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depending as much on future oppor-
tunities as on past experiences. 

This shows us that while we tend to
think of displacement as a temporary
deviation from normal life, a disrup-
tive event to be corrected, the
possibility also exists that some peo-
ple see displacement as an
opportunity for change. People do not
only look back; they also look to the
future and try to plan for it.

The third point I would like to include
concerns the social meanings of social
and economic activities. Often when
discussing the initiatives of people, or
the projects of agencies, we focus on
the activity itself in a narrow sense.
For instance, when talking about eco-
nomic activities we simply talk about
trade or business, maybe including a
description of the items being traded.
Our interviews showed that an activity
such as ‘making baskets and selling
them at the local market’ could mean
very different things to different peo-
ple. It could be a continuation of a
recognised pre-war activity, providing

a guaranteed level of income while
also defining the person’s social iden-
tity as member of a community. It
could be a new activity that implied
learning new skills, entering new rela-
tionships, reworking domestic gender
roles and perhaps even risking social
stigmatisation and marginalisation. In
that case economic gains would have
tremendous social costs. The general
point here to remember is that IDPs –
like any other social group – inhabit
particular social and cultural worlds.

We must not lose sight of the capacity
of people to analyse their own situa-
tion. When we gave IDPs the chance to
talk about what they had done prior
to, during and after displacement,
rather than what their needs were (the
standard project needs assessments
approach), many of them demonstrat-
ed great capacity to analyse their
situation and make risk assessments.
Their analyses were translated into
actions that prepared them for what
might come but also informed their
constant adjustments of response
strategies and learning from past

experiences. In fact, their analyses
were often more in touch with recent
developments and more precise (con-
taining more variables and concrete
details) than those provided by the
external agencies.

In conclusion, I believe that the
approach taken by this initiative,
which has focused on documenting
‘conflict and displacement as the IDPs
experience it and respond to it’, has
contributed many novel insights and
perspectives. Many issues remain
unexplored and not yet well under-
stood. I hope that you, practitioners
and researchers, will take this oppor-
tunity to identify and discuss possible
shared interests, so that in the com-
ing years we will see a number of new
initiatives in this direction.

Birgitte Sørensen is Associate
Professor, Institute of
Anthropology, University of
Copenhagen. She is co-editor of
Caught Between Borders. 
Email: birgitte.soerensen@
anthro.ku.dk 

e felt that, while there was a
lot of emphasis on institu-
tional dilemmas and issues

of sovereignty, we needed to look
more closely at how real people
respond to displacement. This was
particularly important if we were to
begin working on our second objec-
tive which was to try to see how we
can develop concrete recommenda-
tions as a humanitarian community to
improve our response. 

These objectives are not particularly
new. Indeed, the refugee field and the
anthropology field have been talking
about them for a long time. So what

exactly have we tried to do that was
different?

Firstly, although many of the condi-
tions facing IDPs may be the same as
those facing refugees, we know that
their context can be very different as
a result of their closer proximity to
the actual armed actors or potential
security and protection threats. In
order to better understand the protec-
tion issues we wanted to focus some
of our attention on that particular
area.

Secondly, as many of us who are
working in the humanitarian field
know, we frequently talk about the
need to better integrate and include
the displaced in our decision-making
processes. This is something which is
clearly supported in the Guiding
Principles on Internal Displacement.
Often, however, the difficulty is find-
ing out how best to integrate and

Response strategies: the need
to involve the displaced

by Marc Vincent
I would like to start with an overview of the
Response Strategies Project. We started with two
principal objectives, the first of which was to under-
stand how individuals in communities respond to
displacement.
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include them. It always seems that
when emergencies begin and when we
are doing evaluations, it is not until
the end of the process or after the so-
called ‘emergency phase’ that we
decide to consult the displaced. We
need to involve the displaced earlier
in the process – indeed, from the very
beginning. For that reason we wanted
to start from the very beginning, by
looking at what the displaced do for
themselves and among themselves.     

What did we learn from this process?
The first lesson for me was to recon-
sider the lens through which we
viewed the problems of internal dis-
placement. As humanitarian workers
we tend to see things in logistical
terms, in terms of emergencies and
delivering assistance as fast as we
can, or we think in terms of protec-
tion. And so we often see the
displaced through a one-dimensional
lens: we see them as victims rather
than as human beings with various
histories and backgrounds, ambitions
and resources. As Birgitte Refslund
Sørensen has said, there are different
axes of identity and all these different
axes have an impact on how people
respond to displacement. 

Narrow perspective on 
vulnerability

By using the uni-dimensional lens we
create our own dilemmas and expec-
tations as well as false dichotomies. I
am reminded of a workshop that we
recently held in Burundi where there
was much discussion about vulnera-
bility. The question was asked
whether IDPs are more vulnerable
than people living in their own com-
munity and whether refugees are
more vulnerable than IDPs. First, the
question assumed that IDPs must be
vulnerable and, second, the ensuing
discussion created a pointless cate-
gorisation of who is more vulnerable.
Some of the chapters in the book
Caught Between Borders actually tell a
more nuanced story. 

The research showed that sometimes
a person may be displaced yet not
necessarily be vulnerable. In fact, it
showed that some people even man-
aged to improve aspects of their life
during displacement – such as finding
access to education which they were
not able to do before. In another
example the research in Angola and
Afghanistan showed that people who

are not displaced may be more vul-
nerable than those who were
displaced, because some were unable
to flee because of financial reasons. 

The point I am trying to make is that,
generally, it is important that we
agree that the internally displaced are
frequently more vulnerable than other
victims of conflict precisely because
they have been forced from their
homes and communities. However, in
order to really understand their situa-
tion and what we need to do to
respond, we need to look at them as
individuals at the family and commu-
nity level. That is why we have chosen
to use the term ‘changing the humani-
tarian lens’ for this conference. It is
not easy for us to step outside that
humanitarian role but I think it is
something that we have to do if we
are to better understand what IDPs
themselves are doing and how we
should respond. 

It is only when we do change the lens
that we get to see both variety and
ingenuity among the displaced. And
we also get a better view of what we
should be doing as a humanitarian
community to respond to displace-
ment without upsetting the delicate
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social balance and fabric – or making
things worse than they already are. 

Preparation for displacement

One area that I found particularly fas-
cinating during the research was the
level of preparation for displacement
among IDPs. For me, it turned the
idea of the displaced as victims on its
head and came as a surprise.
Comments from Burundi, for example,
illustrated that those who survived
the first instance of flight had much
better chances of surviving subse-
quent displacements because they
became better informed, they were
better able to identify the risks and
they had been able to identify some
contingency plans. There was a clear
learning curve. It showed up in the
identification of essential supplies. In
Burma, for example, those displaced
were able to pre-position supplies
along potential escape routes prior to
the arrival of military patrols. In other
countries there was a change in atti-
tude towards goods and belongings;
mobile assets – something that you
could carry with you – and personal
skills became increasingly important. 

In another example from Angola, the
chapter describes a tailor who had
been displaced several times. He
always brought his sewing machine
with him because it gave him some
form of survival capacity after dis-
placement; this was something he had

learned after the first experience of
losing everything. 

Another example of the learning
processes of the displaced was the
development of escape routes and
safe havens. One revelation was the
number of information networks and
early warning systems that existed
among displaced communities. These
could be based on groups and fami-
lies, on kinship or community. When
displacement occurred regularly these
information networks were extremely
well developed. In Columbia, for
example, the potentially displaced
relied on both traditional warning sys-
tems – such as cattle horns – or more
sophisticated messages hidden within
radio programmes to warn of the
presence of armed actors and enable
those potentially in danger to move to
safe areas. However, although this
reveals the resources and capacity
available, we must be cautious and
not assume that these mechanisms
always work. Despite all the mecha-
nisms that exist in Colombia, many
people still preferred to escape their
home areas altogether and move in
anonymity to large urban settings.  

Learning to listen

What kind of implications does this
research have for the humanitarian
response? The first implication is
clearly the need to listen better.
Obviously, the displaced are much

better prepared than the humanitarian
community gives them credit for.
Humanitarian organisations often pre-
fer to rely on their own analysis of a
situation rather than giving credence
to local analysis. And this can often
have disastrous consequences.
Humanitarian organisations need to
make more of an effort to listen to
and learn from local analysis. They
can then support local actors in devel-
oping feasible contingency plans
should they be displaced again. 

Another area of great importance
which came out in the research was
the area of shifting gender and gener-
ational roles. The case-studies clearly
underscored the importance of sup-
porting changes in family life and in
the extended community. These are
the structures that play such an
important part in sustaining response
but they are also the structures that
undergo a great deal of strain. For
example, many of the contributors to
the book noted that men seemed to
suffer more from losing their houses
and employment because that loss
had a direct consequence on their
sense of identity and dignity. These
strains were reflected in destructive
behaviour ranging from increased alco-
holism to violence and direct challenges
to women’s role as bread-winners. 

For women, displacement prompted a
wide range of emotions from despair
about providing for their family to
enthusiasm about their newly-won
freedom and their new roles within
the family. The humanitarian commu-
nity frequently looks at women
separately or at women and children
as vulnerable groups but perhaps we
should be looking more closely at the
relationship between women and men
and children so that we can minimise
those strains. 

Another area of importance that came
out of the research was the question
of documentation. We often underesti-
mate the value of documentation but
it is incredibly important for freedom
of movement and for accessing social
services. It would be worthwhile look-
ing at how the humanitarian
community could more regularly 
facilitate access to documentation. 

Marc Vincent was until December
2001 the coordinator of the
Global IDP Project 
(www.idpproject.org). 
He now works for OCHA’s 
newly created IDP Unit. 
Email: vincent.m@un.org.

IDPs in Pavarando
Camp, Colombia
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