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1. Introduction 

On January 4th 2016, the Israeli newspaper Haaretz published an article with the headline: 

“The Great Betrayal: American Jews Stay Silent as Israeli Democracy Withers”1. The article 

criticizes the absence of condemnations by the U.S based Jewish organizations against a bill 

presented by Israel's Justice Minister Ayelet Shaked that would require that foreign-funded 

Israeli  human  rights  NGOs  to  wear  a  badge  when  entering  into  contact  with  state 

representatives. Critics say that although the bill goes under the name of “Transparency Bill”, 

the aim would be to target left-wing NGOs that are critical of the government while the right-

wing NGOs would not be affected since they are mainly funded by individual donors. One of 

the NGOs that would be severely affected is “Breaking the Silence”, a group of veterans of the 

Israeli Defence Forces that tell the Israelis and the world about the human rights abuses in the 

occupied territories. Dissent is being silenced, the critics say. During the last week several 

articles like this one are appearing2 in Israeli newspapers, appealing to the Jewish U.S based 

community to react to the homeland's3 internal politics. In this episode the compatriots are 

trying to reach out to the diaspora, but the reverse relation is common as well. 

In the globalized world, politics are not an issue for states only. The Jewish Diaspora is the 

oldest example of a deterritorialized and net-work based group with a collective identity whose 

political message and organization go across borders and even succeeded in founding a state 

with a territory for itself, without necessarily remain encapsulated there.  

The aim of this paper is to present the state of knowledge regarding diasporas’ engagement in 

conflict  societies.  Diasporas  are  not  a  new phenomenon,  as  we can see  from the  Jewish 

history. Currently 232 million people or 3,2% of the world's population are living outside their 

birth  country  (UN  Press  Release,  11  September  2013,  International  Migration  and 

Development, UN Global Migration Statistics). That is an increase compared to 175 million in 

1 Article by Haaretz U.S editor Chemi Shalev, http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-1.695351 
2 See for example: http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/1.695514 and http://www.timesofisrael.com/dovish-american-

israeli-groups-uniting-to-battle-ngo-bill/ 
3 An interesting point here is that American Jews may be born and raised in the United States and maybe never or 

sometime have been to Israel, but one of the characteristics of Diasporas is that they remain attached to a 
hypothetical, idealized or actual homeland. More on this will follow. 

http://www.timesofisrael.com/dovish-american-israeli-groups-uniting-to-battle-ngo-bill/
http://www.timesofisrael.com/dovish-american-israeli-groups-uniting-to-battle-ngo-bill/
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/1.695514
http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-1.695351


2000 or 154 million in 1990.  These migrants represent in many cases, significant proportions 

of a people or a nation-state's population.

These groups of people, diasporas, sharing collective identities and organizing across national 

borders are often active transnational actors in the development of the conflicts going on at 

home as they are often themselves a consequence of the conflicts. This influence can be both 

negative,  encouraging  conflict  or  positive,  favoring  peace  efforts.  However,  this  activity 

remains underresearched. One of the reasons being the apparent messiness of this particular 

social reality. In international relations and political science the unit of analysis par excellence 

has  being  the  nation-state.  The  idea  of  the  nation-sate  is  nevertheless  an  illusory 

oversimplification of the concrete reality out there. It implies for instance that a people living 

inside  physical  borders  share  a  cultural  identity  and  that  the  state  actually  represent  the 

diverse populations or  nations  within the borders, all  of them loyal to only one state. The 

reality being very different. People cross borders, become citizens of nation-states where they 

are not born and have several loyalties constructed through processes of identity formation 

and political identification. 

In the late 1980s, Robert Putnam developed the theory about international relations being a 

two-level game rather than a simple government to government interaction. For Putnam, state 

leaders must relate at the same time to domestic constituencies and to the negotiation party in 

the  international  sphere.  Diasporas  would  challenge  this  view  making  themselves  a  third 

constituency which state leaders have to relate to (Shain, 2002). When active diasporas exist, 

they cannot be treated as domestic constituency in host countries. At the same time they also 

play a role in the place of origin/country of origin where the conflict or the reconstruction 

process is taking place. These diasporas have made peace negotiations a three-level game, 

influencing homeland’s politics and leaders and also leading their own diplomatic game with 

host  countries  that  recognize  them  as  independent  actors  in  the  international  scene. 

Understanding  the  way  diasporas  engage  in  conflict  societies,  their  motivations  and  the 

consequences of their engagement will give us the whole picture of the global politics affecting 

a particular  conflict  and also valuable knowledge about how to enhance conflict  resolution 

processes.

The reviewed articles are divided in two categories; (1) theory and analytical based articles, 

produced  in  the  field  of  international  relations  and  political  science  and  focusing  on  the 

development of theory relating to diasporas, refugees or migration. All of these articles present 

some kind of empirical evidence but are more interested in contributing to the development of 

conceptual, analytical and theoretical frameworks to the field. They are eleven in number. And 

(2) empirically based articles; from the field of anthropology, political science and international 

relations deriving their  theories from studies on particular  diasporas. All  of  them are case 

studies that have  diasporas or  diaspora organizations as their unit of analysis and research 



specifically how these entities have acted in relation to the conflicts in their countries of origin 

(CO) or places of origin (PO)4 and some of them also look at their relationship with the country 

of residence (COR). They are eleven in numbers.

These  articles  were  carefully  selected  on  the  criteria  that  they  specifically  address  the 

theoretical  and  empirical  questions  in  the  study  of  conflict-generated  diasporas  and  their 

behavior regarding the development of armed conflicts in their COR. One article that is going 

to be referred to but is not included in the twenty-two works reviewed is Collier's & Hoeffler's  

Greed  and  Grievance  in  Civil  War5,  which  is  a  valuable  piece  providing  rare  quantitative 

research and evidence that diasporas indeed have an impact on the conflicts at home but 

whose  main  objective  is  theorizing  on  the  causes  of  armed  conflict  and  not  the  role  of 

diasporas in it. 

1.1 Structure

The paper is divided in three sections: firstly, I will give a brief background of diasporas studies 

in relation to conflict societies and how the interest in the field has developed. This section 

includes a presentation of the concept of diaspora, a discussion about what happened before 

and after  the attacks of 9/11 when the  securitization of migration became a phenomenon 

directly affecting diasporas and their relationship to host countries and a presentation of the 

different  theoretical  perspectives  developed  in  the  studies  of  diasporas.  Here,  theories 

contesting the constructivist and realist theories in international relations will be discussed as 

they are based on state-centric views challenged by diasporas' political practices. The reader 

will be informed of the academic challenges that diasporas represent to the traditional theories. 

Here, the first block of literature reviewed is especially addressed.

Secondly, the case studies and methodologies will be critically analyzed. In this section the 

focus is on comprehending the methods applied to and the knowledge extracted from empirical 

research and how well or bad it connects to the theoretical body. One of the challenges for the 

study of diasporas is bringing together theory and practice. How do we go about investigating 

this phenomena? Nine of the eleven articles reviewed are in-depth case-studies and two are 

comparative case-studies. The unit of analysis is diasporas or diaspora organizations and their 

independent variable is the behavior of these actors in relation to the conflicts in their COR. All 

of them use qualitative methods such as process tracing. They vary in the scope of the study 

given by  conflict  cycle;  some look at  the  role  of  diasporas  in  conflict  prevention,  conflict 

escalation, hot conflict, conflict resolution or post-conflict reconstruction. A few look at their 

4 It is important to make the distinction between CO and PO. The former is understood as a nation-state with 
physically defined boundaries while the second does not exist as a physically defined territory. There are stateless 
diasporas like the Kurds that may be active in relation to different CO and in these cases they see the ”homeland” 
differently from the nation-states they are originally citizens of.

5 Collier, Paul & Hoeffler, Anke, 2001. ”Greed and Grievances in Cvil War”. Policy Research Working Paper 2355. 
The World Bank, Washington, DC.



behavior  in  the  whole  conflict  cycle.  The  main  discussion  between  these  authors  is:  are 

diasporas supporting warring parties and thereby sustaining conflict  or  are  they agents of 

change  and  peace-building?  A  classic  view  is  that  diasporas  support  insurgencies  and 

contribute to political instability6 in different ways: recruitment, remittances, diplomacy and 

the spread of propaganda. The motivations vary: diasporans do not feel the effects of conflict 

that is going on at home, diasporans can ”harbor grievance” much longer since the conflict is 

“frozen in time” for them7, they can radicalize in comparison with the people back home8. A 

criticism to these arguments is  that they tend to essentialize diasporas regarding them as 

homogeneous groups  with  joined motivations  and interests  instead of  seeing the diversity 

within them. 

The other strand of debate, which seems to be a new and growing camp, is that diasporas can 

and do contribute to peace and stability in their PO. The argument goes that diasporas may 

come to believe in humanitarian values or development support as the only way to support 

lasting peace and stability9. The criticism against this argument is that 1) this idea rests on a 

neo-colonial assumption that places the values from a ”developed North” as higher than those 

of the PO of immigrants and 2) that it assumes that these values can just be transferable to 

the PO of the diasporans when they return or make their contributions in other way10.

In the last section, a map of the possibilities for further research will be presented. According 

to a survey among researchers in the field, we lack studies that can explain better diasporas' 

engagement in peace-building. The methods used in the field are commonly in-depth case-

studies. Researchers become experts in their diasporas. The resulting research is then limited 

in its generalisability11. There is also a need to emphasize related research policy and practice, 

i.e the information is not friendly for policy-making. A thorough general study of diasporas, 

that  takes into  account  their  conditions  in  the  COR (country  of  residence),  the impact  of 

securitization of migration in diasporas choices and motivations as well as an understanding of 

the mechanisms that  make them more favorable  to peace or to supporting war would be 

appreciated. 

2. Studying diasporas: the challenges of a fascinating messy world

2.1 Definition of Diaspora 

The term diaspora is brought to us directly from the Jewish experience. As Safran states “the 

Diaspora had a very specific meaning: the exile of the Jews from their historic homeland and 

6 Byman, D., P. Chalk, B. Hoffman, W. Roseneau and D. Brannan, 2001 Trends in Outside Support for Insurgent 
Movements, Rand Corporation Santa Monica. 

7     Brinkerhoff, J. 2011. Diasporas and Conflict Societies: Conflict Entrepreneurs, Competing Interests or 
Contributors to Stability and Development. Conflict Security and Development. 11:02 – pp 115-143

8 Brinkerhoff, J. 2011
9 Horst, C. 2008. ”The Transnational Political Engagements of Refugees: Remittance Sending Practices Amongst 

Somalis in Norway”. Conflict, Security and Development. 8(3), 317-339.
10 Åkesson, L., Eriksson B.M 2015. Africa's Return Migrants. New Developers? North Africa Institute Zed Books.
11 Birkenhoff, J. 2011



their  dispersion  throughout  many  lands,  signifying  as  well  the  oppression  and  moral 

degradation implied by that dispersion” (Safran, 1991:83). 

Indeed, the Jewish experience of exile, a collective identity maintained through time and space 

and their connection to a historical  (and mythical) homeland has served as model against 

which other dispersed ethnic or religious groups have been compared. Armenians are the case 

that resembles the Jews the most, Safran says (Safran, 1991:84). 

However, the many conflicts in the world have produced different kinds of diasporas. Some of 

them are,  like  the Jews and Armenians,  forcefully  expelled from their  homelands  like  the 

Palestinians (Bamyeh, 2007) or the Irish (Cochreane et Al, 2009), some are conflict-generated 

diasporas  that  have  emigrated  because  of  an  armed  conflict  as  direct  victims  or  in  the 

aftermath of the conflict searching for stability in other places, like the Albanians and Lebanese 

(Koinova, 2010), the Tamils (Cochreane et. Al, 2009, Fair, 2007), the Colombians (Bouvier, 

2007), the Kurds (Natali, 2007), and another kind in this group of case-studies is a conflict-

generated diaspora that is actually a party in the conflict itself, the Cubans (Grugel & Kippin, 

2007).

How can we then define the concept of diaspora? In the reviewed literature the central element 

to the concept is a group of people that live outside their place of birth and  share a distinct 

collective identity. Noticing that much of this literature is produced in the West, or receiving 

countries,  the term most  frequently  defining these groups  is  “immigrants”  (Byman et.  Al, 

2001; Brinkerhoff, 2011; Koinova, 2011) that sustain a cultural distinctiveness, the culture of 

the PO. However, a different approach would have been if this literature was produced in the 

sending countries where these people are “emigrants” or émigrés. In post-modern and post-

colonial  discourse,  where  scholars  with  mixed  backgrounds  are  appearing,  the  concept  of 

diaspora  is  understood  as  process,  the  stress  lying  in  the  experiences  of  movement  and 

displacement and the political, cultural and social formations that are created in the process, 

with an emphasis on the cultural hybridity that is produced in these spaces (Al Ali, 2007). From 

this point of view, the dispersed groups of people with a shared collective identity, do not 

maintain an intact original culture but are continuously negotiating their identities with the 

homeland, the host-country and other diasporas (Al Ali, 2007; Brinkerhoff, 2009). 

Nevertheless, for the study of diasporas in peace and conflict studies, the defining criteria and 

where it seems to be agreement are: a group of people that (1) have settled in countries 

different  from  their  birth  countries  (2)  are  heterogeneous  regarding  social  class,  political 

affiliations, opinions, migration routes, timing and motives, migrant status (illegal or  legal, 

citizen or non citizen in the host-country), age, education, degree of integration in the host-

country and access to political and economic resources (3) share a national, cultural, ethnic or 

religious identity that is being negotiated simultaneously with different actors, sustained over 

time and space and is crucial  for the internal cohesion (4) have a diaspora consciousness 



(Safran, 1991) which means that they as a group, have reflected on what it means to be an 

alien in a host-country and the process through which they are in that position (5) maintain a 

psychological, emotional or material connection to the homeland (6) entertain an idea of return 

or what can be described as a myth of return (Safran, 1991) not meaning a physical return but 

an element that “make life more tolerable by holding out a utopia” (Safran, 1991:94) and 

which is instrumental in the political mobilization of diasporas (7) organize transnationally, due 

to  the  dispersion  across  state  borders,  deterritorialized  network-based  communities   are 

created (Adamson & Demetriou, 2007; Brinkerhoff, 2009), through which they address the 

interests of the community and exercise political activism/activities.  

2.2 The challenges studying diasporas: are our theories obsolete?

The dominant idea in international relations is that nation-states are the principal actors on the 

international  stage.  During  the  Cold  War,  realist  theories  dominated  the  field.  Wars  were 

explained  in  terms  of  power  structures  sustained  by  nations-states  that  were  assigned 

interests in defending borders and homogenous peoples within those borders. Nation-states 

were presented as identity units (Adamson & Demetriou, 2007). States were also the primary 

supporters of insurgencies inside other states, for instance; the USA supported the Mujahedin 

in  Afghanistan  and  the  Contras  in  Nicaragua  while  the  Soviet  Union  and  China  backed 

communist  guerrillas,  aiming  at  debilitating  rival  nation-states  from within  (Byman  et  Al, 

2001). The proxy wars were being fought in colonial Africa, the Middle East, Latin America and 

generally in the South. These countries are the sending point of migrants to the West today.

The end of the Cold War and the fall of the wall marked a change in the international scene but 

not necessarily in the academic dominant view of international relations. New actors made 

their  entrance:  international  and  regional  organizations,  non-governmental  organizations, 

transnational social movements and diasporas.  The Realists remained reluctant to legitimize 

other actors alongside the sate while the liberalists recognized the impact of these non-state 

actors together with that of multinational companies but did not challenge the idea of the 

homogenous character of the nation-state ( Østergaard, 2003). 

The social world after the fall of the wall continued changing and the world saw a surge in the 

internal  conflicts  fought  within  states  between  different  factions  of  one  people  due  to 

ideological  differences  (Colombia,  Cuba)  or  between  different  ethnic  or  religious  groups 

(Former Yugoslavia, Sri Lanka, Lebanon). Conflicts produce refugees. People crossing borders, 

interacting in different cultural milieus became, with the help of new technology, quintessential 

to globalization. This represented a historical window of opportunity to the West that needed a 

new  object  to  its  fear  to  secure  internal  cohesion  once  the  USRR  had  disappeared,  the 

immigrants were the new threat and migration became an issue of national security (Faist, 

2001). 



It is in connection with the political changes in the world that the literature on Diasporas starts 

to emerge from fields like anthropology, cultural studies, sociology and urban studies. Scholars 

of international relations began looking at the issue when the migration-security nexus was 

made and even more when the attacks of 9/11 led to a need to investigate academically the 

discourse on terrorism and its transnational links. 

One of the most cited works appears in 2001 by Byman et. Al12 and is a report assessing post-

Cold war trends in external support for insurgent movements. The authors state that “since the 

end of the cold-war the dynamics, the nature of the outside support to insurgencies and the 

identity of those supporting have changed. Actually state support is not the most important or 

relevant game in town” (Byman et Al,  2001: 2) and go on to explain that  diasporas and 

refugees have taken a leading role. 

Political scientists were not theoretically prepared and authors like Østergaard, Adamson and 

Demetriou, Faist and Brinkerhoff, coincide that there was a theoretical gap that could account 

for political non-state actors and an empirical need to investigate the transnational practices of 

migrants.  From the point  of  view of  Faist,  this  is  important to challenge the ideas in the 

migration-receiving countries that migrants per automatic represent a security threat and a 

threat to ideals of democracy and human rights. 

Østergaard is one of the first to draw the attention to the different levels in which migrants 

become engaged in politics. She uses the method of induction and theorize based on existing 

scholarship and own empirical observations of her work on Turks and Kurds in Europe. She 

notices  that  migrants  act  on  different  stages:  immigrant  politics  (engaging  with  the  host 

country),  homeland politics  (with  the homeland),  emigrant  politics  (with  the  homeland on 

issues concerning their mobility out or into the CO), diaspora politics (transnational networks 

with disseminated co-ethnics) and translocal politics (another subset of homeland politics that 

are directed to the locality and often takes the form of development politics) (Østergaard, 

2003). The importance of this body of work is that the author recognizes the different levels at 

which the migrants engage in politics and look both at the engagement with host-countries and 

homelands as well as the horizontal networks created in transnational communities. There was 

a need to see the complexity of the transnational political practices of migrants. For the study 

of diasporas' transnational political practices she recommends to ask (a) the why, investigating 

the processes of mobilization (b) the how, investigating strategies and forms of participation 

and (c) the what, investigating the impacts both in the receiving and the sending countries. 

For Demetriou and Adamson (2007), writing four years after Østergaard, there is still a need to 

update  IR  theories  that  are  rendered  obsolete  and  do  not  permit  to  analyze  non-

institutionalized,  deterritorialized  and  transnational  collective  political  groups  that  have  an 

impact on international relations. They call into question the state-centric view that has been 

dominant  in  the  field  not  only  among  realists,  liberalists  but  also  among  constructivists 

12 Byman, D; Chalk, B; Hoffman, W. Roseneau and Brannan, D. 2001. Trends in Oustide Support for Insurgent 
Movements. Rand Corporation, Santa Monica. 



(Adamson & Demetriou, 2007:494).  They do not cast out  the whole constructivist  agenda 

though. According to them, the constructivist field was promising when it first appeared at the 

late 90s with the work of Wendt's13 eager “to find a 'via media' between positivist and post-

positivist  approaches”  (Adamson  &  Demetriou,  2007:494).  In  fact,  two  of  the  earliest 

researchers of  Diaspora, Yosi  Shain and A. Barth use “constructivism” to analyze diaspora 

identity, motives and preferences and liberalism to explain the results (Brinkerhoff, 2011). The 

problem is, according to  Adamson & Demetriou, that the constructivist camp went back to the 

state-centric approach because of a short sighted perspective that only saw identity formation 

but did not explore the actual politics that are being produced in those transnational spaces. 

These  authors,  following  Østergaard,  also  call  for  an  empirical  research  agenda  that  will 

investigate the politics of these transnational network-based, deterritorialized actors. For the 

field  of  international  relations,  the  most  obvious  unit  of  analysis  in  this  investigation  is 

diasporas. 

Diasporas represent another type of subject  for  political  scientists.  They have for  instance 

competing  loyalties:  to  more  than  one  nation-state,  political  affiliations  might  be  more 

important than national ones (Colombia, Cuba), they might hold dual citizenship, the network-

based type of organization is slippery and the influence that they exercise on different ends 

might be difficult  to track and measure (Brinkerhoff,  2009), their  heterogeneous character 

poses problems for generaliseability and validity of the studies. Table 1 shows the differences 

in the general characteristics of states and diasporas: 

                   States      Diasporas 

Territorialized    Deterritorialized 
Institutionalized    Network-based 
One loyalty    Competing loyalties

2.3 Diaspora and Conflicts

One of the forms of studying diasporas' transnational political practices is looking at the way 

they relate to the conflict going on in the homeland. Studying these activities, will give us an 

understanding of many dimensions that constitute the diasporas and their role in international 

politics as well as of how they can play a role in peace building and how the international  

community, host-nations and homelands can enhance conflict resolution. 

Theoretically, Bercovitch recommends to look at how conflict structure and conflict behavior 

are affected by the presence or absence of diasporas (Berkovitch, 2007). In 2000, Paul Collier 

and Hoeffler conducted a quantitative study on the causes of war14, where they found that in 

the post-conflict phase, the presence of a large diaspora is a considerable risk for renewed 

13 Wendt, Alexander. Social Theory of International Politics. 1999. Cambridge University Press 
14 Collier, P & Hoeffler, Anke. 2001. Greed and Grievance in Civil War, Oxford Economic Papers 56, 563-595. 



conflict. They write: “A large diaspora considerably increases the risk of further conflict. If we 

compare the post-conflict society with the largest diaspora against that with the smallest, with 

other variables at their mean values, after five years of peace the risk of renewed conflict is  

around six times greater” which they explain by the ability of insurgencies to mobilize support 

from their co-ethnics abroad (Coller & Hoeffler, 2001:20). This study together with Byman's l 

Outside Support for Insurgent Movements from the same year, contributed to the generalized 

view of diasporas as peace-wreckers. Bercovitch, writing in 2007 and with more evidence in 

hand, calls the attention to the different roles that diasporas actually play in conflict sand 

warns for drawing too premature conclusions. He suggests to look at how diasporas behave in 

the different phases of the conflict cycle: conflict emergence, conflict continuation, escalation, 

termination, and post-conflict reconstruction. In the conflict emergence phase diasporas can 

lobby  host-governments  and  international  governments  to  exercise  diplomatic  pressure  in 

favor  of  peace  or  they  can  help  warring  parties  to  disseminate  propaganda  in  different 

channels. Remittances can be used to prevent conflict by reducing economic inequalities in 

poor countries and raising the cost of recruitment or they can go to support rebel movements. 

Every political activity has to be analyzed in the specific context and in the specific phase of 

the conflict.  On the other hand, analysts  like Nadje Al Ali15 reminds of the heterogeneous 

characteristics of diasporas where for instance gender relations matter and are transformed in 

the host-countries influencing the role of  different groups within the same diaspora,  some 

pushing for peace others for war. She also stresses the importance of the timing when the 

migrants of the same diaspora emigrated; in the Bosnian case, for instance, the women that 

managed to flee to England during the conflict emergence phase and did not witness the “hot 

conflict”-phase  were  active  promoters  of  war  during  the  continuation  phase  while  those 

refugees coming arriving as victims, might have a different approach. 

In sum, the theorists and analysts require that diasporas' transnational political practices be 

empirically  investigated to  better  inform theory  work.  They agree that  the intervention of 

diasporas  in  their  homeland conflicts  is  one  of  the political  spaces that  should  be  further 

investigated since the evidence from case studies show that they are especially active there. 

This activity would also be a multilevel activity according to  Østergaard's theory and would 

shed light  on the  way forward for  constructivist  approaches to  international  relations  that 

Adamson & Demetriou are calling for.  

15 Al Ali, Nadje S. 2007. Gender, Diasporas and Post-Cold War Conflict. In Smith & Stares, 2007, Diasporas in 
Conflict, Peace-Makers or Peace Wreckers, United Nations University Press. pp. 39-64



Figure 1

3.0 The case-studies 

3.1 The methodologies 

Considering the disciplines that first became interested in the political practices of diasporas; 

social anthropology, cultural studies and sociology, and that the field is still evolving among 

political  scientists,  the  methodologies  used  by  researchers  are  qualitative:  in-depth  case-

studies with deep interviews, process-tracing, historical analysis striving to comprehend each 

diaspora. A few comparative case-studies are emerging as well  and here two of them are 

reviewed16. The slowly growing empirically grounded research is putting the theories to test or 

producing new insights. 

One  of  the  works  that  are  reviewed  in  the  theoretical  based  block  above  is  Jennifer 

16 One interesting work is: Bahar Baser's new study from 2015 ”Diasporas and Homeland Conflicts: A Comparative 
Perspective” (Research in Migration and Ethnic Relation Series), Ashgate New Edition. The book is not yet 
available at the library in Uppsala and is not reviewed here. Baser analyzes the extensions of homeland politics in 
diasporic transnational spaces and compares Kurdish and Turkish populations in Sweden and Germany examining 
the multilevel political engagement that Østergaard suggested thirteen years ago: the effects of hostland politices and 
the diaspora's politics towards homeland's conflicts. This fresh study promises then to compare the two hostland 
receptors of the same ethno-national diasporas which is a welcome contribution to the field. This study is also 
indicative of the new methodological turn that the field is taking. 



Brinkerhoff's Digital Diasporas17 but is brought up here because is also one of the first attempts 

to comparatively try to understand and explain diasporas' transnational political practices and 

how the communities of meaning are created across borders using new technology. One of the 

insights from earlier work onn diasporas is that the  collective action problem is resolved by 

diasporas  through  the  shared  identity.  Byman  suggest  that  migrant  communities  support 

insurgencies ”motivated by a desire to support a kinship group” (Byman et. Al, 2000:55). The 

authors in the same report notice that ”significant diaspora support has occurred in every 

region of the globe, except Latin America” (Byman et. Al, 2000:41) and this is explained by 

the  observed  tendency  that  diaspora  support  is  directed  to  ethnic  insurgencies,  which  in 

general are rare in Latin America (Byman et Al, 2000:41). Indeed, in their two case-studies, 

which are going to be analyzed here, Byman explains how the support of the Tamil Diaspora 

was crucial for the LTTE18 in the civil war for independency from the state of Sri Lanka and in 

the other one they dive into the recruitment strategies of the Talibans in the Afghani refugee 

camps  in  Pakistan.  The  theory  then  says  that  expressing  identity  is  a  key  motivation  of 

diasporas for supporting transnationally insurgent movements, but little empirical work had 

been done to understand how identity communities were created, sustained, organized and 

mobilized  transnationally.  Digital  Diasporas offers  a  good  comparative  case-study  on  this 

specific question. Brinkerhoff's unit of analysis is  diaspora organizations  and she goes about 

analyzing nine digital diaspora organizations from five primarily U.S based diasporas  from: 

Afghanistan, Egypt, Somalia, Nepal and Tibet. Even though the study is made on conflict-

generated diasporas, the dependent variable is not the behavior of the diaspora towards the 

conflict in the homeland, but the process of identity negotiation and creation: the processes of 

fostering solidarity,  cohesion,  relations  to  the  homeland  and the  host-country,  the  gender 

relations. To understand these processes is the first step to comprehend on which base the 

diaspora acts politically towards the homeland. Brinkerhoff herself explain that the importance 

of her study is the examination of ”the dynamics of Diaspora communities as possible catalysts 

for peace-building within violently divided societies” (Brinkerhoff, 2009: 681). One of the main 

conclusions of the study is that the status in the host-country is an important factor in the 

quality of the contributions to peace-building in the homeland. Immigrant communities that 

are well established in the host-countries, have access to political and economic resources, 

have well defined hybrid identities where democratic values of tolerance are steady, are more 

prone to contribute to peace in the conflict-ridden homeland. 

3.2 The case-studies 

The following ten in-depth case studies and two comparative case-studies are all investigating 

the  independent  variable  “diaspora  behavior  in  conflict”.  All  but  one  of  these  case-studies 

17 Brinkerhoff, Jennifer M. 2009. Digital Diasporas: Identity and transnational engagement. Cambridge University 
Press. 

18 LTTE: Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 



examine the behavior of the diaspora in relation to the homeland conflict. Geukjan's study on 

the Armenian diaspora based in Lebanon is the only one that look at the diaspora's behavior in  

relation  to  the  hostland's  conflict19.  The  methodologies  used  are  qualitative  research  with 

process-tracing, field work, interviews, revision of historical documents. 

Identity

The  empirically  based  research  have  begun  to  provide  deeper  understanding  of  the 

mechanisms that are at work when diasporas mobilize transnationally. The first one, and also 

in  line  with  the  theory,  is  that  a  shared  identity  is  a  powerful  component  of  diaspora 

mobilization. In that  sense,  ethnic groups have a better ability to overcome the collective 

action problem in the adverse conditions that means being dispersed in the world. Virginia 

Bouvier's study on the U.S based Colombian diaspora confirms this claim. This is the only 

diaspora that is described as “reluctant to engage” in the homeland conflict, and one of the 

reasons  for  this  is  that  (1)  the  conflict  is  complex  and  not  distinctively  ethnic,  it  is  an 

ideological conflict over social inequalities and political exclusion and (2) the conflict has not 

come to define the diaspora, in spite of the diaspora being conflict-generated (3) the diaspora 

lacks  a  “diaspora  consciousness”  and  “shared  identity”  which  has  given it  the  name “the 

invisible community” (Bouvier, 2007:137). A diaspora without a “diaspora consciousness” will 

then have difficulty in organize and become an actor in the conflict. 

The Cubans do have more in common with the Colombians in the sense of not being primarily 

defined  in  relation  to  an  ethnic  conflict  but  an  ideological  one.  But  in  contrast  to  the 

Colombians, the Cubans do have a “diaspora consciousness” and are not only active in their 

homeland conflict but are a party in it. This role in the conflict has led the diaspora to adopt 

intransigent  standpoints  and  raise  as  the  opposition  to  the  homeland's  government.  This 

particular case provides evidence to Adamson & Demetrious' claim that an IR theory that is 

state-centric is obsolete and we need new forms of understanding international politics. The 

U.S - Cuba relations can not be understood without understanding the diaspora's role in it. The 

Miami-based Cubans have created a strong identity community around two elements (1) the 

opposition to the Castro-regime and (2) the meaning of being a “Cuban in the United States”20. 

The  two  cases  that  are  not  obviously  linked  to  ethnicity  and  religious  identity  serve  as 

providing evidence of the claims made in the studies on ethno-national diasporas that are 

highly organized around the matter of identity. 

One major factor that has contributed to the transnational political mobilization of diasporas is 

the technological development. Consistent with theory, the case studies show that the use of 

the internet has had an important impact in the creation of “communities of  meaning”  or 

“identity communities” across state borders. This observation can lead to the assumption that 

diasporas have the potential of gaining greater roles in the international political scene. 

19 The Lebanese civil war 1975-1990. 
20 The United States migration policy towards the Cubans gave the community important privilegies compared to other 

immigrant communities from the Caribbean and Latin America: easier to become a US citizen and economic 
support. This was also constructed as a form of irritating the Castro-regime in the US-Cuba conflict. 



Peace-makers or Peace-wreckers: the host-countries' role in shaping behavior

The field is relatively new and evolving in the disciplines of IR and political scientist. During the 

first  years,  diasporas  were  seen  as  peace  spoilers,  long  distance  nationalists  or  “distant 

warriors”  that  supported  warring  parties  from abroad.  Two  case  studies  from  200121 are 

analyzed  here  that  investigate  the  peace-spoiler  role  of  two  diasporas.  Two  important 

conclusions of the studies are made: (1)  diasporas are more prone to contribute to armed 

conflict if they see military victories in the battle field and conversely, they are less inclined to 

contribute if the insurgency suffers military setbacks and (2) refugees and communities that 

are not well established or integrated in host-countries are more vulnerable to recruitment by 

insurgencies.  

In these early studies, the issue of the diasporas' status in the host countries began to be 

addressed. Integration or “assimilation”22 is identified as a condition that can be affecting the 

diasporas  behavior  towards the homeland's  conflict.  The subsequent in-depth case studies 

investigate this issue. Sheffer makes the claim that: “In many cases the incentives for actual 

action or passivity by diasporans and the diasporic entities are connected to their desire to 

overcome  the  inherent  disadvantages  involved  in  being  “others”  in  their  host  countries” 

(Sheffer, 2007:68). In the Colombian case, Bouvier observes that the “reluctant” Colombian 

diaspora faces the problem of being divided in “illegal” and “legal” immigrants in the U.S which 

makes it difficult to organize and be active in the conflict at home from abroad. More recent 

studies,  like  Koinova's  and  Geukjian's  would  also  add  that  it  does  not  only  a  matter  of 

integration in the host-society but that crucial  to enhance a diaspora's capacity to have a 

peace-making role is that it enjoys the freedom to preserve their identity and organize around 

it.  A well  established diaspora that feels accepted in the host-country and can express its 

identity will tend to adopt moderate behavior. 

Political Opportunity Structures

Koinova's  comparative  case-study  on  the  U.S  based  Lebanese  and  Albanian  diasporas  is 

interesting as a theory generating study. The methodologies combined is the “most different 

systems design” and “process tracing”, the DV being “moderate diaspora behavior” and the IV 

being “instrumentalist pursuit of homeland sovereignty”. The “most different systems design” 

is used to explain moderate behavior comparing different diasporas alongside a number of 

control variables and identifying a common outcome of the behavior. The control variables are: 

geographical “spread” (of the diaspora), “nationalist cohesion”, “level of institutionalization”. In 

this three variables, the diasporas differ, the Lebanese being more geographically spread than 

the Albanians, the Albanians being more nationalist than the Lebanese and the Lebanese in 

contrast  being  more  institutionalized  than  the  Albanians.  In  spite  of  the  differences,  both 

diasporas adopt a moderate behavior in relation to their homelands' conflict. Koinova focuses 

21 Bymant et. al. Case studies on the Tamils and the Talibans' recruitment of refugees in Pakistan. In Trends in Outside 
Support to Insurgent Movements. 

22 In Bymans' work from 2000 the authors used consistently the concept of ”assimilation”. Today the use of the word 
would be controversial. The term that has appeared is ”integration”. 



on  the  phase  of  post-conflict  reconstruction  and  concludes  that  diasporas  use  political 

opportunity structures to navigate the international system with their message (autonomy, 

minority rights, sovereignty etc). One of these political opportunity structures is the liberal 

discourse.  Koinova finds  that  diaspora use liberalism instrumentally,  not  normatively.  They 

learn to use the liberal values to advance its political claims in the international system and use 

it as a means of getting what they want by peaceful, accepted ways. The two-step process that 

Koinova  designs  is  interesting  for  further  research:  (1)  diasporans  identify  a  political 

opportunity -global liberalism  - to pursue self-interest goals and (2) the host-country responds 

(to their claims) and make shifts in its policy, which foster moderate behavior of the diaspora 

in the future (Koinova, 2011:452). 

Being one of the most recent studies on diaspora behavior going from the  in-depth single case 

study to the comparative case-study methodology, the conclusions reached have a higher level 

of generalisability and opens the way for testing new empirically based theories. 

State-linked and stateless diasporas 

There are differences in the behaviors and strategies of stateless and state-linked diasporas as 

well as between the same diasporas and different degrees of statelessness (Sheffer, 2007). 

Stateless diasporas tend to be more irredentist and fearless in supporting violence and even 

terrorism  to  attain  nationalist  goals.  In  contrast,  state-linked  diasporas  would  opt  for 

supporting conflict termination in the homeland. The Tamils, the Jewish diaspora during its 

stateless period, the Armenian supporting its brethren in the Nagorno-Krabagh conflict, are 

examples of these claims. The case-study conducted by Denise Natali on the Europe-based 

Kurds and its moderate behavior in the Iraq war offers an important different outcome in 

behavior of a stateless diaspora. Natali's study could be compared to Koinova's; while Natali's 

scope is “conflict resolution”, Koinova's is “post-conflict reconstruction”. Natali analyzes how the 

Kurdish diaspora managed to advance its nationalist claims in a political opportunity window of 

globalization and formulate  proposals  framed in the current political  liberal  discourse.  This 

would be the step #1 in Koinova's two-step process for moderate behavior. Step #2 is when 

the host-nation responds and in this case the United States legitimized the Kurdish leaders and 

its organizations which further enhanced the diaspora's ability for conflict management in that 

particular conflict. 

The new politics of the post-cold war, with liberal ideas of sovereignty, minority rights, right to 

cultural identity, has opened up new spaces for diaspora to act politically and formulate their 

claims in peaceful manner. However, to be able to become active political actors, diasporas 

must (1) be highly organized (2) have a dedicated leadership and Natali and Koinova would 

add  that  to  foster  moderate  behavior  from those  political  actors,  their  organizations  and 

leaders must be (3) legitimized by the host-nation and the international community. (Sheffer, 

2007; Natali, 2007; Koinova,2011). 



4. Further research 

As  seen,  the  study  of  diasporas  and  their  role  in  international  politics  is  fairly  new  and 

evolving. There is still a need to unify theory and practice. The empirical evidence is based 

principally  on  single  case-studies  which  do  have  a  good  support  for  validity  but  lack  in 

generalisability. The new comparative case-studies that have started to emerge in the last five 

to six years indicate a welcome methodological turn in the field that should be continued. 

In the existing research, authors have focused on the peace-wrecking role of diasporas and 

their  relationship to the homeland and its  conflict.  Newer empirical  research is starting to 

address the different roles that diasporas adopt in different phases of the conflict and their 

heterogeneous character, where peace-makers exist alongside peace-spoilers. Another aspect 

touched by newer empirical research is the relationship diaspora – host country and how host-

country  policies  and  actions  in  the  international  arena  help  shaping  diaspora  behavior. 

Deepened understanding of this relationship and the possible effects of the securitization of 

migration  (the  migration-security  nexus  that  Faist  addressed  back  in  2002)  on  diaspora 

behavior and organization should be further investigated. 

On  the  theoretical  framework,  Koinova  draws  the  attention  of  researchers  to  the  use  of 

theories on transnational social movements in the study of diasporas. As Østergaard pointed 

out in 2003, diasporas engage in a multilevel diplomatic/political game and in different spaces 

of politics (immigrant politics, homeland politics, emigrant politics, translocal politics etc). It 

still remains to see empirical research that takes the challenge to study the multilevel impact 

of diaspora politics. 

Measuring  diasporas'  influence  in  conflict  can  be  difficult  as  it  is  difficult  to  track  the 

labyrinthine kind of transnational networks that they construct. Advancing in the comparative 

case-study should shed light on new methodologies to be used in the search for explanations 

to diasporas political impact in international relations.  These explanations and understandings 

should also be made more policy friendly for host-countries. 

5. Conclusions 

The study of non-state actors in the globalized world is of primary importance to fully grasp 

the  way  politics  are  produced.  Nation-states  remain  important  units  of  analysis  but  its 

homogeneous character should be re-thought. 

Not only ideas and money cross borders, but people too. People carrying identities that they 

are continuously negotiating, transforming and using as a motivation to mobilize. For too long, 

migrants and diasporas have been ignored as political actors with agendas of their own. Being 

ignored  by  academics  do  not  prevent  them  from  increasingly  using  new  technologies  to 

organize, penetrate state institutions, societies, support insurgencies or development initiatives 

in home-countries. And homelands are well aware of their power. As showed in the opening 

paragraph, homelands know that sometimes, it is them that have to shout out to the diaspora 



to call for support, and not the other around. 

Christine Fairs summarizes her study of the Tamil diaspora like this: “In conclusion, it appears 

that many diasporan formations have a sophisticated understanding of how national interests 

are formed within states. States should empower themselves by developing the same kind of 

understanding” (Fair, 2007: 190). 
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