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Strengthening local humanitarian engagement requires stronger partnership with faith groups and communities. 
This demands not only rethinking dominant understandings of religion but also revisiting the principles and  
practices of humanitarianism. This book articulates key aspects of the ‘transborder discourse’ necessary for 
 the dialogue that must characterize in 21st century humanitarianism.  
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Responding to the growing numbers of migrants forced to leave their homes as a result of conflict, political upheaval and disaster is a major challenge to the 
international humanitarian community. Not only are numbers increasing, but so is the complexity of situations faced. An increasing number of refugees are in 
conditions of protracted displacement. The numbers of internally displaced persons now exceed those crossing international borders. An increasing proportion 
of forced migrants settle in urban areas rather than archetypal camp settlements. Strategies to address these challenges are many, but efforts to more 
effectively connect with the agendas, capacities and institutions of displaced communities – and the host communities within which they seek refuge – are at 
the heart of most.  
 
This trend is one of a number of the factors that appears to have contributed to recent debate regarding a more strategic engagement on the part of 
humanitarian actors with the religious experience and institutions of displacement-affected communities to which this book contributes. In the paper 'Faith and 
the discourse of secular humanitarianism' (Ager & Ager, 2011) we argued that religious language, sentiment and practice is marginalized within humanitarian 
response by a largely secular discourse. While this has helped to avoid some challenges in the implementation of humanitarian assistance with communities 
impacted by crisis and displacement (notably around issues of impartiality), it has done so at the expense of creating two major problems. First, the assumption 
of the neutrality of secularism is increasingly acknowledged as intellectually untenable by many social theorists and other writers (Taylor, Casanova, Shackman 
Hurd, Torpey Vasquez and Marquardt etc.). Second, marginalizing religion from humanitarian response creates a barrier between humanitarian agencies and the 
communities – for whom faith is often a significant dynamic in resilience and recovery – that they seek to serve. Faith, Secularism and Humanitarian 
Engagement elaborates on elements of this thesis – drawing from writings on the sociology and psychology of religion, migration and development studies, 
political science and theology – in the specific context of humanitarian engagement with religion in internally displaced and refugee communities. 
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