enhance education, research and development of Oromo 
and Oromo culture; To facilitate and enhance cultural exchange with other ethnic community 
organizations of Victoria; To facilitate and educate members and state Law in order to cultivate a 
law-abiding citizens (http://oromocommunity.org.au/about-us)  
78 At the time of writing, UNHCR was advising refugees in Indonesia that resettlement may take a 
decade if at all. 

http://oromocommunity.org.au/about-us)
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there.79  Over a week, AOCAV held a series of meetings to bring together Oromo asylum 

seekers, hear their concerns, support the development of the newly-formed Indonesian-

Oromo community association, and identify different ways that the Oromo diaspora in 

Australia and other parts of the world could help. AOCAV also set up a series of meetings 

between Indonesia-based humanitarian organisations, UNHCR and members of the 

Indonesian-Oromo community to discuss their concerns, including about interpreter use 

by UNHCR. A small amount of financial support was provided by AOCAV members to those 

identified as particularly vulnerable (mostly female-headed households with small 

children) and a commitment was made by AOCAV to support the local Indonesian-Oromo 

association as it developed, and to try to assist with migration pathways (i.e. sponsorship) 

for those found to be refugees in the future. 

Eritrean diaspora humanitarianism in Sudan 

At the time of Eritrea’s independence in 1993, roughly one million Eritreans had fled the 

armed conflict with Ethiopia and settled in neighbouring Sudan, in various Middle Eastern 

countries, Europe, North America and Australia. As Hirt (2015) writes, in spite of an initial 

‘liberation euphoria’, only a small number of Eritreans returned from exile and stayed, 

while the vast majority chose to remain in their respective host countries. Eritreans 

arrived in Australia as refugee and humanitarian entrants and as family migrants in 

waves, with the greatest numbers arriving in the 1990s. Like the Oromo, the Eritrean 

diaspora in Australia is made up of these earlier resettled refugees who are now well 

established, second generation Eritrean-Australians who were born or have grown up in 

Australia, as well as Eritreans who have more recently arrived either through refugee 

resettlement or through family sponsorship (mostly marriage). The 2016 Population 

Census recorded 4,301 Eritrea-born residents in Australia, an increase of 51 per cent from 

the 2011 Census. In addition, 7,557 persons indicated their mother was born in Eritrea, 

and 7,973 that their father was Eritrea-born. However, members of the Eritrean diaspora 

estimate their community as much larger, taking into account the second generation. One 

informant estimated the Eritrean-Australian community to number over 8,000 people.  

An Eritrean RDO established for the sole purpose of helping Eritrean refugees overseas is 

the Eritrean Australian Humanitarian Aid (EAHA) association. EAHA was formed in 2009 

‘to provide humanitarian assistance to improve the living conditions, educational and 

                                                           

79 I participated in this visit. 
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health needs of Eritrean refugees living in camps’ (EAHA, n.d.). EAHA is an incorporated 

association that was registered as a charity organisation with the Australian Charities and 

Not-for-profits Commission in 2015. The organisation is run by a small volunteer 

committee of management involving mostly people who identify as Eritrean. EAHA raises 

funds for its humanitarian work by holding community fundraising dinners and BBQs at 

public events, the latter with the support of a local Rotary Club.   

EAHA’s humanitarian work has been focused on one of Africa’s most protracted refugee 

situations: Eritreans in eastern Sudan. In refugee camps and towns in Sudan, Eritreans 

who have been living as refugees for four decades reside alongside more recent arrivals 

who continue crossing the border (UNHCR, n.d.). As a report by the UN Human Rights 

Council Special Rapporteur on human rights in Eritrea, young Eritreans are mostly fleeing 

an intensified recruitment drive by the Eritrean state into mandatory and open-ended 

national service (OHCHR, 2015). UNHCR describes Sudan as ‘at the crossroads of the Horn 

of Africa’s large, complex and constantly evolving migration routes’ and ‘it is both a 

temporary and long-term host to an extensive population of refugees, asylum-seekers and 

other persons of concern’, numbering some 322,000 at the end of 2015 (112,000 of these 

being Eritrean). Eritrean refugees live in a particularly complex situation in Sudan (lack of 

security, political tensions) and overall shortfall of funding for humanitarian assistance 

has meant that there are considerable unmet needs. Unmet needs identified by UNHCR 

include a lack of local infrastructure with capacity to absorb increasing numbers of 

displaced persons.80 

In terms of its activities, EAHA has mobilised resources largely from within the Eritrean 

diaspora in Melbourne to undertake small projects that can best be described as material 

aid with an education focus. This has included: funding and overseeing the construction 

and maintenance of school buildings in both urban and refugee camp settings, purchasing 

and distributing school stationery and supplies, sending a shipping container of school 

supplies and computers, and supplementing teachers’ salaries in community-run schools. 

EAHA has also undertaken maintenance work on a hospital and has been involved in a 

fundraising and community education project involving refugee school children in Sudan 

collaborating with school children in Melbourne to produce a book (Words and Pictures, 

                                                           

80 In 2016 UNHCR’s budget for Sudan was USD 167 million and its expenditure (i.e. amount of 
funding actually received) was USD 80 million, meaning less than half of the estimated budget was 
met. http://reporting.unhcr.org/node/2535#_ga=1.54558571.1117866878.1393983487 

http://reporting.unhcr.org/node/2535#_ga=1.54558571.1117866878.1393983487
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2015). EAHA has identified needs and implemented projects through members travelling 

to and from Sudan.  

Karenni diaspora humanitarianism in Thailand 

The Karenni diaspora originate from Karenni state in eastern Burma (Myanmar). The 

Karenni have been described as a diverse population whose ‘experiences at the hands of 

the Burmese army or others inside Karenni State and subsequent displacement have 

brought together people who are in many ways disparate’ (Dudley, 2006, p. 2). As Dudley 

argues, ‘diversity is a characteristic of the population inside Karenni State and has been 

concentrated still further by the distillation process of displacement and subsequent 

coming together in the relatively confined spaces of the refugee camps’ (ibid). The Karenni 

diaspora predominantly resides in Thailand—with an estimated population of 22,000 

living in refugee camps—with smaller populations in the United States, Canada, Australia, 

New Zealand and the Nordic states. The 2016 Census recorded 32,656 Myanmar-born 

people in Australia, but this is not broken down by ethnic groups. Community informants 

estimated the Karenni community in Australia to number around 2,000 people in 2017. 

Almost all have been resettled through the Refugee and Humanitarian Program, with the 

majority arriving in the decade from 2005.  

The Karenni Federation of Australia (KnFA) was registered as an incorporated association 

in 2010 and is a not-for-profit organisation run by a volunteer committee of management. 

At the time of writing, the president of the KnFA was in Victoria, but membership and 

activities are carried out by sub-committees or affiliated local Karenni organisations in 

different cities throughout Australia. As a small and recently settled population, the KnFA 

is focused predominantly on advocating for and supporting the integration of new arrivals 

and the cultural and social development of the Karenni community in Australia. 

In 2016, 22,000 people from Karenni state were estimated to reside predominantly in two 

refugee camps along the Thai-Burma border. They are among 120,000 refugees, mostly 

ethnic minorities from Burma, in nine Thai border camps that have existed in various 

forms since the 1980s. While there are increasing talks of repatriation of refugees from 

these camps, there are still widespread fears among refugee communities in Thailand 

about the prospect of safe and dignified return. The Thai government has long restricted 

movement in and out of border camps and refugees are unable to legally work, making 

these populations highly reliant on aid and remittances. At the same time, humanitarian 
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assistance to camps on the Thai-Burma border has been progressively withdrawn as aid 

agencies have begun shifting their focus to areas in Myanmar where refugees are expected 

to return. As such, survival in camps in Thailand has become more precarious and fewer 

external actors are channelling resources to help these populations.  

On 22 March 2013 and then again on 7 April 2015, fires broke out in camps on the Thai-

Burma border where refugees from Karenni state reside, destroying hundreds of homes, 

killing 36 people and resulting in thousands becoming homeless (Radio Free Asia, 2015). 

After both fires, the KnFA mobilised funding from within the Karenni diaspora in Australia 

and sent this to the Karenni Refugee Committee (KnRC) in Thailand. The funds were then 

distributed as cash by KnRC to all affected families in the camp, with those whose homes 

had been destroyed receiving a greater share. In 2013, the amount raised was AUD 

$67,000, with $9,000 sent in response to the 2015 fire. A representative of KnFA explained 

that, while other humanitarian organisations—including UNHCR, Jesuit Refugee Services, 

the International Rescue Committee and IOM—responded to these fires and helped to 

rebuild homes, the cash amount distributed to families by KnFA was intended to allow 

people to replace other household goods and livestock of their own choosing. 

Palestinian diaspora humanitarianism on the Iraq-Syria border 

It is difficult to accurately estimate the size of the Palestinian diaspora in Australia since 

most entered holding different passports, arrived in relatively small numbers and over 

decades, and are invisible or inconsistently identified in available population data. The 

2016 Census did include ‘Gaza and the West Bank’ as a category under ‘country of birth’, 

with 2,939 persons listed. However, since Palestinians have been living across the Middle 

East since the 1950s, it is likely that Palestinians are counted in populations born in Syria, 

Jordan, Iraq, UAE, Lebanon and Kuwait. In fact, 10,119 persons indicated they were 

Palestinian by ancestry in the 2016 Census. While a small number of Palestinians have 

settled permanently in Australia through the RHP, most arrived under the Migration 

Program as either students, family or skilled migrants.  

Like other diasporas, there are several Palestinian organisations in Australia formed with 

a range of social, cultural and political objectives. The Australian Society for Palestinian 

Iraqi Refugees Emergency (ASPIRE) was set up in 2008 with a very specific humanitarian 

purpose. ASPIRE was registered as an incorporated association in Victoria and operated 

for approximately six years, ceasing to renew its registration in 2014. While operational, 
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ASPIRE was run by a small volunteer committee of management made up of both 

Palestinians and non-Palestinians. ASPIRE’s founder estimated 15 people were actively 

involved in ASPIRE at the peak of its activity, although the organisation had a much larger 

network of supporters. 

ASPIRE’s focus was advocacy and support for a small group of Palestinian refugees stuck 

on the Iraq-Syria border at Al Hol refugee camp. Those in Al Hol were Palestinians who 

had been living as refugees in Iraq for decades—some since the partition in 1947 and 

others because of the subsequent and ongoing Israel-Palestine conflict. In 2006, many 

Palestinian refugees fled their homes in Iraq due to the increasingly brutal armed conflict 

and the inability of the Iraqi state to effectively protect civilian populations. A few 

thousand Palestinian-Iraqis reached the Iraq-Syria border but many were prevented from 

crossing into Syria due to their lack of documentation.81  Makeshift camps were set up in 

‘no man’s land’ in the border region: Al Hol and Al Tanf on the Syrian side of the border, 

and Al Waleed on the Iraq side. Humanitarian agencies—including UNHCR, the UN Relief 

and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), UNICEF, WFP, the 

Palestinian Red Crescent and the Syrian Arab Red Crescent—provided basic assistance to 

refugees in these camps, which were located in incredibly harsh desert areas. Al Tanf 

camp was eventually closed in 2010 after residents were either resettled to third 

countries82 or were relocated to Al Hol. In 2010, the small group of refugees in Al Hol (less 

than 2,000 people) remained living in extremely difficult and unsustainable conditions,  

unable to move either forward into Syria or back into Iraq.83 

In its activities, ASPIRE successfully advocated alongside organisations such as Amnesty 

International for the Australian government to offer resettlement places to refugees from 

Al Hol, becoming involved in public awareness-raising, media campaigns and lobbying. 

ASPIRE also provided significant practical support to fill in and translate visa application 

documents to facilitate the resettlement of refugees from Al Hol. This was done in two 

rounds (one in 2009 and the other in 2010-11), with applications filed for 117 families 

                                                           

81 Sadly, the group that did manage to cross into Syria and ended up in Yamouk refugee camp near 
Damascus subsequently got caught up in the Syrian conflict that then ignited in 2011 and were 
forced to flee yet again. 
82 The states that did provide resettlement to this group included: Belgium, Chile, Finland, Italy, 
Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom (not Australia). 
83  http://www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2010/2/4b67064c6/end-long-ordeal-palestinian-refugees-
desert-camp-closes.html  

http://www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2010/2/4b67064c6/end-long-ordeal-palestinian-refugees-desert-camp-closes.html
http://www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2010/2/4b67064c6/end-long-ordeal-palestinian-refugees-desert-camp-closes.html
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(cases) and representing hundreds of hours of work.84  To do this, ASPIRE drew together a 

committed group of professionals with key skills—lawyers, migration agents, advocates, 

filmmakers, academics and Arabic translators. ASPIREs founder travelled to Al Hol in 2010 

to identify and work with local camp leaders who could assist in facilitating the visa 

application process. The outcome of ASPIRE’s activities was that 51 families were 

accepted for resettlement and arrived in Australia between 2009 and 2012. Members of 

ASPIRE also provided settlement support after these families arrived, including on-arrival 

accommodation.85 

Assyrian diaspora humanitarianism in Iraq 

According to the 2016 population census, 23,915 persons in Australia identified their 

religion as either Assyrian Apostolic or Chaldean Catholic.86  Assyrians arrived in Australia 

in several waves from Iraq, Iran, Syria and Turkey—the countries in which the Assyrian 

homeland roughly corresponds.87  Many were resettled through Australia’s RHP following 

the Iraq-Iran war in the 1980s and 1990s, and then following the Iraq war in 2003, and 

again more recently due to the breakdown in security within Iraq. Assyrians have also 

settled in Australia through family reunion within the general Migration Program. 

Between 2014-2017, the Australian government resettled an additional 12,000 refugees 

from Iraq and Syria on top of its regular RHP quota, a large proportion being Christian 

minorities. Assyrian-Australian communities have predominantly settled in the Fairfield 

and Liverpool areas of Sydney and in the northern suburbs of Melbourne, where there are 

established Assyrian and Chaldean churches and local community associations.  

The Assyrian Aid Society-Australia (AAS-A) was established and became an incorporated 

association in Australia in 2000 following an outbreak of fighting in Iraq and the mass 

displacement of Assyrians at that time. While AAS-A is a national organisation, the 

voluntary committee of management mostly reside in Sydney. AAS-A is affiliated with the 

Assyrian Aid Society, a global diaspora movement which has sister organisations in the 
                                                           

84 Each application for a Global Special Humanitarian Program visa involves a 36-page legal 
document (application form 842) and all documents in languages other than English must be fully 
translated. 
85 See ASPIRE (2012). Quietly Resettled: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1JcuN0alTIo  
86 Chaldeans and Assyrians are often spoken about together, as Christian minorities from the 
historical region of Mesopotamia. The term Assyrian is frequently used to describe the broader 
ethnic group and Chaldeans as Catholic Assyrians. 
87 According to Sargon Donabed (2015), Assyria—the homeland of the Assyrian people—is located 
within the borders of northern Iraq, southeastern Turkey, northwestern Iran and northeastern 
Syria.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1JcuN0alTIo
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United States, United Kingdom, Sweden and New Zealand, and whose head office is in Iraq. 

The Assyrian Aid Society-Iraq (AAS-I) was the first to be established following the Gulf 

War in 1991 and was granted Special Consultative Status with the United Nations 

Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) in 2011, an application that was facilitated by AAS-

A. AAS-A is funded through fees collected from a membership base that is comprised 

almost entirely of Assyrian-Australians as well as by holding community fundraising 

events. AAS-A is not aligned to any political or theological organisation.88 

While AAS-A has been supporting the development work of AAS-Iraq since 2000, the 

organisation became directly involved in humanitarian action in 2014 when an estimated 

32,000 out of the 35,000-strong Iraqi Christian population were forced from their homes 

in Mosul when armed insurgents occupied the city (Otten, 2014). At this time, many 

Assyrians fled to the cities of Erbil and Dohuk in the Nineveh plains area in northern Iraq, 

under the control of the Kurdish Regional Government. Access to IDPs in Iraq (including 

Assyrians) by international humanitarian organisations has been sporadic because of the 

ongoing instability and violent struggle for control by different armed groups, as well as 

the lack of humanitarian funding attributed to donor fatigue and the diversion of 

international aid to meeting the acute needs of displaced Syrian and Yemeni populations 

in the region.89 

Prior to 2014, AAS-A-funded projects were mostly focused on education and the 

preservation of the Assyrian language and culture within Iraq (i.e. funding for Assyrian 

schools). Since the renewed displacement crisis began in 2014, AAS-I activities within 

Iraq—with funding support from affiliated diaspora organisations including AAS-A—has 

shifted to include humanitarian relief work. Following the capture of Mosul in June 2014, 

AAS-A mobilised the Assyrian diaspora in Australia to raise over AUD $264,000.90  This 

money was sent directly to AAS-Iraq who were coordinating relief efforts on the ground. 

Funding went to an Emergency Relief Fund that was used to purchase and distribute food, 

clothes, bedding, hygiene kits and meet other locally-identified needs (e.g. health, shelter) 

to Assyrians displaced in Iraq and from Syria.  

                                                           

88 See: www.assyrianaidsociety.org  
89  www.internal-displacement.org/middle-east-and-north-africa/iraq/2015/iraq-idps-caught-
between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place-as-displacement-crisis-deepens  
90  Figure taken from financial reports, January 2014-Feburary 2016, available on: 
http://assyrianaidsociety.org   

http://www.assyrianaidsociety.org/
http://www.internal-displacement.org/middle-east-and-north-africa/iraq/2015/iraq-idps-caught-between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place-as-displacement-crisis-deepens
http://www.internal-displacement.org/middle-east-and-north-africa/iraq/2015/iraq-idps-caught-between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place-as-displacement-crisis-deepens
http://assyrianaidsociety.org/
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3.3 Conclusion 

This chapter provides a broad-brush stroke ecology of diaspora humanitarianism. In it, the 

term ‘refugee diasporas’ is used to denote groups of people who have both experienced 

forced displacement and who identify in a diasporic way (Tölölyan, 2007). I argue that 

there is utility in bringing refugee diasporas together as a sub-set of diasporas in this 

study because of the common threads of experience for those who have arrived through 

Australia’s well-established and long-standing Refugee and Humanitarian Program. This 

builds on an idea introduced in the previous chapter, that coming within the field of 

refugee protection (having ‘been a refugee’) is a structuring experience with multiple 

effects, and one that is likely to lead to situated knowledge, experiences and networks that 

inform acts of helping. 

In terms of what refugee diasporas do, this chapter situated refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism within different spheres and sites of engagement, arguing for the need to 

see the plurality of diasporas’ overlapping obligations and engagements and to avoid 

generalising statements about the effects of refugee diasporas, particularly on conflict-

affected societies. Van Hear’s (2009) work on refugee diasporas is drawn upon to highlight 

the interrelationships between people that are dispersed across neighbouring territories 

(the ‘near diaspora’), more affluent distant territories (the ‘wider diaspora’) and 

homelands, with Van Hear and Cohen (2017) breaking down these spatial relationships 

further into spheres of engagement: the household/extended family, the ‘known 

community’ and the ‘imagined community’. Refugee diaspora humanitarianism, I suggest, 

takes place within the sphere of the known community, and between the wider diaspora 

(refugees resettled in Australia) and the near diaspora (refugees and asylum seekers) or 

homeland (IDPs). 

Finally, this chapter presented an overview of the characteristics of the RDOs that 

participated in this study, capturing their demographic diversity, the range of 

humanitarian contexts in which they are working, and the types of activities they 

undertake. In illustrating what RDOs do both in quantitative form and case studies, the 

emphasis was given to more visible and measurable activities that echo dominant 

humanitarian discourses, leaving the non-quantifiable aspects of refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism to be discussed in subsequent chapters. By demonstrating that groups of 

resettled refugees in Australia from very different backgrounds engage in collective acts of 
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helping, the seeds are sown for arguing that there is something structuring in the 

experience of third country resettlement that leads people to act in this way. It is the focus 

of the next four chapters to expand on the why, how and to what effect of refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism, and to suggest that there are many commonalities in the experiences of 

refugee diasporas as humanitarian actors as there are variations in their form.  
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CHAPTER 4 

MORALITY, MOTIVATIONS AND REFUGEE DIASPORA 

HUMANITARIANISM 

To send one container from here, it's not going to do much change. But it's a moral… 

thing. (Berhan, Eritrean RDO)  

The previous two chapters provided a backdrop for understanding what refugee diaspora 

organisations (RDOs) do within the broader context of forced displacement and responses 

to people ‘out of place’. Before moving into a more detailed analysis of the distinct ways in 

which the RDOs in this study went about helping (Chapters 5 and 6), I first want to explore 

the question of why these people chose to organise and act in this way. Drawing from the 

work of Fassin (2010a), I want to explore the ‘moral heart’ of humanitarian action from 

the (emic) perspectives of diaspora humanitarians themselves, ‘taking seriously what 

actors in the humanitarian world do and say, what leads them to debate and act’ (p. 270). 

In doing so, attention is paid to the complex undercurrents that animate acts of ‘doing 

good’ (Robbins, 2013). For, as will be illustrated in subsequent chapters, the work of RDOs 

involve considerable personal and collective investments of time, energy and resources. 

To create, implement and sustain the kinds of activities that RDOs undertake requires 

significant animating forces. It is the central concern of this chapter to ask: what are the 

forces that compel diaspora humanitarians?  

In answering the question of why people are involved in helping through RDOs, I begin 

with an overview of broader discussions within literature about humanitarian moralities 

and motivations, particularly as they have been applied to dominant humanitarian actors 

(Section 4.1). I then turn to the ways in which participants in this study talked about 

figures and sources of suffering (Section 4.2) and the forces that compelled them to act, 

bringing to the fore questions of morality, affect and power (Section 4.3).  

4.1 Humanitarian morality and motivations 

There is a growing body of literature exploring ‘forces of compassion’ (Bornstein & 

Redfield, 2010) and questions of morality, values, emotions and motivations underlying 

‘humanitarian’ acts (see also Bornstein, 2012; Fassin, 2010a, 2010b; Fassin & Pandolfi, 
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2010; Feldman & Ticktin, 2010; Laqueur, 2009; Malkki, 2015; Wilson & Brown, 2009). The 

emergent anthropology of humanitarianism has focused on the lifeworld of different 

actors who claim to act in the name of ‘humanity’. While there are some exceptions (cf 

Bornstein, 2012; O’Hagan & Hirono, 2014), most of these studies have taken dominant 

(Western) humanitarian actors as their focus, tracing the genealogy of reasons and 

emotions that animate their work. This literature offers insights into humanitarian 

moralities and motivations that are relevant to this study, which are summarised under 

three themes: how humanitarianism creates momentum and action (‘forces of 

compassion’); the complex motivations underlying humanitarian acts; and how 

humanitarian moralities and motivations are historically, socially and culturally situated. 

A reference to these debates is included because of their relevance to understanding the 

forces that compel diaspora humanitarians. 

4.1.1 Forces of compassion  

Humanitarianism has been described as involving a ‘moral economy’ inasmuch as those 

who call themselves or their actions ‘humanitarian’ use moral arguments to distinguish 

their acts from those of others, as well as a basis for judgement and a justification for 

actions (Fassin, 2010a, p. 275). Whether we agree or not that there is a single shared value 

that underlies all self-proclaimed humanitarian acts, it is possible to see how different 

expressions of moral sentiments create momentum for people to act. When writing of 

moral sentiments, Fassin (2010a) refers to the duality of reason and emotions: 

On the one hand, we have what we might call “humanitarian reason”: the principle 

according to which humans share a condition that inspires solidarity with one 

another. On the other, we have what we will name “the humanitarian emotion”: 

the affect by virtue of which human beings feel personally concerned by the 

situation of others. Even though the morality of political action is generally 

claimed to be built on reason, behind the humanitarian gesture, there is always an 

emotion toward the suffering of others, without which this gesture would not 

come into being. (p. 269)  

Fassin argues that humanitarianism is built on two figures—suffering victims, and the 

benefactors who assist, protect and struggle to defend them—which are linked by moral 

sentiments, affects and their underlying values. Referencing philosopher Adam Smith, 

Fassin (2010d) suggests that affect (particularly sympathy) is what underlies 

humanitarianism’s moral sense as it is ‘inscribed in the actors’ virtues, judgements, or the 
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actions they take’ (p. 37). What is meant here is that emotions (pity, compassion, 

sympathy, empathy) and values (beliefs about what is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’) are central for 

propelling certain types of actions under the banner of ‘humanitarianism’. 

Indeed, it is not hard to find examples whereby moral sentiments have given force and 

legitimacy to acts claimed as ‘humanitarian’. Malkki (2015) illustrates these forces in her 

detailed account of how the figure of the child is deployed by aid agencies in humanitarian 

logics and practice to create certain understandings and responses to violent conflict (see 

also Suski, 2009). The articulation of reason and emotion in the attitude held toward ‘the 

other’ as ‘vulnerable human being’, Fassin (2010a) argues, ‘opens up the possibility for all 

actors, including victims, to claim the authority of law or to excite sympathy and to play on 

this tension in order to promote interests and defend causes and even to instrumentalize 

humanitarian action’ (p. 272). 

What Fassin and others (cf Barnett, 2011; Bornstein & Redfield, 2010; Feldman & Ticktin, 

2010; Forsythe, 2009; Laqueur, 2009; Wilson & Brown, 2009, pp. 9–10) describe when 

they write about humanitarian morality, however, leans towards a genealogy of moral 

sentiments espoused by more powerful humanitarian actors—Western states, 

supranational bodies and INGOs. They suggest that these actors’ moral sentiments draw 

from understandings of a ‘common humanity’, the ‘sanctity of life’ and ‘humaneness’ that 

are rooted in European or Western philosophy (the Enlightenment period), politics (pre- 

and post-Revolutionary France and the US Declaration of Independence) and 

Christianity.91  Taking into account the organisations that have been the primary focus of 

these analyses—the International Committee of the Red Cross, Médecins Sans Frontières 

and the United Nations, for example—originated in one part of Western Europe within a 

relatively short period of time, then this genealogy of moral sentiments is highly 

relevant. 92  As Forsythe (2009) bluntly suggests: ‘Because the west pays for this 

[humanitarian] system and mostly leads it, Western attitudes are crucial’ (p. 60). But it 

also begs the question of how universal these moral sentiments are for actors that do not 

                                                           

91 Fassin (2010d) writes: ‘the concept of humanitarian work is still strongly marked by the history 
of Western thinking on charity’ (p. 38).  
92 Bornstein and Redfield (2010) illustrate the historical roots of the dominant humanitarian actors 
by showing how some of the largest INGOs (in terms of budget expenditure) were all established in 
Western Europe or North America between 1863 and 1987. The majority were established in the 
post-war period between 1942-1987 in Britain, the United States, France and Switzerland (Table 
1.3, p. 19). 
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necessarily share these historical roots, but who also call themselves or their acts 

‘humanitarian’. 

4.1.2 Complex motivations 

A second theme to emerge in the anthropology of humanitarianism literature is discussion 

about the complex array of motivations underlying humanitarian acts that may be masked 

or unspoken because of the consensual (moral) force of ‘humanitarian reason’. The idea 

that something as complex and diverse as humanitarianism is underwritten by a variety of 

motivations should be self-evident. As O’Hagan and Hirono (2014) rightly point out, the 

motives behind humanitarian assistance in all societies are always complex. While an 

articulation of morality may be core to humanitarianism, this does not preclude there 

being other motivations. Indeed, a number of scholars have argued that we should look 

beyond the articulation of moral sentiments if we are to understand the complex dynamics 

that animate the world of humanitarianism—be this about politics, identity or other 

expressions of power (cf Feldman & Ticktin, 2010). Notable in this literature is Malkki’s 

ethnography—The Need to Help (2015)—which takes as its population of interest Finnish 

Red Cross workers and volunteers. Malkki describes the neediness of these humanitarian 

actors, whose helping is as much about their own lifeworld (i.e. loneliness, guilt, 

professional identity) as it is about their capacity to alleviate the suffering of people living 

far away from contemporary Finnish society. Malkki digs beneath the veneer of 

humanitarian workers and volunteers as ‘moral heroes’ (Fassin, 2010d) to describe a 

much messier and complex set of animating dynamics.  

As to what other motivations or interests are implicated in humanitarian acts, there have 

been several suggestions. Most notable is a recognition of dimensions of power and 

politics in humanitarian endeavour. Ticktin (2011) argues that, counter to the claim of 

some humanitarians to be ‘apolitical’, humanitarianism is a form of politics that ‘engages 

and reproduces a set of power relations’ and that certain acts of caring that are complicit 

with unequal power relations may even be considered a form of ‘antipolitics’ (p. 19). 

Ticktin argues there is danger in humanitarian actors pretending to be apolitical since 

‘power is wielded without acknowledging it and therefore without accountability’ (pp. 19-

20). This sentiment has been echoed by others, and particularly regarding the role of 

humanitarianism in the international refugee regime. Agier (2010), for example, suggests 

that humanitarian interventions in refugee situations are closely tied to the interests of 

powerful states and their ‘war on migrants’, with a converse relationship between the flow 
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of humanitarian funding and the mobility of migrant populations. Fassin (2010a) and 

Barnett (2011) have both illustrated the entanglements of humanitarianism with the 

economic or geostrategic interests of powerful states, using examples such as the 

deployment of humanitarian sentiments in the 1999 military intervention in Kosovo and 

the 2003 invasion of Iraq.93 Closer to home, it is not hard to see how humanitarian reason 

is deployed for political expedience in the Australian government’s policies toward people 

seeking asylum by boat. The Australian government has repeatedly framed asylum 

deterrence policies as ‘humanitarian’ (saving lives at sea) even where strong evidence 

shows these policies cause significant harm to the people they are meant to be ‘saving’ (cf 

Gleeson, 2016). More importantly, harsh border policies have been shown to be effective 

in garnering voter support for political parties, suggesting that ‘humanitarian reasons’ 

have been deployed for political gain (Higgins, 2017).  

The co-opting of humanitarian sentiments for reasons of state is perhaps an obvious 

critique, but also highlighted in this literature is a more sensitive critique of how the 

humanitarian aid industry itself may have self-serving interests in deploying humanitarian 

sentiments. Large INGOs, for example, must vie for a share of a growing, increasingly-

competitive and professionalised market (Barnett, 2005). Hilhorst and Jansen (2010) 

describe this as the ‘humanitarian arena’, whereby agencies use a language of ethical and 

humane interaction to gain legitimacy. These authors suggest that NGOs ‘use the image of 

the humanitarian space to conceal their own interest in humanitarian action and their 

intended or unintended political roles’ (p. 119). Defending the humanitarian identity of an 

organisation, then, can also be understood in terms of ‘field’ and ‘market’. This may be an 

uncomfortable dynamic to discuss because of the ‘untouchability’ of those who act in the 

name of ‘humanity’ (Fassin, 2010d), but a necessary piece to understanding how and why 

actors choose to call themselves ‘humanitarian’.  

Although it is not my intention to provide a full analysis of the complex moralities and 

motivations of different humanitarian actors, what is highlighted here is the need to 

question whose politics, needs, interests and power are furthered by deploying 

humanitarian sentiments, be they advertent or inadvertent. These questions are obviously 

pertinent for humanitarian actors that wield significant power, but they are also relevant 

                                                           

93 See also Forsythe (2009) for analysis of the interests of powerful states in UN humanitarian 
system. 
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for smaller actors (e.g. RDOs) who also wield power, albeit in smaller, more localised 

ways. 

4.1.3 Diverse moralities and motivations 

The third theme in the anthropology of humanitarianism literature that is relevant to this 

study is by far the least developed, and this is the recognition that there are (or must be) 

‘other’ humanitarian moralities situated in different histories, cultures and politics that 

potentially lead to different ways of helping. Bornstein’s work (2012) is a significant 

contribution in this regard, as she explores the performance of ‘moral good’ among 

wealthy Indians in New Delhi. Bornstein describes a kinship-based model of action that 

differs from liberal altruism as a driver of humanitarianism; a morality politics she terms 

as ‘relational empathy’. There is other emerging work on Islamic (Benthall & Lacey, 2014) 

and ‘Eastern’ (O’Hagan & Hirono, 2014) traditions of charity, and of ‘Southern’ 

humanitarian actors more generally (Pacitto & Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2013), even though this 

work is still mostly focused on more powerful actors i.e. states and INGOs. However, even 

the compelling portraits of the social, cultural, political worlds and histories of dominant 

humanitarian actors that are the focus of ethnographers such as Ticktin (2011), Malkki 

(2015) and Fassin (2010b) suggest the possibility of diverse and situated moralities and 

motivations; that how humanitarian actors perceive a ‘morally legitimate’ sufferer or 

victim and feel compelled to act is, in fact, ‘deeply contextual’ (Ticktin, 2011, p. 4). 

If we accept that moralities and motivations that compel humanitarian actors to help are 

highly contextual, then diverse moralities and motivations must be discernible if we look 

at actors from different historical, social, cultural and political contexts. It is to the 

morality and motivations of refugee diaspora humanitarians in Australia that I now turn, 

detailing how participants in this study talked about who they were trying to help, why 

they suffered and what compelled them to do something about it.  

4.2 Narratives of suffering in refugee diaspora humanitarianism 

In interviews, participants were asked who their organisations were trying to help. In the 

responses elicited—as well as in subsequent discussions about what motivated 

interviewees at a personal level—several themes emerged. There were reoccurring 

figures of suffering deployed in the ‘humanitarian narratives’ (Laqueur, 2009) of my 

participants. When writing of humanitarian narratives, Lacquer suggests that ‘the 
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extension of compassion to others requires both “habits of feeling” and “theories of 

causation” and it is these two foundational ideas that form the basis of humanitarian 

narratives’ (Laqueur (1989:204) cited in Suski, 2009, p. 210). Indeed, the narratives of 

interviewees revealed much about how these actors understood suffering; of how they 

perceived injustices and violence, perpetrators and victims. In the following, I discuss both 

reoccurring ‘figures of suffering’ as well as the theories of causation that were described 

by participants. 

I begin this section, however, with two caveats. First, I want to acknowledge the danger in 

oversimplifying the complex inner worlds of people’s moralities and motivations. I did not 

intend this research to focus on understanding why people helped. However, as my 

research progressed I came to see this ‘why’ question as fundamentally important for 

understanding what is distinct about refugee diaspora humanitarianism. As such, I include 

my findings here but suggest that these be taken as scratching the surface, and that it was 

not within my scope to delve into the complex personal and collective histories that 

underlie the formation and workings of each RDO. My second caveat is that, by 

deconstructing the figures and sources of suffering described by diaspora humanitarians, I 

do not suggest that there are not ‘real people’ who experience real violence and injustices. 

What I mean to show is that ‘figures of suffering’ are constructed in ways that lead people 

to understanding both problems and solutions (what to do about it) in certain ways.  

4.2.1 ‘My people’ 

Many of those I interviewed referred to ‘my people’ when describing who they were trying 

to help. They used the collective ‘we’ or ‘our’ when speaking about suffering, drawing 

themselves into the circle of sufferers and ‘a people’ as a collective figure of suffering. This 

may come as no great surprise considering organisations were selected that self-identified 

in a diasporic way; with a homeland and people.  Take, for example, the following 

excerpts: 

(We are seeking) human rights for the suffering (of) the Karen (that is) going on. It’s 

advocating to the outside world to know about the Karen sufferings, and then to get 

support from the international community. …We are here because of our Karen 

struggle, and we believe that our struggle is just. (James)  

I think in terms of helping Oromos, not a lot of people know about Oromos, so for us 

to sit back and say ‘Okay, someone else can help them’, we wouldn’t be able to do 
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that. …I didn’t personally come from a refugee background. I was born in Australia, 

so I didn’t see a struggle growing up. But knowing the struggle the Oromos go 

through, the cause, everything, that’s why we went and helped. (Adem) 

This figure of ‘a people’ struggling against powerful forces was evoked again and again. 

The figure was not an individual or a demographic sub-set, but a whole population, 

undifferentiated by class, gender or age. ‘The people’ all suffered because they belonged to 

a group that was persecuted, under threat or ignored. Even when the subjection of 

individuals to violence or injustices were talked about, this was often in relation to the 

impact on the collective, as the following illustrates:  

We are a small community. We’re not much. We are about, maybe not even 80,000… 

so whoever (comes) here (cannot) feel safe… I have to worry about (everyone) else… 

Like when we heard about three young men that (had) been killed, kidnapped, in 

Iraq… it is affecting the entire land. There is a funeral being done for each one of 

them everywhere in the world where there are Mandaeans. …We’re not a big people, 

so when we lose three, it’s huge. (Sarah) 

The sense of urgency in protecting, speaking for or helping ‘a people’ seemed to resonate 

with interviewees from many different backgrounds and did not necessarily reflect ‘a 

people’ bound by nation-states, but by a shared identity. This identity varied, from ethnic 

(e.g. Hazara, Oromo) to national (e.g. Eritrean, South Sudanese), religious (e.g. Mandaean, 

Assyrian, Eastern Orthodox) or geographic (e.g. Karenni), or a combination of 

intersectional identities (e.g. Rohingya, Hazara women). Importantly, this was an 

identity—a people—under threat. More than one interviewee claimed their people to be 

‘the most persecuted in the world’. So, while the violence and injustices that were 

perceived—and the perpetrators—varied depending on the different contexts, a common 

thread was that it was the collective figure of ‘a people’ that suffered.  

A common element in this construction of ‘a suffering people’ was that of voicelessness; of 

a people who ‘the world’ did not see, hear or care about. Many spoke about ‘their people’ 

being unable to get their voices heard, presumably by those who could stop the violence or 

suffering that they endured. A number described the voices of ‘the people’ as ‘inside’ 

trying to reach ‘outside’, or that there were ‘discussions’ that ‘their people’ were excluded 

from. For example: 
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What we’re doing is trying to be the voice for those inside and put their concerns out 

there. (Ladan, Ogaden RDO) 

Sometimes when you (are) in the deeper jungle area, you cry for help. You pray or 

you cry out. For some reason, you need help. No one can hear you. (Jordan, Karen 

RDO) 

For years, we were missing from the discussions... It’s only now that this awful, 

horrible tragedy (has happened). Why did it have to reach this stage for the world to 

notice us? (Carmen, Assyrian RDO)   

The figure of ‘a people’ was also evident when discussions turned to children. Many of the 

RDOs in this study were involved in education projects and interviewees explained this in 

terms of a familiar children-as-the-future narrative (cf Malkki, 2015; Suski, 2009). Yet the 

future envisioned was of ‘a people’, educated, free and with a voice that could be heard. 

The denial of education to children was, therefore, the denial of the future prosperity and 

hope of ‘a people’. One interviewee, Berhan, spoke about the need to invest in schools for 

refugees because,  

at least maybe one of these kids is going to be the president of Eritrea tomorrow. So, 

(we) need to have a relaxed man, a happy man; educated.  And he (will) say: ‘Look, I 

grew up in a refugee camp. I have been helped by [this organisation] when I was 

going to school’. And for sure, he’s going to be a good person.   

In sum, the evocation of ‘a suffering people’ who are persecuted and voiceless was a 

common construct among refugee diaspora humanitarians. Of significance was the self-

identification of interviewees with this ‘suffering people’. Suffering was personally felt by 

those who spoke about ‘my people’—even while articulated from the seeming comfort and 

safety of Australia—because violence or injustice experienced by one was felt as a violence 

or injustice perpetrated on the collective body of ‘a people’. Moreover, the need to help 

was about protecting or ensuring the future of this collective body. 

4.2.2 Social ruptures 

Scholars have often referred to the predominance of the physical body or biopolitics in 

humanitarian narratives of suffering—that the suffering that makes us human and which 

shapes (dominant) humanitarian responses is contained within the physical body (Fassin, 

2010b; Ticktin, 2011). In contrast, very few diaspora humanitarians talked specifically 
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about suffering bodies, but more often framed suffering around social ruptures. The more 

visceral responses to evoke suffering was of families torn apart, of people suffering 

because of their inability to fulfil their caring roles, or of people unsupported or alone. 

Even where suffering bodies were talked about, this was often about those who cared for 

them. For example, one woman, Sarah, spoke about a boy from Iraq who needed an urgent 

medical operation. The telling was framed in terms of the father’s suffering, not the boy’s. 

The urgent operation ‘had to be done’ because the father had already lost one of his sons 

and ‘he was in shock and he didn’t want to lose the other boy’.  

The suffering caused by the inability of someone to fulfil an expected caring role was 

spoken about by many different interviewees. The figure of suffering was not necessarily 

the person who was being cared for (i.e. someone sick, a child or the elderly), but the 

people who were unable or struggled to provide care. In this way, the suffering of a parent 

not able to care for their child drew a visceral response. Rosanna, for example, spoke 

about children who were being looking after by their grandmother in Iran because their 

parents were imprisoned. The suffering was of the parents who could not look after their 

children, and who had burdened the ailing grandmother with this responsibility. Rosanna 

explained how her organisation helped women prisoners generate an income—including 

the woman whose children were being cared for by their grandmother—because ‘when 

they are [in prison] they depend on their family and they feel very sad’.  

Within these descriptions of social ruptures and reconfigured caring roles, the most 

commonly deployed figure of suffering was that of a mother. The vulnerability of ‘mothers’ 

was described in terms of their being ‘alone’ and ‘unsupported’. For example:  

Young people, they can do some things—labouring or whatever—to survive. I know 

it’s not easy, but they can do (it). What we need to focus on is women who are alone 

and women with children. (Hassan, Oromo RDO)  

There was this mother by herself who had seven kids. She’s sick. She has no support. 

(Youssef, Oromo RDO) 

Providing support to ensure mothers could care for their children was a central theme for 

many, with various anecdotes told about how mothers were struggling and RDOs were 

supporting them. Again, the suffering was framed around the mother in her caring role, 

not the child or her own suffering as a human being. Take, for example, the following 

response to why an RDO was focussed on supporting a refugee school: 
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I saw a lady coming, begging the principal, saying: ‘I can't pay for my three kids, and 

I can't let my three kids out of the school, but I'll do my best to get the fees for two 

kids. So please, let my kids (be) part of this school and I'll pay for the two’. That's on 

my eye, (and) it gave me a picture of the whole school… They are suffering from a 

different kind of poverty, and no one helps them. (Anwar, Eritrean RDO)  

In sum, one of the recurring figures of suffering evoked by refugee diaspora humanitarians 

was of people struggling to fulfil their (expected) caring roles. The cause of suffering was 

the rupture in social support networks and, most centrally, in the caring roles of families. 

Those without support (‘alone’), families burdened and torn apart, and those who stepped 

in to fill caring roles were all spoken of in terms of their needs. It was not the human body 

that was broken, but social networks of care. 

4.2.3 Forgotten refugees 

Before starting fieldwork, I anticipated that those involved in RDOs would talk about 

‘refugees’ as a figure of suffering—remembering that I had purposefully recruited 

organisations helping in refugee situations. Interestingly, very few of my informants spoke 

with conviction about ‘refugees’ per se as a figure of suffering. More frequently my 

informants spoke in the terms described above or in more generic ways of ‘people in need’ 

or ‘needy people’. As Alaa plainly said, when pressed about why he chose to help a group 

of Palestinian refugees on the Iraq-Syria border: ‘I just looked at them as people in need’. It 

was only when my informants started to talk about why these people were in need that 

‘being a refugee’ factored into narratives of suffering. When people spoke about sources of 

suffering, ‘being a refugee’ meant suffering the injustices of poverty and disempowerment; 

of being unhelped and forgotten.  

As with descriptions of ‘my people’, many of my interviewees included themselves in the 

suffering of refugees, and the more animated responses to my question about who RDOs 

were helping involved a description of how the interviewee themselves had suffered in the 

past from ‘being a refugee’. One man, Hadi, was talking about ‘big organisations’ that help 

refugees when he said:  

The people who go there [to help refugees from Iraq], they have no idea how we 

suffer. Whatever they have—even if it’s sympathy—it’s not the same.  
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Hadi’s use of the collective ‘we’ to describe the suffering of Iraqi refugees suggested he 

understood their suffering from the perspective of one who had experienced this 

suffering, despite having lived in Australia for many years. Another animated response 

when describing ‘being a refugee’ came from John, a man involved in a Zo RDO who had 

more recently resettled in Australia from Malaysia. He said: 

One thing that I really, really want [UNHCR] to know is, as a human being, they have 

to put that human being value, instead of that refugee value… (Being labelled a 

refugee is) very influential to our mentality, and it affects (us). You know, like, 

children. If you (keep saying): ‘you cannot do, you cannot do’, it happens. They lose 

their ability and their self-esteem. Refugees are the same. We've been suffering back 

there for years with such unkind treatment, so it's not easy to recover (from) our 

trauma.  

The trauma, then, comes from being treated not like a human being, but ‘like a refugee’; a 

person who is not valued. The suffering is because of a loss of ability and self-esteem; of 

being told, like a child, that ‘you cannot do, you cannot do…’.  

But the suffering of refugees was also spoken about more plainly in terms of the violence 

of poverty and the inability of people to find enough food to eat, access to healthcare or 

education. Sarah said that her organisation (a Mandaean RDO) received emails or phone 

calls from families in Syria ‘who were saying they have not eaten anything, just bread’. 

Another man, Anwar, described an encounter when he visited an Eritrean refugee camp in 

Ethiopia: 

I remember a lady…she explained a lot of things to us. She said: ‘We get one soap the 

whole month’. And even you can't wash your clothes, you can't wash yourself… and 

15 kilos of [unmilled] grain. And…they give it to the miller so they can mill for them, 

and [the miller] takes half of that, which is 7.5 kilos for a month for a person. And a 

(cup of) salt, and one cup of lentil, and a cup of oil and nothing else. No sugar, 

nothing, nothing, nothing. So, for them it was very hard. 

Another reoccurring dimension in the narrative of refugee suffering was the perception 

that refugees were not being helped. One woman involved in an Assyrian RDO, Carmen, 

put it very plainly. She said: ‘Few help us…except ourselves, and the motto for [our 

organisation] is ‘Help us to help them’, because hardly anyone else does’. Others framed 
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the suffering of ‘being a refugee’ more in terms of the process of having to ask for, or being 

denied, help: 

They thought they were alone with nobody to talk to; nowhere to go. They felt like 

(they made) no ripple, because they (went) to the UN and (were told), ‘No, go back’ 

and they get no help. (Adem, Oromo RDO)  

Do you know how humiliating it is, just to have to ask for bread? People don’t like to 

be pitied. (Leyla, Assyrian RDO)  

As Leyla’s words suggest, the suffering of refugees evoked by diaspora humanitarians was 

often associated with the act of seeking help or to the inadequacy of help available. For 

some, there was a recognition of the lack of capacity of humanitarian organisations to 

provide what was needed. For example, one man, Raj, spoke about the lack of health care 

provided to Bhutanese refugees with chronic illnesses in refugee camps in Nepal. He said: 

‘I think what [NGOs] look at is how the money will be spent on the greater good rather 

than spending that money on an individual’. But there were others who spoke with 

vehemence about the dehumanising process of seeking help and with suspicion about the 

inadequacy of humanitarian agencies’ responses to requests for help. There were some 

informants who suggested refugees suffered because of corruption and disregard by 

humanitarian agencies who were meant to help them—who were depicted as driving 

large white cars and sticking logos everywhere but not providing ‘real help’.  For example:  

When we went to Shegarab [refugee camp] we asked them—because we saw a lot of 

logos there, you know, UNHCR, Human Appeal, this and that—and we said, ‘Look, 

(you’ve) got hundreds of organisations here!’ They said to us, ‘Yes, we see the names, 

but we didn't see even a glass of water from these people’.94 

This narrative of ‘not being helped’ was closely related to another theme that echoed 

through many interviews, and that was of refugees as ‘forgotten’. My informants described 

the suffering of refugees then not just in terms of their poverty or the inadequacy of 

                                                           

94 To clarify, this reference to refugees not getting ‘even a glass of water’ from organisations was 
said in an exaggerated and exasperated tone. The sentiment being conveyed here was that refugees 
saw the visibility and presence of large organisations in the camp where they lived, but were not 
able to get the very basic assistance they needed. While this claim could be countered by describing 
the things that these organisations are providing, it is also clear that—even by admission of 
organisations like UNHCR—there are considerable unmet needs in places like Shegarab (see also 
anecdote in section 1.3.2 where UNHCR representatives talk about difficulties providing any 
support to refugees in Shegarab refugee camp).  
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available assistance, but also in terms of a more existential suffering, as the following three 

excerpts illustrate:  

They see us as their hope. And it makes them really happy to know that there is the 

Ogaden-Australian community, or the American or the European (community), that 

actually is thinking about them. You know, not forgetting… So a lot of people from 

the camp who give feedback—either through Facebook or through email or through 

someone who visits they send recordings—they always say, ‘Thanks for not giving up 

on us; forgetting that we existed’. (Ladan) 

One of the families where our group went (and visited), the last thing they said to 

them was, ‘Don't forget’… They appreciate (when) you come and support. …There 

(is) no requirement for money or other things. All they need is support and (that 

you) remember them. (Jordan, Karen RDO) 

I think the highlight for me was actually bringing those people together [in 

Jakarta]…it was like ‘wow!’. They knew the people were here, (and) bringing them 

together and sharing their problems… That they can feel like they’re not alone in 

this world, is one of the biggest things for me. (Hassan, Oromo RDO) 

To conclude, the ways in which diaspora humanitarians describe ‘refugees’ as people-in-

need clearly links their suffering to the violence of poverty and disablement; of being told 

they ‘cannot do’ for themselves and of having to ask for help. This idea very directly 

relates to the failings of the international refugee regime and (dominant) humanitarian 

responses to forced displacement, and has been described in other writing about refugees 

(cf Agier, 2008). But these narratives also speak of an existential suffering, of refugees 

being ‘forgotten’. This, perhaps, is an important construct for motivating the types of 

activities that RDOs undertake. For, if someone suffers because they are ‘forgotten’, then 

an understandable response to alleviate this suffering is to make them feel ‘remembered’ , 

which speaks to what is non-quantifiable in RDOs’ responses (see section 3.2.1). 

4.3 Forces that compel 

Having described how refugee diaspora humanitarians conveyed a sense of who they are 

helping—their people, people whose social networks are ruptured, and forgotten 

refugees—I turn now to why they felt compelled to do something to address this suffering. 

The following describes how interviewees explained why they were personally involved in 
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RDOs. These individuals were, for the most part, the leaders or founders of their 

organisations. They were those whose convictions, values and interests led them to 

contribute significant amounts of energy, time and resources to a voluntary endeavour. 

Trying to understand what animates those leading and envisioning humanitarian action is 

important because, in doing so, we may better understand the strength of their 

convictions and their potential blind spots, as well as better understand the direction and 

shape of refugee diaspora humanitarianism. So, it is to the question of what forces compel 

diaspora humanitarians that I address the remainder of this chapter. I have broken these 

into moral, affective and political forces, although there are undeniably overlaps. 

4.3.1 Morality 

Morality in the descriptive sense refers to ‘certain codes of conduct put forward by a 

society or a group (such as a religion), or accepted by an individual for her own behavior’ 

(Gert, 2016). Interviewees expressed a variety of beliefs about what they were doing in 

terms of moral obligations, their sense of personal responsibility, and of it being a ‘right 

thing to do’. Although individual expressions of morality varied—and it is not possible to 

explore in any detail the various (normative) codes of conduct that were referenced—

there were reoccurring themes that were echoed by participants from quite different 

backgrounds. These have been grouped in terms of selective obligations, faith, family 

values, and the need to repay ‘the gift’. 

Selective obligations 

A number of people spoke about their need to act in response to suffering in ways that 

resonate with how Fassin (2010b) describes ‘humanitarian reason’—of acting ‘in the 

name of humanity’ in a secularised liberal sense.  These people were those who were 

quick to clarify that they were not helping because it was ‘their people’, and that they 

would help ‘anyone in need’. They spoke in abstract terms of ‘human rights’, ‘human 

nature’ and ‘humanity’. Take, for example, Hadi speaking about why he was involved in 

several Iraqi RDOs: 

It’s human nature. Like yesterday I saw on Facebook, it’s a little kid, he is singing, 

‘Why (are) we not living together?’ It was touching. Because the world is not as we 

want it.… It’s human nature to live in peace and live a normal life; no difference 

between different race or different background. (But) we are not in an ideal world… 

Because of politics, religion, whatever reasons, we are different now. So, people who 
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do this help are trying to bring it (back) to nature. We don’t have the power, we are 

not politicians, we are not religious figures, but as individuals we do it on our level. 

While those who spoke in terms of ‘humanity’ may have ascribed to the aspirational 

humanitarian principles of independence, neutrality, humanity and impartiality, many 

also expressed that they did not see the possibility of serving ‘all of humanity’ (see also 

DEMAC, 2016b, p. 36). One interaction was illustrative of this perspective for me. In a 

conversation with Abdul, a member of an Eritrean RDO, I mentioned that I had talked to 

humanitarian professionals who had expressed concern about the capacity of RDOs to 

adhere to humanitarian principles. Abdul scoffed at this, saying that these humanitarian 

principles were the ‘domain of the privileged’; of those who had money and power to act 

at an arm’s length from those who suffered. The vehemence in his response spoke of the 

personal connections of diaspora humanitarians and the sense that they could not distance 

themselves from the people they were helping. Redfield (2012) similarly describes this 

dynamic in his analysis of the tensions and differences between expatriate volunteers and 

national staff of Médecins Sans Frontières. Redfield describes national staff as ‘weighed 

down’ by their local connections and unable to demonstrate the (supposed) ‘passion, 

devotion, selflessness, rebellious spirit’ and ‘concern for others, not self-interest’ of 

expatriate volunteers who are able to move lightly in and out of humanitarian contexts by 

virtue of their privilege; highlighting the power asymmetries within dominant 

humanitarian practice (see also Fassin, 2010c).  

Some people I spoke to also recognised their own limited capacity to ‘serve humanity’ but 

saw that they could be effective in trying to alleviate the (very real) suffering of people 

they shared an affinity with. As Mae Sie (Karenni RDO) says: ‘Of course I want to help 

everyone in the world, but it’s not possible. So, I do what I can’. These people were acting 

‘in the name of humanity’, but their actions were directed at a group of humans that they 

also felt connected to or who they felt they could be more effective in helping. Take, for 

example, the following explanation given by Ladan: 

I am involved because my ancestors are basically from the Ogaden. Not only that, 

looking at it as a human—reading, watching documentaries about the injustice that 

is happening in the Ogaden—it’s unbearable. …So I get myself involved, not even 

having seen the Ogaden, but I have that connection through my ancestors, and I 

have that connection as a human being. 
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The moral imperative to help a person in need is, perhaps, unavoidably selective. 

Selectivity about who we feel obligated to or responsible for is a common human 

experience. Barnett (2011) argues that we all reside in multiple communities and 

‘concentric circles of community produce concentric circles of obligation; as our sense of 

community thins, so too does our sense of responsibility’ (p. 228). In this vein, obligations 

to kin may mean a person is willing to make extraordinary sacrifices for a family member 

in need, while the need to help may be less constant or intense the further removed a 

sufferer is from a person’s own sense of self, belonging and community. Laqueur (2009) is 

more direct in his critique of the possibility of a liberal morality that would allow us to 

care for all humans equally: 

Humanity in the first instance begins at home, in our own community.  Only a very 

devoted Kantian or hard core utilitarian would believe that anything else is 

actually possible, and few today would think it desirable. Ethics is about making 

human communities not about abstract claims, and of course the suffering of 

those near us means more than the suffering of strangers. (p. 46)  

Taking this idea of selective obligations, it was clear that many of those involved in RDOs 

felt obligated to ‘their people’ and to the idea of serving one’s own self-defined community, 

be they national, ethnic or religious. Take, for example, Carmen’s response to why she 

remained involved in an Assyrian RDO after she had explained some of the significant 

challenges she had faced:  

It’s overrated, sleep! [laughs]… As much as we would all like to have more time for 

ourselves, I don’t think I’d really enjoy it now because I’d know what I should be 

doing. This is like my obligation. But obligation might be a bad word. It’s like a 

voluntary obligation…to my people.  

Indeed, many other interviewees spoke of ‘serving’ as a kind of moral duty; part of being a 

member of a community (see also O’Hagan & Hirono, 2014). This sentiment could be 

heard when I asked Youssef why he and others from his organisation travelled to 

Indonesia to help a group of ‘strangers’. He replied simply: ‘We went for community’. His 

colleague went on to say:  

I think to me it’s because I’m Oromo I feel obliged to help every single Oromo in the 

world who is in trouble… If I come out of a wealthy family, I can afford to (get) a 

good education, I can afford to get good health(care), I can afford to get the job and 
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the business I want. But by the same token, if somebody came out of a not-so-well-off 

family, they can’t get that education, they can’t get that healthcare. It’s wrong that 

those who are so privileged…continue to enjoy it despite the pain of other people. So, 

I think we’ve got an obligation to raise (the) concerns of our people who are in 

trouble… It’s (my) responsibility as an Oromo and as an individual. (Hassan) 

The idea that it is a personal responsibility to give so that all members of a community are 

cared for was a sentiment that many shared. As one member of an Eritrean RDO, Berhan, 

said of people from his community helping their extended families in times of need: ‘It’s a 

given thing…90 percent of the community has this responsibility on its shoulders’. This 

sense of personal responsibility for the collective has been used elsewhere to explain 

widespread remittance-sending practices (cf Al-Sharmani, 2010; Monsutti, 2004), but it 

was also used by interviewees to explain how RDO volunteers are recruited: 

I guess, [being part of the RDO] is more you just serving your community. Everyone is 

serving their own community, whether they are here or back home. So, ‘can you 

bring something to serve?’ (Marama, Oromo RDO) 

It was clear that some individuals’ self-identification with ‘a people’—and particularly a 

people under threat—was central to their understanding their moral obligations. Indeed, 

the relationships between those involved in RDOs in Australia and the people they were 

helping was often spoken of in familial terms. They were helping their ‘brothers and 

sisters’. For example, Elizabeth says: 

Before that they just saw us as South Sudanese Australians… But now that we are 

letting them know that we haven’t forgotten about them and that we do want to 

help, they’re quite proud to be, like, ‘You guys are our brothers and sisters, and you 

guys do want to help us out’.  

In these instances, describing the relationship between those in the wider diaspora and 

those they were helping in familial terms has significance. What we feel are our 

responsibilities and obligations to kin are significant and a powerful moral force. This 

correlates with Bornstein’s (2012) description of a kinship-based model of action that 

challenges the idea that humanitarianism is only driven by liberal altruism and the 

concept of ‘abstract others’ in need, suggesting that practitioners of ‘relational empathy’ 

turn ‘strangers into kin’.  
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Narratives of moral obligation to the collective were not only spoken about in familial 

terms, but also in abstract terms of community solidarity. A video shared by one informant 

is illustrative of this idea.95  The video shows a well-known Hazara musician, Zia Sahill, 

travelling from Melbourne to Indonesia to visit and perform for a group of Hazara 

refugees. The video shows Sahill arriving in Indonesia and being greeted at the airport by 

a line of men, of a feast being served and of a formal welcome. The meal takes place in a 

large room with about 20 Indonesia-based Hazara men along with the three Hazara-

Australian musicians. Everyone shakes hands. They eat rice with meat and soft drinks. The 

soundtrack to the short video is an atmospheric and moody refrain. Halfway through the 

video clip one of the Indonesia-based men says in Hazaraghi: ‘Just like they say, music is 

food for the spirit. We need it, especially when it is live’. Sahill replies: ‘We too are the 

messengers of love and friendship. Of the feelings and thoughts of those living in Australia. 

We have come here with the purpose of bringing their love to you all so that we can be 

together and at least make you all feel that you are not forgotten’. This performance of 

community solidarity—of ‘remembering’—was echoed in interviews where individuals 

spoke of the need to demonstrate solidarity with ‘their people’. As Alaa explained of his 

‘moral commitment to help Palestinians in need’: ‘When we lost Palestine, the only thing 

we have is solidarity; community solidarity’. 

Finally, selective obligations were not always spoken about in terms of national, ethnic or 

religious communities. Gender also figured prominently for some of my participants, and 

particularly for women who felt compelled to help other women. Indeed, some of the 

RDOs in this study were formed, led and focused on alleviating the suffering of refugee 

women. Their recognition and desire to address gender inequities within their own ethnic 

or religious communities spoke of layering and intersectionality. So, while interviewees 

may have spoken in broad terms of ‘my people’, there was a recognition of variation and 

marginalisation within communities —of people who suffered more or in specific ways—

perhaps reflecting the experiences of those involved in RDOs who relate to women’s 

suffering from their own lived experiences.  

Faith 

Faith was a strong force guiding many of my participants’ involvement in RDOs. Religious 

beliefs particularly came to the fore for those involved in RDOs which prefaced their 

                                                           

95 https://www.facebook.com/zsahill/videos/10205193366889220/ 

https://www.facebook.com/zsahill/videos/10205193366889220/
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religious over national or ethnic identities. Yet even those involved in secular 

organisations spoke of their personal faith as guiding their need to help. Interviewees 

came from a wide range of faith traditions (Baha’i, Mandaean, Hindu and various Muslim 

and Christian denominations), highlighting that different religious doctrines—as moral 

codes of conduct—refer to ways in which followers should act towards those in need. 

Take the following excerpts that referred to faith:  

There is no exclusion in our policies. I put that down to not only [the RDO], but also 

the nature of Assyrians being hospitable people, generally, as well as devoted 

Christians. (Carmen, Assyrian RDO) 

 (I do this) for the sake of God first of all. So that I can say, ‘I believe in God, in the day 

of doomsday and before him that I did something good for humanity’. (Hamid, 

Muslim, Rohingya RDO) 

(I do this) because of the principles (of my faith). We have to help each other, not 

criticise each other; to love people for who they are. Also, we think education is very 

important, we believe in equality for men and woman, we don’t judge other people, 

we cannot be involved with politics, (and so forth). I think it helps us to learn how to 

work with each other. (Rosanna, Baha’i Iranian RDO) 

The thing about the Mandaeans, we believe in peace. We do not believe in conflict or 

killing or things… if you hit (us we) don’t hit back… We are all brothers and sisters 

and we have to live in harmony, loving each other. (Sarah, Mandaean RDO) 

In some interviewee accounts, religious teachings provided very specific guidance as to 

who and how to give to people in need. This was particularly the case for one man who 

spoke about the Islamic tradition of zakat, which translates as ‘giving’, and who went into 

considerable detail about who and how much one was obliged to give during the holy 

month of Ramadan (see also O’Hagan & Hirono, 2014, pp. 418–419). Some of the RDOs in 

this study were closely aligned with different Christian denominations (Baptist, Anglican, 

Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic) and likewise described how the church as an 

institution played a role in shaping how they chose who and how to help. Thus, the link 

that has been made by a number of scholars (cf Barnett, 2011; Benthall & Lacey, 2014; 

Fassin, 2010a; Laqueur, 2009) regarding the centrality of faith to humanitarianism was 

reflected in the ways in which many of my participants spoke about why they volunteered 

to help others.  
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Family values 

Another recurring theme that came up in interviews spoke of a different moral force, that 

involving family values. These values were not necessarily framed in terms of faith or 

cultural beliefs—even if we may be able to clearly see their roots there—but conveyed 

how people learned what ‘the right thing to do’ was through the actions and words of 

family members. Mothers and fathers were a powerful moral force that seemed to shape 

many of my interviewees’ understandings of how to act in response to other people’s 

suffering. One of the more poignant explanations for ‘why help’ was told by Joseph, a 

member of an Eastern Orthodox RDO, and involved a recollection of the actions of his 

father: 

I enjoy making sure that other people’s lives are made simpler. Is it faith? I’d say 

definitely faith plays a key role, but, at the end of the day, I think it’s what my 

parents would have taught me. I’ve seen my parents doing things… During the 

[Israel-Palestine] War in ‘82, I was twelve at the time. …To cut a long story short, 

this Palestinian man, a stranger, he comes over. (He) knocks on my parents’ 

door…and he (asks) for bread. He (said) to my dad (that they were) surrounded; 

they have no food. He needs food to feed his family. Being in war, people are very 

cautious. You know, you need to look after your family and at the same time you’ve 

got somebody out there knocking on the door; a stranger asking for food. (My 

father) didn’t turn him away. He actually told mum to make him bread; gave him 

enough bread and food and things to take to his family. That stayed in my mind. 

Anecdotes such as these about lessons learned from parents were numerous. One woman 

told of her mother taking her outside, showing her a trail of ants and explaining how she 

should not kill even one ant if she can help it. Another informant’s mother demonstrated 

her values by bringing gold to a community event—a ‘meeting of a hundred women’—and 

publicly giving it to her daughter in support of the RDO she had established, saying: ‘Look, 

I have this much gold which I accumulated for my daughter’s marriage… I don’t want it. 

Keep it, sell it, and I want you to start working on a project’. One man spoke of his father 

acting as a traditional mediator in Afghanistan, and how as a child he had observed his 

father acting with integrity in support of abused women, even where this challenged 

powerful patriarchal norms. Two other women—one originally from Iran and the other 

from Pakistan—spoke at length and with comparable sentiments about their fathers as 

role models who encouraged them to fight for justice and ‘what was right’, particularly 
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when it came to gender roles in conservative patriarchal communities. The fathers of both 

women were credited with shaping their personal convictions. One said: 

When I was young I always asked my father why my eyes are so little…I can see girls 

with bigger eyes are beautiful. …My father would say that your eyes (don’t) matter. 

Your inner eyes matter. People are beautiful from inside, not from outside. …I would 

always think about that. How can someone’s inner eyes (be) beautiful? (Today), I 

can say that, yes, all those people are beautiful whose eyes are beautiful inside. 

(Hazara RDO) 

Distinguishing here between family values and moral codes inscribed in religious or 

sociocultural traditions is necessary, because these individuals often told of how their 

family members challenged ‘what was expected’ i.e. social norms. These were people who 

had been encouraged from childhood to actively challenge injustices and to help people 

who were in need, even if it meant going against what was expected of them by others in 

their community.  

Repaying ‘the gift’ 

Finally, there were some informants who described why they were helping in terms of a 

moral obligation to ‘give back’. This was touched upon in Chapter 2 when discussing the 

symbolic effects of being labelled ‘a refugee’ and the tendency in places like Australia for 

refugees-who-help to be framed as ‘repaying’ the country that had given them ‘the gift’ of 

resettlement. This sense of moral obligation was echoed by some of my informants who 

saw their involvement with an RDO partly as a way of returning the gift of assistance that 

they had once received. They framed their motivation by speaking first about periods in 

their lives when they had experienced hardship and had been helped, either by a 

humanitarian organisation or by being resettled in Australia. Take, for example, the 

following two descriptions of ‘giving back’:  

(We are) raising funds for Caritas Nepal and sending that through to them to do 

education support there. So, I think, because you already know people and you have 

been the beneficiary of that program… because you have benefitted from what they 

have done, you just want to reciprocate that in some way. (Raj, Bhutanese RDO)  

To be honest, I would say I’m in a better position. I’m in a safe, clean environment 

where I have my next meal. And thinking of those people, who almost have nothing… 
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they don’t know what their next meal is or even if they have a place to stay. You 

appreciate a lot what you have and, in your little way, you try to give back. 

(Mohammed, Eritrean RDO)  

In this first quote, the sense of obligation and reciprocity is direct. This individual felt 

obliged to support an organisation that he had once benefited from. The second was 

perhaps a more generalised statement about reciprocity, but one that resonated with 

many others’ descriptions of ‘giving back’. In this case, the relationship of reciprocity is not 

a direct one. The ‘gift’ that these people received was a chance to live in ‘a better position’. 

They understood that the gift they had been given was not one that others enjoyed. Those 

who did not receive this gift continued to suffer, and to these people they felt somehow 

indebted. This sense of (indirectly) giving back came heavily imbued with feelings of guilt, 

a point which will be returned to shortly. 

The idea that ‘gifts’ involve moral obligations and create bonds between people has a long 

history in anthropology. The important work that was begun by Marcel Mauss and has 

been built on by many others, describes the ways in which the giving of a gift is embedded 

with ideas of reciprocity. To receive a gift involves norms of obligation to reciprocate in 

ways that are culturally and socially contextual and which can create ongoing ties. For 

some of my participants, however, the context in which they received the gift (of 

opportunity through resettlement) did not provide a straightforward way of reciprocating. 

This is highlighted by Fassin (2010d) who argues that the humanitarian ‘gift’ of assistance 

is founded on the (unrevealed) fact that the gift is unequal: ‘Recipients of humanitarian 

assistance cannot offer anything in return, except in the highly asymmetric form of 

gratitude or in narratives of their distress’ (p. 45). As a challenge to this assertion, the 

experiences of this small group of one-time gift-recipients seem to suggest an additional 

means of return. Their involvement in an RDO in Australia could perhaps be understood 

as an attempt to return the gift of assistance that they once received; to ‘pay back’. 

4.3.2 Affect 

Affective forces are those that relate to emotions and how we feel about something; to 

visceral rather than rationalised responses. Fassin (2010a) argues that ‘behind the 

humanitarian gesture, there is always an emotion toward the suffering of others’ (p. 269); 

that even though morality and reason are necessary for people to comprehend and 

respond to the suffering of others, the compulsion to act is more powerful when reason 
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and emotion are combined. Scholars who have addressed questions of humanitarian 

morality and motivations have described empathy as integral to humanitarian acts; of 

being able to imagine or ‘feel oneself’ in another’s suffering (cf Laqueur, 2009; Malkki, 

2015). While empathy was clearly a force that compelled refugee diaspora humanitarians, 

other emotions could also be discerned—including feelings of guilt, trauma and pleasure. 

Empathy 

Empathy requires a person to not only comprehend that another person suffers, but to feel 

their suffering in some way. Wilson & Brown (2009) describe empathy as inhabiting a site 

further along the emotional register to sympathy: ‘Whereas a state of sympathy for one 

says “I recognize your pain,” in empathy one says “I feel your pain”’ (p. 2). Empathy ignites 

the senses. Moving from being sympathetic to another’s plight to feeling empathetic leads 

to a greater investment in their situation and to the likelihood that action will follow (see 

also Bornstein, 2012, pp. 148–149; Laqueur, 2009). For most participants in my study who 

had at once lived as a refugee, their own personal experiences of displacement provided 

fertile ground for an empathetic response. Interviewees spoke of having ‘been there’ 

themselves or in ways that suggested they could imagine themselves there. For those who 

had ‘been there’, they imagined others’ suffering by drawing on their own experiences; of 

the sights, smells, sounds, feelings and sensations that they could recall or revisit. See, for 

example, Mohammed’s explanation:  

I can say 99% of those people [in Sudan] left their country because there is no 

stability. Whatever they (had) back home meant a lot to them. Maybe these people 

were not the richest people… maybe they were living in a small hut, but it was warm 

and they had a sense of family and all that—a country, a place. Leaving that and 

now being in a place where completely, there’s nothing, it’s just…you feel it. In the 

same way, I felt it as well in my journey… I was in India and Syria and I’ve seen it, 

when you know deep inside that you have no place (to) call home, it’s just 

uncertainty… When I think of that it just gives me that motivation to continue to do 

what we do. (Eritrean RDO) 

Another conversation with a man who had been involved for many years helping refugees 

was particularly pertinent in highlighting the visceral experiences that diaspora 

humanitarians tap into and how deeply emotional these can be. Hadi and I were speaking 
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about his long-standing volunteerism. He leans forward at the table as he recalls when he 

first started ‘helping’, his voice catching towards the end: 

I tell you, the first time I did this I think was in 1991 during the Iraqi uprising 

against Saddam Hussein… I was one of the people who fled the country to Saudi 

Arabia on the desert border. On our way, it’s really… it’s like a movie. […] because 

we’ve been hungry, thirsty, threatened, and all our families are separated… and in 

the desert we walk and we don’t know what’s going on or where we’re going… How 

do we live? Because the American army and the French army were on our way, and 

when they eat they throw away some leftovers… so, their leftovers helped us to 

survive until we got to the border. And when we got there, the Saudis were treating 

us very bad. (They) let us stay in the desert and they surrounded us with a fence. But 

before, when we first arrived, people kept coming. (They) were thirsty… I used to fill 

a bottle of water and walk the opposite way just to see who is the most needy; to give 

them a bottle of water… And it was really something that, I dunno, now I have tears 

in my eyes… (Iraqi RDO) 

But even for those who had not ‘been there’ themselves—who were the children of 

refugees or who had arrived in Australia when they were too young to remember—

empathy remained a powerful force. Some spoke in terms of ‘it could have been me’ or ‘it 

could have been my family’. Similarities in appearance, in ancestry, in faith and language 

between themselves and those in need provided a way of imagining oneself in another 

person’s situation. This came through particularly in the following conversation with 

members of the Oromo RDO I travelled to Indonesia with. Here, one young man explains 

his response to one of the people he met: 

For me, there was this lady who has nobody there. She basically has no home… So, 

what I did when I was there, I gave her some money, given her circumstances. I 

mean, I gave to others as well, but I especially focused on her. We also exchanged 

numbers to stay in contact. She is elderly. Maybe 65. She came to my hotel …and (for 

others) it was more about me saying [to them]: ‘You know what? Life’s not over yet, 

keep going. Things will get better and we’re here for you’. That did it for them. It 

didn’t change their circumstances for them, but it gave them hope. But one that I 

couldn’t was that lady… because she told me she has a kid… She said: ‘My kid’s your 

age’. You know what I mean? So, I can just imagine: that’s my mother. Do you 

understand? Her kid’s my age... So, every time I speak to her I want to help. 



 117 

His colleague responds: 

Yeah, I have a similar story. I have kids of my own, and one of the ladies said: ‘I can’t 

let my kids play outside’. She said: ‘I can’t even let them play inside’. They have to be 

quiet. These kids really need some help. They’re just kids! Imagine your kids can’t 

play inside the house let alone outside?! They’ve been like that for a year! …Imagine 

that… I mean, that kills me. 

Being able to empathise with others’ experiences was perhaps aided by a recognition of 

similarities between the participants in this study and those they were trying to help as 

well as, for some, the ability to draw from their own experiences and recollections of 

hardship. These were not abstract humans or distant others’ that they were empathising 

with—these were people with whom they ascribed familial relationships. They were 

‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’ and ‘mothers’. Feeling their pain and being compelled to help was 

deeply personal.  

Guilt 

Guilt can be understood as the cognitive or emotional experience that correlates with a 

realisation or belief that one has acted in contravention of their own standards of conduct 

(moral codes). The ‘relational empathy’ (Bornstein, 2012) that resonated with many of my 

participants—that this was ‘family’ who was suffering—also helps explain reoccurring 

expressions of guilt. That is, many people said they ‘felt guilty’ for ‘not doing enough’, for 

‘being selfish’, or for simply living a ‘good life’ when those they felt connected to suffered. 

Some spoke of how they felt they were not fulfilling their obligations and felt guilty about 

‘living in Australia’. For example:  

I have an enormous amount of guilt because I don’t think I do enough (and) that’s 

not just a fall-on-your-sword kind of martyrdom thing… (Carmen, Assyrian RDO) 

The hardest thing (is) that selfish thinking of myself sometimes. Because we all have 

to go out and work and all that. You can’t sometimes give a lot of time, but when you 

know that, it just hurts you. That’s hard in your mind when you know that…the 

people are still there and stuck and every day their lives are getting worse and 

worse. Thinking about that is very hard, for all of us I think. (Mohammed, Eritrean 

RDO) 
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I’m very passionate about (helping) and I came from that background. I was once a 

refugee. I was once an asylum seeker…There are lots of people who had the same 

situation but don’t have the same fate that I have had. I feel obliged. It’s a survival 

guilt. (Hamid, Rohingya RDO) 

For those who expressed feelings of guilt, the sense of not fulfilling what they understood 

as their obligations caused them pain. This guilt was also present as an animating force in 

some people’s explanation of why they continued to be involved in humanitarian work, 

even when it felt hard. In some ways, then, we can see guilt as both a motivating and a 

sustaining force for volunteers involved in small organisations that perhaps, in other 

circumstances, may have ceased to exist. This understanding bears out in Chapter 5, when 

the challenges of RDO governance and economies is further explored. 

Trauma 

For a smaller number of interviewees, traumatic experiences in their past seemed to be an 

added dimension animating their involvement in RDOs. While I do not want to suggest 

that a trauma response was an overriding force for any of those involved in my research, 

there were some who clearly linked their personal commitment to helping with a way of 

healing and processing past traumatic experiences (see also Kira & Tummala-Narra, 2015; 

van de Port, 1999). For those in Australia who had survived war, torture and other 

deprivations, the murky experiences of their past informed their emotional response to 

the suffering of others and what they felt they could or should do about it. To illustrate 

this, take the following explanation given by Rosanna, about why she tried to help: 

When they put me (in prison) I felt very lonely in the cell… I felt I was going to be 

killed at that time. When I was behind the closed door I was listening to what people 

were doing, because I was not able to see anything. The only time I could see them 

was when they hanged them or raped them. That is the kind of torture I have. 

Because of that, I promised myself and to the women that were killed that, if one day 

I come out, that I tell their story and be helpful to people. (Baha’i Iranian RDO) 

During fieldwork, I began to wonder how people within refugee diasporas responded to 

unfolding humanitarian crises and how this related to trauma responses; that, for those 

whose seeing or hearing about others’ suffering brought about memories of past traumatic 

experiences, there were a more complex set of forces animating their actions. For example, 

during my fieldwork period, the security situation in both Iraq and Syria deteriorated and 
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millions of people were displaced. While both the Syrian and Iraqi diasporas in Australia 

mobilised to help, it seemed that the response from Iraqis differed slightly to that of the 

Syrian diaspora. Iraqi-Australians who I saw speaking at public forums during this time 

seemed to use a slightly different emotional register than their Syrian counterparts. The 

Syrian-Australians who I saw speak had not personally experienced war or forced 

displacement, unlike those from the Iraqi diaspora who had arrived as refugees during 

previous waves of displacement. They were equally passionate but less emotional in their 

mobilisation of supporters. Take the following narrative about why one woman founded 

an RDO in 2014 during the displacement of Iraqi Christians:  

I remember when we had nothing. We were literally eating bread and drinking 

water for months. Sometimes we would get eggplant and that would be something 

special. We were sleeping on the floor. We went from being very well off and 

comfortable to sleeping on the floor. And that was a very difficult experience. I 

promised myself, if I get through this and have enough, I won’t spend extra money on 

myself, I will spend it on others. (Leyla) 

Leyla’s telling was emotional; she spoke with anger. But there was a similar expression of 

anger and a sensitivity to the injustices of the past that came through in other interviews. 

When I asked one man why he was involved in a Karenni RDO, he began his response 

with: ‘I have a very sad story’. He went on to speak about how ‘back there I always felt like 

one of my legs was broken’. He framed his involvement in the RDO in his own sad and 

painful experiences and his need to ensure that others did not suffer like he had. Barnett 

(2011) writes that compassion does not pulse evenly and steadily, ‘it surges at particular 

moments’ (p. 224). For some of my participants, it seems the surges in compassion in 

response to crises witnessed from afar drew on emotional responses that were rooted in a 

murky and traumatic past. 

Pleasure 

While I have so far written of more negatively-experienced emotions—of guilt, trauma and 

empathy towards others’ suffering—not all the feelings conveyed by my participants were 

painful. An important affective force that was acknowledged by some of my participants 

was one of pleasure; that it ‘felt good’ to help people. Hadi (Iraqi RDO) describes the 

pleasure of helping people as ‘an addiction’. He said, ‘If I can do something, why wouldn’t 

I?’ Sabira said of her volunteering:  
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You feel that (there are) challenges and (it’s) tiring, but there is joy. There is a joy 

that you’re… part of that making some differences. (Hazara RDO) 

But perhaps the most prevalent pleasurable emotion that was described by participants 

was that of feeling ‘satisfied’. This satisfaction came from ‘doing a good job’ or ‘making a 

difference’, even if only in small ways. One man said: ‘You know, I'm comparing my work 

with other organisations and that's where the satisfaction comes’. One of Bornstein’s 

(2012) insights into the experiences of wealthy Indians volunteering in orphanages is that 

the volunteers themselves obtained pleasure. As she argues, this form of volunteering is a 

‘gift of experience from the recipient to the donor’, an idea that resonated with the 

experiences of some of the volunteers involved in RDOs in Australia. 

Finally, there was the pleasure of sociality that seemed to also be part of what motivated 

some people to get involved in RDOs. This I witnessed when participating in a range of 

RDO activities in Australia. People danced, ate and talked at RDO fundraising events. 

Those who organised these events were congratulated for their contributions. They 

smiled. While the purpose of organising a fundraising event in Melbourne may have been 

to raise money for a project to help people in desperate situations, the actual event and the 

coming together of people was talked about as both ‘hard work’ and ‘fun’.  

  

 Raising funds, sharing 
food. Eritrean RDO 
fundraising dinner, 
Melbourne, August 2015 
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4.3.3 Power 

As was suggested at the start of this chapter, there is a growing recognition that 

dimensions of power and politics are unavoidably present in humanitarian acts, despite 

the articulation of ‘neutrality’ as a core humanitarian principle.96  When writing of power, I 

refer here to the capacity or ability of someone or a group of people to exert influence and 

have effect (Gaventa, 2006), while in terms of the political, I refer more narrowly to 

questions of the government and public affairs of a territory. In terms of the latter, the 

legitimacy of humanitarian actors that are seen to align themselves with a party to a 

conflict (i.e. to act in a political way) has been seen as particularly problematic, even while 

there is acknowledgement that lines can be extremely blurry and shifting, and that 

engagement with political actors is unavoidable when questions of access to civilian 

populations is concerned (Fassin & Pandolfi 2010). But aside from questions of 

engagement with political processes and actors, there are also other dimensions of power 

in refugee diaspora humanitarianism, and this manifests in who helps whom, and how—

for example, this includes questions of class, gender, age, faith and ethnicity. 

For the RDOs and individuals in this study, there was considerable variation in the 

undercurrents of power and politics that animated their actions. I suggest two that were 

cross-cutting and of varying prominence to different people: diaspora politics and 

homeland politics. A third expression of power was also apparent and relates more to the 

personal; to how individuals saw helping as ‘their essence’ and how they were motivated 

by their individual capacity to bring about transformative change in the lives of others. 

Diaspora politics 

All the groups that participated in my research I have described as diaspora organisations, 

but there were some that oriented themselves to diaspora politics in Australia more than 

others. When writing about diaspora politics, I refer to the furthering of the interests of a 

group based on an assertion of a collective identity. Those motivated by diaspora politics 

tended to be involved in organisations that were formed to represent a group based on a 

diasporic identity first and foremost, rather than organisations that were formed 

primarily to provide humanitarian assistance. Those RDOs more explicitly diasporic in 

orientation were involved in mobilising support for people outside Australia as part of a 

                                                           

96 For the Red Cross, neutrality means not to take sides in hostilities or engage at any time in 
controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological nature. 
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broader agenda of binding people together to preserve a collective identity, homeland 

language, or religious, social and cultural practices (Tölölyan, 2007). For instance, some 

had got involved in humanitarian work as a response to a crisis affecting their homeland 

or ‘people’. As Carmen says:  

You see a crisis and (what is) under threat is the loss of our people... Our lives and 

our heritage are at stake, quite frankly, so (getting involved in humanitarian 

activities) is a response to that. (Assyrian RDO) 

Diaspora politics can be seen, in part, as identity politics. While there are some resources 

to be gained from establishing a diaspora organisation in Australia (e.g. small amounts of 

funding), this is hardly lucrative. Instead, forming or supporting a diaspora organisation 

seemed for some to be more about being visible and recognised as ‘a people’ and of finding 

strength in belonging to a collective. Hassan describes his motivation as such: 

I want to get to the point where, when someone asks and I say: ‘I’m Oromo’, they say: 

‘I know’…So, there is obviously a political aspect to it. It’s not in the way that you 

want to run for office or have any interest in politics, I’m just interested in making 

(people more aware of) who Oromos are…. 

This sentiment was echoed by others who spoke in terms of their fear of ‘losing their 

identity’ and of their need to come together to create a sense of belonging. One man said: 

‘When you’re in diaspora… you start to lose a part of yourself’. The antidote to losing 

oneself could be asserting a distinctive identity and promoting ‘your people’ so that those 

in Australia ‘know who you are’. This process of diasporisation has been explored by 

others in greater detail (cf Danforth, 1995; Jakubowicz, 2002; Ndhlovu, 2014), and was not 

within the scope of this research to develop further. However, where diasporic identity 

and humanitarian action meet, I suggest, is in the way in which some people saw acts of 

‘doing good’ as part of their desire to be seen as ‘good people’. For example, when I asked 

one Afghan-Australian man why he was involved in helping people in Australia and 

overseas, he replied: ‘I don't want other people to think (that) my own community are not 

respectful; are not good people’.  

Diaspora politics like any kind of politics involves struggle, conflict and the negotiation of 

ideas and power between individuals or groups. The messiness of diaspora politics was 

apparent on several occasions while undertaking fieldwork. It was mostly through 

informal conversations, actions and gestures that people expressed their frustrations 
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about individuals jockeying for power, questioned the ideas or actions of those who were 

in positions of power within RDOs or, more simply, talked about ‘problems with my own 

community’. Power struggles within diaspora communities seemed to play out in some 

organisations more than others—with breakaway organisations being formed, leadership 

turnover or challenges, and fluctuations in community support for RDO activities. One 

informant was open in talking about why different RDOs had been formed within his 

(numerically small) community. He says of the leaders of another RDO: 

They have their own personal agenda. Some want to become famous. Some want to 

do something else. This is the dirty games of politics in every community, in every 

country around the world. Human beings are not perfect. As a result, I was 

compelled to split ways with them. I had to form a new organisation.  

For some individuals, then, the desire to represent their community as the bearers of a 

distinctive identity and to show that they were ‘good people’ may have been part of what 

motivated them to form or get involved in RDOs. This came through in two separate 

conversations I had with people who spoke in similar terms of the need to ‘leave a legacy’. 

The legacy that they envisioned was a demonstration that they—as individuals or as part 

of a group—had done something to further the interests of ‘their people’. Doing something 

to help alleviate suffering overseas both ‘did good’ and ‘looked good’. It seems that for 

some it was their personal or collective identities, reputations and status within Australia 

that was at stake. 

Homeland politics 

Much has been written about the long-distance politics of diasporas (cf Bernal, 2006; 

Danforth, 1995; Ghorashi & Boersma, 2009; Wise, 2004). While I do not deny that some of 

the RDOs in this study were directly and actively engaged in homeland politics alongside 

their humanitarian work, an equal number seemed explicitly concerned with not getting 

involved in homeland or diaspora politics. In terms of individuals involved in formal 

political action, or whose organisational aims involved implicit or explicit support for 

political parties in their country of origin, their motivation to mobilise support for 

humanitarian projects was tied to garnering support for political interests in their 

homeland. For example, one interviewee was involved in directly lobbying Australian 

members of parliament to support the ruling party in their country of origin. At least three 

of the RDOs in this study were aligned or affiliated with homeland opposition parties, 
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some of which operated extensively from the diaspora. Others were not necessarily 

affiliated with a political group or party, but were actively involved in opposing or 

challenging the actions of states, particularly on human rights issues. As one man 

forcefully argued about the government in his homeland, Myanmar: 

Perpetrators [of human rights violations] should not go with impunity but should be 

brought to justice… We’re not only socially but also a politically-active organisation. 

That some people involved in RDOs expressed strong political views or are active in 

homeland political struggles should come as no surprise. These are people who, for all 

their differences, had a common commitment and belief in transformational change—and 

big ‘P’ Politics is one of the loci of change. However, a surprising number of interviewees 

seemed to express a frustration or disillusionment with formal political processes. For this 

subgroup, there was a discernible suspicion or openly-expressed dislike for ‘politicians’ 

and what they were doing ‘for the people’. They did not see hope for change coming from 

political action, so they preferred to act ‘in the margins’. In the following, one interviewee 

describes why he decided to set up an RDO after travelling overseas to participate in a 

meeting of opposition politicians:  

When I got there, what I found is that the opposition, they ignore that kind of help 

[the need for education] and they ignore [the refugees] there. I (had been) thinking 

one of the problems of (the) Eritrean people is the government. But when I went 

there I found out even the opposition, it's a problem. (And) the poor Eritrean people, 

they are getting it from both sides… So, what can be done, even (at a) lower level? 

That's my thinking. 

This anti-politics sentiment was shared by other informants who spoke about different 

contexts in which they felt their actions were more meaningful than the ‘talk’ of 

politicians. They described themselves and their organisations as helping ‘poor people’ not 

‘political interests’. At the same time, it is possible to see how these expressed frustrations 

about political processes lead individuals who may well have a transformative political 

agenda towards humanitarian action (e.g. in particularly repressive states).  

Where the views of those on the politics/anti-political spectrum seemed to overlap is in 

how they spoke about the need to bring about change ‘for the people’ to pave the way for 

return. There were many who expressed a desire for return to their homeland and felt that 

the actions of RDOs in Australia were about contributing to the facilitation of return. One 
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conversation with a man, John, highlighted this link between RDOs and the politics of 

return. John explained his own journey to Australia, the process he had gone through to 

mobilise support to establish a Zo RDO, and how in the future he wanted to develop 

educational opportunities in Burma. He spoke about the central importance of education 

to the future prosperity of his homeland, and of the need for those in diaspora to prepare 

for return: 

I always encourage my community members to go back. [Australia is] not my place, 

to be honest. I can be an Australian citizen by paper, but I have my own citizenship 

in Burma… I have a land. I have a place. I have to go back there. 

But even those who had been in Australia for many years and who did not personally see 

themselves returning ‘home’, spoke about the need to support others to return. Take the 

following, of how Anwar saw the long-term objectives of the RDO he helped to establish: 

I can't return. I'm Australian… This is my second country, but it is the first country 

for my kid. So that link doesn't let me to separate from my kid… So, for me, I'm 

Australian, and this organisation is (an) Eritrean-Australian organisation… But, if 

the government [in Eritrea] becomes (a) democratic government, people (in) 

different countries— those who are in Saudi Arabia, in Sudan, Yemen, Ethiopia, all 

these countries—they will go back. And when these people go back, I can see still 

we’re going to face problems there… because you are not going back to a country 

that is wealthy. So…at least we are going to ease that problem for the refugees. 

Bringing about change in a homeland so that ‘the people’—refugees—could return was a 

central concern for many I spoke to. The question of how to bring about transformative 

change—through engagement with formal political processes or not—was less clear. A 

common thread that animated many people’s involvement in RDOs was the desire to 

contribute in some way to paving the way for return.  

The ‘essence of me’ 

One final theme that animated some of my informants concerned their own sense of 

power within their personal history. There was one interviewee, Muzafa, that illustrated 

this for me. Muzafa was originally from Afghanistan and had been involved in establishing 

a refugee school in Indonesia and was now supporting the school from Australia. When I 

asked him why he was involved in this work, he began his explanation by describing his 
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significant experience working for different humanitarian and human rights organisations 

in Afghanistan. He used an expression that resonated with what other people told me 

about their histories of helping. He said: ‘When I look back to those days [in Afghanistan], I 

think they were the essence of me’. Indeed, a history of helping was common to most of the 

people I interviewed, and I often heard participants talk about how they saw themselves, 

essentially, as ‘someone who helped’. These were not individuals who suddenly decided to 

become involved in establishing or running an RDO in Australia, they were people who 

had been helpers before, and many who had become committed to transformational 

change early on in their lives. As Sabira explains: 

I’m happy with hard work. Hard workers change things. I don’t like slow things in 

life. I’m working from when I was 17 or 18. I’m working for my community in this 

space from that time… I don’t think (about) things for myself. This is what I am. 

(Hazara RDO) 

Being someone who wanted to and could make things happen—who could create or lead 

an organisation that had an impact on other people’s lives—also involves the accrual of 

skills, networks and status. The sense of power and satisfaction that came from being able 

to bring about change seemed to compel or, more accurately, sustain individuals to 

continue this work. These were people who had learned how to organise to help, and this 

learning meant they had a greater capacity to effect change. It involved both a disposition, 

a desire, and hard work. These were individuals who had developed networks with people 

in positions of power in Australia and internationally; who met with foreign ministers, 

who were invited to and spoke at UN meetings. As one man, Raj, described: ‘It is some sort 

of continuation of what you have done initially’. Raj went on to say that he had started 

working in paid and unpaid roles as a Bhutanese community worker from the time he had 

been living in a refugee camp in Nepal, and the skills he had developed he had applied in 

Australia to undertake community work, both paid and unpaid. 

But perhaps there is something more to be said about the personal interests and power 

that individuals gain from their involvement in RDOs, which seem to relate to a 

recognition of their professionalism, capacity and status in the Australian context. When 

interviewees talked about their lives prior to living in Australia, I was struck at how the 

loss of status was acutely felt. These were individuals who had been politicians, teachers, 

journalists, activists, lawyers, artists and successful businesspersons in the past. As is the 

common experience of many resettled refugees, the loss of occupational and social status 
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in Australia was apparent for many of my participants (Olliff, 2010).  By getting involved 

in RDOs, there was perhaps some sense of status regained. People came up and thanked 

them, or, as one woman said, ‘they put you up high’. Another person said: ‘When I walk 

into my community, they always see me as someone who has done something for our 

community in the camp’. One man I interviewed showed me a chapter of a book titled 

‘Unsung heroes’ that was written about him. For these people, their involvement in RDOs 

seemed to give them a sense of pride and achievement, but it also potentially offered 

status and recognition. 

By highlighting the interests of individuals, I do not wish to convey that these people were 

involved in RDOs because they were purely motivated by self-interest and the pursuit of 

other people’s gratitude and recognition. The people that I met exhibited remarkable 

integrity and wisdom, demonstrated through their actions and the significant personal 

sacrifices that they made. That they may have regained some sense of their own power 

and were recognised for their contributions should not diminish their acts. If anything, I 

make this point to comment on the migration context and on how—in a place where 

refugees are often disempowered and marginalised—RDOs provided a context in which 

people can comfortably assert their agency and apply their considerable skills to ‘do good’ 

in the world. 

4.4 Conclusion 

This chapter began with an overview of what recent literature has suggested regarding 

humanitarian moralities and motivations. This literature has shown that: ‘forces of 

compassion’, or humanitarian narratives, are powerful and create momentum; that, 

despite the consensual narrative force of humanitarianism, there are always other 

complex motivations involved in humanitarian acts that include dimensions of power and 

self-interest; and that, while much has been written about the genealogy of motivations 

and morality in dominant (Western) humanitarianism, there are other actors situated in 

different histories who may be compelled in different ways to alleviate suffering. I suggest 

that these ideas can be usefully applied to understanding the forces underlying refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism. 

To understand what compels diaspora humanitarians to act in the ways that they do, I 

argued that it is necessary to explore who these actors perceive as needing help and the 

causes of their suffering. To this end, I demonstrated that there are three recurring ‘figures 



 128 

of suffering’ that refugee diaspora humanitarians evoke: that of a collective ‘people’ who 

suffer; of ruptured social networks and of people who suffer because they are alone or not 

able to fulfil their (expected) caring roles; and of refugees who are unheard, unhelped and 

disenabled. 

As to why diaspora humanitarians respond in the ways that they do, I suggested that there 

are multiple forces—moral, affective and involving dimensions of power—that compel 

people to act. In terms of moral forces, participants spoke of their involvement in RDOs as 

part of (selective) obligations to serve their community, as an expression of their faith or 

as an extension of values passed on from family members who challenged injustices. Some 

saw helping as a way of repaying ‘the gift of assistance’ that they had earlier received, or of 

alleviating the guilt of receiving ‘the gift’ of living in Australia which those they left behind 

had not. Indeed, guilt is one of the affective forces that seemed to animate many diaspora 

humanitarians, along with empathy towards those who suffered which is, for some, 

complicated by past traumatic experiences. But alongside these painful feelings, it is 

evident that there are also more pleasurable emotions that go along with these acts of 

helping. Getting involved in RDOs ‘felt good’, satisfying or, simply, sociable. Finally, in 

discussing forces that compel, I argue that there are dimensions of power and politics 

running through refugee diaspora humanitarianism. Many of the people involved in RDOs 

wanted to see transformational change for their people or homeland, although the extent 

to which they engage with formal political processes is highly divergent. This section 

concluded with a discussion of the ways in which individuals gain power or status through 

their involvement in RDOs, at the same time recognising that self-interest should not be 

considered incongruous with acts of caring for others. 

Taking the above into account, the moralities and motivations that animate refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism in many ways reflect the distinct perspectives and positionality 

of the individuals behind RDOs—as diaspora, as survivors, as resettled refugees, as people 

with a history of helping and being helped. Understanding why they act gives a better basis 

for understanding how they go about organising, and to what effect, the questions that the 

remaining chapters are dedicated to. 
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CHAPTER 5 

MODALITIES: GOVERNANCE AND ECONOMIES 

The previous chapter explored the animating forces underlying refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism, suggesting that these forces reflect the distinct positionalities of the 

people involved in refugee diaspora organisations (RDOs). This chapter turns now to the 

modalities of diaspora humanitarianism; to what Fassin (2010b) describes as 

‘humanitarian politics’, or the implementation of actions that are situated in humanitarian 

moralities. As such, this chapter is interested in questions of how RDOs are structured and 

organise, what resources they mobilise and how they account for and consider the effects 

of their actions. This chapter should be considered the first in a two-part discussion on the 

modalities of refugee diaspora humanitarianism. In this chapter, the focus is on RDO 

governance and economies, that which largely concerns what happens within the 

Australian context. The attendant chapter—Chapter 6—looks more closely at trans-

national modalities, of how RDOs work and move across time and place. 

This chapter begins with a discussion about refugee diaspora humanitarianism and 

governance, outlining the organisational structures of the RDOs in this study, how people 

came together and the challenges and strengths of these organisational forms (Section 

5.1). Attention is given to discussing RDO accountability as an aspect of governance that 

has particular dimensions and weight for diaspora humanitarians. The second part of this 

chapter looks more closely at economies (Section 5.2), of how and what kinds of resources 

are mobilised by RDOs in Australia. In this, the recurring theme of ‘smallness’ that came 

through in fieldwork and interviews is explored. 

5.1 Governance 

Starting from a fairly rudimentary definition, governance refers to the rules, norms and 

actions that produce, sustain, regulate and hold accountable a governing entity (Bevir, 

2013). In the case of the RDOs in this study, what governance (rules, norms and actions) 

were observable? One of the primary challenges in answering this question is the 

apparent diversity in the forms and activities of RDOs (see Chapter 3). While for some 

RDOs it is much easier to talk about governance—they looked very like NGOs—others 

were much looser in form and the tools available to describe governance (e.g. principles, 
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policies, guidelines) seem inadequate. This may be because much of what I observed and 

heard told of ways of helping that appeared—to an observer—as happenstance. Actions 

came about through a confluence of factors: individual circumstances and abilities, 

individuals and groups reacting to or seizing opportunities as they arose and with the 

resources that they could mobilise. The extent of pre-planning within prevailing 

humanitarian frameworks and practices of what is needed and how to organise to respond 

was, in most cases, limited.  Moreover, the RDOs in this study were all formed and run by 

volunteers, and their investment in governance reflected some of the challenges and 

experiences of other voluntary organisations (Brinkerhoff, 2008). Many RDOs seem to 

exist only for a time, and for as long as the people involved feel animated enough to invest 

their energies and resources into such an endeavour.  

Having said this, it is still possible to talk about RDOs and governance. These organisations 

are involved in raising and transferring resources, their activities have implications for 

other peoples’ lives and, for the most part, they exist (or have existed) as legal entities. It is 

relevant to consider how decisions are made within these organisations, how they 

organise, and how they are accountable for their actions. In discussing RDO governance, I 

focus on two key themes: on their structure and on accountability.  

5.1.1 Structure 

Of the participating RDOs in this study, roughly two thirds (18 out of 26) had a governance 

structure that appeared to be based on meeting the requirements of being an incorporated 

association.97 Incorporated associations are voluntary not-for-profit organisations or 

groups that have a specific legal status in Australia.98  Incorporation requires an 

organisation to make explicit its rules, norms and actions and to align these with an 

overarching governance framework determined by the relevant government authority.99 

                                                           

97 The governance structures outlined in the following do not necessarily represent that of other 
types of RDOs in Australia (i.e. those not engaged in humanitarianism, but with other objectives in 
mind). 
98  See, for example, becoming an incorporated association in the State of Victoria: 
www.consumer.vic.gov.au/clubs-and-not-for-profits/incorporated-associations/become-an-
incorporated-association  
99 Incorporated associations like RDOs are mostly registered at a state or territory government 
level – such as with Consumer Affairs Victoria, or the New South Wales Office of Fair Trading. It is 
possible to also register a not-for-profit association with the Australian Securities and Investment 
Commission, which operates nationally. Associations registered with state authorities can operate 
in other states and territories of Australia, but must report annually to the authority in the state or 
territory where their association was first registered.  

http://www.consumer.vic.gov.au/clubs-and-not-for-profits/incorporated-associations/become-an-incorporated-association
http://www.consumer.vic.gov.au/clubs-and-not-for-profits/incorporated-associations/become-an-incorporated-association
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For example, incorporated associations are required to elect a committee of management, 

hold an annual general meeting, lodge an annual statement (including a financial report) 

with government authorities, and establish a set of rules for the association. Aligning 

oneself to the governance structure of an incorporated association—and therefore 

operating as a legal entity—allows organisations to be able to enter into contracts and to 

register as a charity for fundraising purposes. 

The extent to which the rules, norms and actions of being an incorporated association 

were adhered to in practice varied considerably among RDOs that were—or had been but 

were no longer—incorporated. Some RDOs operated with seemingly well-established 

committees of management, developing rules and an impressive governance structure, 

holding carefully planned elections at well-attended annual meetings, and meeting all 

reporting requirements. Others clearly struggled to meet these requirements, falling 

behind in submitting annual statements, providing incomplete financial reports, not 

adhering to the ‘model rules’ that they had submitted, and holding annual meetings with 

limited participation. Indeed, while some RDOs on paper were incorporated associations, 

many were governed with a high degree of informality, as an excerpt from field notes 

highlights: 

I am sitting in the community centre waiting area. There are kids running around 

everywhere. People are wafting in and out, hoodies on, greeting each other, As-

salāmu ʿalaykum! The Eritrean Community in Australia (a different organisation to 

the RDO) has an ongoing agreement with the centre to use the space on Saturday 

nights. Abdul and another man are sitting near me talking earnestly in Arabic, 

leaning in to each other. It’s freezing and dimly-lit. My teeth are chattering. The 

meeting of the RDO committee was supposed to start at 6.30pm; Mohammed sent a 

text message on Thursday as a reminder. At 7pm no one had arrived. Anwar turned 

up at 7.30pm in his work clothes – fluorescent builders fleece, paint-speckled pants 

and boots, his face tired, a small notebook in his hand. He had been working all day 

and said he had fallen asleep when he got home. Nobody else showed up. 

The challenges of meeting the requirements of being an incorporated association were 

spoken about openly. Meeting financial reporting requirements was spoken about as 

difficult because of the informality and invisibility of cash-based transactions overseas, as 

well as the concerns about drawing attention to the transnational nature of their work, 
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often in conflict situations.100  For example, one man lamented the lack of paper trail for a 

small project that provided a teacher at a refugee community-run school with a motorised 

wheelchair. The money for the wheelchair was collected from a small number of women in 

Melbourne and given as cash to someone from Australia who was travelling to Sudan. The 

wheelchair was purchased in Sudan using this cash, which was converted into the local 

currency using a (black market) currency exchange service. The only evidence that this act 

took place was a hand-written receipt in Arabic from the purchase of the wheelchair and a 

short video that was taken of the teacher receiving the wheelchair and thanking the RDO 

and community members in Australia for their generosity. The fact that this act involved 

cash-based transactions with minimal written evidence (e.g. receipts to donors, bank 

statements) caused concern for those writing the annual statement required by Australian 

authorities. What would happen if the organisation was audited? What would happen if 

the RDO was investigated and asked to prove that monies were not being transferred to a 

‘terrorist organisation’? Should they include this project in their annual statement at all?101  

While being an incorporated association gave some groups a sense of legitimacy, the legal 

obligations of incorporation also generated unease for groups that were primarily focused 

on helping people in humanitarian (conflict) situations overseas. Only four of the RDOs in 

this study were registered as charitable organisations, a legal entity that would more 

appropriately reflect and enable their acts of helping. Being registered as a national 

charity allows organisations to apply for Deductable Gift Recipient (DGR) status with the 

Australian Tax Office, increasing their fundraising potential as many donors’ preference 

giving to organisations that can provide a receipt that reduces their tax liability. Yet 

registering with the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission (the government 

authority that regulates charitable organisations) as well as potentially applying for 

membership with the Australian Council for International Development (the peak body for 

international development organisations in Australia) and—if seeking government 

funding—with the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (the government department 

that oversees Australia’s humanitarian and aid program), requires navigating through a 

maze of legal documents and application forms. For small volunteer-run groups this maze 

was almost impossible to understand, and even harder to navigate. This was particularly 

                                                           

100 See section 5.2.3 on money transfers 
101 In the end, it was decided to include the purchase of the wheelchair in the statement with the 
hope that the hand-written receipt would suffice as evidence if requested. 
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so for the RDOs that were newly establishing themselves, or whose active members had 

more limited English or educational backgrounds.  

In fact, about a third of the groups in this study had no legal status as organisations. To 

write about their governance, then, is to write about different governing rules, norms and 

actions. These varied depending on the actions they were involved with and the networks 

drawn on. For example, two of the RDOs were coalitions involving different incorporated 

associations that united for a specific action and who used their respective networks to 

mobilise resources to provide emergency relief in response to humanitarian crises. One of 

these coalitions was made up of Iraqi organisations, the other Eritrean. These coalitions 

effectively dissolved once the (humanitarian) action was finalised. Both coalitions came 

together prior to my fieldwork, and therefore their decision-making processes could not 

be observed, yet interviewees spoke of those involved in the different RDOs meeting 

together, discussing what they would do and delegating responsibilities. Two other RDOs 

were associated with larger organisations—namely, churches. This did not mean that the 

church governance structures were necessarily involved in the decision-making and 

accountability of these groups, but rather that the members came together through 

association with these churches and mobilised support from within existing structures 

and networks.102  Representatives of these RDOs spoke about ultimately moving to 

become incorporated associations once established (and indeed, one did register as an 

incorporated association in the following year), and both had begun implementing 

governance structures reflective of these legal requirements.   

Finally, a handful of RDOs in this study could be described in much less certain governance 

terms, perhaps best characterised with reference to Hilhorst and Jansen’s (2010) concept 

of ‘Non-Governmental Individuals’ (NGIs). In describing the arrival of different 

humanitarian actors in the wake of the tsunami in Sri Lanka in 2004, Hilhorst and Jansen 

write of NGIs as people who ‘boarded a plane with relief supplies and money collected 

through their personal, neighbourhood, professional or church networks’ and who are 

characterised as sharing a dissatisfaction with established agencies, are motivated by the 

idea of ‘humanity’ and whose personal principles and practices share similarities with the 

                                                           

102 This correlates with Van Hear and Cohen’s (2017) findings that religious institutions play an 
important mediating role in diasporas’ transnational engagements ‘by channelling financial 
contributions from the diaspora through temples, churches and mosques. Many of these forms of 
engagement, which might appear to be organised through formal institutions, are actually reliant 
on informal networks which are created and sustained mostly (but not only) through these 
institutions’ (p. 176). 
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codes of conduct of humanitarian NGOs (p. 1131). Hilhorst and Jansen’s description of the 

practices of NGIs resonated with descriptions given by informants of individuals or small 

groups of friends within diaspora communities. These individuals or groups were likewise 

dissatisfied with established aid agencies and their decision-making and actions were 

highly individualised (see also case study of Dr. S in Bornstein, 2012, pp. 74–78). They 

collected money and goods from their networks, made decisions about the principles 

guiding their actions and found ways to account for their actions. For example: 

Now, to come to the individual level—within the community—we have got 

individuals, they support families that have been referred to them by someone. They 

don't know them. They never saw them before. I come to you and I tell you: ‘Look, 

Louise, when I went to [this refugee camp], I saw a family with two orphaned kids. 

So, what we can do?’ You tell me: ‘Look, I can help them. In a year, $500’. If you want, 

I can connect you directly with them. Then you can deal with the money. You can 

send it to them person-to-person. Or, if you trust (me), you give it to me and I will 

hand it to them. When I was in Sudan in 2013, I had a call from someone from (the) 

community. She's a woman. She's well-established here. She called me (and) said: 

‘Look, could you please help me with finding five families? But the condition is they 

have to have kids under age and they have to be without husbands.’  …I provided her 

with ten families… and each one I did a small profile—like, her name, her age, and 

her situation—and I sent it to the lady. She picked out five families from those, and 

she said she should help each family by (sending) $300 every year. And, until today, 

she is doing it. (Eritrean) 

Similar scenarios were given by other informants of individuals or small groups of friends 

supporting families in Syria, Jordan, Lebanon and Eritrea. As Hilhorst and Jansen suggest, 

NGIs are often delegitimised by other humanitarian actors as ‘amateurs’. Yet, as the above 

illustrates, the processes in which individuals or small groups identify needs, make 

principled decisions and account for their actions, resonate with many formal agencies’ 

principles and practices.  

To summarise, most RDOs in this study were officially structured as incorporated 

associations. However, the extent to which the explicit rules, norms and actions of an 

incorporated association were adhered to varied considerably and, indeed, almost a third 

of participating RDOs were not incorporated and operated as NGIs or informal networks. 

Whether incorporated or not, RDOs seemed to operate with a high degree of informality. 
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This meant that decision-making processes were opaque to those not directly involved, 

and seemed to be governed by the (unwritten) rules, norms and action of individuals and 

social networks.103 

Voluntary failures 

All the RDOs in this study were volunteer-run, an important distinction between 

professionalised and refugee diaspora humanitarianism. That is, RDO governance must be 

considered in the context of those involved participating voluntarily and on top of other 

work, study, social and family commitments. Brinkerhoff (2008) suggests that many 

diaspora organisations suffer from various forms of voluntary failure, categorised by 

Salamon (1987) as: philanthropic insufficiency, rooted in an organisation’s limited scale 

and resources; philanthropic particularism, reflecting an organisation’s choice of clientele 

and projects; philanthropic paternalism, where those who control the most resources are 

able to control community priorities; and philanthropic amateurism.  Certainly, shades of 

these failings were evident in many of the experiences interviewees spoke about and in 

observing how RDOs scrambled to pull together resources to achieve organisational goals. 

As one woman, Leyla, lamented when asked what the biggest challenge was in being 

involved in a RDO:  

Time! We’re all still working, and we’re doing this as volunteers. We don’t have 

enough arms. Everybody wants something. (Assyrian RDO) 

Another said: 

The challenge is you start from zero. When you establish an organisation, decide to 

organise, you collect people from different areas. You bring them, you talk to them: 

‘Let us do something.’ And then, when you do this, they have to sacrifice their time 

from (other commitments). You have to convince all these people, ‘If you have this 

amount of hours a week, can we just do something—like one hour. Can you commit?’ 

So, you start from zero. (Marama, Oromo RDO) 

It takes considerable time and resources to establish an organisation, make it operational 

and—more importantly—with a sustainable governance structure. While some of the 

                                                           

103 See discussion on networks in chapter 6. 
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RDOs had received (limited) support to develop their organisational structures,104 others 

described ‘learning by doing’ and, like Marama went on to explain, spent years struggling 

to establish a viable organisation. Those that had persisted and grown had a noticeably 

greater number of people involved in the governance of the organisation, with a 

devolution of responsibilities. One key informant working with RDOs described it thus:  

The reasons that [RDOs] don't get off the ground (is) because they can't keep a 

group together and they can't keep the momentum. The organisations are poorly 

constituted. They don't put the investment into actually setting up the organisation 

that's needed… I mean, some of them can have a capacity to get money, and then 

they sort of cobble together an organisation to be able to support that. And I think 

that has sustainability issues. But, some of them manage to…keep developing their 

organisations to the point where they can keep functioning. Others…just don't have 

the pulling power for the money and they don't have the organisational skills. Lack 

of money and lack of commitment to building an organisation are the two deadly 

ways of just killing it in the bud. 

Indeed, many of those interviewed spoke about the enormous difficulty of creating and 

sustaining a voluntary organisation, and spoke about the history of failed organisations 

that they had been involved in or heard about. As one woman, Elizabeth, describes: 

There’s a lot of little organisations that would be, like: ‘Oh, yep, so we have… we just 

signed papers with the government and we’re incorporated (supposedly). We’re 

doing this, help us out’. Then people would go to help them and after a couple of 

months it just goes quiet; nothing comes back, nothing goes forth. (South Sudanese) 

When asked why these organisations had disappeared or failed, most spoke of the lack of 

capacity to sustain or follow through actions, rather than a belief that there was a 

misappropriation of resources (see also Betts and Jones, 2016, for a parallel discussion 

about diasporas as ‘briefcase activists’). For example, one man spoke about a project to 

send material aid to a refugee camp in which volunteers filled two shipping containers of 

goods and raised AUD $7,000 to ship the containers to Sudan, but were unable to follow 

up once the containers arrived in Port Sudan. 

                                                           

104 This support was given by organisations such as Diaspora Action Australia and the Ecumenical 
Migration Centre at the Brotherhood of St Laurence in Melbourne, and STARTTS in Sydney. 
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Those who had observed RDOs come and go over time spoke about their effectiveness as 

linked to individual leadership capabilities, the relative strengths of an RDO’s networks, 

and those involved having sufficient time and resources to see actions through. One 

interviewee framed the differences in RDOs’ effectiveness in terms of class: 

I think a lot of it is to do with education and ability to organise, and then ability to 

be able to speak the language of bureaucrats or the language of politicians and 

knowing how to do that. Communities that haven’t had that experience—often they 

are the rural communities—find it much more difficult, whereas the Iraqis are well-

educated people by and large. They know how to form associations…. When they 

meet, they can sit down and have a very clear strategy in terms of what they’re 

trying to achieve. That will often take time. So, (it’s) about levels of education and 

levels of spare time too. If you’re working class—you’re struggling to survive; get 

food on the table, you’re working shift work or whatever—you don’t have that time 

to give up hours of your day to represent your community. No matter how qualified 

or committed you are, those are the realities you face. Whereas people who have 

middle class jobs, I’m not saying they don’t work hard, but they tend to have capacity 

to be able to do that volunteer work. 

This idea of class having implications for the effectiveness of diasporas’ transnational 

engagements has been noted by Van Hear and Cohen (2017), who suggest that ‘differences 

of wealth, resources, social capital and class shape the capacity and level of support which 

can be offered’ (p. 181). And, while diasporas in Australia may have had greater resources 

to draw on when compared with diasporas in less affluent parts of the world, there were 

clearly variations in capacity across refugee diaspora communities in Australia linked to 

socioeconomic variables. 

Voluntary strengths 

While it is easy to point to the challenges and limitations of volunteer-run organisations, a 

common theme that emerged from talking to people involved in RDOs was how they also 

saw the voluntary nature of these organisations as one of their core strengths. For some, 

not being paid was an important and valued distinction between RDOs and other 

humanitarian actors. Not having large administrative overheads was also seen as a 

strength of RDOs. Unlike critiques levelled at professional aid agencies as bureaucracies 

which require and use funding to sustain the organisational infrastructure itself (cf Krause 

2014; Richey and Ponte 2011), none of the RDOs in this study used funds to pay for office 
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space or related overheads. There were almost no funds allocated for marketing, 

fundraising or infrastructure. It meant that all money that was raised went directly to 

beneficiaries and that more could be achieved. Leyla, who founded an Assyrian RDO, said 

of other humanitarian organisations: 

We are doing the same thing, they’ve just been doing it a lot longer and they have 

the support of rich people. But they don’t go deep into the community. …They need 

something local, and that’s where we come in. We have that. And we also don’t get 

pay-checks. Every cent goes directly to people. We don’t get anything. With the 

bigger NGOs, the people who work there don’t have the passion to serve people. Our 

organisation and people are driven by faith and passion. 

Indeed, the value some saw in being volunteer-run went beyond cost-effectiveness. Many 

also saw this as tied to passion and conviction. Their commitment to ‘making a difference’ 

was not, as many described it, sullied by personal gain. This was not a career or a 

profession, it was a calling. Anwar explains it this way: 

When someone is doing things for money, it is different from someone who’s doing 

things for a cause; from inside. You know, the belief that you want to make change 

for someone.  …In Arabic, iman, it means ‘conviction’; that's how my belief is. …And if 

that’s the kind of belief you have, then I think you can always see success in front of 

you… For me, every time I see (change for) someone—even only one person—I can 

see this as success. So, money, it is nothing. (Eritrean RDO) 

This sentiment was echoed by Mohammed, who said: 

If I was hired by [the RDO], and my rent is paid and everything, and I’m here with 

[the RDO], all I care about would be my job… Yes, I would care about those people 

but they would be like my subjects; my clients basically. That’s how I would think of 

it. Whereas the way we have come and the way we’re doing it, it doesn’t matter how 

small or how big it is. Our link is continuous—direct—there’s nothing in between; 

trying to impress some boss or get that commission or whatever. When you do 

anything from the heart, it’s more powerful… (Eritrean RDO) 

In sum, the value as well as the challenges of being volunteer-run seemed to be one of the 

paradoxes of refugee diaspora humanitarianism. Many of these RDOs struggled to 

establish viable and sustainable organisations because those involved had limited time, 

resources and energy to invest in building the governance structure and capacity of their 
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organisation. Investing in governance would potentially require a (financial) investment in 

personnel, yet many spoke about the importance and value of not paying individuals, both 

to demonstrate accountability to donors that all resources were going directly to those 

they were helping and as evidence of their convictions. And yet the lack of governance 

capacity also undermined the ability of some RDOs to be effective, sustainable and, 

potentially, have a much greater impact. In this context, it seems unsurprising that RDOs 

emerge and fade so frequently. It is also understandable, in some ways, that individuals 

and small groups of friends chose more direct person-to-person ways of giving that 

circumvented the need for investment in organisational governance. 

5.1.2 Accountability 

Questions of accountability frequently arose in conversations and interviews, and seemed 

to have distinct dimensions for refugee diaspora humanitarianism and the governance of 

RDOs. In fact, lack of accountability in humanitarian governance has been one of the 

criticisms that has been levelled at both dominant humanitarian actors (for their lack of 

accountability to affected populations) and diasporas (for accountability to humanitarian 

principles or professionalism) (cf Agier, 2011; Barnett, 2011; Harrell-Bond, 2002; Hilhorst 

& Jansen, 2010; Reid-Henry, 2013). Yet how one understands these critiques depends on 

the position taken on fundamental questions of: To whom is one accountable? How 

(through what means) are ‘the powerful’ being held to account? and for what (which 

actions, and against which norms) is accountability being sought? (Goetz & Jenkins, 2005, 

pp. 3–4).  

As described in Chapter 3, Barnett (2011) has argued that the bias of international 

humanitarian agencies towards accountability to donors rather than recipients has led to 

a focus on measurable outcomes. Barnett argues—and a point with which I would agree—

that the discourse of accountability is ‘masking a drift in power to the donors at the 

expense of the recipients’ (p. 217). But, in terms of this research, what happens when the 

donors are not states or amorphous groups of individual donors in Western countries who 

give to large established organisations to help the needy ‘other’? What if both the donors 

and the organisations soliciting donations identify and relate in a different way with the 

recipients? What if the organisation saw their actions involving a slightly different set of 

objectives to other humanitarian actors concerned with ‘saving lives’, such as preserving 

identity and homelands, of laying the ground for return, or of offering hope and fulfilling 

obligations? How are RDOs accountable in this context, to whom and for what? 
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As the previous discussion on governance structure suggested, there is a high degree of 

informality in the way in which RDOs are structured.  Yet the fact that many of these RDOs 

did not have well-functioning committees of management, annual meetings, and reporting 

mechanisms does not necessarily mean that they lacked accountability. The extent to 

which individuals and groups sought to account for their actions was, in many cases, 

considerable. As I will outline below, what is distinctive about RDOs is who they are 

accountable to, how and for what.  

Accountable to whom? 

Horst, Lubkemann and Pailey (2015) argue that diaspora organisations provide ‘high 

‘accountability’ ratings for those who donate’ and that ‘misappropriation is easily checked 

through trust-based networks’ (p. 226; see also Bornstein, 2012). I would further this 

observation by arguing that the importance of trust-based networks to refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism means that accountability to donors and to recipients are closely 

connected. That is, the relationship between donors and recipients in the work of RDOs 

appears much closer and multi-faceted than the donor-recipient relationship in dominant 

humanitarianism, where the donor is a government, multi-lateral agency or large numbers 

of individual (Western) donors who give to established charities. A significant proportion 

of RDO’s donors were, after all, on the receiving end of humanitarian assistance in the 

past.105 Many of the donors (refugee diasporas in Australia) have strong personal ties with 

recipient populations and understanding of the contexts in which RDOs are working. As 

will be expanded below, having donors and recipients in direct communication meant that 

checks and balances are oftentimes unmediated by RDOs themselves. In short, Barnett’s 

assessment of the drift in power to donors over recipients in humanitarian practice 

appears less of an issue for RDOs because their donors have more direct lines of 

communication with recipients. 

How are RDOs accountable? 

Most of the RDOs in this study demonstrated a high degree of accountability to both 

recipients and donors, but using a different suite of mechanisms to other (professional) 

aid organisations (see also Horst et al., 2015). These mechanisms often involved donors 

and recipients being in direct communication—by phone, through social media, or 

                                                           

105 See Section 5.2.1 on fundraising 
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meeting face-to-face. One woman, Naj, spoke of how her RDO started off accounting to 

donors: 

In the past, it (was) informal because the main sponsors (were) individuals. For 

example, there’s a man who has a tiling business in Australia, he always donates 

every month, like, $200 …Then I have [a family member] who has a very big business 

in Perth, and he does his own way of donation. And these people, if they see us 

basically sending them an email with pictures and reports, they (are) happy. But, 

more importantly, when they also go overseas, they get to see (for themselves). 

(Hazara RDO) 

Many interviewees talked about reporting on the outcomes of their actions by asking 

members of the diaspora to take videos and photos when they travelled overseas to where 

the RDO was working. These people acted as witnesses, reporting back to communities in 

Australia (i.e. to donors) and attesting to the trustworthiness of the RDO. One Eritrean 

RDO organised a skype video call with the principal of a school in Sudan at a fundraising 

event in Melbourne. The principal spoke directly to the audience—most of whom had 

spent time as refugees in the town where the school was located—about needs and the 

impact of the RDO’s work. There was an opportunity for questions and comments from the 

audience, enabled by a shared language and understanding of the context. Yet this 

facilitation of direct communication also demonstrated accountability and transparency in 

a way that reduced the power differential and proximity between ‘donors’ and ‘recipients’. 

The recipient was given space to speak. The principal could identify the needs and 

priorities he saw for the school and to ask for assistance in a way that was relatively 

unmediated by the RDO.  

 

 RDO fundraising 
event, just prior to 
Skype call with school 
principal, whose image 
was projected on the 
screen. 
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Of course, more conventional accountability mechanisms are also apparent. Many of the 

RDOs had websites, annual reports and other forms of written documentation providing 

accounts for the use of funds and their outcomes. Yet the detailed accounting of many 

RDOs went beyond anything that is remotely achieved through other humanitarian 

organisations’ reporting mechanisms. By way of example, one RDO raised a modest 

amount of money (AUD 9,000) mostly from within the diaspora in Australia to send to a 

refugee camp in the wake of a fire that destroyed many homes. After the money had been 

sent and distributed to beneficiaries, the RDO emailed donors an Excel spreadsheet that 

detailed who and how much was donated in each state and territory in Australia. Also sent 

was a scanned document showing fingerprints of representatives of every household that 

received money in the camp and the amount they were given, and a letter of 

acknowledgement in English and Burmese from the refugee camp committee.  

This detailed accounting is, admittedly, largely possible because of the vastly different 

scale of operations between RDOs and other humanitarian organisations. Yet much of this 

onerous and detailed reporting spoke of a hyper-vigilance by RDOs to be seen as honest 

and transparent and, importantly, to demonstrate that no monies had been 

misappropriated or personally benefited those involved in these organisations. For 

example, in the case described of community members in Australia purchasing a 

wheelchair (Section 5.1.1), the video of the recipient thanking the donors also features the 

man holding the cash that was left over from this transaction and that was given directly 

to him—i.e. the wheelchair cost less than the monies raised and, instead of the RDO using 

this money for other activities, was given as ‘change’ to the intended beneficiary. It is hard 

to imagine in which other aid organisation such lengths would be taken to account for 

every dollar given and, importantly, to show that it was given exactly for the purpose that 

the donors intended. 

The importance of reputation and relationships of trust between donors and the RDO 

added additional complexities and risks for diaspora humanitarians. The risk to the 

reputation of individuals involved in RDOs within their communities—both in Australia 

and where they were working—were spoken about by many. As Carmen describes: 

You have people to be accountable (to) those who are giving us their money. We 

know them. You’re probably related to half these people in one way or another!  

(Assyrian RDO) 
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The risk to personal reputation and social networks also suggest a different dimension to 

RDO accountability. While trust is undoubtedly an important consideration for larger 

humanitarian organisations’ relationships with donors, for RDOs, losing or building trust 

involves much greater personal risk for the individuals involved. 

Accountable for what? 

As well as demonstrating accountability in distinctive ways, RDOs appeared accountable 

for slightly different ideas about what they were trying to achieve. Although other 

humanitarian actors are not unified in their objectives—and therefore what they are 

accountable for—there are dominant models of humanitarian intervention that guide 

their actions and priorities. The Sphere Project, for example, provides a humanitarian 

charter and minimum standards in humanitarian response that is used and referenced 

widely in humanitarian practice.106  There is a short-hand that is used to describe 

acceptable (and measurable) humanitarian actions. Yet the way that RDOs prioritise and 

decide on their actions seems to draw from a slightly different set of imperatives than ‘the 

right to life with dignity; the right to receive humanitarian assistance; and the right to 

protection and security’ (The Sphere Project, 2011, p. 21). The ways in which RDO 

informants described what they were trying to do suggest ideas that sit uneasily in 

dominant humanitarian discourse, because partisanship (as opposed to ‘neutrality’ and 

‘independence’) is clearly an undercurrent. As described in Chapter 4, some RDOs saw 

their work as tied to political goals, of creating or re-shaping nations and of preserving 

identity. Their objectives were often couched in much bigger aspirations to see positive 

social change, but in ways that are historically and contextually informed and involved 

objectives that are hard to measure.  

To illustrate this point, more than one of the RDOs in this study was providing emergency 

relief to roughly the same internally displaced population in Iraq. While their actions were 

clearly focused on meeting basic needs for a highly vulnerable population in an area 

where other humanitarian agencies had restricted access (i.e. providing food and shelter), 

there were other objectives that were articulated by these RDOs. Two interviewees spoke 

about the need to support the preservation of minority groups within Iraq, stressing the 

indigeneity of ‘their people’. They spoke about the imperative to support those who were 

internally displaced for fear that being ‘driven out’ would see ‘their people’ disavowed of 

                                                           

106 http://www.sphereproject.org/ 
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their homeland. In another example, one RDO was providing limited financial assistance to 

their target population, but informants spoke in detail about how a goal of their actions 

was ‘to give their people hope that they were not forgotten’. In many ways, the meanings 

given to these actions—and therefore what they saw as needing to be accountable for—

differed from those of dominant humanitarian actors. They resonated with some of the 

non-quantifiable goals that Barnett (2011, p. 217) refers to: of witnessing, being present, 

conferring dignity, and demonstrating solidarity. 

In sum, RDOs are governed in ways that suggest a different orientation to (dominant) 

humanitarian organisations with regards to accountability. One interviewee who provided 

training support to RDOs described it so: 

The way one lady said it (was) great. She said: ‘I’m 40% Australian and the rest is 

Afghan, and so that’s probably how I’ll work. I’ll be able to take 40% of all this 

accountability stuff. And even if it’s just a spreadsheet so that I can show people that 

I haven’t put things in my own account, I get that. But then I'm gonna do the 60% 

that I need to do to make it work, you know, back home.’ 

What this quote implies is that there are different ways of demonstrating accountability, 

and what is expected ‘in Australia’ (the ‘spreadsheet to show I haven’t put something into 

my account’) and what ‘works back home’, may involve different considerations of to 

whom, how and what to account for. The direct connection between donors and recipients 

means that there is not always a big divide between how RDOs account to both groups. 

The question of accountability for what also involves a more complex understanding of 

what could be considered as ‘helping’.  

To conclude, without explicitly stated (or adhered to) rules, norms and actions, the 

governance of many RDOs appears opaque. It is unsurprising that diasporas have been 

delegitimised by dominant humanitarian actors because of their lack of observable or 

coherent governance structures (cf DEMAC, 2016b; Horst, 2013). However, as the 

preceding discussion sought to highlight, the informality of RDO structures should not 

automatically be read as a lack of governance. In terms of answerability (accountability), 

there is much to be said about the hyper-vigilance with which RDOs account to both 

donors and recipients. At the same time, it should be acknowledged that volunteer-run 

RDOs face significant challenges in terms of capacity to make a difference in any larger or 
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sustained way. Being driven by passion and conviction may make funds donated to RDOs 

go further, but it is also makes it extremely hard work for those who volunteer their time.  

5.2 Economies 

A second theme relating to modalities of refugee diaspora humanitarianism in the 

Australian context concerns economies. What resources do RDOs mobilise and how do 

they make use of these resources? This section begins with a focus on fundraising, one of 

the key activities that occupy RDOs in Australia (Section 5.2.1), before moving to a 

discussion of resources and resourcefulness and how RDOs ‘make do’ in the context of 

enormous needs (Section 5.2.2). Section 5.2.3 then explores the problem of transferring 

funds raised in Australia to assist in humanitarian situations. Finally, the idea of 

‘smallness’ is discussed as a theme that emerged when talking to both humanitarian 

professionals and diaspora humanitarians about the ‘small things’ that RDOs do (Section 

5.2.4). 

5.2.1 Fundraising 

Over the course of fieldwork, I attended several RDO fundraising events that sought to 

mobilise resources to help displaced people overseas. While there were some variations in 

fundraising strategies, most involved community social events involving food, dance, 

presentations and auctions. To give a flavour of these events, the following is an excerpt 

from field notes: 

I went to a fundraising dinner tonight; a women’s only event. The event was held at 

a dimly-lit and poorly-heated reception centre on Sydney Road in Brunswick. The 

centre had a narrow entrance up steps into a large, long room with set tables on one 

side and a small stage on the other. A carpeted area in the middle was left for 

dancing. At the back of the room some women had set up tables selling jewellery, 

clothes and Tupperware. Things got off to a slow start. The event was advertised to 

start at 7pm, but the room only started filling at 9pm. Before then, small groups of 

women came in drips and drabs and they sat shivering in dark corners talking 

quietly. The organisers fretted about whether more people would turn up. Someone 

in the community had died, so there were concerns that people would go to the wake 

instead of the fundraiser. In the end, people did come and the room filled with about 

100 women, all Eritrean. They were dressed formally—in a combination of ‘national’ 

dress, colourful saris and evening gowns. There were painted nails, elaborate 
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hairstyles, high heels and sparkling jewellery on display everywhere. At 9.30pm, 

three women gave short presentations in English, Tigrinya and Arabic about the 

school in Sudan that the fundraising was for. Photos of the school and [the RDO’s] 

activities were shown on TV screens. The final speaker spent some time trying to 

drum up interest for someone to volunteer to organise the next women’s event. I left 

at 10.30pm, and it seemed things were only starting to get going. The room was full 

of laughter and chatter; tables full of women and children eating. It felt warmer in 

every way. One of the organisers told me on my way out they had raised over $6,000. 

I attended other such fundraisers, where an RDO combined a community (social) 

gathering with an opportunity to raise funds. It seemed the amounts raised at such events 

depended on the strength of an RDOs networks, how frequently (or well) they were 

organised, and how emotive was the call to give. In most cases, the amounts raised seemed 

relatively modest—a few hundred or thousand dollars. When held in the wake of a 

humanitarian crisis that touched a community, however, it was apparent that these events 

could mobilise much greater resources. This was the case when the situation within Iraq 

and Syria deteriorated. The response from diaspora communities in Australia was 

significant, with reports of hundreds of thousands of dollars being given to community- 

and faith-based organisations. One Assyrian-Australian woman said: ‘I think we had 

fundraisers last year where we raised, I don’t know, up to $24,000 in a couple of hours’.  

One woman who had worked over many years with RDOs marvelled at the capacity within 

refugee diaspora communities to mobilise funds when needed or asked for. She said: 

It’s a different value system. I would probably never be in that position… We 

prioritise different things. People [from refugee diasporas] aren't necessarily 

focussed on, you know, putting all their money into a home or this or that. They 

understand because they’ve gone through a situation how important it is to 

contribute and share that money, versus perhaps the goodwill of people who have 

not been in that situation. (Anna) 

The considerable generosity of individuals was something I observed many times. While 

at times you could see the performative nature of this giving107—of people making a large 

donation publicly at a community event—there were other times when this giving was 

                                                           

107 See Ghorashi (2009) for a description of performative giving within the Iranian diaspora in 
America. 
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much more private, as was the situation described earlier of the community member who 

decided to make a regular donation to five refugee women, directly and without 

solicitation, receipts or fanfare. Or the numerous times when $50 or $100 was given to 

someone from an RDO on the street or casually, where the person making the donation 

was noted as ‘having little’ and ‘giving a lot’ and asked for no acknowledgement. Or the 

Afghan-Australian women who each gave $150 to buy computers for a library in Quetta. 

Or the man who transferred his entire earnings from performing in a theatre production 

to an RDO without letting anyone know. This money seemed to be given through trust-

based social networks, without receipts or public display, but quietly and with the 

undercurrents of obligation, guilt, duty or knowing-from-having-been-there woven 

through. Yet in terms of the governance issues described earlier, this form of giving also 

suited the informal structure of many RDOs. 

While most funding for RDOs seemed to come from within diaspora communities—and 

most often through fundraising events—there were some that had managed to diversify 

their fundraising capabilities. For example, a few RDOs had set up membership systems 

where individuals (who, admittedly, were mostly also from diaspora communities) paid a 

regular membership fee. There were others that had tried fundraising with a broader 

donor group in mind. One RDO had acquired a BBQ trailer through the support of a local 

Rotary Club and was raising money by selling sausages at public events. Two of the RDOs I 

spoke to had tried crowdfunding online.108  However, most seemed to generate resources 

in direct (offline) ways. Of note, none had successfully applied for or been granted money 

from any bigger institutional donor.  

To summarise, RDOs mobilise small amounts of money or goods largely from within 

refugee diaspora communities in Australia. Indeed, while it is hard to compare RDOs 

because of their different objectives and activities, most clearly operate on a very small 

scale. So, while it was hard for many RDOs to accurately estimate how much money they 

raised each year—and for some this fluctuated considerably—only one RDO I spoke to 

had managed to raise over AUD $200,000 in a year. The majority operated with budgets 

closer to AUD $10,000-20,000 per annum which suggests, perhaps, the limitations of 

fundraising within refugee diaspora communities. 

                                                           

108 It would be interesting to see how online crowdfunding is taken up by RDOs in the future as 
platforms become more numerous and accessible to diverse groups. Since completing fieldwork, I 
followed one crowdfunding campaign initiated by diaspora members in Australia in the wake of a 
bombing attack on Hazaras in Afghanistan that raised several thousand dollars.  
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5.2.2 Making do  

In discussing the economies of RDOs it would be misleading to talk only about fundraising 

and organisational budgets, for much of the resource input into these organisations is not 

accounted for. RDOs as small, volunteer-run and resource-poor organisations in many 

ways ‘make do’ in the face of the enormous needs that they can see and are responding to. 

Two ways in which RDOs ‘make do’ is, firstly, by relying on volunteer labour and, second, 

by drawing on existing capacities within their networks in deciding on their response. In 

terms of this first point, one of the non-monetary resources that RDOs draw heavily on 

and do not account for is people’s time. If a comparison was made between the economies 

of conventional humanitarian actors (NGOs) and RDOs, one of the most notable 

differences would be how they account for labour costs. If you removed staffing costs from 

the budgets of a large INGO, what would be left would be the equivalent to how RDOs 

account for their operational budgets. That is, none of the RDOs involved in this research 

accounted for anyone’s time. As discussed earlier on voluntary failures and strengths, 

many of those involved in RDOs saw the voluntary nature of their work as an important 

demonstration of their commitment to help and what set them apart from humanitarian 

professionals. As one man described:  

From what I can see… maybe 110% of what we get we are giving to them. 110%. By 

saying that, (what I mean is) we give our time, our money too, and go there and do 

things. (Eritrean RDO) 

Indeed, it would be an interesting exercise to compare the dollar-for-dollar impact of an 

equivalent donation to an RDO and an established (professional) humanitarian 

organisation, which would make visible the contribution of skills and time given by 

diaspora humanitarians. One informant who works with both RDOs and larger INGOs 

made the following assessment: 

I have no doubt that dollar-for-dollar, even including volunteer labour… the 

diasporas are probably more effective.... Also in terms of impact in a small area with 

the kinds of resources that they have, I'd put my money on diasporas. The thing 

about [INGOs], they’ve got access to such high levels of technical skill… I just don't 

think they do it well enough. You know, for the resources they've got, they're just not 

good enough. Whereas, I think, the diasporas would over-perform with the resources 

that they've got. 
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One man attributed the efficiencies of RDOs to the fact that the small amounts of money 

they raised was so hard-worked for, that using this money wisely was crucial. He said:  

To get that little money we (do) a lot of hard work. We want to see that money (go 

where we) are trying to help. On the other side--(for organisations that get) big sums 

of money—because it is easy money, they lose it easily. (Anwar, Eritrean RDO) 

This is not to valorise the lack of resources or hidden labour costs of refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism. There is no doubt that ‘making do’ is hard and, as discussed previously, 

underlies many of the short-comings of these voluntary organisations. This was something 

that I observed many times, of people expressing frustration—or exhaustion—at giving so 

much of their time trying to make something happen. I recall a conversation with Raj 

where he, mid-sentence, put his head on the table when we were discussing the work of 

his association. He was explaining how tired he was from all the work he was doing trying 

to help people overseas and those who were new in Australia. He winced and seemed to 

visibly shrink as he explained how he came home from work or studying and sat down 

with his new baby and his phone just kept on ringing. He said:  

I just want to not answer. I want to say: ‘Someone is being paid to help you, why 

can’t you call them?!’ (Bhutanese RDO) 

It is clear from this that ‘making do’ sometimes comes with significant personal costs. Yet 

if we understand the limited capacity of RDOs to mobilise money and the significance of 

volunteer labour to RDO economies, then the actions of these organisations also become 

clearer. Indeed, RDOs seem to look for and respond to humanitarian needs where they can 

draw on the skills, experiences, resources and networks that they do have available. For 

instance, it becomes clearer why RDOs send shipping containers of goods overseas, even 

where humanitarian professionals express frustration at the ineffectiveness of this 

practice (cf Young, 2016). That is, if you have a strong social network in Australia that 

does not have significant amounts of money to donate but can easily mobilise donations of 

clothes, blankets and toys, then shipping material aid seems an achievable project.  

There are other examples of how RDOs draw on the non-monetary resources they had 

available. One woman, Naj, explained how her organisation looked to provide psychosocial 

support to refugee women: 
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What we do is, we look at the needs and we don’t worry about the funds. You know, 

initially, we knew we could help women with the torture and trauma they face in 

Afghanistan. (We thought): ‘How are we going to educate one woman to become a 

psychologist? How can we do that in Afghanistan? Should we do scholarships for 

them to come to Malaysia to study?’ A lot of things like that were very costly. But 

then, we realised (there’s a way that is) less costly, and we can find it. 

In this case, some of the women involved with the RDO had trained as social workers, 

psychologists or torture and trauma counsellors in Australia. As described, they went 

through different options for trying to provide psychosocial support to Afghan women, 

and ultimately decided to explore setting up a Skype counselling service. While this 

initiative was yet to come to fruition during my fieldwork period, the process was 

illustrative of how those in the diaspora thought about what they could do with small 

amounts of money and with an appreciation of how they could best make use of the non-

monetary resources they had access to (time, skills and networks). 

5.2.3 Money transfer 

One of the difficulties faced by many RDOs concerned the very practical consideration of 

how to transfer funds mobilised in Australia to the places where they are trying to help. 

Getting money from Australia to Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria or to refugee camps in Thailand, 

Sudan or Kenya presents challenges for RDOs for several reasons. Firstly, the informality 

and small scale of these organisations makes avenues for transferring money more 

limited. For many, the costs of using large banks or remittance companies is neither 

practical nor cost-effective. Some RDOs did not have their own bank accounts, said that 

the costs of transferring small amounts of money through big banks was prohibitive, or 

that they had to use services that were available and accessible to recipients (refugees). 

Instead, many prefer to use either hawâla services109 or to ask those from the diaspora 

who are travelling overseas to carry money with them. Secondly, the insecure situations 

where money is being sent requires RDOs to have strong trust-based networks and to 

know whom to transfer money to and how they can receive it at minimal risk. For 

example, one RDO spoke about how refugees are not legally entitled to open bank 

accounts where they are living, and so they had to find people who had circumvented this 

                                                           

109 Hawâla is an informal value transfer system based not on the movement of cash, or on telegraph 
or computer network wire transfers between banks, but on the performance and honour of a huge 
network of money brokers. Hawâla is used widely in Muslim communities, although not 
exclusively. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hawâla  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hawala
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domestic law, were trusted and were willing to withdraw money transferred into a 

personal bank account. Finally, the institutional changes that have taken place over recent 

years within the international banking system to counter state concerns about 

remittances funding terrorism has meant that larger banks have stopped offering money 

transfer services to places where they cannot ‘prove’ money will not end up in the hands 

of black-listed groups. This has meant that even hawâla moneylenders have had to change 

their practices. As a result, RDOs trying to send money overseas face much riskier and 

more complicated processes, as the following anecdote highlights: 

I met A— this afternoon in Footscray to help with transferring money to Sudan. To 

explain how convoluted, informal and irregular this process is, let’s start with what 

the money was for. The money was for the construction of three classrooms at a 

school at a refugee camp. The classrooms had been completed 10 months prior to 

my meeting A— in Footscray, and the builders had been partially paid by A— while 

he was in Sudan. However, at the time he was there the RDO did not have sufficient 

funds to pay the full AUD $20,000 for the work. So, the RDO paid $10,000 and a local 

NGO paid the remainder, with A— promising to send the balance to the NGO when 

he was back in Australia. Within months of A— returning to Australia, the RDO had 

raised enough money to send the remaining $10,000. However, the exchange rate 

between Sudan and Australia was so bad that A— negotiated with the NGO to hold 

off transferring the money until the dollar was stronger. He said that if he had 

transferred the money at that time, the RDO would have needed about $15,000.  

A— called me on Friday last week to say that he had gone to the money transfer 

(hawâla) place in Footscray and the exchange rate looked good, so he had 

transferred the money owing and it had come to less than $10,000. However, as he 

hadn’t had time to go to get cheques drawn up, counter-signed and cash withdrawn 

from the two banks where the RDO has accounts on Friday, the hawâla agent had 

transferred the money with an ‘IOU’ – i.e. based on the exchange rate on Friday, and 

not charging extra. A— said: They know me and trust me. 

I met A— at the hawâla agent’s in Footscray. The office is up an anonymous-looking 

stairway. There is no signage. To get to the office, you go behind the reception desk 

of a different business and through an entrance-way with a ‘Staff only’ sign stuck on 

the door. The office is a cramped room with desk, chairs and paper piled on every 

surface. An older man with a beard, kind eyes and scarification on each cheek is 

sitting behind the desk. A— and the man exchange greetings in Arabic. I am 
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accompanying A— because I have agreed to transfer some of the money in my name. 

This is because I am told that the regulations in Australia limit the amount that can 

be sent through these places to $1,000 per person per month. The RDO needs to send 

$10,000, which means ten people need to transfer $1,000 each. Moreover, the agent 

said we need different people to send this money to, as it would ‘look suspicious’ if 

$10,000 was sent to the same person. So now we’re involving about 20 people (ten in 

Australia, ten in Sudan) in transferring money to pay for the construction of a school 

for refugee children. It seems ridiculous! When I say this to A—, he shrugs and says: 

‘And the people who are sending money for guns, they know how to get around 

these laws. It’s not going to stop them sending money, but it makes it really hard 

for people like us’. 

Many of those I spoke to talked about the difficulty of sending money overseas. Of course, 

this did not stop money from being transferred, it just required RDOs finding their own 

ways of getting around restrictions (‘making do’). For many RDOs, it is individuals who are 

asked or offer to mask collective remittances as their own. It requires people being willing 

to risk having suspicion cast on their actions and, of course, emphasises the central 

importance of trust in the workings of RDOs. Sarah describes it thus: 

[Transferring money], that’s the problem. Before we didn’t have the problem… But 

after what happened we’ve been very careful how to send it, because they could be 

saying: ‘You’re supporting terrorists’... Basically, what we do (we’ve) got people here 

who’ve got connections in Syria or (somewhere). We give them that money. We say, 

‘this is for this’. So, they take the money from us with a receipt and things (and) then 

they, in their way, send it. (Mandaean RDO) 

It seems from observing the challenges faced by RDOs in transferring money overseas 

that, while ‘anti-terrorism’ measures may have been intended to stop diasporas funding 

terrorist groups, these measures have also had a negative impact on those whose 

intentions are to help and not harm. 

5.2.4 The value of ‘small things’  

It wasn’t a lot. I think it was about $3,000 that we raised. And this school, it’s not 

very big, (but) it’s better than being under a tree. (Ladan, Ogaden RDO) 

Undertaking this research, I talked to several people who were working or had worked for 

large humanitarian organisations. When I explained my research, many of them initially 
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reacted with a combination of interest and acknowledgement that they knew little about 

what refugee diasporas did to help. However, when I went on to explain the types of 

activities and the small scale of RDO projects, a common response was: What difference 

can it make? Indeed, at times I also wondered about these small acts—of organisations 

helping a few hundred people with a few thousand dollars—in the context of the 

international humanitarian system with a budget in the billions and of a world with over 

65 million people forcibly displaced.  Yet for those involved in RDOs, there seemed to be 

an acknowledgement of the importance of doing ‘small things’. Indeed, smallness was a 

recurring theme in how people talked about what they did: of small but effective ways of 

helping; of small acts making a difference; or of the frustration of only being able to do 

‘small things’ in the context of enormous needs. 

Several of my informants spoke about how being small has its advantages; that RDOs can 

sometimes do things quickly, flexibly and without the slow machinery of larger more 

bureaucratic organisations. For example, money raised in Australia could be sent directly 

to a recipient without any intermediaries because an RDO was not dealing with a large 

population, but with a single family in need. Nobody sees RDOs as big and powerful, and 

this allows RDOs to move and act without the same kinds of expectations or demands that 

are made of large INGOs. As one man said of being allowed to move into an area that local 

police had prevented larger NGOs from operating in: ‘There are big advantages in being 

small’. He went on to say that, if he had been working for a big NGO, the local authorities 

would have felt compelled to intervene because the government’s policy was to restrict 

cross-border movement. As he was representing a small informal group, they turned a 

blind eye. 

There was a sense among some diaspora humanitarians that small acts can be powerful. 

This was often spoken about by drawing on personal experience; that the small acts of 

kindness that they experienced when they were a refugee were remembered and 

mattered. One man who spent many years as a refugee in Kenya said: 

You shouldn’t underestimate how important small things can be. When I was living 

in that camp, we got soap that had “Germany” stamped on it, twice a year. I still 

remember that and (how) we were so thankful. I supported Germany in the World 

Cup because I still remember that soap! (Oromo RDO) 
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Some interviewees spoke about how things that may seem small from the perspective of 

someone looking at the wider humanitarian system do not seem small to the beneficiaries 

of these acts. Remarkably, three of the people I interviewed told a variation of the starfish 

story (Eiseley, 1978). In this story, a person is on a beach throwing starfish back into the 

ocean. The beach is covered as far as the eye can see with starfish that have washed up 

after a storm. Another person walking along the beach stops to ask them why they are 

bothering to throw these few starfish back, because it won’t make a difference to the 

thousands that are dying. The person responds by saying: ‘it matters to the ones that I 

save’. Small things may not have made a dent on the bigger needs, but it meant something 

to those whose lives had been changed. Iterations of this theme were conveyed by many 

different people when asked about why they were involved as volunteers in RDOs. I asked 

one man what gave him the greatest satisfaction, after he had explained the long and 

arduous process he had been involved in to support the resettlement of a small group of 

Palestinian refugees. He said:  

The fact that they have arrived. That I made difference to more than 200 people’s 

lives. To see them here working and studying and contributing and (living) their life 

and buying cars and selling property… khalas!110  

Another example of the significance of small acts was explained by Raj. He said that when 

someone in a refugee camp in Nepal has a chronic health issue, there is very little support 

to be found. In these cases, families turn to the community to pay for treatment for serious 

illnesses or conditions or for burial costs if a person dies outside of the refugee camps. In 

these cases, the individual matters. While large aid organisations look at the resources 

they had available and consider healthcare from a broader perspective, small RDOs work 

at an individual level and, for the individuals and families they help, it matters. 

And finally, people spoke about ‘small things’ in relation to the ‘big things’ that they didn’t 

have the power to change. As some saw it, acting in small ways is better than ‘doing 

nothing’. As the quote at the start of this section suggested, building a small school was 

surely better than children learning under a tree? Yet some also spoke of the enormous 

frustration and powerlessness of not being able to address the injustices that they saw 

underlying the need for humanitarian action, which were described in terms of structural 

                                                           

110 Khalas in Arabic roughly translates as, ‘done’ or ‘that’s it’. 
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problems and ‘political systems’. Below, Hassan talks about the hardest thing about 

travelling to Indonesia to help a group of asylum seekers: 

For me, the hardest thing is being unable to help. You know, there was this mother 

by herself who had seven kids. She’s sick. She has no support. Being unable to help is 

the hardest thing for me. I wish I could just lift them up to somewhere where she can 

get treatment. The hardest thing is actually hearing, knowing, but being unable to 

do anything about it. Because supporting them financially, you can only do so much. 

(Oromo RDO) 

Moreover, many people I spoke to wanted to help in much bigger ways. As one man, 

Berhan, said: ‘Give me one million [dollars], and I'll show you how big [of a] difference we 

can make!’ (Eritrean RDO). 

In sum, RDOs doing ‘small things’ is a modality of necessity that also has its advantages. 

While these kinds of volunteer-run organisations are likely to be limited in what they can 

do and how they contribute to overall humanitarian responses, their contributions should 

not be dismissed simply because of their small size (Foulkes, 2015). From the perspective 

of diaspora humanitarians, if only a few starfish can be saved on a beach where there are 

thousands of stranded starfish, surely it is still worth bending down, picking one up, and 

throwing it back in. 

5.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has looked at modalities of refugee diaspora humanitarianism within the 

Australian context, focusing on questions of governance and economies. Regarding 

governance, this chapter shows how RDOs are mostly small, volunteer-run organisations 

involving people from refugee diaspora communities. Their voluntary nature can be seen 

paradoxically as both a strength and a weakness: a strength because it allows those 

involved to demonstrate their commitment to the people they are helping and for more 

resources to go towards project costs, and a weakness because these organisations 

struggle to affect change and sustain their activities due to limitations in volunteer 

capacities. While many RDOs seem to mirror, at least on paper, the bureaucratised, 

democratic structures of incorporated associations, in practice they operate with a high 

degree of informality. This does not mean that there are no rules and norms governing 
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these organisations, but that the (legal) structures that they seek to adhere to do not 

necessarily fit with how they are able to organise and the activities they engage in.  

In describing the ways in which RDOs organise, this chapter suggests the need for RDO 

governance to be understood in its own terms, and not held up against the rules, norms 

and actions of other types of organisations, particularly larger humanitarian agencies. 

Indeed, if we take one aspect of governance—accountability—we can see that RDOs 

demonstrate a high degree of accountability to both donors and those affected by their 

actions, but do so in ways that reflect the distinct characteristics, capacities and objectives 

of these organisations. Thus, it is hard to imagine how the accountability measures of 

larger humanitarian organisations would be useful to RDOs in the same way that it is hard 

to imagine the hyper-vigilance to accountability and transparency exhibited by RDOs 

would be practical for professional humanitarian organisations working at an altogether 

different scale.   

In terms of economies, the second part of this chapter illustrated how RDOs are 

undeniably small actors. RDOs raise small amounts of money from within their own social 

networks—mostly from within diaspora communities—and then they ‘make do’ by 

drawing on other (non-monetary) resources, and particularly the skills, knowledge, 

networks and labour of volunteers which are not accounted for. Indeed, the resources 

involved in RDOs seem infinitesimal when compared to the larger humanitarian system 

with budgets in the millions or billions. At the same time, resourcefulness shapes the 

actions of RDOs and, in many ways, makes them extremely efficient in turning a dollar 

donation into an outcome. Conversely, the smallness and informality of RDO governance 

structures and economies presents a range of practical challenges, particularly when it 

comes to transferring money overseas to help in humanitarian situations.  

Finally, this chapter argued that, while the ‘small things’ that RDOs do should not be 

dismissed because of their smallness, they should also be recognised as acts that take 

place because those involved (refugee diasporas) feel powerless to redress the injustices 

and ineffectiveness of larger and more powerful systems and structures that could help 

those in need in more significant ways. Before I return to the implications of these small 

acts in systemic responses to forced displacement (Chapters 7 and 8), the next chapter 

further explores the modalities of refugee diaspora humanitarianism by focusing on how 

RDOs work transnationally.   



 157 

CHAPTER 6 

MODALITIES: MOBILITY, (IN)VISIBILITY, KNOWLEDGE AND 

NETWORKS 

While there was considerable variation in what the refugee diaspora organisations (RDOs) 

in this study were doing and where, there were also some recognisable parallels in how 

they went about helping people in need in disparate parts of the world. This chapter 

draws out four overlapping themes relating to the transnational practices of refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism—that of mobility, (in)visibility, knowledge and networks—

building on the previous chapter’s discussion on RDO modalities in terms of governance 

and economies. These themes emerged from fieldwork and interviews, taking shape as I 

began to note similarities in practices and ideas that connected RDOs. In discussing each of 

these themes in turn, I draw out the distinctive ways in which RDOs used their strengths 

and capabilities to help ‘their people’ living in places outside of Australia.  

In terms of structure, this chapter begins with an exploration of mobility and refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism (Section 6.1); of the ways in which those involved in RDOs 

physically and virtually moved, and of the regimes of mobility that their movement was 

contingent on. Section 6.2 explores the (in)visibility of diaspora humanitarians in various 

contexts; of the value and risks of making oneself ‘visible’ in safe humanitarian spaces (in 

Australia, New York and Geneva) and ‘invisible’ in liminal humanitarian spaces (in refugee 

and conflict situations). Section 6.3 addresses dimensions and forms of knowledge in 

refugee diaspora humanitarianism; of how those involved talked about what they knew 

and what they didn’t know, and by exploring what constitutes ‘knowledge’ in the field of 

humanitarianism. Finally, Section 6.4 further expands on how RDOs draw on networks 

within transnational social fields, and the significance of trust to these networks. 

6.1 Mobility 

A central theme relating to RDO modalities that emerged from this research was how 

those involved moved and organised both within and outside Australia, and how mobility 

enabled and shaped how they helped. When discussing mobility, I refer not only to the 

physical movement of people, but also their ability to travel virtually and to communicate 



 158 

and connect across dispersed space (Urry, 2007). The fact that mobility emerged as a 

theme should come as no surprise. As Glick Schiller and Salazar (2013) point out, 

‘movement and interconnection are fundamental to the human condition—past, present 

and future’ and studies that focus on movement and transnationalism as ‘novel and 

transgressive’ somehow (incorrectly) reinforce the notion of stasis as the norm (p. 186). 

Yet what these authors recognise—as I hope to also—is the need to ‘simultaneously 

normalise an array of forms of mobility but not minimise the ways in which legal status, as 

well as global racializing categories, can make a world of difference in terms of ease of 

travel, the repercussions of trying to move, and whether or not the traveller gains or loses 

status from being from elsewhere’ (p. 188).  

Within this broader theoretical positioning, I argue that there are three dimensions of 

mobility that were evident in shaping refugee diaspora humanitarianism: the differential 

regimes of mobility for members of RDOs; people moving and working transnationally 

(physical mobility); and people working and organising across dispersed space (virtual 

mobility). 

6.1.1 Regimes of mobility 

Before discussing physical and virtual mobilities, it is important to contextualise these in 

terms of power and the ‘regimes of mobility’ that diaspora humanitarians are constrained 

or enabled by (Glick Schiller & Salazar, 2013). As many mobilities and transnationalism 

scholars have argued, not everyone has the same relationship to mobility (cf Bauman, 

2000; Hannam et al., 2006; Massey, 1993; Sheller & Urry, 2006; Urry, 2007). Those from 

the ‘Global North’111 have the potential to move across state borders in ways that reflect 

their privileged status (cf Isotalo, 2009; Monsutti, 2008; Redfield, 2012; Schapendonk, 

2012). As Redfield (2012) describes: ‘One of the starkest divides falls between people who 

travel easily and people who do not. At the most literal level, those equipped with funds 

and the right documents pass lightly over borders, whereas the poor and undocumented 

incite security concerns’ (p. 358).  

                                                           

111 I use this imperfect term (Global North) to denote countries which, by-and-large, are 
structurally advantaged by global capitalism. I am aware that using such a shorthand term 
contributes to a tendency to deemphasize diversity within the Global North/South—such that there 
are those who are advantaged by global capitalism in countries that are considered the ‘Global 
South’ just as there are people disadvantaged by global capitalism in countries in the ‘Global North’. 
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Yet mobility goes beyond moving across international borders. The regimes of mobility at 

play in the movement of refugee diasporas can be broken down at different institutional 

levels—the international (refugee regime), nation-state (immigration policies)—as well as 

at an individual level (how individuals are constrained/enabled or inclined/disinclined to 

travel, all of which are shaped by class, gender and race). Glick Schiller and Salazar (2013) 

describe these institutional and personal dimensions as such: 

[There] are regimes of mobility that confront both the theorist and the traveller. 

The term ‘regime’ calls attention to the role both of individual states and of 

changing international regulatory and surveillance administrations that affect 

individual mobility. At the same time, the term reflects a notion of 

governmentality and hegemony in which there are constant struggles to 

understand, query, embody, celebrate and transform categories of similarity, 

difference, belonging and strangeness... (p. 189) 

Turning first to institutional dimensions, it was evident that the legal status of those 

involved in RDOs—whether they were Australian citizens or permanent residents—made 

some difference to how they could travel and engage in humanitarian work.112  Although 

none of the individuals involved in this research were on temporary visas, it can be 

assumed that those without permanent legal status who share similar experiences, 

motivations and connections to displaced populations overseas, have incapacitating 

restrictions placed on their mobility. Of note, those on temporary humanitarian or 

bridging visas who travel overseas cannot easily return to Australia, as their temporary 

visa would be invalidated upon exiting Australia, unless prior dispensation to travel is 

sought. 

How people felt about travelling to help was also discussed in interviews, and this was 

influenced by ‘governmentality’113 linked to institutional regulation and surveillance 

(Agier, 2011). For example, several interviewees spoke about how they perceived the 

                                                           

112 When someone is resettled as a refugee in Australia they are granted a permanent residency 
visa on arrival. After four years, a permanent resident can apply for citizenship, which entitles them 
to an Australian passport. An Australian passport enables visa-free or visa on arrival to 169 states 
around the world, with Australia ranked 8th in terms of travel freedom according to the Visa 
Restrictions Index.  For those who are permanent residents (have lived in Australia for less than 4 
years or have not applied for citizenship), most can travel outside Australia on a Convention Travel 
Document (CTD), however the number of states that recognise CTDs is limited. Countries that have 
not signed the Refugee Convention may not allow individuals to enter their territory on CTDs. 
113 Governmentality here refers to the term first coined by Michel Foucault (1977, 2010) to 
describe the ways in which the state exercises control over, or governs, the body of its populace. 
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suspicion of Australian authorities about movement to certain places associated with 

‘terrorism’—between countries such as Somalia, Iraq and Afghanistan—and how they had 

to be willing to contend with scrutiny if they were to travel. One man who travelled to Iraq 

to facilitate the distribution of donated goods, spoke about being detained and questioned 

by immigration officials for hours upon return about what he had been doing. Others 

simply spoke about the ‘impossibility’ of travel, even when there were no apparent 

institutional reasons why they could not depart and return to Australia. Travelling was 

considered ‘impossible’ because of risk assessments that factored in what both the 

Australian government, and the government of the country they sought to enter, would or 

could do. For example, one man related how someone he knew had travelled to their 

country of origin and, upon arrival, had seen the airport immigration official check his 

passport against a list of names. This list of names was understood to be persona non grata 

and, presumably, included people active in the diaspora. 

This experience of feeling (and being) under suspicion was highlighted when travelling to 

and from Indonesia with members of an Oromo RDO, as the following illustrates: 

We arrived back in Melbourne just before 7am. There were five of us travelling from 

Bali—Youssef, Hassan, Germa, Adem and myself. Hassan and Youssef were first to 

come through immigration after me, and we stood around talking, waiting for our 

bags to appear. Hassan was dressed like he’d just been at a resort – long shorts, 

casual polo and thongs. Youssef was still in his suit. As we were waiting, a stern 

woman wearing an Australian Border Force (ABF) uniform came and asked to see 

our customs declarations. She circled the question that said: Have you brought 

drugs into the country?  We laughed at this. We were all tired and in good spirits. 

Germa and Adem then arrived at the baggage carousel. They also looked like they’d 

come from a relaxing resort holiday. As soon as they joined us, the ABF woman came 

and asked for their customs declarations. So now we all had the “drugs” question 

circled on our forms. As we collected our bags and put them on trollies, more officers 

gathered and one asked if we were travelling together. Hassan said that we were, 

and we were asked for our passports and to follow them.  

We were each taken to separate areas in a quiet part of the customs hall and 

questioned. After some time, the woman questioning me started relaxing (she had 

been very officious at first). It was clear that she had no idea who ‘the Oromo’ were 

and what the situation of asylum seekers in Indonesia might be. She asked if we were 
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‘trying to help them to get to Australia?’ I told her we knew there was no chance of 

that; we were just helping them to have food to eat. She frowned when I said this. 

Things slowed down when the woman searching Hassan’s bags found a pile of 202 

visa application forms. Hassan looked uncomfortable when she found these. I had no 

idea he had them; I thought he knew they wouldn’t be eligible to apply for 202 visas 

without refugee status. (Later he said he knew this, but took the forms anyway.) The 

ABF woman made a phone call about the forms. I said I was happy to explain what 

these forms meant if it was unclear, but she said she just wanted to check if ‘there 

were any persons of interest in these documents’. We laughed about this later, as if a 

‘person of interest’ would fill in a 36-page visa application form. 

After 45 minutes of being searched and questioned, we were finally told we could go. 

One of the friendlier officials—an older man with a kind face—shook his head and 

said: ‘We would never have picked this story’. Which made me think: What story 

would you have picked? Adem and Germa spoke angrily as we were leaving about 

how we had been treated (they had also been detained and questioned by ABF 

officials on their way to Indonesia). Youssef said: ‘They’re just doing their job.’ 

How people understood their own safety also enabled or constrained their mobility. Naj 

spoke about the decision for her organisation—a Hazara women’s group—to work in Iran 

and Pakistan, not their country of origin: 

Unfortunately… it has been very difficult to have a closer connection with my own 

country, and that’s because I still do not feel secure. I still have memories which 

(are) giving me fear to step in. And I think this is the case with many other refugees 

(in) Australia... Afghanistan (is) still not safe for women and girls. It is very difficult 

to step in and to do something (there). 

In sum, not all those involved in RDOs have the same ability to travel to and from Australia 

to help others, and much depends on their legal status and related motility. Motility here 

refers to the ‘potential for mobility’ (Hannam et al., 2006, p. 3). As Tesfahuney (1998) 

argues, ‘differential mobility empowerments reflect structures and hierarchies of power 

and position by race, gender, age and class, ranging from the local to the global’ (p. 501). 

Those who have Australian citizenship (passports) have the greatest potential to travel to 

different places and, of importance, to subsequently return. But institutional regulations 

are not the only factors enabling or inhibiting mobility. A person’s disposition to travel is 
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also impacted by how they perceive their mobility, or how they believe others perceive 

their mobility, particularly to places that are cast in suspicious and undesirable lights, as 

places associated with terrorism, illegality and irregularity. Motility as Tesfahuney (1998) 

describes, intersects with race, gender, class and age, and while a lack of systematic data 

collection did not allow for a fuller analysis of variations in motilities within RDO 

practices, it was possible to observe that variation did exist. For example, whether 

someone could take time off work or study, had the financial resources to travel, had the 

support of family members or could be relieved of family caring duties, all differed greatly 

among those I came across in this research.114 

6.1.2 Physical mobility 

Many interviewees spoke about travelling within or outside Australia to facilitate the work 

of RDOs. However, it quickly became apparent that travelling to help people was not the 

only—and often not the primary—reason for their travel. Many conversations about 

facilitating RDO projects overseas included a description of travelling to spend time with 

family and friends, to create new family connections (i.e. to marry) or for business. For 

example, three members of one Eritrean RDO travelled to Sudan and married in recent 

years. One man spent a year in Sudan with his new wife and baby, providing an 

opportunity for him to oversee and facilitate the RDO’s activities. Indeed, the importance 

of travelling to visit, care for, reunite and create new families was a theme evident in most 

of the conversations I had about RDO travel, reinforcing the important work that has been 

done on transnational families in forced displacement contexts (cf. Al-Sharmani, 2010; 

Horst, 2008b; Johnson & Stoll, 2008; Monsutti, 2004; Soh-Leong, 2009).  

While undertaking humanitarian work was often not the primary reason for RDO 

members travelling overseas, their mobility certainly enabled humanitarian action in 

several ways: it provided opportunities for those in Australia to better understand the 

current situation for those they were trying to help; it helped with needs identification and 

project planning; it allowed RDO members to oversee or participate in the implementation 

of RDO activities; it strengthened networks of trust with people in the places they were 

working, and; it enabled monitoring and accountability.115  

                                                           

114 Variations in motility within RDO practices based on intersectionality is an area that could be 
explored in future research. 
115 For a discussion of accountability, see Section 5.1.2. 
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With regards to the first point, one man who frequently travelled overseas for business 

and family reasons spoke about the importance of visiting refugees wherever he went so 

to better understand their situation. He gave the following example: 

With [temporary protection visas], Phillip Ruddock—the former Immigration 

Minister—(suggested using) the Swedish model of detention centres for illegal 

arrivals to Sweden. So, I went and I visited the detention centres in Sweden. (I had 

relatives there also.) I asked: ‘What is the procedure? How does it work?’ That gives 

me enough information and knowledge for when I talk to officials, government 

people or people like you, about the situation. So, if you ask me what is the situation 

in Iran, I know. I know the situation of all the refugee or migrant countries. Even 

countries you never thought about, there are Iraqis there! (Hadi) 

The importance of travelling to meet with and hear directly from refugees where they 

lived was echoed by others, and links to the second point about mobility enabling needs 

identification and project planning. For example, as the situation deteriorated for Syrian 

and Iraqi refugees in Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon in 2016, I became aware of members of 

three RDOs travelling to this region to meet with people from their respective 

communities (Mandaean, Syrian and Afghan). They returned armed with information and 

ideas of projects and advocacy. Sabira, a Hazara-Australian woman, described visiting 

Pakistan and how this enabled needs identification and project planning: 

Last time I was in Pakistan I went shopping and I saw a board saying, ‘Library’. I 

went into that library. It was underground. I saw there is a good space, good books 

over there and some boys and girls are studying... I was astonished. I said, ‘How (did) 

you manage to establish this library?’ …The manager said it was because of some 

help from abroad. ‘They send us money and we’ve established this library. Now we 

have attracted students here. They are coming here for tuition… and for help.’ (Their 

group) were trying to do something good for Hazaras… I was very happy to see them 

working… When I came (back) I said: ‘Let’s do something.’ …The girls [from the RDO] 

came and we did henna in the shopping centre plaza, in Melbourne city [and other 

places]. We collected $800. Then I went to ladies (from) my community. I said, ‘For 

$150, you can buy a computer for (this) many girls and boys.’ Some of the ladies 

(gave money for one computer each). I sent money to them. They bought computers. 

They did some work (inside) the library. Now they’re happy and we are in touch via 

internet. They (are) asking for some more projects. I said, ‘Let’s talk via Skype. I will 

see what projects. We can work together.’  
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Some of the people I spoke to travelled overseas not only to identify needs and plan 

responses, but also got involved in project implementation. This included activities such 

as: transporting funds, overseeing or facilitating the purchase and distribution of goods, 

recruiting and training local people, and using their own skills and labour as ‘in kind’ 

contributions to reduce overall project costs. For example, one RDO set up four shops in 

Iran as social enterprises involving and benefiting refugee women. This involved the RDO 

collecting clothes in Australia and shipping them to Iran. Members of the RDO travelled to 

Iran on different occasions to recruit and support the establishment of small women’s 

collectives that could oversee these enterprises. So, rather than working with locally-

established organisations, this RDO worked directly with the beneficiaries. 

The benefit of travelling to implement projects links to the fourth point about mobility 

strengthening transnational social networks to sustain humanitarian work. This was most 

clearly articulated by Anwar, who worked in construction in Australia and who travelled 

to Sudan on separate occasions and utilised his own skills and labour in the construction 

and repair of school buildings and a health centre. As with others, Anwar did not travel 

only to undertake RDO activities, but also to visit family. However, the benefit of spending 

months visiting family was that Anwar had the time to recruit and work alongside locals to 

achieve the RDO’s objectives. Importantly, this represented not only an efficiency in terms 

of project costs, but also had what he described as the added benefit of encouraging others 

(locals) to contribute their labour: 

The bigger projects we are doing, we (always) make sure someone goes there and 

(does) it. And sometimes this is beneficial because, when you go and do it, you know 

the place, you know the country, you know things, and even you can do it yourself. 

You can ask a plumber, you can hire a carpenter and you work together with (them) 

or involve your friends or relatives. (This) contributes in the expenses. …And I think, 

(when) someone goes from (Australia) and they see him working, everyone is 

welcome to help. (Eritrean RDO) 

A final point regarding physical mobility and refugee diaspora humanitarianism is that 

many interviewees also spoke about travelling within Australia to organise and mobilise 

supporters. Indeed, some of the RDOs in this study involved committees of management 

whose members lived in different parts of Australia. For example, one South Sudanese 

RDO had committee members in each state and territory. This was intentional, as a 

strategy to both unify and expand the organisation’s potential supporter base. In this case, 
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fundraising activities could be held in eight different cities instead of one. At the same time, 

this sort of dispersed governance which was also evident for other RDOs, presented 

logistical challenges in terms of organising as well as consolidating working relationships. 

These challenges were overcome by committee members physically travelling to meet one 

another and by connecting virtually. 

 

6.1.3 Virtual mobility 

When describing refugee diaspora humanitarianism, it is not only physical mobility that is 

significant in how RDOs work, but also their virtual mobility. The transnational 

engagements of RDOs highlight the intersection of new technologies, mobilities and social 

relations. The ways in which people move in different ways and organise across time and 

space show the complexity of mobility systems and the ‘inter-relational dynamics between 

physical, informational, virtual and imaginative forms of mobility’ (Hannam et al., 2006, p. 

15). In particular, the growth and development of information and communication 

technologies (ICT) has allowed new forms of coordination of people, meetings, and events 

to emerge (Sheller & Urry, 2006). These technologies are key to mobilising, facilitating and 

sustaining refugee diaspora humanitarianism. Far from being ‘virtual’, ICT allow very real 

social contact and effects between people at a (geographical) distance. It enables, as Horst 

(2006c) suggests, the direct involvement of members of a diaspora in each other’s lives. In 

the following, two aspects of RDOs’ virtual mobility are discussed: how ICT connects 

people and is used to mobilise support for RDOs; and how RDOs organise with no fixed 

address. 

 Local construction workers 
employed by an Eritrean RDO 
work alongside a RDO 
representative from Australia 
(left) to build a retaining wall 
at a refugee community school 
in Kassala, Sudan, in 2011.  

(Photo credit: Eritrean 
Australian Humanitarian Aid) 
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Earlier I argued that regimes of mobility have implications for the physical mobility of 

refugee diasporas and their capacity to help people outside Australia. Virtual mobilities 

are important for understanding the work of refugee diaspora humanitarianism, 

particularly where physical mobility (especially travelling overseas) is restricted. Virtual 

mobility allows people to travel in and out of places—to connect with and, importantly, 

imagine—people at a distance. Developments in ICT have created more and more 

accessible ways for dispersed groups of people to connect. The example given in the 

previous chapter of a teacher in Sudan speaking via Skype at a fundraising event in 

Melbourne is but one example of the virtual mobility of RDOs.  

In spending time with RDOs, it was apparent that an array of ICT is used to connect people 

in Australia and those they are helping and working with overseas. Without exception, 

those involved in RDOs used smartphones and computers to connect through virtual 

interfaces including Viber, Paltalk, Yahoo Groups, Skype, Twitter, WhatsApp, Google 

Groups, YouTube, text messaging, Facebook, digital radio and online news and discussion 

groups. The information, images and ideas that can be shared through these interfaces 

creates webs of inter-relations. For example, one day I met with Youssef, the chairperson 

of an Oromo RDO in Melbourne, to discuss advocacy for refugees he was in touch with in 

Egypt who were experiencing significant hardship due to their legal status. As soon as we 

met, Youssef pulled out his smartphone and told me, ‘It is better if you discuss direct’. He 

used Viber to call a contact in Cairo—a woman I will call Aya, who was working as an 

interpreter for NGOs and had established a local CBO. I could see Aya’s small image on the 

phone. Passing the phone between us—with Youssef and Aya switching between 

languages—we discussed concerns that she had and what advocacy could be done from 

Australia. While we were talking, Aya sent scanned images of documents relevant to the 

discussion and Youssef was busy on my computer forwarding emails. Different senses 

were engaged in this exchange. I could hear the traffic outside the hospital in Cairo where 

Aya was standing; it gave the surreal sensation of being both in an office in Melbourne, 

Australia, and…somewhere else. Such experiences suggest the potential for the immediacy 

of virtual technologies to draw people at a geographic distance together. That is, if a 

person felt emotionally connected to a place or obligated to a person who was asking for 

help—as many of those involved in RDOs clearly did—being connected in this way may 

make the imperative to act more acute. Youssef told me on several occasions how he was 

contacted by people from ‘his community’ all over the world asking for help, day and night. 

He said: ‘Anyone, they can call you…’ 
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More than just person-to-person communication, virtual interfaces are used by RDOs to 

simulate the experience of travel—particularly of showing the need for and impact of 

RDOs activities. For example, I saw videos taken on smartphones when someone travelled 

overseas edited and set to music, posted on Facebook or projected at diaspora community 

events in Australia. During fieldwork, a YouTube video was circulated through social 

media about the Eritrean diasporas’ use of ICT to ‘be the voice’ for those inside Eritrea, 

one of the most heavily media-controlled countries in the world (VICE News, 2016). This 

video included footage taken on mobile phones in detention camps in Eritrea for military 

deserters. The video also shows Eritreans who have recently crossed into Ethiopia, heads 

down and concentrated on their phones, speaking about accessing Facebook for the first 

time. The wonky frames and mundanity of the scenes—of gaunt young men being served 

watery soup and sitting in sombre groups—provided a virtual window into a place where 

physical access is almost impossible. This sort of virtual mobility, one could argue, is 

essential for creating purpose and mobilising support for humanitarian action. 

These evocations of place (and need/impact/connection) are created by both RDOs and 

the people they are helping. I observed CBOs reaching out to refugee diaspora 

communities in Australia through ICT in creative ways, sustaining connections to—and 

presumably support for—their work. One CBO I visited in Indonesia during fieldwork, for 

example, regularly posted photos, videos and live-streamed events on Facebook and 

Twitter, tagging individuals within the wider diaspora to share with their networks. After 

returning to Australia I remained connected to this CBO through social media. I was struck 

by the immediacy of being invited via Facebook to a farewell celebration for one of the 

CBOs founding members, a young Hazara refugee who was being resettled to America and 

who I had met in Indonesia. The celebration was in many ways an intimate gathering for 

those connected, but living far apart. Those at a distance could interact virtually, in real 

time. These unseen participants (myself included) could watch and comment and read 

other people’s comments. Those online could share greetings, express gratitude, reminisce 

and offer well-wishes for the young man whose departure was being honoured. We could 

see the changing expressions on familiar faces—on the children who were laughing, crying 

or misbehaving. There were times when nothing of interest was happening, just like being 

physically present at an event. This was not a curated representation of something that 

had taken place in the past; those taking part were there, but not there. So, for those in 

Australia with connections to different humanitarian contexts, virtual mobility means 

being able to (re)visit people and places in ways that create a sense of immediacy and 
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connection. This virtual mobility, one could hypothesise, is key to mobilising diaspora 

communities in Australia to support and sustain engagement with ‘their people’ overseas.  

While the use of virtual technologies seemed instrumental to the work of most of the RDOs 

in this study, it is important to note that access to ICT is not, of course, uniform or 

universal. There were notable exceptions to the virtual connectivity of refugee diaspora 

communities, both within Australia and overseas. For example, mobile phone coverage in 

the refugee camp I visited in Thailand was only accessible by climbing to the top of a hill, 

and physical mobility outside the refugee camp where mobile network connectivity is 

much higher was officially restricted by Thai authorities. For those with limited computer 

or reading/writing literacy, the ease by which virtual technologies can be employed is also 

compromised. 

While virtual mobility creates connections between people at a distance, it also enables 

RDOs to operate in Australia with no fixed address. Very few of the RDOs in this study had 

access to offices or meeting spaces, such that interviews and meetings I participated in 

were conducted in spaces that in no way resembled an office. We met in people’s houses, 

in cramped storage rooms above restaurants, in family-owned businesses, in cafes inside 

shopping centres, in the foyers of recreation centres, and in the margins of meetings 

organised by bigger NGOs. Yet I marvelled at the connectivity of RDOs and how they 

managed to organise despite this lack of (physical) infrastructure. As Muzafar explained of 

his involvement with an organisation that operated both in Australia and Indonesia: 

(I am) co-project manager for this school. [My friend] is mostly responsible for 

taking care of the issues within Australia. I am mostly liaising with my team in 

(Indonesia); with the school. I take care of them. (I) talk to them regularly and we 

attend weekly meetings…through Skype and Viber. 

This ability to organise and work across dispersed locations was apparent with another 

project that involved a refugee CBO and different groups in Australia and the United 

States. The President of a Karenni RDO in Australia described how he co-founded a 

technical college in a refugee camp in Thailand and was heavily involved in its 

development before being resettled. After arriving in Australia, he continued to act as a 

representative of the college because he had well-established relationships with its 

existing (international) donors. From Australia, he collated information sent from the 

camp and sent acquittal reports to donors. While he may have physically relocated to a 
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different continent, the donors received the same information in the same format, 

virtually, as if he was still there in Thailand and not building a new life in Melbourne. 

In sum, understanding differential mobilities is key to understanding the modalities of 

refugee diaspora humanitarianism. Not everyone involved in RDOs has either the ability 

or desire to travel overseas to undertake humanitarian work, and much depends on their 

legal status and related ‘motility’. Physical mobility is also linked to governmentality and 

how people perceive and internalise their own motility, involving intersections of class, 

race, gender and age. For those who travel overseas to help, their reasons for travelling 

are often not solely humanitarian. Most travel to visit, care for, create or reunite with 

family and friends in different places, suggesting that refugee diaspora humanitarianism 

and the ways in which transnational families connect exist side-by-side. And finally, the 

virtual mobilities apparent in refugee diaspora humanitarianism are striking. ICT has 

provided creative ways for RDOs to both organise across dispersed locations as well as to 

mobilise and sustain support for humanitarian work by creating or sustaining affective 

connections between people living worlds apart.  

6.2 (In)visibility 

One theme that became apparent from observing RDO modalities was how those involved 

used their (in)visibility to different effect depending on context. Visibility refers to the 

ways in which others can ‘see’ or ‘not see’ refugee diasporas as humanitarian actors—of 

their ‘otherness’ in the Australian context, and their ‘sameness’ within humanitarian 

spaces (Hall, 1997). In fact (in)visibility, one could argue, is key to how RDOs work and to 

their distinctiveness as humanitarian actors. The following explores three dimensions of 

visibility: RDOs’ visibility in comfortable humanitarian spaces; RDOs’ invisibility in liminal 

humanitarian spaces; and the invisibility of refugee diaspora humanitarianism.   

6.2.1 Visibility 

How groups define themselves in relation to others is a well-worn area of anthropological 

enquiry (cf Barth, 1969; Goffman, 1959; Hall, 1997; Okolie, 2003; Said, 1978). As Okolie 

(2003) summarises: 

Social identities are relational; groups typically define themselves in relation to 

others. This is because identity has little meaning without the “other.” So, by 

defining itself a group defines others. Identity is rarely claimed or assigned for its 
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own sake. These definitions of self and others have purposes and consequences. 

They are tied to rewards and punishment, which may be material or symbolic… 

This is why identities are contested. Power is implicated here, and because groups 

do not have equal powers to define both self and the other, the consequences 

reflect these power differentials. (p. 2) 

People involved in RDOs would be familiar with being othered in different contexts—as 

refugees and non-white, as ‘vulnerable’ and ‘in need of help’ (Malkki, 1996). While much 

could be (and has been) said about othering in white Australia (cf Hage, 2012), what is 

notable in the case of RDOs is how identity is used symbolically and strategically for effect. 

Notably, how these organisations self-identify in comfortable humanitarian spaces—in 

Australia, and in the offices of humanitarian organisations in Geneva and New York—to be 

seen to represent the people that they are trying to help. This required making visible the 

otherness which in alternate contexts is imposed. Without wishing to suggest that this 

self-othering creates a significant shift in power dynamics, within the sphere of garnering 

scarce humanitarian resources, being visible as ‘the other’ seems to add a legitimacy and 

authority to what RDOs are advocating for or doing.  

As the Okolie quote above suggests, definitions or presentation of ‘self’ have purpose and 

consequence (see also Goffman, 1959). Being seen to represent a group that ‘needs help’—

not as ‘an Australian’ but as ‘a refugee’—was apparent in RDO advocacy and resource 

mobilisation. In short, it brought rewards. The following quotes illustrate this purposeful 

visibility: 

People would respect when organisations like us talk about Ogaden because we 

would know exactly what’s going on and what’s happening and can explain that to 

people. And people like to hear exactly what’s happening and have that evidence 

base. That somebody within the community was tortured, was raped, actually 

expressing what happened, then that will make a difference. (Ladan)  

At the [fundraising] event we explained what [the RDO] is about, why we want to do 

it. We provided Sudanese food. We had performances from the Sudanese community. 

All the women, they sang. Our church group, they sang. Then we had testimonies 

from people. One was my Auntie who could recall her memories from the 1991 civil 

war. Another person (recently) came back from South Sudan. He worked in the 

government. He could explain what the fight was about. Another person was there 

when the war broke out, so he explained. (Elizabeth) 
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The use of testimony and performance (song, dance, wearing of ‘traditional’ dress) to 

demonstrate group belonging was evident in several RDO fundraising events I attended, 

particularly those that included a non-diaspora audience. Self-identification was often 

described in terms of being ‘a refugee’—a representation that emphasised victimhood and 

suffering (Malkki, 1996). This self-identification was used not only to compel giving 

(fundraising), but also to advocate for systemic change.  

The point about the visibility of refugee diasporas as ‘the other’ in comfortable 

humanitarian spaces is not to suggest that the individuals involved are not, or do not feel, 

they belong to the groups they are representing. The connection between those involved 

in RDOs in Australia and those they are helping does not exist as a simple ‘humanitarian’/ 

‘beneficiary’ binary. There are many other relational configurations—as families, friends, 

co-religionists, co-workers, former colleagues, classmates or neighbours, and so on. 

However, being visible as ‘a refugee’—a label that most had previously worn or had 

conferred on them—had symbolic and signifying effect. This visibility communicates the 

idea that the person speaking ‘knows’ the situation because they have been/are ‘a 

refugee’; and this is a perspective that is hard to refute.116 

6.2.2 Invisibility 

Moving now to less comfortable humanitarian spaces—refugee or conflict situations—the 

visibility of RDOs can be seen in a very different light. Contrasting the performance of 

otherness in Australia and elsewhere, many of those involved in RDOs spoke about how 

they used their invisibility to do things that may be difficult or carry greater risks for 

humanitarian actors who are easily identifiable (who are ‘visible’). For example, some 

RDOs had members who were willing and able to move in and out of conflict zones to 

facilitate projects or deliver material aid to hard-to-reach populations. They could do so 

without being identified as an ‘international aid worker’—an identity that brings with it 

signifiers of power and foreignness and associated risks (cf Barnett & Weiss, 2011, pp. 32–

34; Fassin, 2010c). For example, during my fieldwork several RDOs members travelled to 

areas of Iraq and Syria to try to help (see also Sezgin, 2015).117  

                                                           

116 See van de Port (1999) for similar argument about the assertion of Serb identity; that you 
cannot ‘know a Serb’ unless you are one. 
117 While the risks for these individuals may have been different because of their ability to ‘blend in’ 
(through appearance, language, understanding of context), it should not be assumed that there 
were no risks (DEMAC, 2016b; Foulkes, 2015). 
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For some, being invisible as ‘a refugee’ (‘someone with no power or resources’) meant 

being able to help in more efficient ways. They described how their understanding of, and 

willingness to negotiate with, local systems of power allowed projects to be implemented 

in cost-effective and efficient ways. That is, they could use their ability to ‘blend in’ with a 

local refugee population to avoid the inflation or red tape that can otherwise hinder or 

escalate the cost of humanitarian work for more visible NGOs. In short, being ‘not seen’ as 

‘a refugee’ in humanitarian contexts—even for those with an Australian passport—had its 

advantages. 

The value of invisibility was apparent when my fieldwork took me to visit a CBO on the 

Thai-Burma border. I asked CBO representatives what they would like those in the wider 

diaspora to do to help them in the future. Several people responded by saying they wanted 

those who had resettled to return to the camps as teachers and to share the skills and 

experience they had gained in countries like Australia. I asked if this would be practical—

could those associated with RDOs easily work in the camps considering Thai government 

restrictions on people and organisations accessing these spaces? Multiple responses 

suggested that if someone looked like and spoke the language of those in the camp (i.e. 

they were invisible) then it was possible for them to move in informal, unofficial ways. 

Jordan explained this as the advantage of being ‘ordinary’:  

You know, maybe if you are a member of parliament… you can't get through [into 

the refugee camp]. But I can go through… I will be (seen as) an ordinary person and 

can get in there. (Karen RDO) 

In sum, we can look at visibility and invisibility—of being seen as ‘the other’ (refugee/ 

vulnerable)—as bringing material and symbolic rewards for RDOs depending on the 

context. Being visible as ‘a refugee’ is used for purpose and effect. In comfortable 

humanitarian spaces—in advocating for change within the international humanitarian 

system in Geneva and New York, or in raising awareness and mobilising resources in 

Australia—being visible as ‘a refugee’ can add weight to words and solicit empathy from 

those who may otherwise feel no connection to a distant suffering ‘other’. But in liminal 

humanitarian spaces—in trying to help populations in conflict zones and refugee camps—

being invisible also has purpose and effect. Being (not) seen as ‘ordinary’ (i.e. invisible) 

can mean being able to move in and out of areas where access is restricted or where being 

identifiable as ‘a humanitarian worker’ may involve greater risks, costs and red tape.  
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6.2.3 The invisibility of refugee diaspora humanitarianism  

One other dimension of (in)visibility can be linked to refugee diaspora humanitarianism, 

and this is how the work of RDOs is seen or not seen within the ‘humanitarian arena’ 

(Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010). As introduced in Chapter 2, the humanitarian arena is where 

different actors vie for access, legitimacy and resources. Without wishing to dwell on a 

point to be discussed in more detail in the final chapters, it is worth noting that the lack of 

engagement of RDOs with other (more powerful) humanitarian actors renders their work 

largely invisible within the humanitarian arena (see also Horst et al., 2015; O’Hagan & 

Hirono, 2014). So too does the small scale in which RDOs work118 and the biases in the 

gaze of both humantiarian actors and academia towards more powerful (visible) actors 

(Bakewell 2008; Sinatti & Horst 2014). This is tied to the point above about purposeful 

invisibility enabling certain ways of helping—that making oneself invisible as a 

‘humanitarian worker’ can be useful in liminal spaces. At the same time, invisibility also 

renders RDOs acts as invisible or inconsequential to broader humanitarian response 

systems. 

To elaborate on the example introduced in Chapter 1: An RDO in Australia raised funds to 

construct a school building in a refugee camp in Sudan. The school had been operating for 

some time on the site without a permanent structure, limiting its ability to hold classes 

during the rainy season. As the Sudanese authorities responsible for camp management 

severely restricted access to this space,119 the RDO worked with a local (Sudanese) NGO 

that was already active in the camp to arrange the purchase of materials and employ 

construction workers. The money raised in Australia was given directly to construction 

workers by a RDO member who travelled to Sudan and negotiated with different 

stakeholders. While the result was that a six-room school building was completed, the role 

of RDOs120 in this outcome remained largely invisible to the camp management and to 

other humanitarian organisations working therein. There is no signage on the school with 

the RDO logos branding their involvement for all to see, as with other NGOs. If someone 

were to ask who funded and built the school, the most likely answer would be the NGO 

that facilitated the RDO’s access to the camp. 

                                                           

118 See section 5.2.4 for a discussion on RDOs and small acts, and section 7.1.2 on refugee diasporas 
as translocal actors. 
119 Restrictions on access were introduced because of serious security threats, namely refugees 
being kidnapped, tortured and extorted by people smugglers and traffickers (Humphris, 2013) 
120 Two connected RDOs were involved in funding the construction of the six classrooms. 
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Many other initiatives I heard about spoke of the quiet, invisible work of RDOs. I heard 

about life-saving operations being funded by RDOs facilitating connections between 

individual donors in Australia and people in desperate need in Jordan and Kenya; of a 

medical centre built by and for IDPs in Myanmar through direct RDO funding; or of money 

being raised by an RDO in Australia and sent through church networks to fund an 

agricultural project in South Sudan. None of these initiatives could be easily ‘seen’ by 

others working with these populations.  

While the invisibility of refugee diaspora humanitarianism within the humanitarian arena 

may not have concerned many of those involved, others saw the lack of recognition of 

diasporas contributions as problematic. At a forum on Diasporas and Afghanistan121, the 

founder and President of Hazara Women of Australia, Najeeba Wazefadost, lamented:  

There is a lot of work (that is) being done by the Afghan diaspora themselves all 

around the world, but there is (a) problem: documentation. We do not have enough 

recognition from the international aid agencies (of) what diasporas themselves are 

already doing...  

The implication of refugee diaspora humanitarianism being invisible within the 

international refugee regime and humanitarian system will be returned to in Chapter 7.  

In conclusion, the visibility of RDOs as humanitarian actors differs depending on context. 

In comfortable humanitarian spaces, those involved in RDOs use their visibility as ‘the 

other’ and purposefully present themselves as ‘refugees’ because of its symbolic and 

signifying effect—mobilising support and asserting legitimacy to speak as a member of a 

group making claims for resources and protection. Conversely, in liminal humanitarian 

spaces, those involved in RDOs spoke of the advantages of being ‘invisible’, or ‘ordinary’, in 

accessing people and spaces that visible humanitarian actors sometimes cannot. Yet this 

invisibility is also a paradox, as being invisible in the humanitarian arena means a lack of 

recognition that the actions of refugee diasporas have any consequence or effect. Taking 

this argument further, we can see that being ‘invisible’ as humanitarians also contributes 

to the perpetuation of the symbolic ‘othering’ of refugees as suffering victims/people in 

need, and not as people with agency and capacities to help. 

                                                           

121 This forum was co-hosted by Diaspora Action Australia and the Melbourne Refugee Studies 
Program and was held on 27 November 2015 at the University of Melbourne, Australia. 
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6.3 Knowledge 

How any actor goes about helping someone in need will be based on their understanding 

of a situation, what they believe needs to be done and what they understand as the best 

course of action. The sheer complexity of understanding a situation where displaced 

people occupy (or move through) a particular space at a particular point in time means 

that humanitarian responses in refugee situations are undeniably messy equations. This is 

particularly so when we consider emergency humanitarian contexts are often defined by 

their fluidity; as being ‘states of exception’ (Agamben, 2005). As such, knowledge of how to 

best help is contested and, for dominant humanitarian actors, is based on frameworks and 

practices that have been developed and refined over decades of experience (Barnett, 

2011). It is safe to say that the knowledge (justified true belief) that volunteer-run RDOs in 

Australia draw on to decide how to help differs markedly from that of professional 

humanitarian organisations. If we take Bertrand Russell’s (1997) basic distinction of 

‘knowledge by description’ and ‘knowledge by acquaintance’122, then we can see that 

RDOs—particularly where those involved have experienced life as a refugee and have 

been on the receiving end of humanitarianism—draw their understandings and actions 

based on both types of knowledge. This, I argue, leads RDOs to act in distinctive ways. 

In the following, three aspects of knowledge are explored as they relate to modalities of 

refugee diaspora humanitarianism: First, how RDOs draw on descriptive/acquainted 

knowledge to understand humanitarian contexts, needs and solutions. Second, how those 

involved in this study spoke about their own and others’ knowledge gaps; what they don’t 

know. Finally, knowledge in the field of humanitarianism is discussed more broadly; of 

how distinctions are made and values placed on ‘expert’ vs ‘local’ knowledge. 

6.3.1 Knowing 

One question I asked RDO representatives in interviews was: How do you go about 

identifying the need for your project/s? This question sought to understand the knowledge 

that informed RDOs choice of activities. People generally responded to this question in one 

of two ways: either they spoke about how needs were identified directly by the people 

they were trying to help, or they spoke about how they ‘knew’ because they had 

                                                           

122 Succinctly, ‘knowledge by acquaintance is a unique form of knowledge where the subject has 
direct, unmediated, and non-inferential access to what is known whereas knowledge by description 
is a type of knowledge that is indirect, mediated, and inferential’ (Russell referenced by DePoe, n.d.).  
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essentially been in the same situation as the people they were helping. The following 

exemplifies this first type of response: 

I think it’s definitely the grassroots approach, being able to identify what they need 

and working with what they’ve requested. Not coming in and being like, ‘Oh well, so 

yeah, it looks like you don’t have enough food. Here you go,’ and walking out. Letting 

them tell us what they need and working with that. (Elizabeth, South Sudanese RDO) 

This approach can be described as basing action on ‘local knowledge’. Of course, this is a 

somewhat problematic simplification, as if ‘local knowledge’ is an unambiguous, 

uncontested field. Obviously, whom one seeks the views of will colour the understanding 

of needs. A young single mother with a sick child asked to identify needs will likely give a 

different response to an older man with a large family that has nowhere to sleep at night, 

although both would identify needs warranting a humanitarian response. Yet what was 

interesting in how RDO representatives talked about ‘locals’ identifying needs was their 

acknowledgement of their own limited resources and capacity. They were not seeking to 

identify the needs of a whole affected population, they were looking for the most effective 

and achievable way to meet someone’s needs, however small, with what they realistically 

could do.  

Needs identified are clearly shaped by what RDOs feel is possible, and this itself is 

influenced by the capacities of the individuals involved in these organisations. While some 

had a broader sense of what needs they could or should respond to, others clearly saw 

their own knowledge and skill sets as guiding the direction of their needs-identification 

and subsequent actions. For example, a group of Iraqi-Australian doctors trying to help 

those besieged by fighting in Iraq clearly looked for medical needs to respond to. An 

Afghan-Australian woman with a PhD in science sought to develop a scientific education 

program for women in Afghanistan. Former journalists from Ethiopia set about 

establishing a human rights advocacy organisation and documenting abuses. An Arabic 

language teacher set up an organisation to help a group of Palestinians with visa 

applications that required translating a significant number of documents from Arabic to 

English. As he said: ‘I can do the language. I can prepare the legal [documents] through my 

network. So, I thought, it’s possible’. In all these cases, what was possible with regards to 

the knowledge, skills and capacity of RDO members shaped how needs were identified and 

what action followed. 
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While ‘what was possible’ seemed to direct needs-identification for many RDOs, their 

subsequent actions were also clearly informed by the acquainted knowledge (cultural, 

language, social norms) of those involved in RDOs. One of the advantages of having 

acquainted (‘insider’) knowledge of the local contexts in which RDOs are helping—which 

many professed to have—is that it provides a nuanced way of interpreting needs and 

appropriate responses. As Hadi describes of the advantages of diaspora humanitarians 

over other actors in identifying and prioritising who is most vulnerable:  

It’s the knowledge of culture, language and mindset.… As a community we know the 

ground, we know the language, we can differentiate between which one is which. 

That’s a very hard process (for others). (Iraqi RDO) 

This links to the second type of response to my question about identifying needs. Many 

involved in RDOs spoke of their own experiences and how they ‘knew’ how to help 

because they had been in the same place or in a similar situation. They spoke about how 

this knowledge went beyond what people said, to an understanding of what this telling 

meant. Jordan, for example, spoke about the gaps in knowledge of other humanitarian 

actors because their understanding was filtered by what people chose to say or show. He 

described it as the difference between someone who knows what is inside a person’s 

house because they’re ‘in there’, and a neighbour who can only see what is on the outside 

and makes assumptions about what is inside. He said: ‘They’re not right in there, so they 

don’t know much’ (Karen RDO). 

Contrasting this, representatives from different RDOs conveyed how they are ‘right in 

there’. One man described his knowledge-based-on-experience as such: 

Because I (was) in that school a long time ago, I know exactly what's needed there… 

I know because I'm from that environment and I have been in that situation. (Anwar, 

Eritrean RDO) 

A key informant who works closely with RDOs saw this ‘insider’ knowledge and ability to 

read situations as one of the natural advantages of diasporas over other types of 

humanitarian actors. As she described, international agencies come in and identify needs 

according to what they see and the people they talk to say, whereas diasporas ‘go from 

under the line’: 
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They can tell who are the poorest people in the village; …which are the groups that 

most need attention, which are the areas out of this geographical area, which one 

needs a primary school. They know. And they know immediately and it's accurate... 

So, they've got those kinds of natural advantages.  

In sum, while professional humanitarian organisations draw from descriptive knowledge 

based on a breadth of experience from different contexts and over time, refugee diaspora 

humanitarians draw from knowledge that is highly context-specific, the strength of which 

is their ability to read the local situation (needs and appropriate responses), rather than 

apply frameworks that are general, but may take some time to translate into a local 

context. 

6.3.2 Not knowing 

Two criticisms have been levelled at diaspora humanitarians relate to a perceived lack of 

knowledge: that RDOs have lower levels of technical expertise and engagement with the 

wider humanitarian system; and, contrary to the evidence above, that there is disconnect 

between diaspora and local communities’ understandings of a situation (cf DEMAC, 

2016b; Sezgin, 2015). A heated exchange I observed illustrates this first critique. The 

exchange happened at the Diasporas and Afghanistan forum which involved members of 

both RDOs and larger humanitarian INGOs.123   

A man and a woman both originally from Afghanistan were participating in a 

discussion group. The man worked for a large INGO and the woman was involved in 

a small, newly-established RDO. The group was discussing how diasporas identified 

and responded to needs in humanitarian contexts. The man was visibly agitated as 

the woman spoke about fundraising to support a school in Afghanistan. At one point 

the man interjected in an exasperated tone: See, this is the problem! He then drew a 

line on a piece of paper with a circle on either side. He pointed to one circle and said: 

Someone has family in this village and they build a school, but they don’t see that 

there is a village on the other side of this mountain (pointing to the circle on the 

other side of the line) that needs a school more! They just help here. It’s not based 

on need; people who have family and friends overseas get more help. The woman 

responded by saying, equally exasperated: But we have to start somewhere! We 

only have small money. We are taking money from our own pocket (she intimates 

                                                           

123 See footnote 121 
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taking money out of her pocket and putting it on the table). If I know someone I can 

do something more easily.  

What this exchange highlights are the different capacities for knowing and doing of RDOs 

and established humanitarian actors. For the man, working for a large INGO presumably 

means he has (or has access to) technical expertise and resources to identify needs. The 

identification of needs for INGOs is based on information (data) that covers a wider 

geographical area, and is informed by humanitarian principles and practice guidelines.124  

Contrast this to the decision-making of the woman from the RDO, who may ‘know’ a lot 

about the needs in the village where she has connections, but ‘not know’ about needs in 

villages in the rest of Afghanistan. The man can ‘see’ both villages and the organisation he 

works for has the resources to base its decision to act on this broader understanding of 

need. The larger humanitarian actor may also have knowledge of what other actors are 

doing or planning to do within a broad geographical area because they are engaged in the 

wider humanitarian coordination system. Of course, this is not to say that the RDO in this 

scenario is not responding to an identified need. It is to say that the RDO’s knowledge of 

the context and its ability to respond is much more localised and not necessarily 

coordinated with others who are acting within a wider response system. From this wider 

perspective, the knowledge and actions of RDOs may indeed appear fragmented and—

more problematically—partisan. 

The second weakness in knowledge that has been levelled at diaspora humanitarians is 

the disconnect between diasporan and local communities’ understanding of a situation (cf 

DEMAC, 2016b). This is, of course, contrary to what many of the people I spoke to thought 

about their connections to those they were trying to help. Yet it did seem from observing 

RDOs that some have stronger channels of communication with the people they are 

helping. As highlighted in the discussion on virtual mobility, many RDOs are well 

connected with those they are trying to help and information and ideas move easily and in 

real time. For example, I asked Sabira whether diasporas in Australia had up-to-date 

knowledge about humanitarian situations. She said: 

It’s never, never old knowledge! You can have breaking news always from your 

country. Viber, Facebook, anything. We are very close now. When I post something, I 

get (comments) straight away from Bahrain, from Kabul, from Quetta, London… 

                                                           

124 For example, many INGOs reference The Sphere Project’s Humanitarian Charter and Minimum 
Standards in Humanitarian Response http://www.sphereproject.org/.  

http://www.sphereproject.org/
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America. Really, the world is very, very connected in that way. It’s good for good 

things and bad for bad things. (Hazara RDO) 

Another woman I spoke to, Ladan, acknowledged that those within her organisation (an 

Ogaden RDO) had varied understandings of the situation for those they were trying to help 

and that knowledge depended on how long someone has been in Australia and how often 

they travelled overseas. Yet in recognising this knowledge gap, Ladan’s RDO intentionally 

recruited committee members who had more recently arrived. She said of them: ‘They 

know what’s going on… It’s more like we learn from them. They have current information.’ 

The disconnect between diaspora and local communities’ knowledge of a situation can 

also run both ways. Some RDO members spoke about ‘not knowing’ being an issue for the 

people they were helping, leading to misunderstandings about what refugee diaspora 

communities in Australia are expected to do to help. Naj said: 

They have a glorious picture (of) this part of the world, which also needs to become 

(clearer). Afghan women in Australia (made a video to show) how we are coming 

together and working. We took the video to Iran (and showed it). You know, they 

didn’t expect my office, for example, to be that (basic). They said: ‘Oh, is it your 

office?!’ …So, it (is) sharing both ways. 

These kinds of misperceptions were spoken about by others, of how the expectations of 

those they were trying to help did not match the reality of the situation for diaspora 

communities in Australia. Indeed, we can see how it is harder for those in current refugee 

situations to understand the perspectives of those in the wider diaspora than it is for 

refugee diaspora communities in Australia to understand the situation of those they are 

helping. For those involved in RDOs, they have the knowledge of having lived in both 

places. 

6.3.3 Humanitarian knowledge 

Discussions about knowledge and humanitarian practice (diasporan or other) frequently 

places a distinction between ‘expert’ and ‘local’ knowledge. Barnett (2005) argues that the 

distinctions made between expert and local knowledge can be traced to the 

transformation of humanitarianism in the 1990s: 

The field was becoming rationalized, aspiring to develop: methodologies for 

calculating results, abstract rules to guide standardized responses, and 
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procedures to improve efficiency and identify the best means to achieve specified 

ends. Humanitarian organizations were also becoming bureaucratized, developing 

spheres of competence, and rules to standardize responses and to drive means-

ends calculations. Professionalism followed, with demands for actors who had 

specific knowledge, vocational qualifications that derived from specialized 

training, and the ability to follow fixed doctrine. (p. 729) 

Within this evolving field and in the context of fierce competition for resources, 

organisations with ‘specialist knowledge’ have the advantage. Barnett (2011) argues that 

expert knowledge ‘is the trump card’ that is given precedence over local knowledge (p. 

235) and what constitutes valuable knowledge within the humanitarian field is very much 

shaped by professional actors (see also Horst et al., 2015, p. 221). In highlighting the 

vested interests of dominant humanitarian actors, Barnett and others have usefully 

suggested that there is potential for broadening humanitarian knowledge in ways that 

challenge the expert/local distinction (Barnett, 2011; Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010; Horst et al., 

2015; Pacitto & Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2013). Indeed, I would suggest that RDOs draw on 

sources of knowledge that have the potential to bridge these distinctions. This is 

particularly so in the case of those who have both technical expertise (relevant training, 

skills) as well as local knowledge (language, cultural, social networks). Hamid described 

the vantage of diaspora professionals as such: 

Let’s say there are (two) professionals: one with no Rohingya background, one with 

Rohingya background. There is this difference between them, in that the Rohingya 

one can identify the problem just like that. The other guy will have to wander 

around a lot.  

This ability to understand a situation and how to respond from multiple perspectives—

from the perspective of the person being helped as well as those who are helping—was 

discussed by other respondents as one of the strengths of refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism, as well as an area that needed further development. For example, when 

asked how they could be more effective in their helping work, some RDO representatives 

spoke about wanting to have greater knowledge of how to plan and implement activities 

‘more professionally’.  

Yet there is something to be questioned about the distance that professionalisation within 

the humanitarian sector creates between the helpers and those being helped. That, 
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perhaps, acting ‘professionally’ leads to ways of working that may not be the only, or even 

the best, approach: 

As professionals relying on expert, objective, and generalized knowledge, they had 

less need to learn about nuances of the local conditions before developing and 

implementing their policies. Professionalism, observed Rony Brauman, had the 

effect of reducing proximity to technique and creating greater distance between 

the giver and the receiver. As one MSF worker reflected about the noticeable lack 

of informal interactions with local populations, “We have less time to drink tea. 

Most of us avoid interacting on a one-to-one basis with the people. We don’t have 

time. We like being on the internet. We don’t think that much can be gained that 

will help us do our job.” (Barnett, 2011, p. 218) 

Contrast this to what I observed when travelling to Indonesia with members of one RDO. 

Five people from Melbourne travelled to Jakarta because an Oromo CBO in Indonesia had 

asked for help. In trying to find out what they could do, the RDO organised a series of 

meetings with Indonesia-based Oromo community members. More than 100 people 

turned up at these meetings; almost everyone in Indonesia who was Oromo except those 

held in detention centres. A significant amount of time spent at these gatherings involved 

individuals standing and talking about their journeys, their difficulties and their needs. 

The stories were harrowing, many told with tears and desperation. The RDO members sat 

and listened, asked questions and took notes. But aside from these formal meetings, the 

hotel where we stayed became an informal meeting place. Every time I entered the lobby 

there were Oromo-Indonesian community members sitting at tables eating and talking 

with their Australian compatriots. Over the six days we were in Indonesia, the Oromo-

Australians disappeared for various periods of time. When asked where they had gone, 

they said they were visiting people from the community. They travelled to their houses 

and listened to what they wanted to tell them. They ‘drank tea’. Countless photos and 

videos of these interactions were taken and Facebook contacts made. On reflection, much 

of what the members of this RDO did by travelling to Indonesia seemed to be about 

bearing witness. The time spent gathering, and the close proximity between the helpers 

and those that were asking for help, seemed to create space for a deeper understanding of 
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the particular situation facing this small group of individuals seeking asylum in 

Indonesia.125  

 

To conclude, RDOs involving people who have personally experienced life as a refugee and 

been on the receiving end of humanitarian assistance, draw their understandings and 

actions based on both descriptive and acquainted knowledge. While RDOs have their blind 

spots, particularly in working within a wider humanitarian system and in cases where 

there is disconnect between diaspora and local community understandings of a situation, 

they also have some natural advantages. Diaspora humanitarians have the advantage of 

being able to ‘read’ situations and interpret nuances by virtue of their ‘insider’ status. But 

perhaps the greatest distinction between the knowledge of refugee diaspora and other 

humanitarian actors relates to the proximity between the helpers and those they are 

helping. The ability of refugee diaspora humanitarians to communicate and listen—and 

the time taken doing this—points to a different way of understanding a situation, needs 

and responses. It perhaps also foregrounds a different form of knowledge—one that sits 

between cognition and embodiment, between intellection and sensation, and between 

reason and emotion—and which sets refugee diaspora humanitarianism apart from 

dominant humanitarian practices that privilege ‘technical expertise’ over ‘local 

knowledge’.126  

                                                           

125 What the RDO did with this knowledge is, of course, a different matter, and one that will be 
returned to in Chapter 8. 
126 With thanks to Professor Andrew Dawson for initially drawing my attention to this observation. 
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6.4 Networks 

Social networks (Mitchell, 1964) were undeniably an important feature of how RDOs in 

this study went about helping. Local networks within Australia and transnational 

networks with people in humanitarian situations and the wider diaspora, were all 

influential in shaping refugee diaspora humanitarianism. In the following, RDO networks 

are conceptualised in terms of ‘transnational social fields’ (Glick Schiller, 2004) and as 

rhizomatic networks (Deleuze & Guttari, 1987; Ghorashi & Boersma, 2009). The 

significance of trust to these networks is then explored, as is how the relative strength of 

RDOs’ local and transnational networks enables their helping. 

6.4.1 Transnational social fields and rhizomatic networks 

As Glick Schiller (2004) holds, ‘transnational social fields’ are composed of observable 

social relationships and transactions:  

Multiple actors, with very different kinds of power and locations of power, 

interact across borders to create and sustain this field of relationships. As 

networks of interpersonal connections that stretch across borders, transnational 

social fields are people-to-people relationships through which information, 

resources, goods, services, and ideas are exchanged. (p. 455) 

The use of the term transnational to describe these observable social relationships and 

transactions speaks to the way in which the nation-state shapes but does not contain such 

linkages and movements (see also Basch, Schiller, & Szanton Blanc, 1994; Glick Schiller, 

2004, 2012). For this reason, the subsequent discussion of RDO networks is organised 

with reference to their location within states—within Australia, between countries of 

refuge (humanitarian contexts), and between states where the ‘wider diaspora’ (Van Hear, 

2006, 2009) live. That is, the unequal power and resources of people in each of these 

different locations is influenced by their relationship to and within nation-states and thus 

warrant separate consideration.  

Before turning to what RDOs’ networks do, it is useful to conceptualise these networks in 

terms of ‘decentralized, distributed patterns of human organizations’ (Ghorashi & 

Boersma, 2009, p. 670), or rhizomatic networks (Deleuze & Guttari, 1987). Deleuze and 

Guttari (1987) write that: 
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Unlike trees or their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any other point, and 

its traits are not necessarily linked to traits of the same nature; it brings into play 

very different regimes of signs, and even non-sign states... It is composed not of 

units but of dimensions, or rather directions in motion... the tree is filiation but the 

rhizome is alliance...the fabric of the rhizome is the conjunction (pp. 21, 25). 

Rhizomatic networks within transnational social fields are not neutral phenomena. These 

networks involve people with differential power, resources and social capital (Van Hear & 

Cohen, 2017). As Ghorashi and Boersma (2009) conclude: 

Social capital is the sum of resources, actual or virtual, that increases if an 

individual becomes connected to networks of more or less institutionalized 

(durable) relationships (Bourdieu, 1990; Burt, 2005; Ibarra et al., 2005; Putnam, 

1993). In this way, social capital is linked to one's identity, not so much in terms of 

one's roots but in terms of one's rhizomatic, networked connections. (p. 670) 

Bringing together these ideas of rhizomatic networks within transnational social fields we 

can begin to see how refugee diaspora humanitarianism is enabled by the (moving) 

connections that are made between people in different places, whose conjunction is found 

in a shared—or the perception of a shared—identity. These networks involve transactions 

of information, resources, goods, services, and ideas. That is, they involve action and have 

effect.  

6.4.2 Trust 

What binds social networks together is both transactional (an exchange of goods, 

information, services and ideas) and involves affect. Much of the discussion I had about the 

different people or networks RDOs draw on involved acknowledgment of who was and 

wasn’t to be trusted (see also Bornstein, 2012 Chapter 2). Trust is crucial for ‘getting 

things done’; if someone says they are going to do something or that they know something, 

they must be trusted. As people-to-people helping, and often involving organisations with 

informal governance structures, it is not hard to see how significant trust-based 

relationships are to refugee diaspora humanitarianism. An assessment of trustworthiness 

is important both in the relationships between people based in Australia and those they 

are working with overseas. Trust bridges the distance between helpers and those they are 

helping, particularly when implementation of projects or carriage of funds raised in 

Australia is sent to individuals in far off, and oft-times highly insecure, places. But trust 
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was also spoken about as crucial in mobilising communities within Australia to get behind 

an RDO, and as a significant factor in both the successes and challenges faced by RDOs. 

For RDOs in Australia, trust seems to come from personally knowing someone, being able 

to verify a person or local group’s trustworthiness from different sources, or being able to 

‘see for themselves’ that a person or group is trustworthy. For example, one RDO 

responded to internal displacement within Iraq by raising funds and sending part of this 

money to a ‘trusted person’; a family relation of the RDO’s chairperson. Only part of the 

money was sent in the first instance because the RDO wanted to ensure that the person 

receiving the money would do what they said they would. After verifying from multiple 

sources that the funds had been spent as anticipated, the RDO then sent a second 

instalment. Other RDOs used established (trusted) networks to verify information from 

sources where they did not have a strong connection. As Sarah explained, when a person 

contacted her organisation and asked for help: 

We (have) our people we trust there who can tell us if this (person) is really in need. 

(They can say): ‘No, they (have) some support from overseas. They (have) cousins or 

friends or whoever. They can send them (money)’. So, we can check. (Mandaean 

RDO) 

Knowing who and what information to trust is a two-way thing within RDO transnational 

networks. With relationships of trust comes expectations. Those at the receiving end of 

diaspora humanitarianism also make their own assessments of a RDOs trustworthiness 

and whether to engage. Conversations with people working for CBOs or NGOs in 

Indonesia, Thailand and South Sudan revealed different views on the trustworthiness or 

reliability of those in the wider diaspora. While they seemed to willingly engage with 

RDOs, several people expressed a desire to understand how to work with RDOs better to 

ensure that what was promised was acted on. 

However, by far the greatest focus of discussions about trust concerned RDOs’ networks 

within Australia, and particularly trust within diaspora communities who are instrumental 

in mobilising support and resources for RDOs. As one key informant supporting RDOs in 

Australia said of why some organisations succeed and others fail:  

I think that (it is about) being able to create trust within the community (who) are 

actually going to give you money (to) do things. So, it’s that—being able (to) prove 

yourself trustworthy.  
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This sentiment was echoed by others from RDOs about the challenges they faced in 

mobilising support within Australia. As Naj said: ‘For my association to run successfully, it 

was very important for me to build my reputation first’ (Hazara RDO). Another person 

spoke of the long process of rebuilding trust within a community where previous RDOs 

had failed to do what they said they would, and the feeling of mistrust of community-led 

humanitarian endeavour was reportedly high: 

My role first it is (to) get that trust back (from) people. (To show that) there are 

people who can do things. We are like selling ourselves: ‘Trust us. We'll do a lot.’ 

(Eritrean RDO) 

In short, relationships within RDOs’ social networks are heavily influenced by trust. 

Trustworthiness seems to come from both previously-established relationships (people 

who are known to each other or who share kinship ties) or by being able to prove 

trustworthiness through actions.  

6.4.3 RDO networks 

Turning from affect and trust within transnational social networks to transactions, the 

following details how RDOs’ networks in Australia, in humanitarian contexts and in the 

wider diaspora enable or facilitate refugee diaspora humanitarianism. 

Australia 

RDOs’ social networks in Australia enable refugee diaspora humanitarianism in two main 

ways: as a way of identifying needs through people who have personal ties to an affected 

population overseas; and as a way of mobilising support for the work of RDOs. To return 

to Glick Schiller’s (2004) description of transnational social fields as ‘people-to-people 

relationships through which information, resources, goods, services, and ideas are 

exchanged’ (p. 455), the first of these areas involves a transaction of information or ideas, 

and the second involves the transaction of goods, resources and services.  

To illustrate how social networks are instrumental in bringing information and ideas to 

guide RDOs activities, the following excerpt from field notes describes how the decision 

was made for members of an RDO to travel to Indonesia: 

In explaining why they decided to travel to Indonesia, Hassan said it wasn’t the first 

time community members from Australia have done this sort of thing. He previously 
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went to Kenya to do similar advocacy. He said these visits were often reactive. He 

further explained how they came to know about the issues facing Oromo asylum 

seekers in Indonesia. He said his wife’s brother was among this group and had 

travelled to Indonesia from Djibouti about six months ago. His brother-in-law had 

called his sister (Hassan’s wife) to ask for help. Before this call, they had not known 

that his brother-in-law was intending to fly to Indonesia. Hassan said that he did not 

consider they could do much when he first called. It was only when someone from 

the Oromo-Australian community accompanied his wife on a business trip to 

Indonesia and accidentally came across a group of Oromo asylum seekers standing 

outside the UNHCR office in Jakarta, and then came back to Australia with stories 

and photos of the terrible situation they were in, that Hassan mobilised others from 

the community in Australia to act. 

So many of the descriptions of how needs were identified by RDOs—such as this decision 

to travel to Indonesia—seemed to involve an element of chance; of someone travelling or 

seeing or knowing someone who needed help, and then mobilising support within 

diaspora communities to respond. Earlier I referred to how the actions of RDOs seemed to 

come about through happenstance. Yet we can also see that this is not just chance. Social 

networks were key to how information and ideas are exchanged and then acted upon, and 

the strength of these networks are significant to how and what information is shared. To 

use another example, one Sydney-based woman who co-founded an RDO spoke about how 

the idea came about. Elizabeth said that a friend in Darwin had called her to talk about the 

unfolding displacement crisis in their homeland, South Sudan. Her friend said to her: ‘I 

think you know quite a few people, let’s try and do something’. And so they contacted ‘like-

minded friends’ across Australia and established an RDO with committee members and 

fundraising capacity in each state and territory. 

Identifying needs is, of course, only part of the story of how social networks in Australia 

shape refugee diaspora humanitarianism. The relative strength of an RDO’s social 

networks—both in terms of bonding and bridging social capital (Putnam, 2000)—is 

significant. That is, while many people involved in RDOs in Australia may have 

transnational social networks to be able to identify needs, not everyone had the social 

capital that could take information or ideas and translate this into effective action. In the 

above example, what was key to the success of these two people establishing a South 

Sudanese RDO was not only that they were able to identify needs and have an idea about 

how to respond, but that they were able to mobilise a network of supporters to make 
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something happen. It may not have been chance that Elizabeth was also the daughter of a 

well-respected, long-serving and active community advocate in Australia who could 

presumably draw on these networks, skills and experiences in trying to turn an idea into 

effective action.  

From my observations, RDOs mobilise financial and human resources to help mostly by 

drawing on the relative strength of their networks within diaspora communities in 

Australia—through bonding social capital. In almost all cases, the most significant 

financial backers of RDOs are people from diaspora communities. The same can be said for 

the human resources that enable RDO activities. The RDOs in in this study were mostly 

run by people who were active in diaspora communities and drew on diaspora networks 

to identify other people who could help. As the following example illustrates, those with 

strong social networks have the potential to mobilise a significant volunteer base and in-

kind support: 

We announced (our project) through our community media—the internet and 

emails and through mosque and through word-of-mouth—but the response was 

really, really good. We sent two containers, but what we received is maybe six 

containers. (We) had people that worked on (sorting out donations) as, you know, it 

is not an easy job. (We) put things in different places and with different guys, and we 

(had) people come and organise it. …With all our groups, our clubs, we have teams 

to do this work. (Iraqi RDO) 

But there were also some (fewer) RDOs in this study that had much stronger bridging 

capital and had managed to mobilise support from wider social networks in Australia. For 

example, some RDOs were directly associated with religious organisations made up of 

diverse congregations, one had strong links with a local Rotary Club, and a number were 

led by people who were well-established in professional networks (e.g. universities, 

businesses) that provided an additional source of both financial and human resources.  

One RDO that seemed to have both strong bridging and bonding networks is illustrative of 

the capacity of different networks to turn ideas into action. The RDO was started by a 

former refugee from Burma, Jordan, who was closely associated with a Baptist church in 
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Melbourne.127 Before starting the RDO, Jordan invited members of his church to join him 

visiting the refugee camp on the Thai-Burma border where he had lived and still had 

connections. Six members of the congregation—of whom only Jordan was a former 

refugee—took up the invitation. These individuals became key to mobilising other 

supporters from within the church community and brought with them different skills and 

social networks. Jordan spoke about the importance of building wider support networks 

thus: 

I think some people (from my community) would (have) a different view. (Some 

leaders) would say: ‘This is (our community). We should stick together. We should 

call (on) our own community or work through our problem’. But for me, I see that (it 

needs to be) a little bit wider. …I knew from experience as well. In 1994 when I first 

came, (we could only) start with a small prayer group. We would collect money and 

raise $1,000, 1,200, 1,300. That's all we can do. Other than that, we pray. …But if we 

go with a wider group—with the church and other people—we can get (more) 

support, (because other) people have a lot of connections. (Karen RDO) 

What could be surmised from Jordan and others’ examples is that bonding social capital is 

instrumental in getting RDO ideas off the ground, as diaspora networks seemed to be more 

easily mobilised to help. However, RDOs that can draw on wider (bridging) social 

networks have the possibility of sustaining or expanding their capacity to help over the 

longer term. 

Humanitarian contexts 

As with RDOs’ networks within Australia, RDOs’ transnational networks were key for both 

exchanging ideas and information and for getting things done. These networks are 

particularly important in spaces that are harder for ‘outsiders’, including those from 

                                                           

127 Horstmann’s (2011) analysis of the missionary and proselytising effect of church networks 
(Baptist, Catholic, Protestant, Seventh Day Adventist etc.) on Karen refugee camps and the 
distribution of humanitarian aid on the Thai-Burma border is worth noting here. While it is not 
possible to comment on the effect of RDOs like Jordan’s in this context, particularly the critique that 
those who do not identify as Christian receive less support, it is important to remind the reader that 
RDOs are focused on the communities with which they identify and have connections. If we take a 
wider view of humanitarian needs, RDOs like Jordan’s could be problematised for not attending to 
the needs of the most vulnerable. At the same time, it is possible to argue that the needs and 
vulnerabilities of Karen Baptists are considerable, and that a small RDO with connections to this 
population will have greater potential to make a difference, than one that tries to use its very 
modest resources to help those with whom they are not already connected (i.e. do not share 
networks of trust). 
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diaspora communities in Australia, to access. In 2013, Médecins Sans Frontières reported 

that diaspora organisations were able to deliver aid to civilian populations inside Syria 

that were inaccessible to other aid organisations through their ‘well-established networks’ 

(Sezgin, 2015, p. 245). If we consider what ‘well-established networks’ look like, the 

networks that seem to matter most involve local people who are in positions of authority 

or have the necessary skills and networks to be able to exchange information, ideas, goods 

and services with their contacts in RDOs. Very often, the people who can do these things 

are involved with or represent local CBOs who implement activities on behalf of RDOs. 

And, in almost all examples I heard about, the strength of relationships depended on who 

knew who and how well. 

The following description of the process that led to an Eritrean RDO funding the 

construction of a school building in a refugee camp gives a flavour to how these 

transnational networks are utilised: 

(We knew) someone who was a friend of ours (when) we were teaching back in the 

'80s in Sudan. (He) heard about us; that we had come there, and (now) he's a 

principal of one school. (He asked us to come and visit). He told (us) the story about 

the school, his school, and Berhan went there to just see. 

What we see here is the importance of the relationship between the principal of a school 

and two members of an RDO. The relationship between these individuals existed prior to 

the RDO coming into existence, but the fact that the man was now a school principal meant 

that he was in a position to provide information and ideas to the RDO members about 

needs, and to facilitate the implementation of the response ‘on the ground’. Indeed, in this 

case, the principal was key to negotiating the outcome—the construction of a school 

building on an existing site at the camp—with camp authorities, a local NGO and the RDO 

in Australia. 

The networks that RDOs have with people in humanitarian contexts were not always 

spoken about as ‘well-established’ and some interviewees talked about the challenges of 

building or maintaining these networks. Relationships that were identified as problematic 

tended to be those involving people whose trustworthiness had yet to be tested, and 

where connections were newly-established rather than built on an existing relationship. 

For example, Naj identified monitoring as a challenge facing her organisation (a Hazara 

RDO) because ‘the people that we’ve chosen in those countries we have had very limited 
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relationship, face-to-face’. In this case, the RDO sought to strengthen these relationships 

by members travelling from Australia and offering training to the women they had 

engaged locally. It seemed that part of the rationale of offering face-to-face training was to 

strengthen the relationships of the RDO with their locally-engaged counterparts and, 

importantly, to build trust. 

The wider diaspora 

Moving now to RDO networks with counterparts in the wider diaspora—in more affluent 

countries in the Global North—it was surprising the number of people I spoke to whose 

organisation was in direct communication and, at times, coordination with RDOs in other 

countries in the wider diaspora. Take the following exchange, for example: 

Louise:  (Are you) associated with Ogaden community groups in different 

countries? 

Ladan:  Yes, there’s an Ogaden community in Minnesota, Washington, Dallas, and 

the same with Europe – we’ve got London, Sweden, Norway… 

Louise:  Are you regularly in contact with them? 

Ladan:  Yes, (we) regularly have conferences over the phone, or Skype. 

Louise:  To discuss issues happening in the Ogaden region, or in the diaspora? 

Ladan:  To discuss issues in Ogaden, and also the issues for the refugees in Kenya 

and how we can support them. 

Louise:  Have you done any work as an international network to support refugees 

in Kenya, or do you usually work as national or local groups? 

Ladan:  It’s a bit of both. There is the umbrella. (We) have the Ogaden Orphan 

organisation. That’s basically around the world. The head office is in 

Kenya. So, each country helps out. Each country organises fundraisers to 

help the kids buy books… 

There were other examples given of coordination between RDOs in the wider diaspora, 

particularly where relationships are forged while living as refugees and then maintained 

after individuals are resettled to different countries. Again, the strength of pre-existing 

trust-based relationships was key to how dynamic or significant these transnational 

networks between those in the wider diaspora were.  

In sum, refugee diaspora humanitarianism is enabled through transnational social 

networks. These networks are built on trust-based relationships between people in 
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different parts of the world—in Australia, in humanitarian contexts and in the wider 

diaspora—and involve transactions of information, resources, goods, services, and ideas. 

These are rhizomatic networks. That is, they are networks in motion, as connections are 

made in response to events (crises) or mobility (resettlement, travel), and the relative 

strength of an RDO’s networks plays a key role in what they decide to do and how effective 

they are. 

6.5 Conclusion 

This chapter began by exploring how regimes of mobility—understood to have both 

institutional and personal dimensions—shape refugee diaspora humanitarianism and 

reflect structures and hierarchies of power and position by race, gender, age and class. 

Those involved in RDOs who have Australian citizenship, for example, have the greatest 

potential to travel internationally and, importantly, to return. But physical mobility is also 

linked to governmentality and how people perceive and internalise their motility. For 

those who travel overseas, their reasons for going are not solely humanitarian. Most travel 

to visit, care for, create or reunite with families and friends, suggesting that refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism and the ways that transnational families connect exist side-by-

side. And finally, information and communication technologies provide tools for RDOs to 

organise across dispersed locations and to mobilise support by creating or sustaining 

affective connections between dispersed communities, suggesting the importance of 

virtual mobility to refugee diaspora humanitarianism.  

In the second part of this chapter, the visibility of refugee diasporas as humanitarian 

actors is described in different contexts and how (in)visibility is used for specific purposes 

and effect. In comfortable humanitarian spaces, representatives of RDOs make themselves 

visible as ‘the Other’ or as ‘refugees’ because of its symbolic and signifying effect in 

mobilising support and asserting legitimacy to make claims for resources and protection. 

Conversely, in liminal humanitarian spaces those involved in RDOs use the advantages of 

being ‘invisible’ or ‘ordinary’ to access hard-to-reach populations and implement projects 

efficiently. Yet being invisible as humanitarian actors also means a lack of recognition that 

refugee diaspora humanitarianism can or does have consequence for displaced 

populations. 

In the third part of this chapter, I explored how those involved in RDOs draw their 

understanding of humanitarian situations, needs and responses on both descriptive and 
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acquainted knowledge. While RDOs have their blind spots, they also have natural 

advantages, such as being able to interpret nuances in local contexts. But perhaps the 

greatest distinction between the knowledge of refugee diasporas and other humanitarian 

actors relates to the proximity between the helpers and those they are helping. There is 

something distinctive about the time taken by diaspora humanitarians to listen to and 

‘drink tea’ with the people they are helping. These acts of bearing witness suggest the 

foregrounding of different forms of knowledge (affective, acquainted) in refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism.  

Finally, this chapter illustrated how the work of RDOs is greatly enabled and shaped by 

social networks. These networks are built on trust-based relationships between people in 

different parts of the world—in Australia, in humanitarian contexts and among the wider 

diaspora—and involve transactions of information, resources, goods, services, and ideas. 

These are networks in motion (rhizomatic networks), whose connections are made in 

response to events (crises) and mobility (resettlement, travel), and whose relative 

strength plays a role in the effectiveness of RDOs. 

Taken together, the four themes explored in this chapter paint a picture of refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism as distinct way of working transnationally. How RDOs work 

across dispersed space and time suggests they have unique strengths and capabilities to 

help ‘familiar strangers’. While there may be considerable differences in the people and 

the local contexts in which RDOs are working, there are many parallels in how mobility, 

visibility, knowledge and networks shape what is both possible and practicable in terms of 

their helping. The next chapter will take these findings and explore the implications of 

these actors and their practices to humanitarian responses and the international refugee 

regime more broadly. 
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CHAPTER 7 

IMPLICATIONS AND POSSIBILITIES OF REFUGEE DIASPORA 

HUMANITARIANISM 

The preceding chapters described the ecology, motivations and modalities of diaspora 

humanitarianism, framed as acts of caring for forcibly displaced people (‘familiar 

strangers’) living in the ‘margins of the world’. I argue that refugee diaspora organisations 

(RDOs) are distinct humanitarian actors—with transnational modalities and motivations 

that reflect the histories and positionality of resettled refugees in Australia. This last 

substantive chapter discusses the implications of these findings and what they suggest in 

terms of future possibilities for refugee diaspora humanitarianism. To do this, the 

intersections between humanitarianism and the international refugee regime discussed in 

Chapter 2 are returned to, this time exploring how the actions of RDOs fit within and/or 

challenge understandings and practices of refugee protection and humanitarianism.  

This chapter has been divided into three broad and overlapping areas where refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism has implications: in strengthening refugee protection (Section 

7.1); in diversifying humanitarianism (Section 7.2); and in envisioning and enabling 

diaspora transnationalism in Australia (Section 7.3). As this chapter is concerned with 

both implications and possibilities, this discussion draws in policy debates as well as the 

perspectives of humanitarian professionals who were interviewed as part of this study. As 

such, the theoretical implications of this research will be combined with some of its 

practical implications. The aim of this chapter, then, is to address the third research 

question: What role does or can refugee diaspora humanitarianism play in the international 

refugee regime? 

7.1 Strengthening refugee protection 

Chapter 2 suggested that the international refugee regime can be understood as a 

dominant structure governing global responses to particular situations of forced 

displacement. The lack of effectiveness in realising the ‘durable solutions’ espoused by this 

regime has resulted in two notable trends: a steady rise in the number of people living in 

protracted refugee situations with no durable solution in sight, and the increasing 
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irregularity and onward movement of people seeking protection and failing to find it, 

resulting in more people living precarious lives in the ‘margins of the world’ (Agier, 2008). 

Refugees often rely on or seek help from humanitarian actors who govern in the zones 

that states have ceded or abandoned (Ferguson & Gupta, 2002). At the same time, the 

professionalised, bureaucratised and rationalised world of dominant humanitarianism has 

been criticised as ‘an arena’ whereby resources, legitimacy and status are contested, 

where governance is asymmetrical and hierarchical, and where accountability to those 

that humanitarians serve is often superseded by other interests.  

Yet even those who are critical of dominant humanitarianism in its current form see the 

importance of acts of helping those who are distant (strangers), particularly where there 

is significant suffering in the world, and both awareness of suffering and the possibility to 

do something about it are enabled by ‘new mobilities’ (Sheller & Urry, 2006). In fact, 

responses to forced displacement are constantly being challenged from within and have 

evolved through considerable soul-searching and introspection by dominant actors 

themselves (Barnett, 2011).128  Many leaders within the international refugee regime have 

acknowledged the inherent shortcomings of traditional approaches in meeting the 

protection needs of refugees and have argued for better ways of doing things. To use the 

parlance of the humanitarian aid industry, the need to ‘innovate’ has never been 

greater.129  In the following, some key trends and newer directions in refugee protection 

policy and practice are mapped out (Section 7.2.1), before discussing how these trends 

create possibilities and spaces for refugee diaspora humanitarianism (Section 7.2.2). 

7.1.1 The changing landscape of refugee protection 

There have been several trends in refugee protection policy and practice in response to 

the abovementioned shortcomings of the international refugee regime to realise timely 

and durable solutions and the limited capacity of dominant humanitarian actors to secure 

enough resources to meet the needs of all who are considered ‘out of place’. There have 

been attempts to draw in non-traditional humanitarian actors, including development 

                                                           

128 Some of the leading commentators in critical humanitarianism have come from working for 
humanitarian organisations. For example, Hugo Slim has worked for ICRC, Didier Fassin and Michel 
Agier for MSF, Jeff Crisp and Kristin Bergtora Sandvik for UNHCR, and Miriam Ticktin for various 
human rights organisations. 
129 Note, for example, the World Humanitarian Summit in 2016 convened by then-UN Secretary 
General, Ban Ki-moon, to ‘generate commitments to reduce suffering and deliver better for people 
around the globe’ https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/; see also UNHCR’s Innovation Hub 
as an example of humanitarian innovation. http://innovation.unhcr.org/  

https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/
http://innovation.unhcr.org/
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agencies and the private sector, as well as a drive towards innovation in how programs are 

designed and implemented with the aim of creating greater efficiencies. There has been a 

growing recognition of the significance of ‘local actors’ in ensuring refugees can live in 

dignity and safety and a push towards the ‘localisation’ of humanitarian responses.130  And 

finally, there has been a growing recognition of the agency of displaced people and a move 

towards humanitarian actors working to strengthen existing community support 

structures. It is the latter of these trends—the rise of ‘community-based protection’—that 

is focussed on here.131  

Community-based protection (CBP) 

The participation of refugees in finding solutions to the protection challenges132 they face 

is hardly new. Despite being frequently represented in public discourse as voiceless, 

vulnerable and passive victims (Malkki, 1996), the agency of displaced persons in 

negotiating their own solutions has been described in detail by scholars (cf Bakewell, 

2008; De Montclos, 2008; Harrell-Bond, 2002; Harrell-Bond & Voutira, 2007; Hilhorst & 

Jansen, 2010; Horst, 2006a; Monsutti, 2008; Sandvik, 2009; Uehling, 1998; Zetter & Long, 

2012). As Bornstein and Redfield (2010) remind us, ‘acts of care’ within communities go 

on in times of disaster just as they do in everyday life (p. 252). Yet much of what this 

research on refugee agency has shown is how people deploy their own individual or group 

strategies to survive, sometimes despite or against the actions, policies or objectives of 

                                                           

130 Briefly, ‘localisation’ is the push for more resources to go directly to national or local rather than 
international actors, which has been spearheaded by some of the leading humanitarian donors and 
aid agencies through the Grand Bargain and the Charter for Change that came out of the World 
Humanitarian Summit in 2016. The 30 donors and agencies that signed the Grand Bargain 
committed ‘to achieve by 2020 a global, aggregated target of at least 25 per cent of humanitarian 
funding to local and national responders’ (Agenda for Humanity, 2016, p. 5). The Charter for 
Change involves eight commitments that INGOs voluntarily agreed to implement by May 2018. 
These include commitments to: increase direct funding so that 20% of INGO funding is transferred 
to southern-based NGOs for humanitarian action by May 2018; increase transparency around 
resource transfers to southern-based national and local NGOs, and; provide support to build local 
humanitarian capacity (Charter4Change, 2016). 
131  In discussing community-based protection, I do not offer an in-depth analysis of its 
implementation. Rather I take policy discussions as part of the ongoing process of envisioning and 
shaping humanitarian responses in situations of forced displacement. That is, policies inform 
practices and vice versa, but the link between the two is not always as expected. The impact of 
these policies on refugees is a question that warrants separate investigation, but understanding its 
direction helps us understand future possibilities that, hopefully, draw on lessons from the past. 
132 A UNHCR definition of protection is being ‘protected from persistent internal or external 
violence or threats of violence, and their effects, and from coercion and systematic deprivation of 
basic rights’ (UNHCR, 2013, p. 4). 
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humanitarian actors. 133  Less well researched is how humanitarian actors—and 

particularly those with the greatest power over the lives of refugees—engage refugee 

populations through participatory processes.  

While there is less scholarly research on refugee participation in humanitarian practice, 

reference to participatory approaches is not hard to find in policy discourses. In parallel 

with the development industry, dominant humanitarian actors have increasingly talked 

about ‘refugee participation’ in policy and programming, even while critics continue to 

suggest the limitations of participatory approaches that have been deployed (cf. Barnett, 

2005; Benner, Muangsookjarouen, Sondorp, & Townsend, 2008). In an article titled 

Neglect of refugee participation, Benner et al. (2008) argue that ‘the participation of 

affected populations in planning or implementation of humanitarian aid in conflict or post-

conflict situations has too often been neglected’ (p. 25). These authors contend that 

participatory approaches have been ‘reduced to providing staff for health and education 

services and food distribution – to the administration of activities rather than the design 

and planning of programmes’ (ibid.) and that participatory approaches have reinforced 

inequalities between humanitarian professionals and affected communities through 

hierarchies in divisions of labour. Barnett (2011) is particularly scathing in his analysis of 

the distance between affected populations and humanitarian workers: 

In the typical humanitarian case, the ruling class is made up of well-to-do 

foreigners, and local populations largely provide security, support, and menial 

labor in a way that is reminiscent of earlier empires. In fact, aid agencies have 

even developed a “remote control” system that allows headquarters to direct field 

operations carried out by locals. ...In the pursuit of effectiveness, humanitarian 

governance has become more professionalized and bureaucratic, probably 

improving its efficiency but potentially at the cost of expanding local participation. 

(p. 222) 

The concept of ‘community-based protection’ (CBP) has been a more recent iteration of 

participatory approaches in policies about responses to forced displacement. While the 

rise of CBP may have a longer history, UNHCR as the lead agency in refugee protection 

only released its Protection Policy Paper—Understanding Community-Based Protection—

                                                           

133 For example, Sandvik (2009) describes how refugees in Uganda learn about, understand and 
perform particular narratives of suffering that they believe will facilitate their chances of being 
accepted by a third country for resettlement, and how UNHCR’s legal protection officers seek to 
distinguish ‘true authenticity’ in narrative performances. 
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to clarify its approach in 2013. This paper lays out 12 key lessons of CBP for UNHCR staff, 

including that: community-based protection ‘is a process, not a project’ (Lesson 1); 

community counterparts should be selected with care (Lesson 2); ‘communities are well 

placed to identify protection challenges but external partners also have an important role’ 

(Lesson 3), and; ‘communities already employ protection measures’ (Lesson 5). (UNHCR, 

2013). 

Although more clearly articulated than the amorphous concept of ‘refugee participation’, 

CBP still assumes a central relationship (and division) between affected communities and 

external actors. A document developed by the Humanitarian Practice Network is 

illustrative of this, where it states that CBP requires ‘a reorientation of operational 

protection frameworks that reflects the right, capacity and desire of crisis-affected 

communities to engage, and be engaged, in international humanitarian efforts to enhance 

their protection’ (Berry & Reddy, 2010, p. 1- emphasis added). Of note here is that this 

reorientation still assumes the centrality of external ‘efforts’ and shifts only so much as 

those implementing CBP approaches are more directly focused on engaging people from 

affected communities in planning and implementation. In short, the CBP agenda can be 

seen as an acknowledgement of the existent capacity within affected populations to find 

their own solutions, while at the same time retaining the knowledge and expertise of 

humanitarian professionals who can carefully guide, enable or watch over community 

processes so that they align with what are ‘accepted protection practices’.  

One of the potentials of CBP models is the possibility of shifting decision-making power 

and resources from international humanitarian actors to affected populations. This was 

something that Barbara Harrell-Bond (2002) argued some years ago when she cynically 

suggested that ‘self-distribution is…unlikely to be any more arbitrary than what actually 

happens when organizations distribute aid’ (p. 57). Bornstein and Redfield (2010) offer a 

similar analysis when they write of the international response to the Haitian earthquake in 

2010, that: ‘With bare hands and minimal tools Haitians rescued far more of their own 

than any of the specialized teams with their elaborate equipment’ (p. 252). Yet this is a 

potentiality that requires some radical reconfiguration on the part of dominant 

humanitarian actors, as it involves the (possible) relinquishing of power and resources 

and leaves open the possibility of a diversification of ideas about what ‘protection’ is and 

how to go about it. This is a significant change as refugee protection—like other forms of 

humanitarian response—has been highly professionalised and rationalised into widely-



 200 

accepted and replicated frameworks; there are easy-to-remember acronyms like ‘AGD’ 

(age, gender, diversity) and industry shorthand, like the protection ‘egg model’134. If 

affected communities were enabled in ways that developed or supported their own 

models of protection—if it was community-led protection rather than community-based 

protection—things could look quite different.  

One of the challenges of CBP is how to bring together the knowledge and perspectives of 

affected communities on an equal footing with the knowledge and perspectives of 

humanitarian professionals. As suggested by the views of some of my informants who 

narrated suffering in terms of the disabling and disempowering experiences of seeking 

help (see Section 4.2.3), this is a significant challenge. Even in the documentation and 

discussions about CBP, a distinction between ‘professionals’ and ‘communities’ is made 

quite clear. Take, for example, the following case study from UNHCR’s CBP Policy Paper: 

When the 2004 tsunami struck one community in north eastern Sri Lanka, people 

helped one another from being swept away without considering whether the 

person at risk was Tamil, Muslim or Sinhalese. People at community level had 

always turned to others in the community for support, and helpers continued to 

play this expected role after the tsunami hit. Within a few weeks, however, 

international NGOs entered the area with large sums of money, hired most of the 

natural helpers, and paid people for their work. This had the effect of dismantling 

community support structures and monetized helping behaviour. Within six 

weeks of the tsunami, most people had stopped helping each other spontaneously 

and expected to be paid for doing tasks that previously they would have done 

without charge. Local people referred to the destruction of their helping system as 

the ‘Golden Tsunami.’ (UNHCR, 2013, p. 23) 

The lesson from this story, indicated by its title—‘Cash payments can distort well-

intentioned responses under certain circumstances’—is to warn against monetising 

‘helping behaviour’ within communities. It suggests making sure that local people 

                                                           

134 The most widely recognised inter-agency model of humanitarian protection is the ‘egg model’, 
which emerged as the agreed protection framework from ICRC-led workshops. This model has 
three key elements: (1) Division of all agency actions around concerning violations and protection 
into three main spheres or levels of programming: responsive, remedial, and environment-building; 
(2) Description of all forms of protective action into five main modes of action: denunciation, 
persuasion, mobilisation, substitution, and support to services; (3) Endorsement of the principle of 
inter-agency complementarity as central to all protection programming. (Slim & Eguren, 2004, p. 
25) 
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continue to help each other, even if that means they are not paid in ways that presumably 

‘outsiders’ (aid workers) are. It is in references such as these that are scattered 

throughout CBP policy documents—and particularly the recurrence of the term 

‘sustainability’ and the repeated focus on challenges of directly resourcing community-led 

initiatives—that suggests the CBP agenda is also partly about reducing costs while 

retaining the need for, and expertise of, (external) humanitarian professionals.135  

However, it is important not to be overly critical of the cautious approach evident in 

discussions about CBP. The possibility of shifting power, resources and decision-making 

from humanitarian professionals to affected communities is not straightforward and 

presents complex challenges. This is particularly the case in emergency situations, where 

social networks are significantly disrupted and people have not had time to regroup. How, 

for example, does decision-making happen when a group of people are brought together 

potentially under traumatic circumstances and may not be characterised as ‘a community’ 

at all? The messiness of forming ‘a community’ in a refugee context was evident, for 

example, during my fieldwork in Indonesia. Here I observed the coming together of a 

group of Oromo asylum seekers to form an association. This could be considered a 

community-led initiative, with no external actor involved in instigating the association. 

However, it was also clearly a fraught process. The association was being formed to 

represent and support a group of 200 mostly-unrelated people of varying demographics 

(university students in their early-20s alongside older women with children) who had 

arrived in Indonesia over a two-year period, and who had not found a space or way to 

meet prior to the visit of the RDO in 2015. Knowing who was who among the Oromo in 

Indonesia, who were the natural leaders, how they would ensure the needs of the whole 

community were identified and represented, and how to support those who were 

particularly vulnerable—those in remote detention centres, unaccompanied minors, the 

elderly and sick—presented complex challenges. Yet these were challenges that were 

being actively discussed and negotiated. It highlighted the importance of spaces being 

created for communities to come together and develop social networks of support, but 

also the importance of external actors who can support the strengthening of these 

                                                           

135 As an aside, one could question several other assumptions in this case study, including whether 
the ‘expected ways’ in which people help each other were, in fact, ‘dismantled’ or ‘destroyed’ by the 
exceptional circumstances brought about the tsunami or simply adapted to the change in 
possibilities and, presumably, adapted again once the INGOs left. 
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networks and, where needed, mediate. It also highlighted the potential role of RDOs in CBP 

initiatives who can act as both ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. 

7.1.2 Refugee diasporas and community-based protection  

If we take a critical standpoint, CBP as well as the ‘localisation’ agenda136 can be 

understood as part of a broader trend of responsibility-shifting for refugee protection 

from the international to the local, and from states to civil society. These trends are echoed 

in many other spheres of governance and have been linked to the rise of neoliberalism 

(Harvey, 2005) and its ‘demands for self-sufficiency and its attempts to shunt the burden 

of caring for the unfortunate onto the unfortunate themselves’ (Dunn, 2014, p. 193; see 

also Ferguson, 2009). Even so, these shifts also present windows of possibility to 

redistribute some power and resources to people who have hitherto been the ‘objects’ of 

humanitarian assistance, albeit in small ways. Such a possibility is dependent on how 

concepts like ‘the local’ and ‘communities’ are understood and translated from policy into 

practice. What, for example, constitutes ‘a community’ and what do ‘local actors’ look like? 

What can local actors do that is distinct from their international counterparts? Does 

localisation mean different models of protection, or just different funded providers? In 

short, how are lines drawn around ‘communities’, ‘the local’ and ‘the international’ in 

spaces that are dynamic, mobile and contested?  

CBP and localisation are both relatively recent and evolving debates, but the mobility, 

dynamism and contestation of ‘the local’ and ‘community’ has, at times, been understated 

in discussions. For example, communities are often discussed in geographically-bounded 

terms, despite the evident mobility and fluidity of refugee populations. Likewise, the term 

‘local actors’ as a distinct category from ‘international actors’ appears insufficiently or 

superficially understood in geographically-bounded or state-centric ways.137  There are, 

however, more nuanced ways of understanding both ‘the local’ and ‘communities’ that 

embraces the dynamism inherent in these terms. Further, pushing the boundaries of these 

terms creates possibilities and spaces in which non-traditional actors—including RDOs—

can be more fully understood, and where diaspora humanitarianism could play a positive 

role in strengthening refugee protection. 

                                                           

136 See footnote 118 
137 UNHCR Exchange hosts a webpage where information about ‘what has worked in the field’ in 
terms of CBP is shared (http://www.unhcrexchange.org/old/topics/15211/contents), with many 
examples of how communities are conceptualised in relatively bounded and localised terms (cf 
UNHCR Sudan, 2014 for report from community asset mapping in Khartoum) 

http://www.unhcrexchange.org/topics/15211)
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Transnational communities, translocal actors 

How ‘communities’ are understood has practical implications for who is engaged in 

discussions on protection risks, priorities and responses. Theoretically, communities can 

be characterised in various ways in terms of: common interests between people (e.g. the 

scientific community, the NGO community); a common ecology and locality (e.g. the 

Ballarat community, the school community); or, a common social system or structure (e.g. 

the Australian community, the Muslim community). It is widely accepted that people exist 

within multiple overlapping communities which are contested and dynamic. This concept, 

however, does not translate easily into policy and organisational practices that require 

delineation and categorisation. When looking at CBP policy, references to ‘a community’ as 

a static entity abound. What is meant by ‘a community’ frequently relates to people 

(refugees) who share a common ecology or locality; to the population of a refugee camp or 

urban area, for example, or to people from the same country of origin living in a 

geographical area (e.g. the Syrian refugee community in Lebanon). CBP is most often 

framed—and perhaps rightly so—in terms of geographically proximate communities; of 

the local people into whose space refugees enter and co-exist, as well as the community 

structures that are formed within place-based refugee populations.  

Yet displaced people are also, quite obviously, part of transnational communities. 

Refugees have crossed at least one state border and very often maintain active 

connections with people in the places they once lived as well as in other parts of the world. 

It should come as no surprise that the connections that people draw on for support in 

difficult times are not only those that are geographically proximate. But perhaps a better 

way of thinking about communities of support in the context of forced displacement is not 

as transnational, but as translocal. As Appadurai (1996) has argued, translocality 

describes the ways in which emplaced communities become extended via the geographical 

mobility of their inhabitants, across sending and destination contexts. This concepts 

foregrounds the significance of locality, without restricting the understanding of locality to 

that of the nation-state (see also Conradson & McKay, 2007). This idea of translocality is 

useful because it also incorporates the experience of internal displacement—of people 

who may not cross an international border, but are forced to move from one locality to 

another in search of safety. Translocal communities describes well the networks integral 

to refugee diaspora humanitarianism illustrated in Chapter 6; of groups of people in 
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Australia who create or maintain active connections with those displaced in other parts of 

the world. They are emplaced, but also mobile and connected.  

It is not hard to find evidence of translocal support networks that displaced people draw 

upon to enhance their ability to live in safety and dignity. This has been especially 

recognised by those highlighting the significance of remittance-sending practices to 

refugee protection (cf Barnett & Weiss, 2011, p. 26; DEMAC, 2016b; Monsutti, 2004).138 

But translocal communities do more than send money. Translocal ‘community-based 

protection’, as this research has shown, takes many forms. The flow of collective 

remittances, information, ideas and other demonstrations of solidarity and support that is 

shared between people who are geographically distant, but who connect as a community, 

is significant. The RDO in Australia, for example, that provides direct funding to Hazara 

CBOs in Pakistan enhances protection by strengthening capacity and leadership within 

refugee communities. So too is protection strengthened by members of refugee diasporas 

who share information about the potential risks and dangers of journeys in search of 

protection, or who advocate for and mobilise resources to help people find safer places to 

live, such as the Palestinian RDO (ASPIRE) profiled in Chapter 3.  

Understanding refugees as part of translocal communities means seeing both the potential 

for enhanced protection, but also how these communities can be implicated in 

undermining protection. For example, during my fieldwork when the situation in Iraq and 

Syria deteriorated significantly, I became aware of many people in Australia not only 

sending remittances to help those who were suddenly displaced survive, but also actively 

supporting strategies to help family members, friends, and others from their community in 

particularly vulnerable situations find safer places to live. Some of their strategies seemed 

misinformed or ineffective. For example, some people were paying private ‘migration 

agents’ exorbitant fees to facilitate resettlement visas, even though these agents could not 

guarantee an outcome, thus reducing the financial resources of people already living in 

precarious situations. Yet the strategies that were being employed by humanitarian actors 

to address the exploitation of refugees by unscrupulous migration agents did not see 

diasporas as part of the community that needed to be engaged. This was despite the 

                                                           

138 A keynote speaker at the Diasporas in Action conference at Melbourne University in 2016, 
Chukwu-Emeka Chikezie, insightfully commented that diasporas are unacknowledged leaders in 
humanitarian practice, sending cash transfers (i.e. remittances) to people caught up in 
humanitarian crises well before the popularity of ‘cash-based transfers’ was heralded by dominant 
actors as a more efficient, effective and empowering means of providing humanitarian assistance. 
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evidence that a significant amount of money to pay these agents was being sent from 

places like Australia, and that misinformation about the effectiveness of these strategies 

was being fuelled by some within the wider diaspora. 

In sum, the idea of CBP strengthening networks of social support that displaced people can 

draw upon warrants further consideration. It acknowledges that people do not stop 

helping one another even in times of crisis, and that social support networks are 

important. But people draw on communities for support not only locally, but also by 

maintaining, negotiating and creating translocal communities of support. In the case of 

refugees living in a place from which there has been third country resettlement, it is 

unlikely that the connections between those who are resettled and those who remain will 

cease at the point of departure. Where translocal communities come together—including 

through the mobilisation of RDOs in countries like Australia—there is the potential to 

enhance protection for those who are not resettled. As this research has shown, those in 

the wider diaspora (resettled refugees) are able to help in distinct ways. And while these 

new ways of helping are not an inevitability, this research has shown that it is a common 

experience for resettled refugees to continue to find ways to support ‘their people’ from 

afar. In seeing refugees as part of translocal communities, community support networks 

(and protection) can also be viewed with a wider lens. Translocal communities are able to 

draw on potentially more diverse resources, ideas and information than place-based 

communities, and this has the potential to both undermine and to strengthen refugee 

protection.   

7.2 Diversifying humanitarianism 

There are many overlaps in how refugee diasporas can strengthen refugee protection and 

how they can also play a role in diversifying humanitarianism. By showing the distinct 

actions, motivations and modalities of RDOs, this research challenges understandings of 

how people suffer and should or could be helped. To return to the discussion in Chapter 2 

about ‘living in a world of humanitarianisms, not humanitarianism’ (Barnett, 2011): How 

can spaces be created for strengthening diverse humanitarian responses (Section 7.2.1)? 

And, how can the perspectives of refugee diasporas inform ideas about suffering and 

forced displacement, and of humanitarian practices and acts of care in response (Section 

7.2.2)?  
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7.2.1 Spaces for diverse humanitarianisms 

In many ways, the time is ripe for diversification of the humanitarian arena. Although 

there are still only a relatively small number of dominant humanitarian actors, these same 

actors are actively seeking new partners, sources of funding and ways of doing things. The 

World Humanitarian Summit in 2016 was illustrative of the current transformations 

taking place in this field, although there have been critics who have suggested the pace 

and scope of reform is too modest or misdirected (cf Bennett & Foley, 2016; Parker, 2016). 

Yet alongside discussions about the diversification of humanitarianism, there are also 

tensions and debate about ‘new’ humanitarian actors, including questions about how 

these actors will or do adhere to humanitarian principles and what actions should be 

labelled ‘humanitarian’ in the first place.  

One key area of contestation is how different humanitarian actors are identified and given 

legitimacy to act because of their adherence (or otherwise) to the humanitarian principles 

of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence. Even though it can be argued that 

these principles are aspirational and have been imperfectly applied in the messiness of 

humanitarian contexts, they have also been instrumental in allowing identifiable 

humanitarian actors—and particularly UN agencies, the ICRC and INGOs—access to 

populations in desperate need of assistance. There is therefore understandable anxiety 

about how the diversification of actors will ‘water down’ the hard-fought-for identity of 

established humanitarian actors, further undermining their capacity to create safe spaces 

to deliver life-saving assistance in times of conflict. As one senior executive of MSF bluntly 

commented in the lead-up to the World Humanitarian Summit, the ‘liberal application’ of 

the term humanitarian has been ‘unhelpful’ (Parker, 2016). Yet Bennett and Foley (2016) 

suggest that the legitimacy of humanitarian actors—and particularly ones that wear a 

Western face—has already been too sullied, and that, ‘despite a decade of system-wide 

reforms, the sector still falls short in the world’s most enduring crisis responses, and 

perceptions of humanitarian work in recent crises suggest that the formal, Western 

‘system’ is not doing a good job in the eyes of the people it aims to help’ (p. 68). The 

consequences of this ‘crisis of legitimacy’ has been evident in conflicts like Syria where 

neither the government or armed groups have recognised international humanitarian 

actors in the apolitical terms in which they see themselves (DEMAC, 2016b). Moreover, 

perhaps the lack of diversity among dominant humanitarian actors has contributed to this 

problem, rather than the emergence of new actors per se.  
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As described in Chapter 2, the humanitarian arena has hitherto been dominated by a small 

number of organisations that have remarkably similar genealogies. One of the key 

criticisms levelled at these actors is that they have evolved to reinforce an order with 

asymmetrical power, both in terms of organisational actors (with ‘traditional’ 

international organisations at the top and local organisations at the bottom) and between 

humanitarians and the people that they serve. The predominance of a small number of 

organisations within this order has also created dominant practices that are perpetuated 

by professionalisation, rationalisation and bureaucratisation within the field. Barnett 

(2005) explains this by drawing from sociological institutionalism, a branch of 

organisational theory that emphasises the ‘socially constructed normative worlds in which 

organizations exist and how the social rules, standards of appropriateness, and models of 

legitimacy will constitute the organization’ (p. 729). Barnett writes that ‘because 

organizations are rewarded for conforming to rules and legitimization principles, and 

punished if they do not, they tend to model themselves after organizational forms that 

have legitimacy’ (ibid.). 

This idea of legitimisation is an important one, particularly for future diversification of 

humanitarianism. Processes of legitimisation are outlined by Hilhorst and Jansen (2010) 

when they write that an important feature of conceptualising humanitarianism as an 

arena is that it recognises that humanitarian action is based on a range of driving forces 

including ‘organizational politics—the desire to continue operations and retain staff—or 

as a form of legitimization politics—showing the public that the agency is doing good 

work’ (p. 1122). Moreover, that vying for space, resources and legitimacy within this arena 

may mean crowding out or delegitimising other actors, particularly by bringing into 

question their adherence to the humanitarian principles whose moral force carries a 

quality of ‘untouchability’ (Fassin, 2010d). Indeed, this process of legitimisation (or de-

legitimisation) of non-traditional humanitarian actors could be seen unfolding during the 

World Humanitarian Summit, with diasporas featuring more and more in discussions (cf 

DEMAC, 2016a, 2016b). The legitimacy of diasporas as humanitarian actors has been 

questioned and relates to their adherence to humanitarian principles and their (perceived 

or actual) involvement in politics. But other questions have been raised of a more 

mundane, technical manner. Are small RDOs efficient and effective humanitarian 

responders? How are they connected to and coordinate with other humanitarian actors? 

Do they have the resources or institutional capacity to implement sustainable and larger-

scale relief? These are all important and valid questions, as my research has confirmed. 
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Having said this, and regardless of whether the wider humanitarian system chooses to 

engage with them or not, refugee diasporas will continue to act to alleviate the suffering of 

‘their people’. That is, the motivations and moralities that compel diaspora humanitarians 

are unlikely to dissipate, particularly as mobilities enable both an awareness of others’ 

suffering, as well as their capacity to connect and to act. This was apparent when I asked 

many participants from RDOs whether they would consider either donating directly to, or 

working for, a bigger humanitarian organisation that were working with ‘their people’. 

Many were quick to respond that they would not; that their own organisations were more 

direct, effective ways of helping. More so, many felt an obligation to help directly, and in 

solidarity. This obligation could not be fulfilled by channelling support through a 

professional aid organisation. This disconnect between the ideologies or foundations from 

which refugee diaspora and traditional humanitarian organisations work was also evident 

when speaking to humanitarian professionals. Mingo, who works for a large humanitarian 

organisation, spoke about how the INGO she worked for and RDOs differed: 

For organisations like (mine) it’s all about at least attempting to uphold principles 

of neutrality and independence and, (while) most will debate whether anybody can 

be truly neutral and independent, (we) work very hard to strive for (this). So, a 

diaspora organisation working within, let’s say, the Syrian opposition movement, 

will still reach out to people in need but it does so on the base of (not) being neutral 

and independent, but on behalf of a political siding with one group or the other. It is 

a completely different universe that diasporas work (in) compared to professional 

aid organisations… We work in different paradigms (and it raises the question of) 

how we ever could cooperate, because (it’s) a very strong ideological clash. 

One implication of this research, then, is how refugee diaspora humanitarianism could be 

seen to complement and strengthen international responses to humanitarian crises, while 

at the same time recognising the different paradigms in which diasporas and traditional 

humanitarian actors work. Currently, RDOs work in parallel to other humanitarian actors, 

with opportunities missed for constructive collaboration, mutual learning and 

coordination. My earlier illustration (Section 6.3.2) about the disjuncture in humanitarian 

knowledge highlighted this—about how an Afghan RDO worked to support a school in one 

village where they had connections, but were unaware of what other organisations were 

doing or planning to do. They simply had no way of finding out how their own actions 

corresponded with the actions of others. But spaces could be created that recognise 

diverse humanitarian actors and their relative strengths; that could recognise the crucial 
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role of INGOs in responding to large-scale emergencies, and in coordinating and 

channelling resources, but could also recognise smaller actors who mobilise and work 

translocally, and may have highly-contextual but localised knowledge. This sentiment was 

echoed by Mingo who went on to talk about the relative strengths of international 

humanitarian agencies vis-à-vis smaller diaspora organisations. She started off by 

commenting on how larger organisations have advantages in being able to engage 

institutional actors—including government authorities—so that projects are sustained 

after they withdraw. On the other hand, she said, 

There is a lot that smaller volunteer organisations can do that large organisations 

cannot do. They have better networks with people on the ground and firsthand 

information of what the real needs are. …And sometimes it helps when you are out of 

a situation to look at it from that angle and see what can be done. And I think that’s 

the advantage (diasporas) have. (Rather than) just supporting because of a passion 

to support, they have firsthand experience of what it means to be in that situation, 

and what difference it makes to respond in a particular way. 

O’Hagan and Hirono (2014) argue that there needs to be the cultivation of ‘a cohesive yet 

pluralist’ international humanitarian order through the development of mechanisms of 

cooperation and coordination ‘that provide common premises for action while allowing 

for and respecting a diversity of approaches’ (p. 414; see also Bennett & Foley, 2016). To 

this end, it is possible that refugee diasporas’ engagement in humanitarianism could be 

recognised in three ways: through the collective helping and philanthropy of RDOs that 

was evidenced in this study; through the individual remittances sent by diasporas during 

crises; and through diaspora professionals (i.e. those from migrant and refugee 

backgrounds) being employed by humanitarian organisations who bring to their work 

both technical and contextual knowledge (see also Horst et al., 2015). These are significant 

contributions, and yet there has hitherto been little recognition of these various 

engagements in humanitarian responses. Creating a voice for these engagements in 

discussions on humanitarian responses could be a practical first step. 

But beyond a space at the table for diaspora humanitarians, there are also important 

implications for how to strengthen refugee diaspora engagements; of what could work to 

make them more effective. This isn’t about instrumentalising diasporas, but 

acknowledging that, like all who try to help, these actors have both strengths and 

weaknesses. Leah, a humanitarian professional who had worked for a large INGO in 
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Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya for eight years, described her experiences with diaspora 

helping as such: 

During the recent conflict in South Sudan we had a lot of former refugee residents in 

Kakuma who were settled in the diaspora seeking to know (how) they can help. 

These were very ad hoc and not structured in any particular way. I think that the 

communities in the diaspora can contribute a lot (in these) situations… It would be 

better if these (diaspora) organisations look at ways of working in partnership with 

organisations that are already there or looking at the coordination mechanisms and 

structures that are in place... I think that would be a good practice. 

In sum, and as this quote suggests, refugee diaspora humanitarianism may be distinct but 

these ways of helping also faces distinct challenges. A report of the Diaspora Emergency 

Action and Coordination (DEMAC) project pointed out that ‘diaspora relief, if not 

sufficiently resourced and coordinated, can also be too ad-hoc, sporadic and fractured to 

be sustainable’ (DEMAC, 2016b, p. 8). Yet there are practical ways that these challenges 

can be addressed. This is not just about resourcing, but also about creating spaces for 

mutual learning, and this requires refugee diasporas being legitimised as humanitarian 

actors in their own terms. 

7.2.2 Diversifying ideas about suffering and caring  

Barnett (2011) has argued that ‘humanitarianism is nothing less than a revolution in the 

ethics of care’ that has been carried out in the name of ‘the international community’, a 

community that is ‘not as universal, transcendental, and cosmopolitan as its leaders 

presumed’ (p. 18). Barnett and other humanitarianism scholars have critiqued the rise of a 

dominant form of humanitarianism for depoliticising structural problems of inequality 

and domination. Yet even these critics acknowledge that humanitarianism operates like a 

field, in the Bourdieuian sense; its actors ‘committed to competing definitions of the issues 

involved in humanitarianism and the best way to meet them’ (Fassin, 2010a, p. 279). This 

is a field of contestation not only of actors, but also of ideas, and into which this research 

offers additional perspectives. I want to suggest that refugee diaspora humanitarianism, 

envisioned and practiced by RDOs in Australia, not only represents a distinct type of 

humanitarian actor, but also brings with it different ideas about suffering and the 

practices of caring for strangers. This was acknowledged by one interviewee, Mingo, who 

reflected: ‘We (should) look at the contribution of people in the diaspora as not (just) 
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financial resources, but also intellectual resources; ideas that can work, an exchange of 

ideas, who knows?’ 

To start with, refugee diaspora humanitarianism is a practice of solidarity that is 

characterised by a less asymmetrical relationship between those who help and those in 

need. Diaspora humanitarians are, like other humanitarians, removed from the situation 

of displacement (suffering) but their disconnect is of a different nature. As individuals or 

groups who self-identify with the affected community—or who have recently lived in a 

similar situation—the lines between helpers and helped are blurrier. The previous 

chapter illustrated this by describing how diaspora humanitarians move in and out of 

humanitarian contexts in ways that other ‘outsiders’ cannot, drawing on their distinct 

mobility, (in)visibility, knowledge and networks. The small scale, informal people-to-

people helping of refugee diaspora humanitarianism also allows ideas to be generated 

through an ongoing dialogue between those in need and those in the diaspora. These are 

conversations that don’t begin at the point of an RDO forming or deciding to do something, 

but have a longer (and potentially messier) history. For those looking from the outside, 

then, the things that RDOs do can seem like happenstance or, as Leah describes, ‘ad hoc’. 

But perhaps this is because the ideas contained in these acts are not meant to be models 

that can be replicated or scaled up. They are highly contextualised. RDOs are not confined, 

as other large-scale humanitarian actors are, to replicate models that seem to have 

worked more-or-less in other similar situations. What matters is that they do something 

for these people, in this place. Indeed, Leah went on to speak about this when she reflected 

on the potential of refugee diasporas’ highly-contextualised knowledge to inform the 

practices of larger actors: 

I think (diasporas) could actually have a lot of valuable input even to the way 

programing is done by these large organisations, because sometimes we are caught 

up in a system that does things almost without thinking too much about it…  

In terms of diversifying ideas about what it is to care for strangers (humanitarianism), 

what RDOs seem to offer is not only context-specific understandings about suffering and 

how to respond, but also the importance of helping in ways that are non-quantifiable. It is 

worth restating here Barnett’s (2011) lament about ‘the neglect of non-quantifiable goals 

such as witnessing, being present, conferring dignity, and demonstrating solidarity’ as 

dominant humanitarianism focuses on what is measurable (p. 216). Barnett asks:  
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If these activities and their impacts cannot be operationalized, will they be left 

outside of the model? And, if so, will humanitarian agencies privilege those 

activities and outcomes that can be measured, thus altering the basic ethical 

calculations that underpin their interventions? (ibid.) 

It is to non-quantifiable acts of caring—of standing in solidarity, of bearing witness and 

amplifying the voices of those who are displaced—that refugee diaspora humanitarianism 

appears to offer much. There is no accounting, for instance, for what a small group of 

Oromo-Australians achieved by travelling to Indonesia to meet with a group of Oromo 

asylum seekers. What was achieved by this act was as much a demonstration of solidarity 

and a process of community-building as it was about the transfer of modest resources to a 

small number of people trying to survive in extremely difficult circumstances. As another 

of my interviewees, Rosanna, said: ‘It is not always (about) sending the money. You also 

have to send the message…’ As to what the messages are that diaspora humanitarians 

focus on: that their people (refugees) have not been forgotten; that they have a voice; that 

there is ‘a community’ that is scattered around the world and who can be called upon. 

Importantly, diaspora humanitarians who identify with an affected population perceive 

and recognise the suffering of displacement in its collective form; not only through the 

lens of individual suffering, but through the lens of suffering that is brought about by the 

rupturing of social fabrics. Their responses, then, should be seen in terms of the non-

quantifiable and complex process of reconfiguring, recreating and supporting existing 

social networks in contexts of forced displacement.  

In many ways, the ideas that are embodied in refugee diaspora humanitarianism are 

complementary to other forms of humanitarianism. They do what other humanitarian 

actors cannot or do not have the capacity to do. There are many examples of this that came 

through in my research. For example, Raj spoke about the lack of care for Bhutanese 

refugees in camps who are ‘too sick’ or ‘not sick enough’. He said:  

If you are not that sick you don’t get treatment because you are not too sick. And if 

you are chronically ill, you don’t get treatment because it costs too much for the aid 

agencies; you have to be in between to get treatment.  

And so, members in the diaspora help on either side of the ‘in between’—sending 

collective remittances to care for the chronically ill and for dignified burials, and 

individual remittances for families with members ‘not sick enough’ but still needing care. 
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The same can be said for the many examples of RDO education projects that I came across. 

While most international humanitarian actors clearly support the need for refugees to 

access education, the possibility of providing post-primary education is desired but not 

prioritised (or possible) within existing humanitarian budgets. So, RDOs supporting post-

primary education projects—such as the Karenni RDO described at the end of Section 

6.1.3—are supporting something that other humanitarian actors would undoubtedly 

endorse as an idea, without having the capacity themselves to respond. In a way, RDOs 

have much greater flexibility to identify and respond to gaps and to try out new ideas. 

They are not looking at a situation with specific frameworks, budgets and timeframes in 

mind and making decisions based on this, they are talking to local people about what is 

needed and what is possible, and then trying to make it happen. 

In conclusion, there is much to be said in favour of a less asymmetrical, more diverse field 

of humanitarianism. While the international humanitarian order remains important, 

particularly in coordinating large-scale and rapid responses to emergencies, responses in 

various displacement contexts could be made stronger through the diversification of both 

actors and ideas. This is not about making ‘new’ actors fit into existing models, but about 

creating spaces for coordination, collaboration and the recognition of the varying 

strengths and capacities of different actors, big and small. Into this space, RDOs could be 

recognised as legitimate and distinct actors; actors with strong translocal networks and 

the ability and willingness to mobilise resources and support for affected populations. 

However, what they do is likely to be highly contextual. The paradigm in which diaspora 

humanitarians work (being connected to a particular situation or group of people) may 

not lend itself to being instrumentalised by others or on a wider scale to fill gaps. 

However, the ways in which RDOs help could be more effective through greater 

engagement with other humanitarian actors, such as by facilitating their awareness of and 

access to local humanitarian coordination mechanisms.  

Opening up spaces in humanitarian dialogue and coordination for smaller actors like RDOs 

may also allow for the diversification of ideas about humanitarian practices and acts of 

caring in responses to forced displacement. Diaspora humanitarians offer a unique 

perspective, often gained through lived experience and their capacity to reflect on this 

from the privileged spaces of countries like Australia. Perhaps their insights as past 

recipients of humanitarian assistance, or their embedded understanding of local contexts, 

could inform other humanitarian actors as they design, implement and evaluate 
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responses. Perhaps refugee diasporas’ engagement with the broader field of 

humanitarianism could also lead to international responses that more fully recognise 

collective forms of suffering alongside that of individual bodies, as well as the power and 

significance of community-led responses that recreate or strengthen social networks of 

care. 

7.3 Enabling refugee diaspora transnationalism in Australia 

The final implication of refugee diaspora humanitarianism suggested by this research is to 

look at what these actors and actions could potentially mean in the Australian context. 

While this research sought to highlight the transnational, mobile and dynamic practices of 

RDOs, the significance of these organisations forming in Australia should not be 

underplayed. To refer back to the earlier discussion on regimes of mobility, this research 

has sought to be neither confined by, nor to ignore, nation and territory (Glick Schiller & 

Salazar, 2013). Furthermore, to understand the movement of people, ideas and practices 

across space it is important to consider forces including, but not confined to, the policies of 

states. The findings from this research, of diverse refugee diaspora groups mobilising for 

humanitarian purposes, suggests that there is an enabling environment that allows these 

organisations to form in Australia.139 At the same time, RDOs face common challenges 

(evidenced in Chapters 5 and 6) that suggest there are also forces within the Australian 

context that inhibit this kind of helping practice, including policies that restrict 

remittance-sending, the lack of resources available to support the governance capacities 

(sustainability) of RDOs, and institutional restrictions that limit the mobility for sub-

groups of refugees.  

It is to these challenges and possibilities that the remainder of this chapter is focussed, 

first by looking at current understandings of refugees, diasporas, mobility and 

transnationalism in Australian government policy (Section 7.3.1), and then by imagining 

spaces where refugee diaspora humanitarianism could be envisioned and enabled 

differently: through a more comprehensive appreciation of refugee diasporas’ 

                                                           

139 Many of my participants involved in RDOs mentioned organisations like theirs in Europe and 
North America, suggesting that refugee diaspora humanitarianism is enabled in other countries 
where wider diasporas live. It wasn’t within the scope of this research to compare how refugee 
diasporas mobilise to help ‘their people’ in other countries, although this would be an interesting 
question for future comparative research. 
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transnational engagements (Section 7.3.2) and by reframing Australia’s refugee 

resettlement program as a point on a journey, not the end of the story (Section 7.3.3). 

7.3.1 Refugee diaspora humanitarianism and the Australian context 

To understand how refugee diaspora humanitarianism is enabled or limited in Australia, it 

is necessary to review how these kinds of actors and actions are envisaged in policy and 

practice. If one looks at evidence within current government policy, the answer seems to 

be: refugee diaspora humanitarianism is not envisaged at all. There is no obvious 

reference to diaspora organisations helping in humanitarian situations. Having said this, 

diaspora transnationalism is starting to attract attention in Australian research, policy and 

practice discussions, with the inaugural Diasporas in Action: Working together for peace, 

development and humanitarian response conference held in Melbourne in September 2016, 

funded by the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade and opened by the Minister for 

International Development and the Pacific (Diaspora Learning Network, 2016). More 

broadly, and following the growing interest internationally in the ‘migration-development 

nexus’ (Fullilove, 2008; Gropas, 2013; Nyberg-Sørensen et al., 2002), there is emergent 

interest in Australia in diasporas as development actors, in their engagements in conflict 

situations (with a focus on diasporas’ negative engagements as foreign fighters or as 

sources of funding for terrorism rather than as humanitarian actors) and in humanitarian 

responses to climate-induced disasters in the Pacific, a region that is geopolitically 

significant to Australia.  

While at the time of writing there were no evidence of specific Australian government 

policy pertaining to diasporas and humanitarian responses in refugee situations,140 it 

could be argued that government policy is generally enabling in several important ways. 

Firstly, and as was discussed in previous chapters, the mobility and potential that is 

enabled by being granted permanent residency status or citizenship in Australia—of being 

able to leave and return, and live in a place where basic rights are afforded—should not be 

understated. In addition, Australia’s official policy of multiculturalism—whatever its 

recognised and real shortcomings—and the country’s historically robust policies towards 

civil society organisations, allow for associational forms like RDOs to be legitimised as 

                                                           

140 This may be similar to other countries in the Global North. One interviewee who lived in 
Denmark, noted: ‘We have hardly any approaches towards migration for development and diaspora 
engagement in development. …(We) have no targeted diaspora approach and neither does anybody 
else, according to our knowledge.’ 
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actors. As outlined in Chapter 5, it is not hard to create and register an incorporated 

association and be recognised as a legal entity in Australia, for whatever this is worth. 

Likewise, forming an incorporated association based on a diasporic identity is supported 

by both government policies (multiculturalism) and a context in which there is a long 

history of migrant groups self-organising for mutual support. 

But alongside these enabling factors there are also challenges that the Australian context 

presents for refugee diaspora humanitarianism. These relate to specific policy omissions, 

such as the lack of articulated policies, funding or program support to enable diaspora 

organisations to work more effectively in humanitarian contexts. There are also broader 

socioenvironmental factors—including racism, economic marginalisation, and structural 

disadvantage linked to migration and settlement—that undermine the capacity of would-

be diaspora humanitarians. For refugee and humanitarian entrants, there is also an added 

dimension relating to the symbolism of being labelled ‘a refugee’ and what this enables or, 

more likely, disenables. The structuring experience of forced displacement and 

engagement with the international refugee regime that was described in Chapter 2 is one 

that does not end once someone becomes an Australian resident or citizen. Being labelled 

a ‘refugee’ has symbolic effects that may not change once someone ‘becomes an 

Australian’. In Australia, the symbolic effect of ‘being a refugee’ is laden with ideas of 

victimhood, vulnerability, voicelessness and, more recently, latent or potential threat. 

Moreover, it is a label which the bearer may have no choice but to wear—it is a label that 

is conferred. 

The recent merging of public discourses about refugees and securitisation/threat is one 

that presents challenges for refugee diaspora humanitarianism, particularly where former 

refugees try to help in conflict situations. This is evidenced in the public statements made 

sporadically, but not infrequently, by elected parliamentarians and in the media about the 

‘cost’ of refugees coming to Australia; about their lack of capacity, their neediness, or their 

dangerous otherness. Refugees are mired by a dubious history of conflict and violence and 

suffering. To illustrate this, in November 2016 the Minister for Immigration, Peter Dutton, 

publicly commented on ‘the mistake’ made by previous administrations of allowing 

Lebanese Muslim refugees to resettle because a small number of second or third 

generation Lebanese-Australians had been charged with terrorism-related offences (Belot, 
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2016).141  In this case, the refugee label is conferred not only on the children, but on the 

grandchildren of those who resettled as refugees, and a link is made between ‘refugees’ 

and security threats.142  It is within this context—of refugees being framed as victims or 

threats—that it becomes less surprising that refugee diaspora humanitarianism is 

rendered invisible. Perhaps this is also because the actions of RDOs are small, seen with 

less significance when cast against stark figures of global displacement and humanitarian 

budgets in their billions. But perhaps the invisibility of diaspora humanitarianism, and 

particularly acts of helping where the actors are identified as ‘refugees’, is also linked to 

the incompatibility of public narratives of humanitarianism (involving ‘moral heroes’) and 

refugees (as victims or threats). 

7.3.2 Refugee diasporas: beyond victim or threat 

Refugee diaspora humanitarianism in Australia has largely been made invisible or 

disabled through public discourses which frame refugees either through the 

disempowering lens of victimhood or the equally problematic link made between 

refugees, securitisation and threat. Add to this the scant engagement thus far within 

Australia about diasporas as transnational actors more broadly, and it is not hard to see 

why refugee diaspora humanitarianism is almost entirely overlooked in public policy and 

discourse. The exploration of refugee diaspora humanitarianism in this research has 

implications for shifting understanding about both refugees and diasporas as 

transnational actors in Australia and more widely.  

To begin with, this research suggests there are alternative ways of framing refugees in 

Australia in public narratives beyond voiceless victims and latent threat.  As was argued 

earlier about the newsworthiness of ‘refugees who help’ (Section 2.2.2), there is little 

space in public narratives in Australia for the label ‘humanitarian’ to be applied to 

refugees. Bringing the terms ‘refugee’ and ‘humanitarian’ together brings with it a 

                                                           

141 To wit, of the 33 people who were charged with terrorist-related offences in Australia, mostly 
relating to volunteering as foreign fighters, 22 were from second and third generation Lebanese-
Muslim background. 
142 Other examples include former Immigration Minister Kevin Andrews’ 2007 statement in 
relation to cutting the refugee intake from Africa that ‘some groups don't seem to be settling and 
adjusting into the Australian way of life’ (Farouque, Petrie, & Miletic, 2007); the infamous Children 
Overboard affair in 2001 where ministers in the Howard Administration publicly lied about asylum 
seekers throwing their children into the sea in a presumed ploy to secure rescue and passage to 
Australia; and, more recently, the introduction of the term ‘Illegal Maritime Arrival’ for any person 
seeking asylum in Australia by boat, despite the fact that international law clearly establishes the 
legality of people’s right to seek asylum regardless of their mode of arrival. 
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dissonance which speaks volumes of the assumptions and stereotypes contained within 

both these terms. And yet the small but effective ways in which refugee diaspora 

communities in Australia go about helping those in need, quietly and invisibly, is a story 

that holds great potential significance. Just imagine, for example, if the story of young 

Hazara-Australians providing higher education scholarships to refugees in Pakistan was 

told—with the alumni from this scholarship program becoming future leaders in 

Afghanistan—and not just Hazaras as ‘illegal’ maritime arrivals (threats) or the victims of 

genocide. What sorts of possibilities would be enabled if diaspora transnationalism was 

envisaged beyond its development potential (rendered in terms of cost-benefit 

economics) and the involvement of diasporas in homeland politics (rendered as either 

peace-makers or the fuel to conflicts), towards diasporas as engaged in innovative and 

effective humanitarian practices? 

Of course, diversifying narratives about refugee diasporas to include their 

humanitarianism is not an argument about replacing the generalising tropes that 

currently exist with another. Not every refugee who is resettled in Australia will identify in 

a diasporic way, become involved in an RDO or engage in acts of helping. At the same time, 

it is possible to suggest that there is something structuring in the experience of forced 

migration and third country resettlement that makes refugee diaspora humanitarianism a 

predictable outcome. People who have lived as refugees, been the recipients of 

humanitarian assistance and gone through the process of third country resettlement, may 

represent an enormously diverse population, but they also have a perspective and 

positionality that is distinct. They have motivations and modalities that allow them to help 

in humanitarian situations in particular ways, and perhaps to do things differently or in 

ways that others can’t. 

Moreover, there is value and possibility in the unique perspectives of refugee diasporas 

for a much wider engagement with the world than is currently envisaged in Australian 

government policy. To explore these possibilities would mean a deeper understanding of 

diasporic transnational engagements more broadly. To start with, there is potential for 

recognising the distinct skills, knowledge and networks that resettled refugees offer—not 

just to the country in which they are resettled or to their countries of origin, but also to the 

places of asylum that they have come from and to which many remain actively connected. 

This implies moving discussions about diaspora transnationalism away from the limiting 

binary of ‘homeland’ and ‘hostland’, and appreciating that diasporas represent people-to-
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people networks that, in the context of forced displacement, may connect people in 

Australia with many different countries or places.  

Creating a more enabling environment for refugee diaspora humanitarianism also means 

looking more closely at the disabling policies that currently exist. For example, Australian 

anti-terrorism regulations disable transnational flows of money to places and people that 

are perceived as security threats (de Koker, 2014). But these regulations also disable 

transnational flows of money to places and people in desperate need of humanitarian 

assistance, and to which individual and collective remittances from diaspora communities 

in Australia could amount to much-needed and life-saving help. By seeing diasporic 

engagements primarily through a lens of risk, the significant potential for protective and 

positive engagements are undermined. The example given in Section 5.2.3 on the 

challenges faced by RDOs transferring money overseas demonstrates this. So too have 

discussions within international humanitarian fora about how to enable remittances as 

potentially a greater and more effective contribution to protecting vulnerable populations 

in situations of forced displacement than other forms of aid (cf DEMAC, 2016b; Monsutti, 

2008). 

In terms of strengthening refugee diaspora humanitarianism, there are enabling policies 

and practices that have been implemented in other countries that could be explored in 

Australia. For example, the United States government has recognised the flow of 

remittances from diasporas living within their borders as part of their official 

development assistance since 2002 (Brinkerhoff, 2011, p. 39); the Danish government has 

pioneered support for conflict-affected diasporas to undertake development projects by 

funding the Danish Refugee Council’s Diaspora Programme since 2012; and, the European 

Union’s Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection department (ECHO) have contributed to 

strengthening diasporas humanitarian responses through its 2015 Diaspora Emergency 

Action and Coordination (DEMAC) project involving Syrian-German, Sierra Leonean-

British and Somali-Danish diasporas. While these models do not necessarily need to be 

replicated in Australia, they do suggest that there is potential to explore how states enable 

community-led helping and recognise the contribution of Australian citizens or residents 

who have links to populations in other countries (e.g. refugee diasporas) in humanitarian 

responses as a form of civic participation (Sinatti & Horst, 2014). The establishment of the 

Diaspora Learning Network (DLN) in Australia in 2016 is significant in this regard and a 
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potential space for increasing understanding and engagement within Australia to further 

develop policy and practice (Diaspora Action Australia, n.d.).143 

7.3.3 Refugees, resettlement and mobility  

Australia is considered a key resettlement country in the international refugee regime, 

consistently one of the top three resettlement states after the United States and Canada. 

Australia is also recognised as a leader in resettlement practice, with well-established 

policies and programs in place for those who are granted visas through the offshore 

component of the Refugee and Humanitarian Program. And yet Australia’s resettlement 

program—and perhaps resettlement more broadly—is designed to be the end of the story 

of forced displacement. Once a refugee is granted a visa to come in Australia, they are no 

longer considered a refugee even while, as highlighted above, they may carry the symbolic 

label for many years (or generations!). Their engagement with the international refugee 

regime officially ceases with the attainment of a ‘durable solution’. However, what this 

research has shown is that the engagement of resettled refugees with persons of concern 

to the international refugee regime does not end in Australia. Indeed, there is potential for 

Australia and other resettlement states to articulate resettlement as a point in a journey 

and highlight and strengthen, among other things, the loop of refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism that connects those who are resettled with those in countries of asylum 

and those who choose to return home.144 

To elaborate on this idea of recognising the ongoing movement of refugee diasporas as an 

asset, this research has highlighted how resettlement in Australia changes the motility of 

refugees. What third country resettlement does is not just give someone a safe place to 

live, it also gives them the power to move in new ways. Monsutti’s (2008) study of Hazara 

migratory strategies has similarly illustrated the potential of mobility to sustain 

communities whose livelihoods have been disrupted by conflict and displacement. 

Monsutti shows how social relations are maintained transnationally through remittances 

and the considerable impact this has on refugee populations, arguing that remittances ‘are 

considerably larger, and much better distributed, than the total sum of humanitarian aid’ 
                                                           

143 The founding members of the DLN are: Diaspora Action Australia, Research for Development 
Impact Network, Australian Council for International Development, Oxfam Australia, Refugee 
Council of Australia, Australian Red Cross, and the University of Melbourne Refugee Studies 
Program.  
144 Indeed, it may be desirable to see the ongoing connection between resettled refugees and the 
communities they have left behind in light of the critique of resettlement that is sometimes made, 
that it benefits elites within a refugee population more than others (cf. Betts and Jones 2016). 
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(p. 71). Further, Monsutti suggests—and a point with which I concur—that dispersion and 

mobility ‘may be seen as an asset with a social, economic and political dimension’ (ibid.; 

see also Brees, 2010; Horst, 2008a). In contrast to the enhanced motility of resettled 

refugees, the reduced motility of refugees on temporary visas in Australia can be viewed 

as a policy of disablement. Those on temporary visas are unable to connect with and 

support those they left behind in the ways that resettled refugees on permanent visas can, 

which means a loss of capacity to help and to protect. For refugee policy in Australia, then, 

articulating and enabling the mobility and transnationalism of refugee and humanitarian 

entrants is a space that warrants much greater consideration.  

In sum, public narratives about refugees in Australia have been framed around victimhood 

and threat. There is little recognition of diasporas—and refugee diasporas in particular—

as transnational actors, including contributors to humanitarian responses. While the 

Australian context is enabling in some ways—in allowing RDOs to form and by providing a 

context in which (some) refugee diasporas have the potential to mobilise and move—

there is little formal articulation or support for these actions. Refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism in Australia is mostly invisible to those outside of communities as RDOs 

work quietly, informally and with limited capacity to sustain or broaden the scope of their 

assistance. Part of the solution for how refugee diaspora humanitarianism could be 

enabled and envisioned in Australia requires diversifying public narratives about refugee 

diasporas to include their distinct and valuable contributions as humanitarian actors. But 

the Australian government also has a potential leadership role to play in promoting the 

significance of ongoing mobility through its resettlement program and how providing a 

permanent ‘solution’ for a small number of refugees has implications for the protection of 

much greater numbers of people. 

7.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on three broad areas where refugee diaspora humanitarianism 

has potential implications: in strengthening refugee protection by recognising that 

displaced communities commonly draw on translocal social support networks; in 

diversifying the field of humanitarianism both in terms of actors and ideas; and in 

enabling and envisioning the transnational engagements of refugee diasporas in Australia. 

These discussions together suggest, in response to my third research question, that 

refugee diaspora humanitarianism has a significant but vastly under-realised role to play 
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in the international refugee regime and responses to forced displacement. Indeed, this 

chapter has highlighted several policy areas where consideration or recognition of refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism could more fully realise the potential of RDOs. 

However, the findings of this research have implications beyond refugee, humanitarian or 

migration policy. Refugee diaspora humanitarianism need not be understood only in 

relation to the structure of the international refugee regime and institutional responses to 

forced displacement. The possibilities suggested by RDOs have less policy-relevant 

implications, including deepening our understanding of the lived experience of forced 

displacement in one context—Australia—and of the structuring effect of third country 

resettlement on both individuals and groups. Indeed, the small acts of helping described in 

this research may pale to insignificance when cast against the sheer enormity of the global 

picture of forced displacement and the international refugee regime as a structural 

response to this. Yet these acts are significant in terms of our understanding of everyday 

humanitarianism, of different dimensions of social networks of care, and of how people 

understand suffering and try to ‘do good’ in the world; all of which will be explored in the 

final chapter. 
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CHAPTER 8 

REFLECTIONS 

The ways in which refugee diaspora communities in Australia help displaced people in 

other parts of the world is an area of scholarly inquiry that has hitherto received scant 

attention. I began this research by seeking to answer three key questions: (1) what do 

refugee diaspora organisations (RDOs) in Australia do to help displaced people overseas? 

(2) what is distinct about refugee diaspora humanitarianism? and (3) what role does or 

can refugee diaspora humanitarianism play in the international refugee regime? In 

answering these questions, my objective was not to build on existing work, but to explore 

a largely under-researched phenomenon by drawing on perspectives from several fields: 

forced displacement and humanitarian studies; diasporas and transnationalism; studies of 

the ‘refugee experience’ and resettlement; and the anthropology of the good. Importantly, 

I set out to understand and make visible acts of helping that have largely gone unnoticed 

in research, policy and practice.  

The following brings these multiple and intersecting elements together to argue that 

refugee diaspora humanitarianism is a distinct transnational practice that should be 

understood in its own terms (Section 8.1). I then reflect on how the organisations that are 

the focus of this study—as grassroots, informal networks of care—can be considered in 

light of the significant shortcomings of more powerful institutions and structures to 

ensure that those who are forcibly displaced can live in safety and dignity (Section 8.2). I 

conclude with a reflection on the implications of this distinct practice for understanding 

everyday humanitarianisms and acts of caring for ‘strangers in need’ (Section 8.3).  

8.1 Refugee diaspora humanitarianism as a distinct transnational practice 

There were many times throughout this research project that I wondered whether I was 

imagining this phenomenon—that I, as an activist-researcher, somehow wanted to find 

these organisations and people who were ‘doing good’ and draw a circle around them. I 

would doubt myself. How can I draw connections between such disparate groups and 

activities? But then I would receive a call at work from someone representing an RDO I 

had never heard of (in this case, a Rohingya group in Melbourne), and they would ask for 

something simple—can I help them to find a room to organise a fundraising event—and, 
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in talking, I would find that they had raised AUD $20,000 from their community networks 

the previous weekend to send to people being targeted by extreme violence and fleeing 

Myanmar, and I would think: these people and their actions are remarkable. Moreover, I 

could see a pattern in their response and the responses I had heard about from other 

RDOs acting in very different situations. I am confident now in saying that refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism is a distinct transnational practice, an argument demonstrated 

by the broad findings from previous chapters, summarised here. 

Chapter 2 defined the theoretical concepts and the context in which this argument is 

made. I suggested that if we understand humanitarianism as actions and actors who 

profess a moral imperative to alleviate the suffering of fellow humans, then there are 

many actors, actions and contexts in which humanitarianism takes place. The need to 

help—to alleviate human suffering—is not the unique domain of Western (Christian) 

traditions explored in much of the humanitarianism literature, and nor should it be. In the 

context of unprecedented human displacement and the failure of the international refugee 

regime to ensure effective protection of those who fall within its mandate, the imperative 

for humanitarians—in all shapes and forms—to act has never been greater. This chapter 

argued that there is considerable overlap between the international refugee regime as the 

dominant structure governing people ‘out of place’ and international humanitarianism, 

both of which have been critiqued as paradoxically involving elements of domination and 

emancipation and ‘hierarchies of humanity’ (Fassin, 2010b; also Barnett, 2011; Ticktin, 

2011). Yet the critique that there is asymmetrical power in humanitarian responses to 

refugees—particularly in the distance between aid workers and those they help—makes 

more sense when referring to dominant humanitarian practices, the professionalised, 

bureaucratised and institutionalised ‘international humanitarian order’ (Barnett, 2011). It 

is with regard to ‘other’ humanitarians (Pacitto & Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2013) who also 

respond in situations of forced displacement, and the potential they present for different 

forms of caring for ‘strangers’ (Wheeler, 2000), that this research contributes to existing 

commentary. This chapter concludes that, for refugee diaspora humanitarians who act in 

the margins of the international refugee regime and dominant humanitarian responses, 

their moralities, practices and effects must also be understood in their own terms. 

As to what RDOs do to help, Chapter 3 provided a broad-brush stroke ecology of refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism. The chapter conceptualised the term ‘refugee diasporas’ as 

groups who both identify in a diasporic way (Tölölyan, 2007) and who maintain active 
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connections with a forcibly displaced (refugee) population in another part of the world 

(Van Hear, 2009). In the Australian context, refugee diasporas are predominantly 

comprised of people who have themselves lived as refugees in another country before 

arriving in Australia (i.e. resettled refugees). As Australia has a well-established refugee 

resettlement program with an annual intake since the 1970s, there are significant and 

diverse refugee diaspora communities across the country. Within these communities, it is 

common for small organisations or groups—what I term ‘refugee diaspora 

organisations’—to mobilise with the objective of helping ‘their people’ overseas. While 

these organisations are not the only way that refugee diasporas help in situations of forced 

displacement—individual or household remittance-sending practices, for example, can 

also be considered acts of helping—these collective or associational forms fall within the 

realm of humanitarianism in that those they seek to help are ‘strangers’ not kin. However, 

it is also apparent that the target beneficiaries of refugee diaspora humanitarianism tend 

to be people who RDOs self-identify with as ‘their people’. While they may not be family or 

friends, they are ‘familiar strangers’.  

At first glance, who and where RDOs help, and the activities they engage in, seem 

considerably varied. The humanitarian contexts in which RDOs work include the full 

spectrum: complex humanitarian emergencies and protracted refugee situations; refugee 

camps and urban settings; with internally displaced populations, refugees and people 

seeking asylum. The activities undertaken by RDOs likewise vary, although there are 

tendencies towards systemic advocacy, education projects, material aid provision, 

emergency relief and migration support. This chapter included five case studies of Oromo, 

Eritrean, Karenni, Assyrian and Palestinian RDOs to illustrate both the diversity of what 

can be described as refugee diaspora humanitarianism, as well as the commonality of 

associational or collective helping among refugee diaspora communities in Australia. By 

demonstrating that groups of former refugees in Australia from very different 

backgrounds commonly engage in collective acts of helping, the grounds are laid for 

arguing that there is something structuring in the experience of resettlement. That is, the 

evidence suggests that the resettlement process creates a situation whereby people are 

propelled to come together to help in somewhat predictable ways. 

Chapter 4 further developed the idea that there are common threads across different 

refugee diasporas’ experiences of helping by exploring why those involved in RDOs felt 

compelled to act in this way. After all, the individuals most actively involved in RDOs do so 
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voluntarily and largely draw on their own social networks and resources to help, 

suggesting significant animating forces. To understand underlying motivations and 

moralities of refugee diaspora humanitarianism, I reference literature that has 

demonstrated how ‘forces of compassion’ (i.e. humanitarian narratives) create momentum 

and effect (Bornstein & Redfield, 2010) and how, despite the consensual narrative force of 

humanitarianism (i.e. the ‘untouchability’ of moral discourses of alleviating human 

suffering), there are always complex motivations underlying humanitarian acts (Fassin, 

2010d). I suggest that considerable work has been developed by scholars on the genealogy 

of motivations and morality in dominant (Western) humanitarianism, but that this cannot 

be applied to humanitarian actors situated in different histories to explain the forces that 

compel them to help in the ways that they do. In applying these ideas to this study, I argue 

that there are three recurring ‘figures of suffering’ evoked by refugee diaspora 

humanitarians in Australia to create momentum and effect. These figures are of a 

collective ‘people’ who suffer, and into which diaspora humanitarians include themselves 

in this circle of suffering (‘my people’); of people alone or struggling to fulfil their expected 

caring roles (social ruptures); and of refugees living in the margins of the world, unheard 

and unhelped (forgotten refugees). These humanitarian narratives help us understand 

how those involved in RDOs perceive who they are helping and the causes of their 

suffering.  

While the forces that compel refugee diaspora humanitarians to act in response to this 

perceived suffering are as diverse as the individual and collective histories of the people 

involved, there are also some common threads. For those most invested in RDOs, their 

perspectives and positionality as people with a history of helping and being helped, as 

diaspora, as survivors, as resettled refugees, help to explain the forces that animate them. 

Among these are questions of morality. Refugee diaspora humanitarians spoke about 

helping as fulfilling one’s obligations to ‘their community’ (selective obligations); of being 

an act of faith; of being an echo of the moral values passed on from mothers and fathers 

who stood up to injustices (family values); and, more complicated, as a moral duty to 

repay ‘the gift’ of resettlement and to ‘give back’ for having themselves been helped. This 

act of ‘repaying the gift’ is imbued with feelings of guilt; that one had been given the ‘gift’ 

of living in Australia and is somehow indebted to the people still struggling in the places 

they once lived. In this, guilt and empathy seen closely-linked affective forces. Refugee 

diaspora humanitarians spoke about the guilt they felt for those they ‘left behind’ and 

whose suffering they could empathise with because they had ‘been there’ themselves. 
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Many could draw on their own experiences to ‘feel the pain’ of others and, at times, 

empathy and trauma also seemed entwined. For example, the visceral response among 

refugee diasporas in Australia to new waves of displacement that brought forth murky and 

traumatic pasts coloured their need to help. But dark affective forces are not the only 

emotions motivating refugee diaspora humanitarians. Many of the participants in this 

study spoke of the satisfaction that came from helping others and of the pleasurable 

sociability of working together ‘for good’.  Finally, this chapter ended by exploring 

dimensions of power in the mobilisation of RDOs; of how diaspora and homeland politics 

are implicated, as is the potential elevation of personal status. That is, some refugee 

diaspora humanitarians clearly saw their involvement in RDOs as a way of bringing about 

transformational change in their homelands or paving the way for ‘their people’ to return, 

with considerable variations in how organisations or individuals rejected or aligned 

themselves to more formal political processes. On a personal level, those who are known 

as ‘helpers’ gain experience, networks and status from their involvement in RDOs—it 

became, for some, part of their identity: the ‘essence of me’. Together these animating 

forces paint a picture of distinct moralities and motivations which reinforces the idea that 

acts of helping strangers in need (humanitarianisms) are situated in particular histories, 

understandings and interrelationships between ‘those who help’ and ‘those in need’. 

Chapter 5 moved from a discussion of motivations to one of modalities; to how RDOs 

organise, with a focus on governance and economies. In terms of governance, the RDOs in 

this study were all small, volunteer-run organisations mostly involving people who self-

identified in a diasporic way. Their voluntary nature was seen by those involved as both a 

strength (i.e. a demonstration of their convictions and evidence of their accountability) 

and a significant challenge, particularly for their capacity to effect change and longer-term 

sustainability. While many of these RDOs seem to mirror—at least on paper—the 

bureaucratised, democratic governance structures of incorporated associations, in 

practice they operated with a high degree of informality. However, this does not mean that 

there are no rules, norms or responsibilities governing RDOs, but rather they are more 

often guided by trust-based social networks than by organisational policies and formal 

governance structures. Indeed, one of the more striking features of RDO governance is the 

hyper-vigilance in accountability of these organisations to both donors and beneficiaries, 

which is enabled by RDOs’ embeddedness in transnational social networks that include 

both donors and beneficiaries, as well as the small scale of their operations.  
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The RDOs in this research undeniably represent small economies. The financial resources 

they mobilise largely come from their own social networks—from within diaspora 

communities in Australia—and seem infinitesimal when compared to the wider 

humanitarian system with organisational budgets in the millions or billions. RDOs ‘make 

do’ by drawing on other (non-monetary) resources, particularly the skills, knowledge, 

networks and labour of volunteers, most of which is unaccounted for in organisational 

budgets. The limited resources and resourcefulness that shapes refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism make these organisations extremely effective at turning small amounts 

of money into something tangible for the people they are helping, albeit at a very localised 

level. Indeed, the idea of ‘smallness’ was a recurring theme in this research, with RDOs 

understanding the limits of what they could do in the context of enormous needs, at the 

same time as they spoke of the value and significance of doing ‘small things’ to the lives of 

those they helped.  

Chapter 6 further explored the modalities of RDOs by describing four cross-cutting and 

recurring themes—mobility, (in)visibility, knowledge and networks—that make refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism a distinct transnational practice. In terms of mobility, three 

dimensions are evident in shaping refugee diaspora humanitarianism: the differential 

regimes of mobility for members of RDOs that impact their ‘motility’ (Sheller & Urry, 

2006) and which includes visa or citizenship status, class and gender; people moving and 

working transnationally (physical mobility); and people connecting and organising across 

dispersed space (virtual mobility). In terms of physical mobility, those involved in RDOs 

travel to organise both within Australia and overseas. For those who travel to refugee 

situations to help, their reasons for travelling are not solely humanitarian. Most travel also 

to visit, care for, create or reunite with family and friends, suggesting that refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism and the ways in which transnational families connect exist 

side-by-side. Physical mobility enables humanitarian action in several ways: it provides 

opportunities for those in Australia to better understand the current situation for those 

they are trying to help; it helps with needs identification and project planning; it allows 

RDO members to oversee or participate in the implementation of projects; it strengthens 

networks with people in the areas they are working; and it enables monitoring and 

accountability. The virtual mobilities of RDOs are also striking. Information and 

communication technologies have provided means for RDOs to both organise across 

dispersed locations as well as to mobilise and sustain support for their humanitarian work 
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by creating or sustaining affective connections between people living in different parts of 

the world.  

The second modalities theme explored in Chapter 6 was that of (in)visibility; of how those 

involved in RDOs are ‘seen’ or ‘not seen’ in different contexts and how this is used to effect. 

Refugee diaspora humanitarians use their visibility (‘otherness’) in safe humanitarian 

spaces such as Australia, Geneva and New York to make claims about resources and 

protection needs, and being visible as ‘a refugee’ or a representative of ‘a people’ has 

purpose and effect. Conversely, these same people use their ability to ‘blend in’—their 

invisibility—in liminal humanitarian spaces (refugee and conflict situations). Refugee 

diaspora humanitarians spoke of how being seen as ‘ordinary’ allowed them to do things: 

to access places and people where other, more visible, humanitarian actors find it more 

difficult. At the same time, blending in also renders RDOs as invisible or inconsequential 

within broader humanitarian response systems. 

The third theme in this chapter, knowledge, described how RDOs draw on both descriptive 

and acquainted knowledge to understand humanitarian contexts, needs and solutions. 

What refugee diaspora humanitarians ‘know’ can be highly context-specific; being able to 

read nuances by virtue of their past experiences and connections to a place or local 

population. This knowledge distinguishes them from professional humanitarians who 

understand a local situation, needs and solutions by drawing on generalised knowledge 

synthesised from much longer and diverse organisational histories (i.e. knowledge evident 

and reinforced through industry frameworks, policies and trainings). While there are 

significant knowledge gaps (what RDOs don’t know) relating to a lack of technical 

knowledge to effectively implement projects, access to humanitarian coordination 

mechanisms, and the potential (two-way) disconnect between diaspora and local actors’ 

understandings of a situation, refugee diaspora humanitarianism also challenges some of 

the distinctions made and values placed on ‘expert’ vs ‘local’ knowledge, in some cases 

bridging the two. Indeed, refugee diaspora humanitarianism seems to foreground 

different forms of knowledge—that which is affective and involves the close proximity 

between helper and helped—that could complement the rationalised ‘technical’ 

knowledge that is so valued in dominant humanitarian practices. 

Finally, the fourth cross-cutting theme regarding RDO modalities concerned networks. In 

conceptualising RDOs networks, I suggest that these organisations and the individuals 

involved are part of ‘rhizomatic’ networks (Deleuze & Guttari, 1987) or ‘networks in 
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motion’ located within transnational social fields. By conceptualising RDO networks as 

such, I suggest that the process of resettlement does not necessarily remove a person from 

a social network, but transforms their position, capacities and relationships within this 

transnational social field. Moreover, social networks are fundamental to how RDOs help. 

RDO networks in Australia, their networks with people in the places where they are 

helping (humanitarian contexts) and their networks with people in other parts of the 

world (wider diaspora), all significantly shape and enable refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism. The effectiveness of an RDO is in many ways dependent on the relative 

strength—and trust within—its social networks.  

Having explored the who, what, why and how of refugee diaspora humanitarianism, 

Chapter 7 extended these arguments with a discussion of implications and possibilities. In 

answering the third research question—what role does or can refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism play in the international refugee regime—this chapter highlighted three 

broad areas where these practices have potential implications: in strengthening refugee 

protection; in diversifying humanitarianism; and in enabling and envisioning the 

transnational engagements of refugee diasporas in Australia ‘for good’. With the first 

theme, I suggest that where ‘translocal communities’ (Appadurai, 1996) come together—

evident through the mobilisation of RDOs in countries like Australia—there is the 

potential to enhance protective factors within forcibly displaced populations. Those in the 

wider diaspora (particularly resettled refugees) are able to help in distinct ways. In seeing 

refugees as part of translocal communities, ‘community-based protection’ can also be 

viewed with a wider lens. Translocal communities draw on more diverse resources, ideas 

and information than communities only understood in terms of place, and this has the 

potential to strengthen (or undermine) refugee protection.   

The second theme in this chapter focused on diversifying humanitarianism. Creating 

spaces in humanitarian dialogue and coordination systems for smaller actors, including 

RDOs, can allow for the diversification of ideas about how to help in situations of forced 

displacement. Refugee diaspora humanitarians offer a unique perspective, often gained 

through lived experience and a capacity to reflect on this from the privileged spaces of 

countries like Australia and with the benefit of hindsight. Their insights as past recipients 

of humanitarian assistance and their nuanced understanding of local contexts could 

inform other actors as they design, implement and evaluate humanitarian responses. The 

engagement of refugee diasporas within the broader field of humanitarianism could also 
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lead to responses that more fully recognise collective forms of suffering alongside that of 

individual bodies, as well as the power and significance of community-led responses that 

recreate or strengthen social networks of care. 

In terms of enabling and envisioning refugee diaspora transnationalism in Australia, there 

are both policy and programmatic considerations that could strengthen collective helping 

within refugee diaspora communities. These include: smoothing avenues for collective 

remittance-sending; providing capacity-building, funding and governance support to 

RDOs; and creating stronger linkages between policy-makers and refugee diaspora 

advocates. A greater recognition of refugee diaspora humanitarianism could also have 

important symbolic implications, reframing refugees in Australia in ways that challenge 

the pervasive narratives of refugees as voiceless victims or latent threat. Finally, I return 

to the argument that resettlement is a structuring experience—it enables people to do 

things that they were not able to do before, including collective or associational helping. 

There is much potential for resettled refugees to be made visible in the international 

refugee regime as people who will likely continue to connect to those in need of 

international protection and who may be able to contribute to responses to forced 

displacement in distinct and important ways.  

As this overview indicates, refugee diaspora humanitarianism requires a confluence of 

factors: it requires people who have been forcibly displaced and lived as refugees being 

able to permanently settle in a country like Australia; it requires resettled refugees 

mobilising as a diaspora and feeling compelled to help those who they identify with as 

‘their people’; and it requires enabling capacities that allow people to collectively organise, 

move and act in different ways ‘to help’. As such, the motivations, modalities and 

implications of refugee diaspora humanitarianism must be understood on their own 

terms, and as a distinct transnational practice.  

8.2 Forced displacement and grassroots responses 

The world of diaspora humanitarianism has only recently emerged in scholarly and policy 

discussions (cf DEMAC, 2016b; Horst et al., 2015), though a focus on refugee diasporas has 

been absent from these discussions thus far. And while it should be noted that there is a 

larger body of literature on diasporas and development, and on diasporas from countries 

in conflict or with a conflict history (particularly from Somalia, Sri Lanka, Ethiopia, Eritrea 

and Afghanistan) that touch on similar themes to this thesis, albeit using different 
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language, this research was designed to intentionally focus on refugee diasporas as people 

who are motivated not only by their identification with ‘a people’ (diasporas), but also 

those who also have direct personal experience of forced displacement and the 

international refugee regime and who have been the objects of humanitarian assistance in 

the past. The positionality and perspective of refugee diasporas makes them distinct 

humanitarian actors. In arguing this, I have shown that—despite the obvious 

heterogeneity of refugee populations—there is something structuring in the experience of 

becoming a ‘resettled refugee’. Third country resettlement creates a situation whereby a 

small number of individuals from a much larger population are granted the legal right to 

move from a situation of humanitarian need to a safer, wealthier place of privilege. This 

act itself—resettlement—brings with it a multitude of challenges, obligations and 

opportunities for those who it effects. There are the challenges of re-making a life again in 

yet another place, of negotiating the obligations and guilt of ‘being a refugee’ in a country 

like Australia (of having received ‘the gift’ of resettlement), and of finding ways to 

meaningfully relate to the people left behind along the way. But the resettlement context 

also provides opportunities to act in new ways; to mobilise as a diaspora, to travel, and to 

access resources, ideas and networks that were previously unavailable. Indeed, the 

evidence suggested by this research is that, while not inevitable, the formation of RDOs to 

undertake helping work with displaced people in other parts of the world is a common 

experience.   

Refugee diaspora humanitarianism is, in many ways, an organic, grassroots movement. As 

demonstrated in Chapter 5, while most RDOs are registered as incorporated associations, 

they operate loosely and with a high degree of informality. Moreover, these organisations 

come and go as interest within diaspora communities and the needs of ‘their people’ 

waxes and wanes. In short, they are a counterpoint to institutional and large-scale 

responses to forced displacement. In reflecting on the broader significance of this, it is 

worth noting a recent article by Cohen and Van Hear, ‘Visions of Refugia: territorial and 

transnational solutions to mass displacement’ (2017). Here the authors describe as I have 

the failure of nation-states and the international governance architecture (the refugee 

regime and humanitarian system) to effectively protect the millions of people around the 

world who are forcibly displaced, ensuring they can live fulfilling lives. In putting forward 

possible solutions to this ‘problem of mass displacement’, Cohen and Van Hear offer the 

utopic idea of ‘Refugia’, a ‘transnational or cross-national entity, a set of connections (mise 
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en relation) between different sites developed through initiatives mainly taken by 

refugees and displaced people themselves’ (p. 497). They write:  

…we suggest that Refugia already exists in a fragmentary and highly imperfect 

form. In countries that have long hosted large numbers of refugees and will likely 

do so for the foreseeable future – Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, Iran, Pakistan, Kenya, 

Ethiopia and Uganda among others – refugees have established tenuous 

communities in the face of challenging conditions and poor prospects. These 

populations have links with more fortunate kin and friends in global cities further 

afield – not just in the neighbourhoods of New York, London, Paris, Berlin and 

Sydney, but in Istanbul, Cairo, Mumbai, Rio and many others in the emerging 

world, where people of diverse ethnicities and backgrounds are thrown together. 

Taken together, people in these dispersed locations constitute transnational 

communities through their diasporic connections. The transformational step 

towards a transnational polity would be to move beyond ethnic identification to a 

global affinity of the displaced. (p. 498)  

What Cohen and Van Hear envision is displaced populations coming together and creating 

opportunities for people to move, negotiate and access resources through being identified 

and identifiable as ‘Refugians’. Refugians would live within territories—nation-sates—as 

they already do, but would be connected to each other through an ‘archipelago of the 

displaced’. A key idea being that Refugia is ‘self-organized and self-managed, requiring not 

political or cultural conformity but simply subscribing to principles and deeds of solidarity 

and mutual aid’ (p. 502). The most compelling part of this vision of Refugia is the prospect 

of people who are displaced being able to organise ‘in the interstices of the nation state 

system and the international governmental architecture’ (ibid.); of not being forced to live 

in the margins or dependent on the capacities and whims of states and a flawed 

humanitarian governance system, but to have greater agency and power through being 

recognised and legitimised as a collective.  

In reading this article, there were many echoes that I could see in the ways in which the 

RDOs in this study organised and connected transnationally. For example, there were 

echoes of Refugia in the ways in which diaspora humanitarians evoked ‘forgotten 

refugees’ as figures of suffering (see Chapter 4). Many conversations I had seemed to 

suggest that the suffering of displacement was one that could be recognised and shared 

despite other forms of identification (e.g. ethnic, religious, nationality). Recall, for example, 
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the way in which John spoke of the effects of being labelled ‘a refugee’ and being told: ‘you 

cannot do, you cannot do…’ (Section 4.2.3). This affinity of the displaced could also be seen 

during fieldwork in Geneva when observing a small group of refugee diaspora advocates, 

many of whom were cognisant and clear that they did not represent ‘a community’, but 

seemed to speak with confidence about theirs or others’ experiences of displacement and 

humanitarian government, who spoke from the perspective of ‘being a refugee’. The same 

goes for fieldwork in Indonesia, when the founder of a refugee-led organisation said to a 

member of a newly forming refugee association: No one else is going to help you. You are on 

your own, and then they proceeded to enthusiastically discuss creative solutions to the 

problems that they shared. The obvious differences between these individuals—one a 

University-educated woman from Ethiopia, the other a young Hazara man who had grown 

up as a refugee in Pakistan with limited formal education—were less apparent in this 

context, as they shared the common goal and experience of surviving as refugees in 

Indonesia. 

Yet the idea of Refugia as a fully realised transnational entity seems wildly utopic in the 

context of the rise of nationalism in many parts of the world and the persistent hegemony 

of the international system of sovereign states. While Cohen and Van Hear are cognisant of 

this (they describe their vision as a ‘pragmatic utopia’), they also point out that Refugia 

already exists in embryonic form:  

Camps and communities near and in countries riven by conflicts, neighbourhoods 

in global cities, transnational political practices, money transfers, emergent 

communities and activities in disparate locations en route: all are fragments that, 

taken separately, do not seem to promise much. However, in the aggregate they 

could add up to Refugia, imperfectly prefigured. (p. 501)  

The appeal of Refugia, then, is that it is already happening. It does not require grand 

design, at least in its imperfect form. Taken as a movement involving fragmentary pieces 

rather than an orchestrated structure, Refugia is not likely to be mired with the political 

short-sightedness and gross discrepancies in power and wealth evident among those 

negotiating the future of the international refugee regime and humanitarian responses to 

people ‘out of place’ (i.e. states and large multi-lateral organisations). The idea of solutions 

coming from below, of people finding creative ways to connect with and support one 

another, seems to offer more hope and more possibility for those currently or likely to be 

displaced in the future. The implication of Refugia, then, echoes that of my own study. Both 
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suggest that there is hope and possibility to be found in enabling manifestations of self-

governance, solidarity and mutual aid. 

In undertaking this research, I have also seen that there is an appetite to further support 

the growth of transnational networks of refugee-led organisations into some sort of 

polity—that maybe Cohen and Van Hear’s vision is not so far off. It is embryonic, but it is 

possible to see how the themes of self-governance—of community-based protection—will 

create more leaders within refugee communities. In fact, the coming together of leaders 

from disparate backgrounds and regions as ‘refugees’ is already happening. In 2016, the 

Network for Refugee Voices (NRV)145 was formally established, originally by a group of 

Syrian refugees living in Europe but now opened to refugee-led organisations or advocates 

anywhere in the world. NRV’s objective is to ensure that refugees ‘have a seat at the 

negotiating table’ in global policy discussions about responses to forced displacement. In 

Geneva in 2018, NRV and other refugee-led organisations and advocates will meet for the 

first time to discuss how their voices can be heard more centrally in global discussions 

about forced displacement. The people in my study—the refugee diaspora humanitarians 

who I profiled—are among the groups that have joined the NRV.  They are agitating. They 

are organising. And, in this, there is much more to be learned and said. 

8.3 Everyday humanitarianism and tapestries of care 

As to the broader significance of this research, I suggest that refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism is everyday humanitarianism and that more attention should be paid to 

acts of helping such as these in their many and varied forms. The need for finely-grained 

studies of everyday humanitarians and their ethics, effects and practices has never been 

greater at a time when the humanitarian landscape is changing and (potentially) 

diversifying, and the suffering caused by conflict and displacement shows no sign of 

abating. Yet there are few studies outside of those on the formal and institutionalised 

humanitarian system that explore situated acts of people helping ‘strangers in need’ 

(Borstein’s Disquieting Gifts: Humanitarianism in New Delhi being a notable exception). In 

fact, discussions about everyday humanitarianism and what this means are only just 

starting to emerge, and thus far paint a gloomy picture. For example, the Everyday 

Humanitarianism: Ethics, Affects and Practices conference held at the London School of 

Economics and Political Sciences in 2016 describes: 
                                                           

145 http://www.networkforrefugeevoices.org/ 
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In this ‘post-humanitarian’ age, solidarity is driven by converging logics of 

consumption and utilitarianism where doing good for others is about mundane 

micro-practices that aim at personal gratification, such as the click of the mouse or 

an e-signature. At the same time, moral universals and political questions of 

justice and equality may fade into the background or become treated as irrelevant. 

(Celebnorthsouth, 2016) 

Reading through this conference program, it seems that interest in everyday acts of 

helping has been largely focused on undifferentiated Western publics; of individuals acting 

in tandem with dominant humanitarian actors to ‘do good’, largely mediated through 

online technologies, celebrity and the mass media that enables a ‘humanitarian 

marketplace’ (Richey & Chouliaraki, 2017). While these trends are notable and not to be 

refuted, the depth of this research reinforces the idea that ‘the everyday’ looks very 

different for different individuals and groups, even within populations in the global North. 

The people who were involved in RDOs in this study were exposed to similar media 

discourses, technologies and possibilities ‘to help’ as other Australians, and yet they chose 

to act by forming their own organisations. More so, these acts required significant 

animating forces as well as individual and collective investments of time and resources.  

And so, when Richey and Chouliaraki (2017) ask: ‘Do we live in an age of “post-

humanitarianism” where doing good for others is intrinsically linked with feelings of 

gratification for the self?’ (p. 314), I would suggest, no. How people try to ‘do good’ for 

others is based on their capacity and positionality in relation to those who suffer and is 

complicated by moralities and motivations which are as diverse as each person’s 

individual and collective history. For people who have once been the object of 

humanitarian assistance—refugees now resettled in Australia—their histories, 

positionality, capacity and motivations to ‘do good’ will differ from, for example, an Anglo-

Australian, middle-class young person who has travelled overseas as a ‘voluntourist’ 

(Douglas & Greenhill, 2017) and who relates to others’ suffering through mediated 

messages (Angelina Jolie holding a ‘refugee baby’ in a camp) and the call to click-to-donate 

to UNHCR or to tweet #WithRefugees. How both relate to the ‘suffering of strangers’ and 

choose to act are equally important, and more complicated than acts linked to self-

gratification. 

What this study of refugee diaspora humanitarianism sheds light on is the everyday, 

situated ethics and collective practices of care of a particular group of people, refugees 
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resettled in Australia. And while this thesis did not start out as an exploration of the ethics 

of their care146, through the process it became important to understand why these 

individuals and groups chose to act in this way. In trying to understand why people got 

involved in RDOs, I came to understand these acts beyond their policy and structural 

significance, and to what they tell us about how people perceive others’ suffering, their 

relationship to this suffering, and their response. Refugee diaspora humanitarianism is 

about how groups of people try to ‘do good’ that goes beyond—or perhaps sits between—

acts of caring for kith and kin and acts of caring for an abstract and distant other (i.e. 

humanitarianism based on liberal-altruism). Their acts also help us to understand 

suffering beyond the ‘suffering subject’ (Robbins, 2013), but as a collective experience—

the suffering of ‘a people’.  

In understanding refugee diaspora humanitarians as perceiving and responding to the 

suffering of ‘a people’, we can see how their actions are framed in ways that focus on 

remaking or strengthening social fabrics of care, and in which they include themselves in 

this social fabric. Their actions move beyond addressing the ‘bare life’ (zōe) of the 

suffering subject, and towards the bios, the story of the political and social being who 

suffers (Agamben, 2005). In many ways, refugee diaspora humanitarianism challenges the 

idea that Fassin (2010b) puts forward when he writes about the duality and hierarchy that 

lies in the figures of ‘aid workers’ and ‘victims’, ‘between the zoē of “local populations” 

who can only passively await both bombs and humanitarian workers, fearing the former 

and mistrusting the latter, and the bios of those “citizens of the world,” the aid workers 

who come, with courage and devotion, to render them assistance’ (p. 231). In fact, refugee 

diaspora humanitarians muddy these distinctions. As a person who identifies with a 

collective ‘people’ who suffer, the diaspora humanitarian is both ‘victim’ and ‘helper’. 

I want to further suggest that caring about the social group and not just ‘bodies to be 

saved’ is fundamentally important. This is what Van Hear and Cohen (2017) suggest when 

they purport that collective transfers by diaspora groups to conflict-affected populations 

are different in nature to private remittances to households or extended family members. 

That, despite being smaller in scale, collective transfers have significance beyond their 

immediate economic and material effects, helping to ‘recreate or repair the social fabric 

                                                           

146 I note here a body of work on the ethics of care (cf Held, 2006; Razavi, 2007; Tronto, 1993) 
which was not explored in this research, but where there is potential for future engagement with 
this literature to situate RDOs within these debates.  
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shredded by years of conflict, not least by helping to re-establish social linkages ruptured 

during war, and re-building trust and confidence’ (p. 173). Refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism as everyday humanitarianism is about re-building social networks of 

trust and care. In this way, the number of ‘lives saved’ by RDOs may not be the most 

important question when considering their implications and effect. Perhaps better 

questions are: How many people were connected to one another through the actions of 

RDOs? And, how was the suffering of ‘a people’ healed or transformed by people coming 

together and acting in this way? 

This study did not set out to compare or contrast refugee diaspora humanitarianism with 

other (dominant) forms of humanitarianism, but to try to understand these practices in 

their own terms. At the same time, it is inevitable that this form of caring for strangers will 

be held up against other humanitarian practices. To this end, I want to suggest that much 

can be learned through mutual exchange between different actors about diverse practices 

of caring. As Robbins (2013) suggests, an ‘anthropology of the good can…[help] us do 

justice to the different ways people live for the good, and finding ways to let their efforts 

inform our own’ (p. 459). For dominant humanitarian organisations interested in 

addressing the tensions or critiques that have been levelled at them—of how helping 

strangers can become more transformative, empowering and accountable to affected 

populations, for instance—refugee diaspora humanitarians have much to offer. Likewise, 

much could be learned by those involved in RDOs about governance, needs identification, 

coordination and implementation from established and professional humanitarian actors. 

In the end, there is no either-or of humanitarianism. There is no right way to help. Refugee 

diaspora humanitarianism does not hold any definitive answer or alternatives for how to 

‘do humanitarianism better’. The fact that this diversity of care practices exists in and of 

itself is what is important, and what could and should be nurtured. What refugee diaspora 

humanitarianism suggests is that the social fabric of care is (and should be) a rich 

tapestry; that as humans we can only hope to draw from networks of supports in a variety 

of forms when we need it, and we can also act in a variety of ways as helpers. Erica 

Bornstein (2012) reminds us that giving challenges people ‘to think relationally about 

their place in the world’ and that, ‘in this age of abundance and scarcity, models of 

renunciation and giving away are powerful reminders of the relations that make us 

members of groups’ (p. 174). The tapestry of people who help in times of need includes 

those who work for large humanitarian organisations whose raison d’être is to ‘save lies’, 
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but it also includes neighbours, community leaders, faith networks, civil society 

movements, ‘non-governmental individuals’ (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010) and refugee 

diaspora organisations. These are everyday humanitarians whose actions and reasons for 

acting vary greatly. For all of these actors, the ethics, practices and effects of their helping 

should not be ‘untouchable’ to researchers (Fassin, 2010d), but discerned for what they do 

and what it means for the people involved. And what it implies for me is the possibility of a 

richer tapestry of care. 

At the very start of Chapter 1, I included a quote from Bornstein (2012) that spoke of the 

‘subtle shades of humanitarian efforts’ of people who are less visible and who provide care 

‘inaudibly, without recognition and without status’ (p. 11). It is my hope that this research 

has cast light on one such group of humanitarians whose caring has largely gone 

unrecognised. For a country like Australia, which is rightly proud of offering a permanent 

home to over 800,000 refugees since Federation, continuing to frame refugees as the 

recipients of this country’s benevolence or, worse, as people who signify potential threat 

or ongoing neediness, misses the significant ways in which many former refugees go about 

‘doing good’ in the world. Refugee diaspora humanitarianism may not be the panacea to 

the suffering of forced displacement, or the precarious situations in which a large 

proportion of the world’s displaced live, but these distinct actors and their actions suggest 

other possibilities and diverse ways of caring—involving solidarity, listening and 

rebuilding social fabrics of care—they are ‘social gestures to strangers and to distant kin’ 

(Bornstein, 2012, p. 174). And for those who suffer through forced displacement—whose 

lives have been made worse by conflict and violence, domination and invisibility—it 

matters that their people continue to connect and care.  
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APPENDIX 

Names that appear in thesis and affiliated organisations or communities  

Name Full name Organisation Diaspora 
community 

Country of 
birth/origin 

Abdul  Pseudonym  Eritrean Eritrea 
Adem  Pseudonym  Oromo Australia 
Alaa  Pseudonym  Palestinian Syria 
Aliya  Pseudonym  Oromo Australia 
Anna Anna Hutchens Refugee Action Program, 

Brotherhood of St 
Laurence 

N/A N/A 

Anwar Anwar Alishek Eritrean Australian 
Humanitarian Aid 

Eritrean Eritrea 

Berhan Berhan Jaber Various Eritrean Eritrea 

Carmen  Pseudonym  Assyrian Iraq 
Elizabeth  Pseudonym  South Sudanese Kenya 
Germa  Pseudonym  Oromo Sudan 
Hadi  Pseudonym  Iraqi Iraq 
Hamid Pseudonym  Rohingya Myanmar 
Hassan Pseudonym  Oromo Ethiopia 
James Pseudonym  Karen Myanmar 
John Pseudonym  Zo Myanmar 
Jordan Pseudonym  Karen Myanmar 
Joseph Pseudonym  Eastern Orthodox Lebanon 
Ladan Pseudonym  Ogaden Somalia 
Leyla Pseudonym  Assyrian Iraq 
Mae Sie Mae Sie Win Karenni Federation of 

Australia 
Karenni Myanmar 

Marama Marama Kufi Oromia Support Group 
Australia / Oromo Relief 
Association Australia 

Oromo Ethiopia 

Melika Melika Sheikh-Eldin AMES Australia Eritrean Eritrea 
Mohammed Pseudonym  Eritrean Eritrea 
Muzafar Muzafar Ali Cisarua Refugee 

Learning Centre 
Hazara Afghanistan 

Naj Pseudonym  Hazara Afghanistan 
Raj Pseudonym  Lhotshampa Bhutan 
Rosanna Pseudonym  Bahai’i Iran 
Sabira  Pseudonym  Hazara Pakistan 
Sarah  Pseudonym  Mandaean Iraq 
Youssef Pseudonym  Oromo Ethiopia 
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