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meant to provide are increasingly the targets of parties within conflict. This 
leaves many people either trapped within the conflict or forced to flee along 
routes where they are in high risk of exploitation from trafficking, and where 
humanitarians have little or no access. The dangers that humanitarianism fac-
es today are the result of war zones and prolonged crises where civilian popu-
lations are the intended victims, where access is difficult, where aid workers 
are in danger of being perceived as a threat or a kidnapping target, and where 
their own physical safety is in doubt (Barnett and Weiss 2008). Access to hu-
manitarian aid is increasingly challenged in ways that also redefine the role of 
humanitarian actors and their diplomatic capacity. The character of violent 
conflicts is changing, and the politicization of access to aid has become an in-
tegral element of conflict itself (De Lauri 2018).
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Displacement

Displacement can be induced by war, conflict, environmental disasters, and 
other natural and human-made hazards. The humanitarian response to forced 
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displacement can be traced to the Eastern Mediterranean during the late 18th 
and early 19th centuries, when forced deportations of Tartars, Kurds, and As-
syrians were followed by the Armenian genocide that prompted the creation 
of the first professional, neutral, and non-denominational relief organizations 
(Watenpaugh 2015). This also included the creation of the first refugee camps 
catering for minority ethno-religious groups (White 2018). After World War ii, 
more than 12 million people (McLaren 2010) were categorized as displaced per-
sons, and the responsibility to aid them was assigned to the United Nations 
(UN) Relief and Rehabilitation Administration. The displacement of Palestin-
ian refugees (1947–1948), was followed by the creation of the UN Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (unrwa). unrwa insti-
tuted a camp-based approach that would become an integral part of the hu-
manitarian response to later displacement crises (Peteet 2005). The humani-
tarian response has been especially marked in sub-Saharan Africa, where the 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees (unhcr) runs several refugee camps, 
criticized as being spaces under humanitarian government (Agier 2011), with 
the agency being seen as complicit with a strategy of humanitarian contain-
ment (Barnett 2001).

Although figures are uncertain, globally there are currently around 70 mil-
lion forcibly displaced people—with internally displaced persons (idps) the 
largest group (40 million), followed by refugees (26 million) and asylum seek-
ers (4 million). With many crises unresolved and protracted, almost three-
quarters of the displaced hail from just five countries: Afghanistan, South 
Sudan, Myanmar, Somalia, and Syria (unhcr 2019). The Syrian displacement 
crisis (2012–present) is one of the largest, most complex and protracted hu-
manitarian emergencies today, with more than 6 million Syrians displaced as 
refugees and idps. Large sections of the Syrian refugee population are con-
fined indefinitely in what are conventionally considered fragile transit coun-
tries. Unable to resolve the displacement causes, host states and UN agencies 
are instead trying to deal with their consequences by instituting a develop-
mental approach to displacement.

Refugees and idps are similarly displaced, and often for the same reasons 
and causes, but move to different destinations. Most of the world’s refugees 
have been idps before crossing national borders, but only refugees are under 
international legal protection (World Bank Group 2017). Current research on 
forced displacement shows that the magnitude, scale, and timing depend on 
conflict intensity, duration, and scale, as well as regime type and conflict out-
comes. Migration routes, in turn, are influenced by security concerns, distance, 
and terrain type as well as information sourced through social networks and 
social media. Displacement is increasingly urban, with cities and towns 
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becoming major sites of self-settled people, yet aid policies have not kept pace 
with this urban transformation. Indeed, the unhcr has only recently begun 
reorienting its work away from camps and towards urban contexts (Crisp, 
Morris, and Refstie 2012).

Displacement is often followed by secondary migration to third countries. 
Mass displacement, such as the so-called European reception migration crisis 
(2014–2015), prompted eu member states to institute border closures, mari-
time surveillance, and new return agreements to curtail migrants’ mobility. 
Moreover, humanitarian aid is now accompanied by biometric registration 
measures that include iris and retina scans, which represent a shift towards a 
humanitarian securitization (Hoffmann 2017).

Disasters and climate change-related migrations are still less studied and 
understood than other forms of displacement, in particular as they combine 
with other factors such as poverty and persecution (Stapleton, Nadin, Watson, 
and Kellett 2017). The numbers, scale, and causes of climate-related displace-
ments are all uncertain. Current estimates include between 18–25 million peo-
ple affected by climate-related and other environmentally related hazards, 
with future projections reaching close to 150 million displaced by 2050 (Rigaud 
et al. 2018).
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Doctrine

Approaches to humanitarian action are often referred to as doctrines, such as 
“the doctrine of humanitarian intervention.” A doctrine is “a belief or set of 
beliefs, especially political or religious ones, that are taught and accepted by a 
particular group” (Cambridge Dictionary 2019). As with legal and military doc-
trines, a humanitarian doctrine is more general than a policy, but more issue-
specific than a political ideology or scientific paradigm.

In a religious context, doctrines instruct the interpretation of foundational 
dogmas. This has three functions: (1) instructing the faithful in interpreting 
their sacred scriptures as guidance for thought and behavior; (2) preserving a 
religious tradition; and (3) defending the faith against misinterpretation and 
opposing views (Outler 2012). These functions resemble the roles of humani-
tarian “isms”—with the Dunantist doctrine of the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (icrc) defined by Jean Pictet and colleagues in the 1960s as the 
current humanitarian orthodoxy (icrc 2015). Interpreting the “teachings” of 
Henri Dunant through the principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality, in-
dependence, voluntary service, unity, and universality, the icrc (1) provides 
guidance for how individuals should understand and realize their humanitar-
ian calling; (2) preserves the tradition of humanitarianism (as a “church”); and 
(3) defends this tradition against alternative accounts of humanitarianism and 
their shared anti-humanitarian adversaries.

The congregation of humanitarian doctrine(s) is not limited to the mem-
bers of humanitarian organizations. Adopted by politicians, lawyers, military 
generals, and individual citizens as a general framework for categorizing and 
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