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Abstract  

Diasporas are now well-established players in the global political economy, yet their role in conflict 

and post conflict settings remains controversial. Diasporas have variously been described as war-

mongers, peace-builders, or ambivalent in their influence on conflict. We suggest that this variety of 

characterizations might be explained by disaggregating forms of diaspora engagement and the public 

and private spaces in which they occur into three ‘spheres of engagement’. We then go on to 

consider two variants of conflict-related diasporas: ‘distant diasporas’, alluding particularly to Sri 

Lanka, Afghanistan and Somalia, and ‘contiguous diasporas’, referring mainly to the Russian-speaking 

peoples in the former Soviet Union, but also to groups like the Kurds spread across several nation-

states. We show that different forms and levels of engagement generate varying levels of demand on 

diasporan households. Differences of wealth, resources, social capital and class also influence the 

capacity of diasporas to engage in conflict and post-conflict roles. 
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In the 1990s and early 2000s the prevalence of high profile conflicts, as well as the intractability of 

many neglected ones, led to a greater appreciation among humanitarian and development agencies 

that societies in conflict needed to brought into the fold of recovery and reconstruction. Analysts 

and policy makers increasingly came to recognise that violent conflict and displacement were not 

aberrant conditions affecting just a few wayward, peripheral states, but were common to large 

swathes of the developing world (see, for example, Fitzgerald and Stewart 2000 and 2006). To the 

extent that diasporas were considered in this context, they were seen largely as a negative force, 

fomenting or sustaining violence and insurgency. One of the most negative views of the role of 

diasporas in conflict was advanced by Collier (2000: 14), who we quote below: 

Diasporas sometimes harbour rather romanticised attachments to their group of origin 

and may nurse grievances as a form of asserting continued belonging. They are much 

richer than the people in their country of origin and so can afford to finance vengeance. 

Above all, they do not have to suffer any of the awful consequences of renewed conflict 

because they are not living in the country. Hence, they are a ready market for rebel 

groups touting vengeance and so are a source of finance for renewed conflict. 

Now a more discriminating view prevails. A number of scholars have shown that diasporas can assist 

with relief, peace-building, and post-conflict recovery as ‘peace-makers’ or ’peace-builders’, or that 

their influence is uncertain – sometimes negative and sometimes positive (Van Hear, 2002, 2006a, 

2006b; Orjuela, 2003; Kapur, 2007; Smith and Stares, 2007). Crucially, it has been realized that while 

conflict undermines development by destroying assets and resources and by killing and displacing 

people, displacement itself contributes to the formation of diasporas, which can themselves in time 

constitute a resource for conflict-ridden societies.  In this article we try to cover a range of such 

outcomes. First we set out our conceptual framework for considering the place of diasporas in 

conflict settings. 

1. Spheres of diaspora engagement in conflict settings 

We suggest that the variety of characterizations of the role of diasporas in conflict might be 

explained by differentiating forms of diaspora engagement and the public and private spaces in which 

they occur. We distinguish three spheres of engagement: the largely private and personal sphere of 

the household and the extended family; the more public sphere of the ‘known community’, by which 

is meant collectivities of people that know each other or know of each other; and the largely public 

sphere of the ‘imagined community’, which includes the transnational political field, among other 

arenas.i By disaggregating ‘diaspora engagement’ we tease out different orders of connection and 

disconnection between the diaspora and those at home. In particular, we reveal the conditions and 

circumstances that can generate common ground as well as rendering them at odds with one 
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another in conflict settings. Our three spheres of diaspora engagement, elaborated below, feature 

different combinations of the private and public. 

The household/extended family sphere. Engagement in the household and extended family is largely 

personal and private, and is likely to be the most sustained of the three spheres – not surprisingly 

since it involves basic, core relationships of kith and kin. The most common, well-known, and 

tangible form of engagement is sending remittances to assist nuclear and extended family members 

to survive and cope, especially in conflict settings or other circumstances of distress. The money 

sent may be used for everyday needs, including housing, provisions, schooling, health-care, and 

sometimes to help people escape zones of danger, which can involve paying an agent to organise 

migration abroad. Besides such transfers in cash and kind, diaspora members may participate in life-

course events such as births, naming ceremonies, marriages and funerals either ‘virtually’ or in 

person. Such engagement may involve visits and other physical encounters, but in conflict settings 

online connections and telephony often necessarily replace face-to face physical connection. 

The known community sphere. Engagement in the ‘known community sphere’ takes place in spaces 

where one lives or has lived, among people one knows or knows of. It is the sphere of encounters in 

schools, neighbourhoods, workplaces, markets and shops, places of religious observance, 

associations and clubs, sports and leisure venues and during cultural activity. It is the realm of 

associational life: of associations based on residence, ethnicity or religion, education, mutual aid and 

welfare bodies, community-based and civil society organizations. Home town and home village 

associations and in particular old school associations have been important forms of diasporic 

organisation and engagement. Language classes and reengaging with shared musical traditions have 

also become prominent features of the community sphere. Although their influence may decline in 

conflict contexts as time passes and connections grow weaker, engagement in these and other forms 

of associational life may also expand with the use of social media and enhanced possibilities of travel. 

Transfers to collectivities wider than households and extended families can also be included here: 

examples include donations made in temples, churches or mosques for relief in the home country; 

the home town association or old school association that collects funds to rebuild a school, equip a 

hospital, or refurbish a library; collections by diaspora-based welfare organisations to provide relief 

for the victims of conflict; or, in a more menacing direction, the collections by supporters of 

insurgent groups for funds to buy weapons or otherwise support insurgency. These transfers, for 

more public or collective purposes, are somewhat different in nature from the more private 

remittances described above in the first, household or extended family sphere. In aggregate they are 

also probably smaller in scale than private remittances, but, importantly, they also have bonding 

functions. In conflict settings the significance of such collective transfers goes beyond their immediate 

economic and material effects, since they can help recreate or repair the social fabric shredded by 
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years of conflict, not least by helping to re-establish social linkages ruptured during war, and re-

building trust and confidence.  

The imagined community. In coining the notion ‘the imagined community’, Benedict Anderson referred 

to the nation, the largest unit, he suggested, with which one has an affinity without necessarily 

knowing its members personally (Anderson, 1983/1991). However, in his published lecture on long-

distance nationalism, Anderson (1992) recognised that the nation can spill out of its state’s borders. 

He concluded his lecture with the emblematic case of a Sikh businessman in Toronto, who valued his 

own quiet life, but bankrolled protagonists trying to create a new homeland, Khalistan, by force. 

Implicitly, Anderson conceded that there is no logical reason why the imagined community should 

not be widened beyond the nation, to co-nationals. We add that it can be widened also to other 

collectivities such as co-religionists and co-ethnics – and perhaps also to certain classes, generations 

and social movements (Sklair, 2000; Cohen and Rai, 2000). This is the sphere in which such 

allegiances are articulated and contested – indeed some argue convincingly that it is through such 

mobilization and contestation that diasporas come into being (Sökefeld, 2006). Engagement here 

includes membership of or involvement in political parties and movements, and support for 

insurgent, oppositional and sometimes loyalist groups. It might involve lobbying politicians or other 

influential people in the host country, in the homeland or in the international arena. In recent years, 

it has increasingly taken the form of engagement in political, social or cultural debate in cyberspace. 

This sphere is usually the most volatile of the three and perhaps the least pervasive in terms of 

general and sustained participation: it requires greater degrees of social mobilisation than do the 

more routine activities of the household and community spheres. To the mobilization within the 

diaspora needs to be added the initiatives taken by those state actors who imagine a nation beyond 

the state’s borders. They may seek to connect to their nationals abroad, encourage diasporic forms 

of citizenship and loyalty, and intervene, perhaps militarily, to protect ‘their’ diasporas (Gamlen 

2014). This is particular salient, as we will demonstrate, in the case of contiguous diasporas. 

These three spheres are analytical categories and there is of course overlap and interplay among 

them: for example, what happens in the imagined community sphere may shape what is possible in 

the known community and household spheres – and vice versa, family allegiances may shape ‘known 

community’ involvement and engagement in the ‘imagined community’ sphere. There are also 

tensions among the different spheres – diaspora members may find themselves pulled between 

obligations to their own family in the host country, to their own community in the host country, to 

those in the wider diaspora, to those left in the conflict-ridden homeland, and to the wider political 

struggle in the homeland. Their capacity to meet these different calls varies according to their 

resources and social position, and shifts over time. Likewise, those at home may view diaspora 

engagement in the different spheres as congruent with or inimical to their interests, at times 
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prioritising help in the household sphere and at others welcoming – or being uncomfortable with – 

political mobilisation in the imagined community sphere. We suggest that some of these and other 

apparent contradictions and paradoxes of diaspora engagement may be explained and better 

understood if such engagement is disaggregated in the way we propose. 

To some degree this approach resonates with recent understandings of civil society. The first 

sphere, the household or extended family, would normally be regarded as distinct from civil society, 

but the ‘known community’ and ‘imagined community’ are prima facie part of it. Edwards’s (2004, 

2005, 2009, 2014) useful threefold formulation helps here. He maintains that ‘civil society is 

simultaneously a goal to aim for [the good society], a means to achieve it [associational life], and a 

framework for engaging with each-other about ends and means [the public sphere]’ (Edwards 2005, 

our additions in parenthesis). Perhaps the most usual understanding of civil society is the realm of 

associational life. Our ‘known community’ sphere is an extended version of this, since it includes not 

just voluntary associations, but also schools, workplaces and neighbourhoods; as Edwards (2005) 

points out, ‘we actually spend a lot more time in these places than we do in voluntary associations’. 

The ‘imagined community’ arguably encompasses Edwards’ other two renditions: civil society as the 

good society and as the public sphere. ‘In its role as the public sphere, civil society becomes the 

arena for argument and deliberation as well as for association and institutional collaboration’ 

(Edwards 2005). It is in this arena that civil society as the good society – or the kind of society 

aspired to – is discussed and contested. Like us, and somewhat in violation of Anderson’s argument, 

Edwards argues that these notions can be transposed from the national to the transnational, so that 

we can think of transnational associational activity and a transnational public sphere where ideas of a 

‘good society’ can be debated. The notions of ‘known community’ and ‘imagined community’ 

resonate with these ideas of civil society. In conflict settings they can be arenas of strong 

contestation and contention among diasporas and those they have left behind at home.  

2. Determinants of transnational engagement 

Diasporas formed as a result of conflict are of course shaped both by the society from which they 

have come and the new society in which they find themselves, as well as by their experience of 

separation, conflict and flight: they carry with them some of the values of their homeland, while 

absorbing to a greater or lesser degree the values of their host society. These values, together with 

the socio-economic character of the diaspora – which is differentiated on class, ethnic, generational 

and gender lines – help shape their disposition, their capacity and inclination to influence the 

homeland. Whether diasporas are distant or contiguous to their homelands also, we argue, 

influences the nature of their engagement. 
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Remittances and other resource transfers have been one of the principal resources that diasporas 

contribute to relief during conflict, and recovery afterwards. It has been increasingly recognized that 

remittances often become key components of livelihood strategies in conflict settings – not for all, 

but at least for some people (Van Hear, 2002, 2006a; Horst, 2006; Lindley, 2010).There are at least 

three settings in which diaspora transfers influence the living conditions of displaced and conflict-

affected people. First, during the course of conflicts, such transfers provide a survival lifeline for 

those who cannot get out of conflict zones, and/or means of flight for those who can move out of 

such areas. Second, in neighbouring countries of ‘first asylum’, remittances might supplement other 

means of refugee survival and coping, such as humanitarian aid. Third, in post-conflict settings, such 

resource transfers might enable households to get beyond survival to coping, and lay the basis for 

recovery. There has also been potential for diaspora contributions to broader economic and social 

recovery, beyond the immediate concerns of their kin in conflict areas. These kinds of interventions 

in conflict settings are considered further below. 

A distinction should next be drawn between the capacity and the desire to engage in conflict settings 

(Al Ali, Black and Koser, 2001). Capacity to engage is shaped, among other things, by security of 

status, having an income above subsistence level, having the freedom to speak out, and developing 

social competence and political literacy – and connecting to civil society by such means as lobbying, 

campaigning, speaking in public, writing leaflets and drawing up funding proposals. The desire to 

engage may be shaped by personal or private motivations, such as the imperative to protect one’s 

family, kin or friends; by wider humanitarian concerns for the community, society or nation; and by 

stanch political motivation, driven perhaps by ethno-nationalism. 

At the more macro level, determinants of engagement include the course of a given conflict, the way 

in which war may have ended, and the nature of the ‘post-conflict’ society. The outcomes of conflict 

can include: 

• Stalemate (Palestine, Somalia, Afghanistan, Sri Lanka pre-2009, perhaps eastern 

Ukraine and other cases of ‘frozen conflict’) 

• Negotiated peace/settlement (Liberia, the Balkans) 

• Military victory by one side/’victor’s peace’ (Sri Lanka post-2009, Crimea) 

Each conflict may feature several of these conditions over time. In the case of Sri Lanka, military 

stalemate obtained during most of the near three decades of war, but there was a negotiated peace 

during a ceasefire in 2002–04, and then outright military victory by the government side in 2009 

leading to a ‘victor’s peace’.  
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Diasporas may engage in a post-war society if there is a negotiated peace or settlement; some of the 

diaspora may indeed even return to participate in the post-war administration or government, as in 

the case of Liberia and parts of the Balkans. Under certain conditions they may also do so if there is 

stalemate (for example, Somalia, Palestine, Afghanistan). However the diaspora is much less likely to 

engage if there is an outright military victory (a ‘victor’s peace’) and the diaspora is on the losing 

side, as in the case of Tamils from Sri Lanka. They are much less likely to involve themselves in state 

rebuilding and will resist subscribing to the victor’s ‘imagined community’; they are likely to maintain 

their own vision or imagined community – hence the persistence of a vision of Tamil Eelam among 

many in the Tamil diaspora, as we will see below. 

The nature of post-war society will also shape the propensity of the diaspora to engage. Hence a 

‘liberal peace’ (Duffield, 2001), with democratic institutions and perhaps a liberalised economy, will 

likely be more attractive from the diaspora point of view than a victor’s peace with an authoritarian 

and/or majoritarian regime in power. The balance or mix of state, market and civil society will also 

influence diaspora engagement, as will the balance of public goods and welfare, and the penetration 

of the market or commodification. These outcomes and determinants of course shape the ‘(political) 

opportunity structure’ (Adamson, 2002, 2005) for diaspora engagement. 

The hope of humanitarian and development actors has been that, by virtue of gradual incorporation 

into western societies, diasporas – or at least some of their members – will be drawn into nurturing 

‘liberal peace’ in conflict-ridden societies (Duffield, 2001). However, as in more stable environments, 

diaspora engagement in conflict settings often tends to be family-focused or involve the known 

community, rather than being concerned with broad societal renewal, as will be shown below. 

We consider two variant cases: distant diasporas, alluding particularly to Sri Lanka, Afghanistan and 

Somalia, and contiguous diasporas, referring mainly to the Russian-speaking peoples in the former 

Soviet Union, but also to groups like the Kurds spread across several nation-states. The nature of 

the connection and disconnection between those inside and outside conflict-torn societies like Sri 

Lanka, Somalia, Afghanistan and the Soviet successor states, has been a matter of intense 

controversy both during conflicts and after their end. If the possibilities for diaspora engagement are 

shaped by the factors and conditions just outlined, the relationship between the diaspora and those 

left in the homeland constitutes another key determinant. Indeed, the degree of congruence 

between the perceptions and aspirations of people in diaspora and the perspectives of those who 

remain in the country of origin has long been a matter of debate.  
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3. Distant diasporas: The Sri Lankan Tamil caseii 

The debate about the disjuncture between the diaspora and those at home has been particularly 

prominent in the case of the Sri Lankan Tamils, particularly in the wake of the defeat of the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (the LTTE or Tamil Tigers) in 2009. Our approach of disaggregating 

engagement among the three spheres helps to distinguish different orders of diaspora engagement in 

post-war Sri Lanka.  

As far as the household and extended family sphere is concerned, remittances and other financial 

transfers are not surprisingly among the most significant forms of contributions made by the 

diaspora, and have continued to be so since the end of the war. Remittances are used to support 

living expenses, schooling, housing and sometimes small businesses. Remittances and practical 

assistance from family members in the diaspora also enable households to send other family 

members abroad: loans taken out to fund the migration are repaid through remittances. Many 

families with a member working abroad have invested in rebuilding their war-damaged homes, while 

wealthier exiles have renovated and rented out their houses as a source of additional income for 

themselves and their families. Others in the diaspora have begun to make investments in businesses, 

such as farms and guest houses, with the hope of returning to run them in the future. Beyond the 

financial, during the cease fire and after the war, diaspora members have been able to visit their 

former villages for weddings, funerals, other life course events, and religious festivals. In the case of 

Sri Lankan Tamil transnational households and extended families, these kinds of connections are as 

strong as ever, the more so now that, since the end of the war, physical (as opposed to virtual) 

linkages are more feasible. 

 

In contrast to the continued and intense engagement of the diaspora in the household sphere 

following the end of the war, a pattern of fragmented diaspora engagement now obtains in the known 

community sphere – in the UK setting at least. Rather few Sri Lankans seem to be active members of 

diaspora associations, and most say that they prefer to make contributions on an occasional basis 

towards humanitarian, educational, health and livelihood projects. Religious institutions play an 

important mediating role, by channelling financial contributions from the diaspora through temples, 

churches and mosques. Many of these forms of engagement, which might appear to be organised 

through formal institutions, are actually reliant on informal networks which are created and 

sustained mostly (but not only) through these institutions. Since the end of the war scepticism has 

grown towards contributing through more formal organisations and contributions are instead 

channelled through informal networks of kin and friends. Often these are transferred to families, 

individuals in need, or to schools with which an individual might have a particular affiliation: indeed 
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old school associations remain one of the few enduring arenas of active associational activity, with 

one’s ‘batch’ (or cohort) a particular source of affinity.  

As for the imagined community sphere, a number of groupings could be identified in the diasporic 

political field following the defeat of the LTTE in Sri Lanka in May 2009, reflecting different strands of 

thinking and ideology. One such grouping was the LTTE ‘old guard’, the rump of the LTTE which 

included the remnants of the organisation, who had got out before the endgame in Sri Lanka, or 

were already outside the country. Related to but distinct from this grouping is what might be called 

the ‘LTTE legacy’ or ‘LTTE heritage’. Many of these were younger generation activists, who came to 

the fore during the large scale mobilisations of 2009 and 2010 in protest at the atrocities committed 

at the end of the war, and at the incarceration of civilians in large camps afterwards. More liberal and 

democratic than the hard core rump, they promoted a more moderate nationalism. Meanwhile, 

there was also a modest resurgence outside LTTE circles of more open discussion of possible ways 

forward, with various fora emerging which reached out with varying success to some of the new 

younger activists, and even to some sympathetic Sinhalese and Muslims.iii These were the main 

activist fractions. The Tamil diaspora population at large varied in its orientation, from enthusiastic 

to passive or grudging support for one or other of these positions – or none of them. 

Several significant institutional initiatives emerged from mid-2009, as the defeat of the LTTE sank in 

among the diaspora. First, the Global Tamil Forum (GTF) was set up as an umbrella grouping for 

national level Tamil groupings, including the British Tamil Forum, the Canadian Tamil Congress, and 

similar French, Australian, Norwegian and other national groupings. The GTF held a successful 

launch in February 2010 in the British parliament, attended by delegates from fifteen countries with 

significant Tamil diaspora populations and addressed by high profile British politicians. Second, a 

referendum reasserting the need for an independent Tamil homeland was held in most major 

diaspora locations from mid- 2009 to early 2010. In a process which monitors attested was well-run, 

most of those who voted appeared to reaffirm the resolution and thereby the need for a separate 

state of Tamil Eelam. Third, there were moves to form a ‘Transnational Government of Tamil Eelam’ 

(TGTE). The TGTE’s founding documents drew heavily on scholarly discourse on transnationalism 

and diaspora. The initiative was met with scepticism both among hardliners in the LTTE rump and 

among more liberal elements in the diaspora who saw it as an attempt to revive a defunct LTTE. In 

the event a number of the LTTE rump stood and were elected as representatives. Elections were 

held in early May 2010, and the inaugural meeting of the TGTE constituent assembly was held in 

transnational session in Philadelphia, London, Geneva and other diaspora constituencies in mid May 

2010 (Brun and Van Hear 2012). Further transnational sessions have been held since. 
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However, as time passed after the defeat of the LTTE, scepticism increased about diaspora 

organisations such as the TGTE, GTF and BTF. Fewer diaspora Tamils continued to attend large 

scale events, such as the annual ‘Heroes Day’, a transnational commemoration of those killed during 

the war, held in most diaspora locations and largely orchestrated by the LTTE legacy and its 

supporters: in London these gatherings drew up to 15,000 attendees at their height. These 

perspectives evidence a shift away from the politically active high-point involving second and 1.5 

generation Tamils in 2009-2010, and a contrast to the initial enthusiasm which accompanied the 

proliferation of political bodies and advocacy groups following the demise of the LTTE (Brun and Van 

Hear, 2012: 70–71).  

All of this was reflected in widely differing views on the degree of convergence in perspectives 

between those in the diaspora and those in Sri Lanka, particularly on whether an independent Tamil 

state was possible or even desirable. An interview with Visuvanathan Rudrakumaran, Prime Minister 

of the TGTE (Azwer, 2011), sets out the position widely held by many in the diaspora: 

The diaspora is an integrated part of the Tamil Nation. The Tamils living in the island 

and outside are one entity. As long as the Tamils living in the island do not have the 

political space to fully articulate their political aspirations, the diaspora living around the 

world in liberal democratic countries have to undertake that task. 

Critics of the LTTE in the diaspora took a very different position. Writing in the final stages of the 

war, a month before the military defeat of the LTTE in May 2009, Nirmala Rajasingam, a long-time 

activist who had left the LTTE and become highly critical of it, highlighted the disparity between the 

diaspora and those left in the conflict zones: 

The huge demonstrations in the west that endorse the LTTE are in direct opposition to 

the waning popular support for the LTTE amongst Tamils in Sri Lanka itself. The eastern 

region of Sri Lanka where many Tamils live – and which has lost far more of its young 

people and children in this war than any other Tamil region – has largely abandoned 

support for an independent state. The Jaffna peninsula in the north has been largely 

uninvolved for more than a decade or so in the separatist cause; there, the vast majority 

of civilians have submitted to uneasy cohabitation with the army simply because amid 

available options, they prefer an absence of war. The LTTE's cynical and callous use of 

civilians for its war effort has also over the years undermined its status within the Tamil 

population in Sri Lanka (Rajasingham, 2009).  

Such views were echoed by outside observers. One of the most comprehensive explorations of the 

Tamil diaspora in the wake of the defeat of the LTTE in May 2009 was by the International Crisis 
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Group (ICG, 2010). The study suggested that the views of those in the diaspora and those in Sri 

Lanka were far apart: 

Most Tamils abroad remain profoundly committed to Tamil Eelam, the existence of a 

separate state in Sri Lanka. This has widened the gap between the diaspora and Tamils 

in Sri Lanka. Most in the country are exhausted by decades of war and are more 

concerned with rebuilding their lives under difficult circumstances than in continuing the 

struggle for an independent state (International Crisis Group, 2010: i) 

Others, often within the Tamil diaspora itself – particularly in cyberspace – argued that this 

disconnection has been overstated. Providing a usefully nuanced understanding portrayal of post-war 

Tamil transnational politics, Vimalarajah and Cheran (2010) underlined the social and political 

cleavages within the diaspora, maintaining the lack of complete correspondence between diaspora 

politics and those of the LTTE. In short, support for Tamil nationalism and for the LTTE were (and 

are) not coterminous. This implied greater convergence between some members of the diaspora 

and some of those at home, and greater divergence between other members of both groups. It was 

hardly surprising, they suggested, that Tamils in Sri Lanka were keeping their heads down in the 

context of government triumphalism and the government’s ‘one nation, one country’ narrative: 

The politically active Tamil diaspora community reflect the same cleavages, political and 

social divisions that exist in Sri Lanka and cannot be disassociated from that context ... 

the main demarcation lines are no longer between those who are traditionally viewed 

as pro-LTTE and anti-LTTE but rather within the Tamil nationalist movement between 

those who call for a pragmatic approach and those who argue for a principled approach 

(Vimalarajah and Cheran, 2010: 6 & 30). 

As this often vigorous debate shows, that there is such disjuncture is often strongly contested by 

diaspora groups themselves. As we have argued, one way of addressing this question is to 

disaggregate different forms and spheres of diaspora engagement along the lines we have proposed. 

In the next section we continue this line of analysis in what we term contiguous diasporas. 

4. Contiguous diasporas: The Russian successor states 

We do not assign an inflated theoretical weight to the idea of ‘contiguous diasporas’: rather we use 

it to highlight the fact that many contemporary flashpoints are found where co-ethnics or co-

religionists are separated by a national border. We are thinking of Russian and Russian-speaking 

minorities in the Soviet successor states and conflicts like the Russian-Georgian war of August 2008 

(Europe’s first war of the twenty-first century), the invasion (or, as Russian government describes it, 
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the re-annexation) of Crimea, continuing conflict in eastern Ukraine, and the struggles over 

‘citizenship issues’ (a phrase we will deconstruct) in Latvia, Estonia and Kyrgyzstan (see Brubaker 

1992 for an early analysis). Beyond the Soviet successor states, the tangled events in Kosovo, South 

Sudan and now in Iraq–Kurdistan–Syria–Turkey and the so-called Islamic State (IS), are also 

connected to the existence of contiguous diasporas. The distinction between a contiguous and 

distant diaspora resembles the distinctions drawn elsewhere between the ‘near’ and ‘wider’ diaspora 

(Van Hear, 2006), and the ‘near abroad’ and those ‘far away’ from conflict (Kaldor, 2001). Discussion 

of the Russian ‘imperial diaspora’ and the concept of a ‘stranded minority’ are also complementary 

(Cohen, 1997: 190–1). Kaldor (2001: 85) puts it this way: 

There are two types of diaspora. On the one hand there are minorities living in the 

near abroad, fearful of their vulnerability to local nationalisms and often more extreme 

than those living on home territory. … On the other hand, there are disaffected groups 

living far away, often in the new melting pot nations, who find solace in fantasies about 

their origins which are often far removed from reality. 

It is not that important to settle the terminology used to describe contiguous diasporas; rather we 

need to address the question whether we can find a particular cluster of characteristics that marks 

the relationship between diasporas and conflict. The answer is ‘yes’, in each of the three spheres of 

engagement we have defined, though the Russophones in Latvia exhibit a particularly complex case. 

In the personal or extended family sphere, contiguity produces very practical and prosaic advantages. 

These are not the archetypical ‘Skype families’, who sustain intimate personal contact through 

telephony and occasional family visits. Rather, to take the case of Russians in the Ukraine, there is 

continuous cross-border movement for family, educational or professional purposes. At the 

household or extended family level, it is common to find transnational families, split generationally or 

in terms of their level of consanguinity, leaving in search of educational or work opportunities. After 

the 1990s, the dominant nationalist forces in Soviet successor states pressed for a stronger sense of 

civic engagement and, in particular, enacted a number of restrictions on holding dual nationality that 

especially affected the Russian and Russophone families. This incomplete, but threatened, rupture of 

taken-for-granted transnational family practices eventually created the sense of threat or anxiety that 

spilled into a wider ‘co-ethnic’ solidarity. We place inverted commas around the expression ‘co-

ethnic’ to indicate that Russian-speakers were not necessarily of Russian descent. 

While transnational family life was somewhat disturbed, at the associational or known community level, 

it is important to bear in mind that the Russian-speaking minority in the ‘near abroad’ is often rather 

large. In the Ukraine the Russian population numbered well over 8 million before recent events, and 

in many places it is dominant. Life in a Russian leitmotif goes on – not always without challenge – in 
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schools, neighbourhoods, parks, shops, churches and in many political settings. Given the former 

integration of the country into the Soviet Union, it is not perhaps surprising that Russian is widely 

spoken. Indeed at independence there were as many Russophones and Ukrainophones, while similar 

proportions used these languages on a daily basis (Shevel, 2002: 396). What is perhaps surprising is 

that, despite the acceptance by many parents that Ukrainian would increasingly become the language 

of ‘politics and social advancement’ on the Crimean peninsula, Shevel (2002: 404) reported in the 

early 2000s: ‘Ukrainian schooling is all but unavailable. Only four of 583 schools on the peninsula 

provide instruction in Ukrainian; 98 percent of schoolchildren are educated in Russian’. It was within 

this problematic nexus between a frequently-expressed desire for civic engagement with the new 

polity and the continuity of Soviet and Russian social institutions that conflict was to erupt. 

Before discussing the imagined community sphere, we need to provide some basic information. Of the 

162 million Russian-speakers worldwide, some 25 million live outside Russia, nearly all concentrated 

in the contiguous diasporas or ‘the near abroad’. In addition to Crimea and Ukraine, there are 

significant concentrations in Belarus, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan (where Russian remains an official 

language) and in the Baltic states, where its status was derecognised after independence. The Russian 

language has been re-established in the breakaway republics of Abkhazia, South Ossetia and 

Transnistria – though none of these entities, we should add, has been recognized by the UN. The 

last three cases have been tellingly described as sites of ‘frozen conflict’ – i.e. few of the players are 

happy with the outcome, but none wishes to risk the consequences of intervention or further 

intervention. It is difficult to predict the final disposition of forces in Eastern Ukraine, but it is more 

than possible, as in the breakaway republics noted above, that the Denetsk People’s Republic 

(declared in 2014) and other enclaves will also become Russophone frozen-conflict zones.  

In the case of the Russian contiguous diaspora, there were many Russophones who simply ignored 

the independence of countries like Georgia, Ukraine and Latvia. Sheval (2013: 1), for example, refers 

to ‘the large Russian minority in the east and south of Ukraine, and the continued scepticism and 

even downright non-acceptance of Ukrainian independence by many in Russia’. In the Soviet period, 

‘socialist internationalism’ was the order of the day, an ideology which, of course, masked the 

imperial-like movements of settlers and armed personnel to the ‘near abroad’. In the post-Soviet 

period, some of this rhetoric survives – the Russian TV channel, Russia Today, alludes constantly to 

the ‘fascists in Kiev’ and the ‘ultra-nationalists’ in the Baltic states. Similarly, in describing Russian 

involvement in Crimean politics five years before the annexation, Mizrokhi (2009: 8) maintains that 

there is ‘a residual feeling among certain Russian politicians that Crimea is a historic and integral part 

of Russia’. This perception of a wide imagined community was, she suggests, ‘most pronounced 

among Russian communists and radical nationalists’. Immediately after the Russian intervention in 

Crimea in February-March 2014, this sentiment was echoed in an emotional speech by President 
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Putin when he declared: ‘In people's hearts and minds, Crimea has always been an integral part of 

Russia’ (The Telegraph, 18 March 2014). 

Language issues are at the heart of the conflicts affecting the Russian contiguous diaspora and 

span the spheres of the known and imagined communities, as Schmid’s (2008: 16) discussion of 

language tensions in Latvia indicates: 

There is an unmistakable split in the language groups with respect to the importance of 

language issues. This split is apparent in attitudes toward the education reform, 

introducing Russian as a second language and the degree to which the two ethno-

linguistic groups believe their language and culture are endangered. Many Latvians feel a 

sense of isolation and as a threatened group within their own country. Part of this 

isolation and sense of threat is related to historical factors, asymmetrical bilingualism, 

and the relative strength of Russian in comparison to Latvian. 

Despite the apparent salience of language to conflict in this and many other accounts, one of 

the leading scholars in the field, having subjected a comprehensive data base to a sophisticated 

analysis, failed to find a strong association between competing language claims and conflict 

across a wide range of countries, arguing indeed the counter-thesis that competitive language 

claims are generally peacefully accommodated (Laitin, 2000). In addressing this anomaly, we 

hope to explain some of the dynamics of contemporary conflicts in the Russian diaspora. 

First, despite his extensive comparative analysis, Laitin’s data and outlook have failed to move 

beyond the national to the transnational level. In the case of the Russian contiguous diaspora, 

language spans the total imagined Russophone community. The Soviet Union encouraged 

‘internationalism’, which in practice often meant that Russian soldiers were posted to various 

barracks in a number of countries in the ‘near abroad’, their families commonly moving with them.  

The case of Latvia presents particular in challenges as one tries to navigate the converging and 

conflicting influences of language, ethnicity, nation and diaspora in the construction of a post-Soviet 

state. As Dzenovska (2014) explains:  

The post-Soviet citizenship law in Latvia is based on the juridical stance that the post-

Soviet Latvian state is a restoration of the pre-Soviet state. Thus, in order to be 

included in the body of citizenry, residents had to prove their kinship to the pre-war 

body of citizenry (which was multi-ethnic). This effectively excluded those who came 

during the Soviet period. Soviet-era incomers were asked to naturalise and placed in the 

category of resident ‘non-citizens’ (nepilsoņi). A language test was one aspect of the 
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naturalisation test. Others included knowledge of Latvian history and the constitution, 

and a residency requirement. 

The effect of this ruling was that some 300,000 fell into the category of resident ‘non-citizens’. Some, 

mainly older, residents simply could not pass the language test. Some others refused to naturalise 

either because they felt politically connected to Russia as the heir of the Soviet state or indignant 

that they were, in effect, asked to prove their loyalty to the new state despite having lived in its 

territory for most, if not all of their lives (Dzenovska, 2014). 

We have already suggested that we need to be attentive to internal differentiation within diasporas 

on class, ethnic, generational and gender lines. Dzenovska (forthcoming) goes much further in 

suggesting that residents in the country who could not claim a pre-Soviet Latvian identity can be 

seen as a ‘multitude’. She writes, ‘Latvian intellectuals, the public and the emerging political elites 

were united in their belief that a unified and loyal nation– rather than a messy post-Soviet multitude 

whose views could not be known or fully trusted–was needed to secure independence’.iv This 

multitude, this assemblage of minorities – call it what we will – then becomes the object of 

competitive claims for allegiance. ‘The post-Soviet Russian state and the post-Soviet Latvian state 

compete to make ethnic and national subjects out of this multitude: the Latvian state tries to make 

citizens and national minorities, whereas the Russian state tries to make co-ethnics and diaspora’ 

(Dzenovska, 2014). 

These struggles at the level of the nation are nested in international geopolitical struggles that could 

trigger Russian intervention in support of Russophones in Latvia (and elsewhere). As we write 

(2015), President Obama is weakened politically and in any case is unlikely to want to engage in 

another foreign adventure. Without US support, NATO is impotent. The Eurozone is economically 

fragile and Germany is crucially dependent on Russian gas and oil. Moreover, Putin seems perfectly 

capable of exercising force, or the threat of force. Despite these elements, we might advance a 

modified version of the Laitin thesis, taking into account Dzenovska’s observations. If the Russian 

Federation is to intervene in Latvia, it will not (unlike in Crimea) find a completely unified and allied 

diaspora. Some of the ‘non-citizens’ of an older generation might be responsive to Russian 

blandishments. The younger generation, by contrast, wants to learn Latvian (and English), acquire 

Latvian citizenship and find their future, notwithstanding the EU’s current difficulties, in Western 

Europe. In this respect, they are engaged in civil society in the sense that Edwards (2005) describes 

i.e. generating an associational and institutional life to create, with their fellow Latvians, a good 

society. In short, whatever Putin’s intentions in Latvia, he faces a complex, and not entirely 

sympathetic, community of Russophones – not entirely national, ethnically singular or diasporic. 
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5. Conclusion 

Taking two contrasting cases of ‘distant’ and ‘contiguous’ diasporas, we have used our ‘three 

spheres’ trisection to examine different spheres of connection and disengagement, the spheres not 

always being in harmony with one another.  

There may be strong and sustained engagement in the first sphere – that of the transnational 

household and extended family, a largely private sphere.  As we have seen this includes transfers of 

remittances and other resources, as well as participation in life course events such as weddings and 

funerals. Visits, phone calls, marriages and cement dense and continuous forms of household 

engagement. This is particularly true in the case of contiguous diasporas where cross-border 

movements may be easier and cheaper than within-country mobility. 

There tends to be weaker and more intermittent engagement in the second sphere – that of the 

‘known community’– where advancement is the holy grail for post-conflict recovery and development 

actors. Engagement here includes involvement in home town and home village associations, old 

school associations, and other community-based organizations. In the case of both distant and 

contiguous diasporas, cross-border participation in festivals, religious ceremonies, sporting events 

and trade make the known community a transnational one. However, associational life can often lead 

away from diasporic leanings to more local forms of civic engagement, as in the case of Latvian 

Russophones. On the ground, accomplishments often turn out to be much weaker than those 

sometimes claimed by distant diasporans.  

Engagement in the wider ‘imagined community’, a more public sphere, can be strong but is often 

ephemeral.  It includes involvement in political movements, support for insurgent groups, and debate 

in cyberspace on social, political and cultural matters. Here engagement often cuts both ways: it can 

result in reconciliation and recovery, or it can reignite or prolong conflict. The imagined community 

can be evoked or activated both by the diasporas and the state or homeland from which it emanates. 

Again, there may be incongruity between the community imagined by the origin state and that 

imagined in the state of settlement.  

In this paper we have drawn on research on distant and contiguous diasporas to explore ways in 

which these different spheres interrelate and shift in importance over time in conditions of conflict, 

tension, displacement and (forced) immobility.  Moreover these different forms and levels of 

engagement generate varying levels of demand on diasporan households: they have to balance the 

demands of their own livelihoods and futures (most importantly perhaps education of their children), 

those in other destination and transit countries, and those left at home, or in neighbouring countries 

of first refuge (Van Hear, 2006a, 2006b; Lindley, 2010). There is thus a ‘portfolio’ of obligations in 
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the diaspora, which may become unsustainable and debilitating, particularly if those in the diaspora 

have low, precarious incomes, as is often the case. In the case of contiguous diasporas, they may find 

likewise themselves cross-pressured, asked daily to speak the language or show affinity to their 

places of origin, their ethnicity or to a virtual imaginary community invented by powerful political 

actors. 

Differences of wealth, resources, social capital and class shape the capacity and level of support that 

can be offered and thus the circulation of resources among these different sites. This brings us back 

to the capacity and inclination – the disposition – of the diaspora to engage in conflict settings, which 

is in turn linked to the kind of recovery and development that might emerge as a result of diaspora 

engagement. Diaspora connections may be vital in sustaining societies in upheaval or conflict, and 

have the potential for assisting such societies once conflict lessens. Building on such potential 

involves understanding that the return of some members of a household or community to a ‘post-

conflict’ society may be predicated on others staying abroad. That way the viability or durability of 

the return would be enhanced: by sending money home for example, those abroad may help to set 

up or sustain livelihoods established by returnees during start-up periods or during hard times. A 

sustainable livelihood may then be established as the basis for subsequent returns of the displaced. 

At the same time, as has been suggested above, the deployment of transnational connections in such 

ways is predicated on some elements of the diaspora attaining reasonably secure residence in the 

place of exile.   

In a way, diaspora engagement in the three spheres can be seen as a transnational welfare system or 

social security safety net to help people cope with adversity – what may be called a sustaining or 

conserving function -- and/or a source of support for progressive or retrogressive change in the 

homeland – in other words a transformative function (Van Hear 2002).  Much depends on the 

degree and nature of connection or disconnection between the diaspora and those that have been 

left or who have stayed at home. As we have seen, the nature of this relationship varies and is often 

a matter of dispute. This paper has offered a framework that takes account of different levels or 

spheres of engagement, which may help better to understand the relationship between those 

diasporas and home in conflict settings.  
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