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39Knowledge, voice and power

For individuals unsure about how to 
initiate meaningful collaboration, refugee 
leadership networks and RLOs can help.⁵ 
Current refugee consortia, including the 
Global Refugee-led Network, R-SEAT 
(Canada) or the Refugee-led Organization 
Network (Uganda) are well positioned to 
facilitate research connections and project 
management. We believe responsibility lies 
with non-refugee actors to ensure meaningful 
collaboration, but they need not and should 
not feel alone in improving collaboration.

Conclusion
Creating spaces for displaced people to 
contribute their many forms of knowledge 
can help balance the power asymmetries that 
currently diminish the merit and magnitude 
of displaced populations’ contributions. Our 
recommendations are intended to inspire 
new paths to make meaningful partnerships 
the norm rather than the exception. As 
these collaborations emerge, it will be 
necessary to monitor what works well and 
to attend to areas that are not working well. 
Taking incremental steps from ‘doing to’ 
towards ‘doing with’ can help advance this 
agenda for more meaningful partnership. 
With each step, we affirm the humanity 
and value of all persons, an affirmation 

which benefits everyone regardless of their 
status as displaced or non-displaced.  
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1. We use ‘displaced populations’ to refer to any person forced 
from their homes because of conflict, human rights violations 
or the need to secure a livelihood unavailable where they live: 
asylum seekers, refugees, internally displaced persons and other 
migrant categories. 
2. GRN and Asylum Access (2019) Meaningful Refugee Participation 
as Transformative Leadership: Guidelines for Concrete Action  
bit.ly/refugee-participation-guidelines 
3. Our model of doing to, for and with is adopted from New 
Economics Foundation (1998) Participation Works! 21 techniques of 
community participation for the 21st century  
bit.ly/participation-works and from Cifter A S, Dong H and Cook 
S (2021) ‘Sustaining Inclusive Design Collaborations between UK 
and Turkey through Co-Design Platforms’, Inclusive Design and 
Social Innovation,   Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University Publications
4. The typology of lived and expert knowledge is adopted from 
Shakman-Hurd B (2015) Beyond Religious Freedom. Princeton 
University Press
5. See Alio M, Alrihawi S, Milner J, Noor A, Wazefadost N and 
Zigashane P (2020) ‘By refugees, for refugees: refugee leadership 
during COVID-19, and beyond’, Forced Migration Review issue 64 
bit.ly/FMR-refugee-leadership 

Power-brokers and gatekeepers as allies: a model for 
partnership 
Abdullah Sarwari, Musa Ahmadi and Tracey Donehue

From their experience of working together on refugee education in Indonesia, the authors 
identify four modes of refugee inclusion and exclusion in decision-making processes and 
discuss the roles and responsibilities of allies in overcoming the silencing of refugee voices. 

“He’s with me.” Those words were uttered by 
Tracey, a white researcher, to enable Musa, a 
Hazara refugee, to enter the UNHCR building 
in Jakarta, Indonesia, for a scheduled meeting. 
As Tracey sat inside waiting for Musa, she 
watched him walk past the metal and wire 
barricades only to be stopped and refused 
entry by a security guard. In this instance, 
Tracey acted as a literal gatekeeper ally for 

Musa to access the power-brokers inside the 
building. Exclusion, however, often manifests 
in less overt and more complex forms. 

The authors’ model of empowering 
partnerships is based on their reflections of 
working together on refugee education in 
Indonesia since 2016. They have identified 
four forms of refugee inclusion/exclusion 
in policy advocacy, research and practice, 
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ranging from explicit exclusion through 
tokenistic inclusion to equal partnership 
and, ultimately, to refugee leadership. 
They also focus on how gatekeeper and 
power-broker ‘allies’ can ensure people 
with lived experience of forced migration 
are able to influence policy and practice.

Abdullah was a refugee in Indonesia for 
nearly five years. During that time, he co-
founded and later became the principal of 
the Refugee Learning Center (RLC), which 
provides education to over 300 refugees 
excluded from formal education in Indonesia. 
He was resettled in Canada in 2019. Tracey 
conducted teacher training and mentoring 
at the RLC for two years before conducting a 
longitudinal Participatory Action Research 
study at the RLC during Abdullah’s time 
as principal. As a result of that study, the 
first formal education pathway for refugees 
in Indonesia was established: the General 
Education Development Support Project 
(GEDSP). Musa managed the Jakarta GEDSP 
and was instrumental in the successful 
implementation of GEDSP in Indonesia.

Both Musa and Abdullah are change-
makers. They have successfully advocated for 
and effected change in the area of refugees’ 
rights to education and formal accreditation 
in Indonesia. Despite their successes, they 
both acknowledge significant challenges to 
inclusion in policy decisions affecting their 
lives and also highlight the role of privileged 
gatekeepers and power-brokers as allies, not 
only in facilitating their place at decision-
making tables but also in ensuring their 
voices are heard at them. As one of those 
allies, Tracey has also witnessed both explicit 
and unintended exclusion of refugee voices 
by the power-brokers in Indonesia, while 
she herself was welcomed and heard as a 
privileged advocate for refugee education. 

Explicit exclusion
Abdullah recalls: 

“I saw first-hand when we were excluded from 
meetings where important decisions about asylum 
seekers and refugees were made. Much more could 
be done to improve the situation of refugees in 
Indonesia if we were given the opportunity to share 

our thoughts and experiences as forced migrants. 
At the same time, I can see the difficulties in 
including forced migrants in discussions. Some 
may be hesitant to participate for fear of negatively 
impacting their asylum process.” 

Abdullah raises an important point for 
potential allies: that refugees in vulnerable 
situations feel their present and future 
lives are completely beholden to power-
brokers, namely UNHCR and the host 
government. Refugees need to feel safe in 
sharing their stories, their grievances and 
their solutions. Musa notes that he would 
feel able to contribute more to this article 
after securing a resettlement place. 

Refugee allies must respect the lived 
experiences of refugees that make them 
feel unable to raise their voices. Although 
not ideal, in situations where refugees are 
excluded due to systemic barriers or their 
own fears, allies can use their relative 
privilege to bring refugees’ lived experiences 
to the attention of power-brokers and to 
advocate on their behalf. Tracey did this 
often in her meetings with UNHCR. She 
felt uncomfortable in doing so, as her 
right to speak was premised on injustice. 
Nevertheless, in this way, Abdullah and 
the RLC’s interests were brought to the 
attention of policymakers, and GEDSP 
gained UNHCR support on a policy and 
funding level. In speaking for excluded 
refugees, allies need to ensure they are 
accurately representing their interests. 

Where refugees are willing to speak with 
power-brokers and advocate for themselves, 
allies should focus on facilitating that access. 
Once GEDSP was established, UNHCR 
regularly invited Musa to meetings. Musa’s 
access to UNHCR was assisted by his allies’ 
knowledge of the ‘rules of the game’: as a 
key member of the GEDSP management 
team, Musa’s inclusion in decision-
making processes could not be denied. 

Tokenistic inclusion
The authors have also witnessed many 
examples of tokenistic refugee inclusion at 
decision-making tables: where refugees are 
invited or granted the right to participate in 
fora with power-brokers but their voices are 
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silenced. This silencing is at times intentional. 
Musa and Tracey noted this at meetings 
with UNHCR representatives. Questions 
regarding the refugee community’s needs 
and perceptions were consistently directed 
to Tracey, despite Musa being a member of 
the community under discussion. As an 
ally, Tracey would redirect the questions to 
Musa. Nevertheless, Musa still did not feel 
heard or validated as an expert at the table. 
He reflects, “I am human, but to UNHCR 
I am different, not like other people”. 

This was also the case at some conferences 
Abdullah and Tracey attended together 
where non-refugee experts spoke to refugees 
about refugee issues. At one such conference, 
refugees were not invited to speak even as 
the non-refugee ‘experts’ openly pondered 
how refugees felt about certain issues. Again, 
as a privileged ally with an implicit ‘right to 
speak’, Tracey redirected questions to refugee 
participants whom she knew had valuable 
inputs. Once a few refugee participants had 

answered questions, providing much needed 
and insightful contributions based on their 
lived experiences, other refugee participants 
in the room recognised their right to speak 
and did so freely. This was an example of 
tokenistic inclusion, albeit unintended, as 
the conveners failed to acknowledge the 
power hierarchies in the room which could 
inhibit refugee participation, as well as 
different cultural norms of public speaking. 
The conference in question was also 
conducted entirely in English, which served 
to silence many of the refugee participants. 

An ally plays two roles in mitigating 
tokenistic inclusion. Firstly, they can identify 
the possibility of tokenistic inclusion at 
the planning stage of a forum and make 
recommendations to the organisers around 
the use of interpreters, facilitating anonymous 
contributions and culturally appropriate 
modes of participation. Secondly, they can 
ensure that those in the room know they 
have the right to speak, if they wish to do so. 

Abdullah Sarwari presenting his talk “The hidden struggle of refugees” at TEDxUbud, Bali, Indonesia in 2019 (Credit: TEDxUbud 2019)
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Equal partnerships
Equal partnerships occur where refugee and 
non-refugee knowledge and contributions 
are equally valued and reflected in policy 
advocacy, research and practice. GEDSP is one 
example of a successful equal partnership. 
The project arose from a Participatory 
Action Research (PAR) study with volunteer 
refugee teachers at the RLC aiming to 
improve the quality of English language 
education at the centre. Tracey, as the primary 
researcher, brought her knowledge on 
teacher development, additional language 
acquisition, and research practices, while the 
participants brought their lived experiences 
of learning and teaching languages in 
specific contexts, as well as the educational 
needs and desires of their students. 

The teachers felt that their own levels 
of proficiency in English were a barrier to 
the provision of quality education and most 
of them also felt they could not confidently 
present themselves as ‘teachers’ as they 
had not completed their own secondary 
education. The solution they desired was to 
improve their English, preferably through 
an accredited course of study. At that point 
in time, no formal secondary education 
pathways were available to refugees in 
Indonesia. However, Tracey was aware 
that the internationally recognised General 
Education Development (GED) diploma1 
was accessible to refugees in other sites of 
educational exclusion. In this way, the first 
formal secondary education pathway for 
refugees in Indonesia was established.

UNHCR’s education policy is focused 
on host country integration. Garnering 
UNHCR support for an alternative pathway 
through the GED required joint advocacy 
for policy change. Tracey initially conducted 
that advocacy alone on behalf of her research 
collaborators; once the GED project was 
expanded to Jakarta, however, Musa was also 
involved in advocating for UNHCR support 
and in developing implementation protocols.

Refugee leadership
Refugee leadership – the final form of 
refugee inclusion – is the ideal co-production 
model in policy advocacy, research and 

practice. In refugee leadership, refugees 
are themselves the power-brokers and 
gatekeepers. Allies are still supportive of 
their aims and actions but there is no sense of 
dependency on outsiders for refugees’ voices 
to be heard and their goals to be achieved. 

The RLC in Indonesia is an example of 
refugee leadership. This informal school 
was established in 2015, at a time when 
UNHCR Indonesia was advising refugees 
not to meet in groups and draw attention 
to themselves, so as to avoid antagonising 
the local population. However, as refugee 
children could not attend local schools, 
the refugee community chose to disregard 
this advice and to set up their own school. 
Abdullah was one of the co-founders and 
later the principal. The RLC management 
board, teachers and parent representatives are 
all volunteers from the refugee community. 
Together, they provide education for over 
300 students. Although the RLC receives 
vital support from an array of allies, the 
decision-making power for all RLC concerns 
resides with the RLC community itself. 

Abdullah acknowledges his allies in 
helping him represent refugee voices in a very 
different forum: a TEDx event in Ubud in 2019. 
He recalls, “I was once again blessed with 
so many amazing people who introduced 
me to the TEDxUbud team, helped me write 
and edit my story, practise delivering it, and 
offering whatever practical help was needed 
to ensure I did not miss out on this once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity.” Although allies assisted 
him, it was Abdullah’s story and Abdullah’s 
voice which held the power on that stage. 
Despite his involvement in numerous refugee 
events and publishing articles throughout his 
time in Indonesia, this was the first time he 
felt that power. His voice and his story were 
met with a standing ovation and many tears 
in the audience. Abdullah’s talk educating 
people on the plight of refugees in Indonesia 
has since been watched by over 6000 viewers 
in YouTube. His voice has been heard. 

Bob Rae, Canada’s ambassador to the UN 
in New York, has said, “We must listen to the 
voices of refugees, and their victimhood and 
lack of agency must come to an end. That is 
the key to the path forward, and it must fuel 

https://twitter.com/BobRae48/status/1410393240021487617
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both national and international policies.”2 
The authors’ experiences show that even 
among agencies charged with representing 
refugees’ interests, refugees’ voices often 
remain silenced. But they have also found 
there are ways to overcome barriers to 
refugee inclusion and leadership in policy 
advocacy, research, and practices which 
directly affect the lives of people experiencing 
displacement, and that allies have an 
important role to play on the road to refugee 
leadership. The authors hope that their 
examples of overcoming refugees’ exclusion, 
and their resulting successful partnerships, 
provide guidance to others in ensuring 
refugees’ voices are heard and heeded.

Abdullah Sawari would like to extend 
special thanks to his ally Nila Tanzil, an 
Indonesian entrepreneur, activist, and 
author. Musa Ahmadi wishes to extend 

special thanks to his ally Brandon Baughn, 
former Director of Roshan Learning Center.
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Musa Ahmadi m.musaahmadi@gmail.com  
Former GED Program Manager, Roshan Learning 
Center, Jakarta 

Tracey Donehue tracey.donehue@asrlc.com  
Research Fellow, Centre for Asia Pacific Refugee 
Studies, University of Auckland 
1. The US General Education Development diploma is based on an 
individual achieving a high school level knowledge in five areas: 
writing, mathematics, reading, science and social studies.
2. bit.ly/refugees-equal-access

Voice, identity and listening: reflections from a 
refugee
Meh Sod Paw, Minkyung Choi and Jihae Cha 
To better understand and respond to the real needs of refugees, we need to learn from the 
stories of people like Meh Sod who resettled in the USA aged 12. 

In formulating, designing and implementing 
policy, practice, and research related to 
displaced populations, the perspectives of 
refugees are seldom reflected or prioritised. 
Instead, the agendas and voices of those 
with power or those who provide financial 
funding are put first. This is not to say 
that these decision-makers’ intentions 
are unsympathetic, but rather that their 
responses may not always be culturally 
appropriate or relevant to displaced 
populations, and may therefore fail to 
offer holistic, long-term support. 

Meh Sod, who resettled in the US from 
a refugee camp in Thailand at the age of 12, 
describes her younger self as ‘voiceless’. But 
listening to Meh Sod’s stories, which paint 
rich portraits of her journey, reflections, 
challenges, and joys, we felt that she was 
anything but voiceless. The problem, then, 
seemed to lie in the lack of opportunities 

provided for individuals like Meh Sod to 
share their experiences. Meh Sod explains 
how she navigated the resettlement process, 
her schooling experience and her identity 
(re)formation, while her co-authors reflect 
on whose voices are overlooked and why. 

Relocating to the US 
The morning before my family made our way to the 
bus station, my last stares went to my childhood 
play areas – my house, the bamboo and tamarind 
trees, and the dusty road. The station was packed 
with goodbye handshakes, conversations and tears. 
It was just loud enough for us to hear a man yelling 
“household number A1-73, get on the vehicle”, 
and so we left the refugee camp for America. 

As we settled into our new home in Georgia, 
we became accustomed to the rhythms of our new 
life. Every Saturday morning, my family and 
I prepared to make our weekly trip from Stone 
Mountain to Clarkston. It took approximately an 
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