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Workshop on Anthropology and Humanitarianism: 

A thought experiment 

(How can lessons learned from international humanitarian crisis response - and from 

anthropological studies of change and continuity in crisis across the world - be applied to 

the current European refugee crisis?) 

 
 
Location: Royal Anthropological Institute, 50 Fitzroy Street, London, W1T 5BT 
Date: 11th November 2015 
Time: 10:00 - 16:00 
Convenor: Professor Raymond Apthorpe 
Contact: Gemma Aellah, RAI Research Officer, gaellah@therai.org.uk  
 
Background 

The last few years have seen a surge in humanitarian crises around the world and massive funding 

shortfalls. There are calls for a shift to more anticipatory approaches and a need for tools to 

promote deeper understandings of context. But this is a complex task.  Anthropology – the study of 

what it means to be human - has a long history of studying change and continuity in crisis situations 

around the world. What can be learnt from anthropology about what, specifically, breaks down in 

crisis situations? What doesn’t? How do the people affected handle things in crisis situations? Can 

anthropological insights assist in some level of prediction? And, crucially, what is the most effective 

way to utilise and package anthropological information to assist the work of humanitarian 

practitioners in emergencies?  

Long-term ethnographic research from, and in, communities affected by crisis can help us 

understand and possibly predict what specifically breaks down in crisis and what doesn’t. 

Ethnographic data might reveal insights into how similar crises were handled in the past.  Equally, we 

know that there is some continuity of cultural/community values even when social organisation 

structures are compromised. Since humanitarian agencies often respond sectorally (e.g.  

nutrition/medicine/security), what are local practises and preferences in these areas? (For example, 

what foods are seen as “emergency” foods? In an emergency are cultural preferences for certain 

foods stronger or weaker?). In this workshop we draw on ethnographic case studies and 

anthropological theory to explore what kinds of things, locally, are predictable and predicted? And, 

crucially, how we can best feed this type of information into humanitarian crisis responses. 

Aim and objectives 

We are interested in whether anthropology can have a general, overarching, contribution to thinking 

in humanitarian crisis response. The aim of this workshop is to discuss, debate and determine:  
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- What is particular and specific about an anthropological contribution to understanding 

continuity and change in crisis situations? 

- What is the best way to describe this? 

- Are there overarching themes/theories/ideas that can be useful in any crisis and any sectoral 

response? What is specific? 

- What, locally, is predictable and predicted? 

- What do humanitarian practitioners want and need from anthropologists?  

- How can we best foster a collaborative community of anthropologists and practitioners? 

Our one day roundtable workshop aims to kick-start future collaboration by bringing together 

anthropologists and humanitarian practitioners in an experimental thought experiment that we 

hope will help us to tackle such questions: 

How can lessons learned from international humanitarian crisis response - and from 

anthropological studies of change and continuity in crisis across the world - be applied to the 

current European refugee crisis? 

By having this question running through the workshop we want to enable specialists from different 

sectors, disciplines and parts of the world to talk productively together and to move discussions 

effectively from the specific to the general. 

Participation in the workshop 

Participation is through both invitation and open application. But in order to allow for plenty of 

discussion and a round-table feel we have a limited number of spaces. Participation is free and some 

funding may be available for travel costs.  Lunch will be provided. Please contact Gemma Aellah, the 

RAI Research Officer on gaellah@therai.org.uk for more information about attending.  

Outcomes and future developments from the workshop will be posted on 

https://anthrohum.wordpress.com.  

 To join the Anthropology and Humanitarian Crisis group’s mailing list sign up here: 

http://eepurl.com/bD6Qs9  

Format of the workshop 

This is an informal workshop which will consist of several presentations and discussions under the 

following headings 

1. Introduction  

2. Anthropology as a predictive discipline? 

3. How do responding agencies operate? 

Anthropological Case Studies (by sector) 

a. Nutrition 

b. Security/Protection 

c. Disease control  

d. Physical infrastructure  

 

4. What, locally, is predictable and predicted? 

5. How to feed information to responding agencies? What is wanted and needed? How can 

anthropological information be schematised? 
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6. Next steps 

 

About the Royal Anthropological Institute 

www.therai.org.uk 

Royal Anthro 
 
The Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland (RAI) is the world's longest-

established scholarly association dedicated to the furtherance of anthropology (the study of 

humankind) in its broadest and most inclusive sense. The Royal Anthropological Institute seeks to 

combine a distinguished tradition of scholarship stretching back over more than 150 years with the 

active provision of services to contemporary anthropology and anthropologists (including students 

of anthropology). It has a particular commitment to promoting the public understanding of 

anthropology, and the contribution of anthropology to public affairs. 

Anthropology and Humanitarian Crisis 

This workshop is part of an on-going project on Anthropology and Humanitarian Crisis convened by 

Professor Raymond Apthorpe in collaboration with the RAI Research Officer, Gemma Aellah. The 

project is an exploration of the contribution anthropology can make to thinking and action in 

humanitarian crisis response, and of innovative ways to bring together academic and practitioner 

knowledge. The workshop continues an effort to solidify an open collaborative research community 

around this endeavour. For further information about the project contact Gemma on 

gaellah@therai.org.uk.  

 

About the ESRC Festival of Social Science 

This workshop is part of the ESRC Festival of Social Science 2015. This celebration of the social 

sciences takes place across the UK - via public debates, conferences, workshops, interactive 

seminars, film screenings, virtual exhibitions and much more. 2015 is the thirteenth year that ESRC 

has held the Festival of Social Science and each year the Festival grows from strength to strength. 

This year is particularly special as the ESRC celebrate our 50th anniversary. More info on 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/public-engagement/festival-of-social-science/.  

The workshop is one of 3 collaborative RAI events in the Festival. 

RAI Ethnomusicology - John Blacking Memorial Event 
Location: Belfast 
Date: 10 November 2015 
Time: 13:00 - 19:30 
Queen's University Belfast 
 
The Royal Anthropological Institute (RAI) promotes ethnomusicology through this prestigious annual 
lecture. The event will include a musical concert and talks bringing together musicians and key 
scholars in Social Anthropology and Ethnomusicology across the UK to profile key strengths of the 
department at Queen’s University Belfast over forty five years to the public and youth across 
Northern Ireland. The event is free and open to anyone. However, since there is limited seating, 
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please register in advance by emailing Dr Ioannis Tsioulakis - i.tsioulakis@qub.ac.uk  before 30 
October. 
 
The Anthropology of Health in Africa 
Location: London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 
Date: 10 November 2015 
Time: 13:30 - 17:00 
 
Through two interactive workshops focused on interdisciplinary health projects in Africa, 
Anthropology A Level / International Baccalaureate students will engage with ethnographic 
examples from the field and researchers working on these projects. Dr Shelley Lees’ workshop will 
explore how urbanisation in Mwanza, Tanzania, has affected women’s health and Dr Fred 
Martineau’s workshop will examine the 2014 Ebola outbreak in West Africa.These workshops will be 
followed by a plenary session in which students can consider the interrelationships between 
globalisation, health and development and ask questions about applied anthropology and careers in 
social science and health. This event is organised by The London School of Hygiene and Tropical 
Medicine in collaboration with the Royal Anthropological institute (RAI). Video footage of the 
workshops will be made available online for use as a teaching and learning resource for students, 
teachers and the public. This event is for groups of pre-booked schools, and so is not open for 
additional bookings. For further information contact Emma Ford, the RAI Education Officer 
education@therai.org.uk . 
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