
Much has been written in recent years on the subject of humanitarian action. A
wealth of specialist literature also exists on the legal aspects of refugee protection.
But few historians have focused specifically on the issue of forced human dis-
placement and on the development of international approaches to the problem.
As the historian Eric Hobsbawm has noted in his book On History, why some
historical experiences become part of a wider historical memory, but so many
others do not, is a disquieting phenomenon.1 This book attempts to address this
issue by looking at the history of forced displacement in the second half of the
20th century.

During the last decade of the 20th century, governments, international organ-
izations and the public became increasingly aware of the problems faced by
refugees and internally displaced people. This was largely a result of live television
reports, which provided dramatic images of desperate people fleeing from places
such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, Chechnya, Iraq, Kosovo and Rwanda. It also
resulted from the increased scope, in the post-Cold War era, for involvement in
situations of mass displacement by humanitarian organizations, human rights
organizations, multinational military forces, peace negotiators, war crimes investi-
gators, journalists and a range of other external actors. The problem of forced
displacement, however, is not new, and neither are international efforts to alleviate
the suffering of uprooted people.

International approaches to refugee protection

Throughout history, people have had to abandon their homes and seek safety
elsewhere to escape persecution, armed conflict or political violence. This has
happened in every region of the world. Most religions incorporate concepts such 
as asylum, refuge, sanctuary and hospitality for people who are in distress. But
until the 20th century there were no universal standards for the protection of 
such people. Efforts to protect and assist them were essentially localized and ad hoc
in nature.

It was not until the period after the First World War, when the League of Nations
came into being, that the refugee issue came to be regarded as an international
problem that had to be tackled at the international level. Even then, the growth of
an international system to respond to and manage refugee problems was slow and
intermittent. The League of Nations appointed a number of High Commissioners
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Fourth, the number of international actors involved in programmes aimed at
protecting and assisting refugees and other displaced people has grown signifi-
cantly. In the early 1950s, UNHCR’s partners were small in number. By 1999, its
implementing partners included over 500 non-governmental organizations (NGOs).
UNHCR has also increasingly been called upon by the UN Secretary-General to act as
the lead UN humanitarian agency in emergency situations. In addition, UNHCR has
found itself working side by side with other UN agencies, UN peacekeepers, other
multinational military forces, regional organizations, human rights organizations,
and a range of other international and local actors.

Fifth, the organization has become increasingly involved in volatile and unstable
places, as well as in situations of ongoing armed conflict. Initially, UNHCR worked
only in countries of asylum which were safe and unaffected by armed conflict.
UNHCR staff are now often present in the midst of war. This has exposed them to
new dangers and has presented the organization with a whole set of new challenges.

UNHCR’s activities during its early years are sometimes described as having been
reactive, exile-oriented and refugee-specific.2 Reactive, because UNHCR dealt with
refugee problems primarily in the country of asylum. Exile-oriented, because efforts
were focused on activities in the country of asylum, and responsibility for solving
refugee problems was seen as resting with countries receiving refugees rather than
with those producing them. Refugee-specific, because UNHCR generally did not
concern itself with other forms of forced displacement.

By contrast, UNHCR’s activities in later years—particularly in the post-Cold War
period—have been described as proactive, homeland-oriented and holistic. Proactive,
because the organization has been much more willing to engage in activities aimed at
preventing the human rights abuses and situations which give rise to the
displacement in the first place. Homeland-oriented, because UNHCR’s strategy has
increasingly emphasized not only the duties of host countries but also the obligations
of countries from which refugees flee. Holistic, because the organization has sought
to promote a more comprehensive approach to the problem of forced displacement.
This approach is more long-term and takes into consideration the needs not only of
refugees but also of internally displaced people, returnees, asylum seekers, stateless
people and others.

History of forced displacement

This book does not set out to provide an institutional history of UNHCR but rather a
general history of forced displacement in the 50 years since UNHCR’s inception.
Much of the book deals with crises in which UNHCR has played a central role in
responding to the needs of refugees and other displaced people. But it also examines
other groups such as Palestinians (most of whom fall under the mandate of the United
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East) and Tibetan
refugees in India, where UNHCR’s role in providing protection and assistance has
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been marginal. Throughout the book, an attempt is made to describe not only the
plight of those forced to flee their homes, but the political context leading to their
displacement, the politics of the international response, and the evolution in the
policies and practices of governments, humanitarian organizations and other actors.

The book does not attempt to provide an exhaustive account of all movements of
refugees and displaced people in the last 50 years. Instead, it comprises a series of case
studies. Each case study highlights certain aspects of forced displacement and shows
how different experiences have influenced the development of organizations such as
UNHCR. The advantage of this approach is that it allows for particular situations of
forced displacement to be analyzed in some depth.The disadvantage is that a number
of important cases and some thematic issues are covered only briefly or not at all.

The book covers the period up to 31 December 1999. Unless otherwise explicitly
stated, no events after this date are discussed or referred to.The structure of the book
is largely chronological, though certain chapters focus on particular regions or



arrived in Hong Kong or for the Tibetan refugees who fled to India in the same
decade. In its first years, UNHCR barely touched the world outside Europe, with the
exception of the assistance it provided to European refugees stranded in Shanghai by
the Chinese revolution.

The 1960s and 1970s

Chapter 2 discusses the decolonization process in Africa which gained momentum in
the 1960s. This process ushered in a new era for UNHCR in which the focus moved
away from Europe. In particular, the organization became involved in assisting the
refugees from the war of independence in Algeria who fled to Morocco and Tunisia.





UNHCR continued to grow rapidly during the 1980s, as it responded for 
the first time to major emergencies on three continents at the same time. In 
the tense atmosphere of the Cold War, UNHCR found itself working in highly
politicized situations. During this period, UNHCR also became involved to 
a greater extent than before in providing assistance to local people in refugee-
affected areas.

This chapter also looks at UNHCR’s first significant involvement in South
America. The overthrow of the democratically elected government of Salvador
Allende in Chile in 1973 and the installation of a military junta in Argentina in 1974
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humanitarian organizations in confronting ‘ethnic cleansing’, the difficulties of 
protecting vulnerable civilians in an active war zone, and the decision by the interna-
tional community to establish ‘safe areas’ in Bosnia and Herzegovina—which
eventually ended in tragedy with the fall of Srebrenica and Zepa in 1995.

Throughout the Bosnian war, UNHCR coordinated a massive emergency relief
operation. Numerous obstacles were faced by humanitarian organizations in gaining
access to vulnerable populations. Staff were exposed to extreme dangers and many
were injured or killed. To a large extent, the UNHCR-led humanitarian operation
became a substitute for other forms of political or military action. The chapter then
describes the first four years after the signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement in
December 1995, during which time repatriation made little progress in reversing the
process of ethnic separation.

Chapter 9 also describes the refugee crisis which took place in the southern
Balkans in 1999, when some 800,000 Kosovo Albanians fled to Albania and the
former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYR Macedonia). It examines UNHCR’s
attempts to coordinate international assistance to the refugees, the trend of increasing
bilateral assistance, the role of the NATO-led military force in constructing refugee
camps and in providing other support for the humanitarian operation, and the
‘humanitarian evacuation programme’ which was set up to take refugees from FYR
Macedonia to third countries. It then assesses the situation in Kosovo since June
1999, when the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia formally accepted a peace plan under
which all its military, police and paramilitary forces withdrew from the province,
leading to the deployment of a NATO-led force in Kosovo. Within three months,
some 200,000 Serbs and other minorities left Kosovo in a process which became
known as ‘reverse ethnic cleansing’.
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* For details and explanations, see Annex 2.



Turning to refugee emergencies in Africa during the 1990s, chapter 10 describes
the exodus of over two million Rwandans to Zaire, Tanzania, Burundi and Uganda
following the Rwandan genocide in 1994. It focuses mainly on the situation in Zaire
(renamed the Democratic Republic of the Congo in 1997) and Tanzania, describing
the many dilemmas faced by UNHCR and other humanitarian organizations as they
attempted to assist refugees in camps largely controlled by members of the former
Rwandan government and its army, which had been responsible for organizing the
genocide in the first place. The chapter explains how many of the refugees in the
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