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Searching for Redemption: Distancing Narratives in the Everyday 

Emotional Lives of Aid Workers 
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ABSTRACT: This paper concerns how the everyday emotional lives of aid workers 

influence the narratives which guide aid worker practices. Based on fieldwork in 

Singapore, Jakarta and Aceh, 45 semi-structured interviews and 20 written 

autobiographies, I show how aid workers regularly experience emotional anxieties that 

question their impact as an aid worker and their complicity in the suffering of others, 

leading to burnout. Different distancing narratives resonate and persist because they 

allow aid workers cope with these potential anxieties. Given the emotional origins of 

these distancing narratives, rational critique is insufficient to yield change. Rather, 

reflection must engage underlying emotions of aid workers and scholars alike.  
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Introduction 

Passionate and well-meaning experts dissect violence for us: they explain why girls with 

disabilities are more likely to be raped, or why older women’s experiences of violence 

often escape our humanitarian radars. Hearing the concepts and the interventions and the 

services splayed so clinically, always by PowerPoint, I cannot help but feel disconnected 

from the pain.  Perhaps that is the point — are we numbing ourselves?  Must we? (We 

must — if not to go mad.) ‘Screening, assessment, treatment, maintenance.’ You could 

hear the white sneakers squeak on sanitized hospital floors — if only we were not 

speaking about refugee victims of rape, forced migration, and brutality. Sanitize we 

must. (Anonymous humanitarian worker 2014) 

I spent most of my life aspiring to become an aid worker. To learn about how to become an 

aid worker, I did what anyone does: I turned to the internet. There, I not only found aid 

workers sharing tips of how to become an aid worker, I stumbled onto “the aid blogosphere” 

where I found many-a-raging online debates on how to do aid right, debates on how aid 
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workers should live, as well as many personal intimate and personal confessions on what it is 

like to be an aid worker.  

At the time, I did not find any of this reflected in the development studies literature. 

When I was studying economics, I had read papers on the macroeconomic dynamics of 

poverty, or on market-oriented solutions to slum-dwelling. I later stumbled upon Robert 

Chambers, who suggested that for aid to work, aid must be placed in the hands of the 

recipients of aid, now popularly termed “participatory approaches” (1994). I also discovered 

Escobar’s (1995) criticism of how the “development discourse” of “the distant suffering 

stranger” serves to reify the distance and strangeness of the abstract suffering out there 

despite participatory approaches (Cooke and Kothari 2000; Williams 2004).  

Nowhere did I find anything mentioned about aid workers – the people who do aid. 

While the academic literature presented technical people-less debates on the importance of 

involving abstract marginalized populations in humanitarian practice, aid workers gave 

incredibly personal accounts of what they had seen and what they had felt when doing aid 

work. They were passionate, angry and sometimes paralyzed by feelings of powerlessness; 

some were optimistic and others were dead-cynical; at times, they took the moral high 

ground; at other times, they would also reflect on their hubris for doing so, sharing the ethical 

dilemmas they faced and how they unsatisfactorily tried to resolve them. Oftentimes, there 

was no point to their sharing, other than to confess, and to try to make sense of the world they 

inhabited – “aidland” (Fechter and Hindman 2011). Most of all, they were likeable, relatable, 

and human.  

This is a paper about aid workers, their everyday emotions, and how it affects the way 

they do humanitarianism. It is a paper that attempts to humanize the people doing the 

humanitarianism. As Fechter and Hindman argue (2011), aid workers are not merely conduits 

in aid work. They are the interlocutors who inevitably bring their own interpretations of how 
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policy is run in practice (Autesserre 2014; Fechter & Hundman 2011; Mosse 2011; also see 

Barnett and Finnemore 2004). And yet until recently,1 most of the literature has focused on 

getting the policy right, or getting the incentives right, relegating aid workers to invisible 

middle-men who merely have to carry them out. On the contrary, aid workers not only 

possess a fair bit of autonomy, they also can have a big influence in shaping the agenda 

(Nielson, Tierney and Weaver 2006).  

In this paper, I ask a question that is both structural and personal: why is it that despite 

Robert Chamber’s suggestion to listen to aid recipients (through “participatory approaches”), 

many aid workers still rely on simplifying narratives and stereotypes of who these people 

are? Despite humane intentions, why do aid workers not listen to local voices on their own 

terms – sometimes in dehumanizing ways (Harrell-Bond 2002; Napier-Moore 2011)? How 

do the emotions of aid workers keep the “the distant stranger” “strange” and “distant?” While 

many have criticized the distance between the aid worker and aid recipient, less attention has 

been given to the emotional dimension of this distance. 

                                                 

1 It is only of late that a focus on the everyday lives of aid workers has gained momentum, expanding 

the study of international aid to include the personal sphere (see especially Fechter and 

Hindman’s volume (2011), Mosse’s volume (2011), Fechter’s special issue (2012) in Third 

World Quarterly, Nouvet and Jakimow’s special issue (2016) in Critique of Anthropology). 

While emotions naturally constitute an inherent part of the everyday lives of aid workers, 

existing studies have tended to make only passing glances at the emotional dynamics that 

underlie everyday experience. This project aims to fill this gap through a systematic study of a 

key dimension of being an aid worker that has generally been rendered invisible in analyses so 

far – the lived everyday emotional experience of aid worker – and how it affects the narratives 

which guide participatory practices. The only work that has looked at the everyday emotional 

lives (Walkup 1997) has not been picked up by contemporary work on the everyday lives of aid 

workers.   
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To get an answer to this, I turned to a range of autobiographical accounts by aid 

workers – some published, some online, and 45 of which I interviewed in Singapore, Jakarta 

and Aceh. Half of the interviews were in Indonesian (which I translate), many come from a 

wide range of backgrounds and each tell different stories.2 The short answer is that 

simplifying narratives and stereotypes are ways for aid workers to cope with emotional 

                                                 
2 Methodological note: this research locates aid worker narratives through two types of empirical 

sources: autobiographies and fieldwork. Autobiographies consists of books and blogs written by 

aid workers which narrate their personal story in aid. This gave me a glimpse of the inside 

everyday lives of aid workers – in terms of what’s important to them, how they interpret and 

recall their work, what emotional challenges they face and how they deal with them. For 

example, Jessica Alexander’s Chasing Chaos: My Decade In and Out of Humanitarian Aid 

(2013) was well received by aid workers for reflecting many of their common experiences. 

Written in a style of a confession, it is described as “refreshing[ly] honest” (WhyDev 2013). 

Fieldwork was conducted between December 2015 to March 2016, and involved 45 interviews 

with aid workers in Singapore, Jakarta and Aceh (Indonesia) – all of whom are given 

pseudonyms. I also observed a range of everyday humanitarian activities ranging from meetings 

in offices to interactions with beneficiaries in “the field.” I chose these sites because I wanted a 

mixture of aid workers that were working in management roles (Singapore and Jakarta), as well 

as those who were working directly with aid recipients (Aceh). I interviewed a good mix of aid 

workers who were working in or had experience working in international and local non-

governmental organizations (NGOs). For the interviews, I adopted a biographical-interpretive 

method (Hollway and Jefferson 2000). This meant that I asked aid workers to tell me about their 

life-stories, the emotional rewards and challenges they faced, and how they handled them. While 

the advantage of autobiographies is that the genre tends to accentuate emotions as a key in its 

writing style, there are several advantages of fieldwork. The first is the possible selection bias of 

written autobiographies. Not only were all the autobiographies written by English-speaking aid 

workers with citizenship in the global north, I was worried that they may consist of a particularly 

vocal clique. By contrast, 43 out of 45 of my respondents were ethnically Asian. Only 20% of 

the respondents were native English speakers. More than half of the interviews were conducted 

in Bahasa Indonesia (which I translate), and most others were conducted in a mix of English and 

Indonesian. This ensured that my analysis could travel. A second advantage of conducting 

interviews was that I could talk to my respondents about my provisional analyses. This allowed 

them to disagree and provide their own interpretation of their emotions 
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anxiety in their work. I cannot possibly retell every single one of their stories in nuanced 

detail. Yet, there were striking similarities in some of the narratives that guided their stories: 

many aid workers regularly experience anxieties that question their impact as an aid worker, 

or worse, question their complicity in the suffering of others. For example, consider Reiger’s 

account: 

The guilt that we can just walk away to a safe home or on rest and recuperation (R&R) 

while they remain faced with the same realities – sometimes for their entire lives – is as 

much part of the job as the empathy you feel, the powerlessness at not being able to do 

more for them. The pain of an evacuation, of leaving behind local colleagues, projects 

and communities you have come to know and love, burns a hole in your heart. (Rieger 

2015) 

In part, Reiger expresses “guilt” for evacuating or for taking R&R – understood as an act of 

abandonment; she also feels connected to those left behind through “empathy,” as well as 

“powerlessness” for not being able to help them more. Reiger is not alone. Alexander too 

expresses “the lingering shame of leaving Darfur … Being pampered in my new 

surroundings only made it worse” (2013, 225). In fact, Alexander suggests that “many people 

in the aid industry continue to return to the field because they drift so far from home they no 

longer recognize themselves in it, just as a soldier” (2013, 256) and that many aid workers 

feel ashamed for “mak[ing] my living off of the suffering of strangers” (255). This is 

characteristic of “survivor’s guilt” – the concept developed in the study of post-holocaust 

trauma, where one feels guilty for having survived, believing that their survival was at the 

expense of others, and that their survival hence makes them complicit and responsible for the 

suffering of others (Leys 2007). Far from merely describing the survivors of Auschwitz, one 

aid worker admits “I felt guilty about joy because there were others who lacked it” with “the 

firm conviction that I was responsible for the world’s unhappiness” (Burkhalter 2013, 58, 

125).  
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In the face of such emotional discomfort, distance is a way of coping with the 

senselessness and tragedy that aid workers respond to, to avoid the names and faces of 

victims whose gaze demands a response; the stories we tell ourselves are a way to make sense 

of seemingly senseless suffering, and, our role in it. As Brown eloquently puts, "Storytelling 

helps us all impose order on chaos—including emotional chaos. When we're in pain, we 

create a narrative to help us make sense of it” (Brown 2015). These narratives have a way of 

appearing objective, even when they involve putting words into the mouths of others. Rather 

than listening to others, we fit them into the narratives we use to make sense of the world, our 

place in it, as well as the place of others. There is a practical point to this as well. Because the 

distance and narratives aid workers use to guide how they “do” humanitarianism are 

inherently emotional ones, directly challenging these narratives or criticizing the distance 

between aid workers and those they wish to help is likely to fail. If these narratives are what 

allows aid workers to keep their distance and to cope with everyday emotional anxieties, then 

aid workers may double-down on narratives in the face of evidence or logical fallacies; or 

they may replace one distancing narrative with another.  

In the remainder of the paper, I share a small selection of the stories aid workers used 

to cope with emotional anxiety, and in turn, guide practices of participation. For now, I term 

two types of stories as “narratives of blame” and “impersonal narratives.” I conclude by 

offering a typology that aid workers and scholars alike can use to reflect on the distancing 

narratives we employ. I will not pretend that scholars (those that study) are somehow exempt 

from the emotional world (the object of study). Hence, while this is a paper about aid 

workers, it is also a paper about all of us, academics included, our emotions and the stories 

we tell ourselves. 
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Narratives of Blame 

One such story that aid workers tell is a story where blame is put on others (Walkup 1997). 

Sometimes, it is the local aid beneficiary that gets blamed; sometimes, it’s the voluntourist; 

other times it is the bureaucrat. Whoever they are, those blamed take on the quality of being 

naturally disgusting. For example, Alexander feels disgusted by how voluntourists could be 

“going and giving out candy to kids … – like handing out pellets to goats when you’re at a 

petting zoo” (360). She distinguishes: 

“Real” aid workers hated these folks. We called their trips “hug vacations.” … This trip 

is for them, not for Haitians! … They’re here to … feel good about themselves. 

(Alexander 2013, 360) 

Yet, as Ahmed puts it, “To be disgusted is to be affected by what one has rejected.” (2004, 

86), or as Alexander herself puts it, “still I knew I recognized myself in them. Perhaps my 

motives for coming here weren’t so different from theirs” (2013, 362). Here, Alexander needs 

to assure herself that she is distinct from and not complicit with the voluntourists, hence her 

disgust. She herself confesses:  

The aid community resented amateurs, “voluntourists” like James. But when they 

scorned people like James they were also reassuring themselves, justifying … that what 

they did was a profession (2013, 313). 

Loving to hate voluntourists is hence a defensive measure. Exclusion was not merely a 

technocratic exercise (Li 2007), but a way for Alexander to reassure herself that she was a 

professional and not “here to … feel good about [herself].” Disgust for the voluntourist and 

the claim to professionalism allowed Alexander to claim legitimacy to represent what the 

local beneficiary wants or needs: 
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Whenever a dilettante screwed up or revealed his ignorance, it was once again confirmed 

that experience and master’s degrees were the only ways to be legitimate. (2013, 313-

314) 

This has practical effects besides the emotional relief it provides: if voluntourism represents a 

humanitarianism that is self-centred, amateurish or feel-good, then the intuitive corrective is 

to turn to professional “expertise,” “thought-out plans” (310) and “masters degrees.” 

However, governing by expertise is anti-democratic and anti-participatory (Chandler 2013; 

Mitchell 2002; Ferguson 1990) – the voices of the local beneficiary remains unheard (Kapoor 

2005). The claim to be professional is to implicitly reduce the local beneficiary to an object 

that aid workers can claim to represent – through professional experience and methods – 

without necessarily listening to them. For example, J., an anonymous aid worker who also 

relishes in his professionalism, confesses that aid workers often only listen to the local 

beneficiary through ethnocentric lenses. He suggests that to not admit this is to be 

“dishonest” and “smug:” 

No, you’re not one with the poor. … Many of us in the world of humanitarian aid and 

development …[b]ecause of our work, we are able to enjoy the feeling that we perceive 

The Reality. We are in touch with the real issues. … It is easy to feel a sense of smug 

enlightenment. … Yet, … we would all be less than intellectually honest if we did not 

confess to battling the demons of ethnocentricism, and further, to losing more often than 

winning that battle. (J. 2014, 89, 29-30) 

Through the disgust at volontourists, the local beneficiary becomes an object that aid workers 

imagine a romanticized solidarity with despite the impossibility of sameness in a relationship 

of givers and receivers.3 

                                                 
3 To paraphrase Ahmed, “the [idealization of] [the local beneficiary] is the means by which the 

identification with the [professional aid worker community] is performed … [and yet] 

identification with the [professional aid worker community] requires dis-identification with the 
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However, blaming voluntourists was hardly the only story of blame that I 

encountered. On the contrary, I found it more common in my fieldwork that many aid 

workers would deride the professional aid worker with disgust and valorise the volunteer 

instead. They claimed that it was volunteers who had a true understanding of the local 

beneficiary on the ground. For example, Hanif, an Indonesian aid worker, narrated to me his 

view that international NGOs have “lost contact with reality:”  

The international NGO staff have lost contact with reality … it's very easy for the 

program manager to sit in the office, receive the report, and not know the reality on the 

ground … my hypothesis is there is a negative correlation between the salary and the 

impact of humanitarian work ... you see some people who get a big salary, for example, 

by working for the World Bank. … sometimes you work with them and actually you are 

lost in a pile of reports. … A good humanitarian organization works for the community 

and the issues that they are concerned with. Bad organizations are busy with themselves, 

they are busy with their internal conflicts, they are busy with their internal procedures. … 

I admire those who work in local organizations. They are volunteers. They are activists. 

… But the staff [of big organizations]? They are not volunteers, they don't bring their 

heart, they are not activists … they are professional staff. … Just like in The Godfather 

[the movie], ‘it’s nothing personal, it's only business.’ 

However, just like how Alexander realized that she saw the voluntourist in herself, Hanif too, 

is frequently worried that he, like professional aid workers, has questionable impact. He 

confesses: 

Sometimes, I wonder whether what I’ve done has had an impact to the community in the 

time I worked for the psycho-social support project. It is easier if you work in the 

infrastructure project to see the difference you’ve made. You build a house, you can see 

the house. You distribute the food, you can see how people queue for your food. But if 

you work for psycho-social support which concerns the inner aspect, it's difficult to see 

the difference. Even if you see the difference, you might ask: is the difference 

                                                 
[the local beneficiary] (I must not be her), and desire for the [the local beneficiary] (I must have 

her, or one who can stand in for her)” (2004, 126-127). 
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attributable to your work or to other changes? Have they become happier because of your 

intervention, or because they have gotten their house? They have their house rebuilt, of 

course they are happier now. So I questioned my job, I questioned my effectiveness. I 

was burned out, I was frustrated. … That's the hardest time. I arrived at a point where I 

was so stressed, it decreased my emotional resilience. I got dengue. I was hospitalized for 

one week … that was the most difficult. 

Again like Alexander, Hanif distinguishes volunteers from professional aid workers to assure 

himself that he is not complicit in the sins of professional aid workers. To cement this 

distinction, the narrative of being a volunteer drive’s Hanif’s work: he is committed to 

visiting the field, twenty days a month, even as a manager. At the same time, by frequently 

considering himself a volunteer and frequently visiting the field, Hanif can claim to have a 

better understanding of what the local beneficiary needs. Like Alexander, Hanif’s disgust 

allows him to claim the legitimacy to represent the local beneficiary. Of course, “visiting the 

field” is a pre-requisite to learning how the local beneficiary sees the world, but on its own, it 

is insufficient. For example, Hanif confesses that a big part of going to the field, for him, is 

about discovering the change he can make as an aid worker, as well as to gain approval from 

the local aid beneficiary: 

By going to the field, doing and observing directly, you can find the reason why you 

chose to be an aid worker … working in humanitarianism, we want to make a difference, 

to effect change. And you will find whether you make a difference or not by going to the 

field. … we got direct feedback from the community: their thanks, acceptance, and the 

sparkle in their eyes. These cannot be bought with a credit card. They are priceless. 

Everyday work in Jakarta is dominated by abstract concepts and paperwork which often 

makes us think “what exactly is the relevance of all this jargon to children in the 

community?” At work, our friends are our computers which cannot give us sweet smiles 

or warm hugs. 

In this quote, Hanif reveals that what he means by “feedback” is not just to consult the views 

of the local community, but to get their approval – “their thanks, acceptance, and sparkle in 
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their eyes.” Visiting the field twenty days a month might be less about getting the local 

community involved, and more about assuring oneself that one is making an impact. 

This story of blame – where the disgust of others allow aid workers to claim to represent the 

local beneficiary – was all too common in my interviews. For example, Yusuf, an aid worker 

from Banda Aceh claimed that he knew what the local community in Aceh wanted because 

“We are the people! We are from here! We know what the problems are.” Yet, my fieldwork 

in Banda Aceh suggests that many people from Banda Aceh, consider themselves distinct 

from the rest of Aceh, especially the more rural areas. Can Yusuf really claim to represent 

“the people?” Similarly, Sandra, an Indonesian Chinese fieldworker, claimed an affinity with 

Filipinos because of an “Asian connection.” Sandra’s claim was a response to the 

“condescending white savior complex– we are helping these poor third world developing 

countries, they need our help, we’re gonna come in and save you.” Here Sandra reimagines 

her identity as a Southeast Asian as a way of including “the local” in “us” while excluding 

those with a “white savior complex” in “them.” Yet, there is no guarantee that the Filipinos 

would have felt the same disgust towards white males or the same “us-ness” with a straits 

Chinese (especially given the narrative of straits Chinese profiting at the expense of the local 

Indonesian and Filipino populations). Scholars are not exempt from making such claims. One 

academic (with a fancy PhD in social anthropology) insisted to me that "we know what 

Africans want" because there is “a narrative coming out of Africa that says get out of our 

continent.” I too have found myself making such rhetorical moves. 

Like Hanif, many of the aid workers I interviewed had a disgust at some other, be it 

“international NGOs,” “the bureaucracy,” or “the white savior complex.” These aid workers 

imagined an “us-ness” with “the local” to distinguish a “them-ness” with other aid workers. 

This in itself may not be harmful. However, when a feeling of “us-ness” is driven solely as a 

way of rejecting other aid workers as “them,” then listening to local aid beneficiaries 



Amoz Hor Draft: Please Do Not Circulate  24th Mar 2017 

 

12 

 

becomes ventriloquistic (Cornwall and Fujita 2012; Fountain 2011). In sympathizing with the 

victim, one does not give voice to the victim to represent him/herself as a subject in his/her 

own right, absent of one’s own projections. Rather, we hear the narratives we want to hear. It 

is to use the local beneficiary as an instrument to reclaim one’s lost honour. In attempting to 

redeem others, aid workers (and academics) are actively attempting to redeem oneself.  

The Emotional Origins of Narratives 

So why do aid workers – often good, likeable and charming people – or why do any of us, 

rely on simplifying and distancing narratives to guide our practices? What these stories 

suggest is that narratives become common-sensical not just through socialization (Finnemore 

and Sikkink 1998; Hopf 2010; Weaver 2007; Malkki 2015; Eyben 2011), norm 

entrepreneurship (Goddard 2009; Mosse 2011; Eyben 2010), buzzwords (Cornwall and 

Brock 2005), or governmentality (Sending and Neuman 2006; Hyndman 2000; Escobar 

1995). Rather, these narratives emotionally resonate with us because they shield us from 

potential traumas.  

This has implications for the practical world as well. It is curious that in my 

fieldwork, I rarely came across an explicit use of “the development discourse” – one where a 

more developed “us” develops (or civilizes or saves) a less developed “other.” Most aid 

workers resented it. When I did encounter it, it was most explicit amongst the most local aid 

workers working in the field – as if they were deploying it to cope with the incredible 

frustrations of working in the field by differentiating themselves from the local community 

they were working with (Kapoor 2004). For example, Gus was an Acehnese aid worker who 

was also an ex-victim of the 2004 tsunami and preceding 30 year civil war (as many 

Acehnese were). He also resented working with the Acehnese community. Feeling rejected 

by Acehnese culture, Gus embraced another culture that he could identify with – bule or 
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white foreigners. He explained that getting involved with humanitarian work was “such a, big 

opportunity to heal my mind, and to rebuild again,” and that for Gus, humanitarian work is 

also associated with foreigners. Hence Gus attributes his “healing” not just to the 

humanitarian work, but working with bule: 

When you get depression, if you meet different people, you feel like you become alive 

again. You get motivated. I worked with people from all around the world. … it was 

something new for me, a kind of joy after the big disaster. That's the main reason why I 

worked with the NGOs in the reconstruction … It’s better to work with foreigners than 

staring at a wall everyday, thinking about the tsunami and how the water hit me. ... 

Working with bule is something like, you can forget your own world. It's like finding 

something totally new so you can just forget the entire miserable life that you had. 

For Gus, “healing” is associated with working with people “from all around the world,” 

because “you can forget your own world” – Gus’ Achenese world. While Gus regards 

working with foreigners as therapeutic, he disdains working with Acehnese communities: 

“the most challenging time is to work with the community … I had so much intimidation 

from the people [in the local community].” In contrast to the bule, the local communities 

represented rejection for Gus, and in turn he regarded them as “backward,” “closed-minded,” 

“uneducated” and even “remote,” especially compared to his upbringing in Banda Aceh, the 

capital of Aceh. 

For people like Gus, the development discourse too is a narrative that helps aid 

workers to cope with emotional anxiety, one that has come under considerable critique in the 

last two decades. However, to the extent that this critique has been successful, it seems that 

the development discourse has merely been replaced with narratives like Hanif’s, a 

romanticized discourse: the aid worker that can speak on behalf of the local aid beneficiary in 

virtue of an imagined “us-ness.” This suggests that it isn’t simply enough to challenge the 

development discourse or the romanticized discourse as a discourse, or as a narrative. 
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Afterall, in part thanks to critics like Escobar, it has become common-sensical in 

humanitarian discourse that humanitarianism needs to be more “participatory” or to be “more 

local,” rather than to adopt a civilizing attitude towards ‘the local.’ Yet, these narratives stick 

(even in the face of logical inconsintencies or evidence to the contrary) because it shields the 

aid worker from everyday emotional anxiety. To ask aid workers to be more reflective on the 

narratives that guide their work cannot be just a rational and conscious exercise. To effect 

change, one has to address the underlying emotions that makes it resonant in the first place. 

Impersonal Narratives 

Another story that aid workers often tell is a story of humanitarianism as “problems” 

or “puzzles” to be “solved,” focusing on consequences, projects, numbers, and using 

the language of “cure” or “fixing” or “success” or “achievement” or “progress” or 

“lessons learnt.” We saw this language when Alexander suggested that the aid 

industry required “masters degrees” and “expertise.” This is a story that attempts to 

domesticate one’s emotional anxiety through intellectual control (Cohn 1987). 

Narratives of domestication involve not focusing on others (like stories of blame 

do), but on what one can do about it. It does so by using standards and indicators to 

“render [problems] legible” (Scott 1998) or to “render [humanitarianism] technical” 

(Li 2007). In the process, it becomes a story devoid of persons (other than oneself) – 

an impersonal narrative – and hence devoid of the local beneficiary’s gaze. For 

example, while looking into the face of the hungry may be immensely 

uncomfortable, to redefine hunger as a “failure to reach a minimum nutritional 

standard” (Allan 2011) not only allows the aid worker to redeem him/herself by 

crafting programmes towards meeting the nutritional standards, but the gaze of the 
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hungry also disappears. Bureaucrats, rather than emotionless beings, are perhaps just 

trying to cope with difficult emotions in their work: 

In a way, it is easier to cope with the suffering of a whole nation or of a needy world 

from a distance than to come face-to-face with the suffering of one person, one family. 

(Irvine 1996, 61) 

To see how this keeps everyday emotional anxiety at bay, consider how Kristin, 

another Indonesian aid worker, experiences an emotional breakdown precisely when 

this impersonal narrative breaks down. Kristin characterizes her early career as a 

field-based aid worker as one where she was extremely task-oriented, often at the 

expense of seeing people as people. In her own words:  

When I was younger, I really looked at those projects as projects. … if we have a target 

to achieve, [let’s say] a thousand people, [then] we have to achieve a thousand people, 

because that was our target. … those were just to be achieved. … I see the numbers, but I 

didn't really see the people behind those numbers.  

In other words, Kristin adopted an impersonal view of the local: people were reduced to 

numbers. Curiously, it is the arrival of her nephew that helped her “humanize” the “people 

behind those numbers:” 

I knew children were vulnerable, but I really didn't know what it meant … after having 

[my nephew] in my life … it was really hard to see pictures of children who died in a 

disaster and not picturing my nephew … I really understood what vulnerability meant 

when people say children are so vulnerable and so dependent on the adults. I got it.  

Here, Kristin describes how the arrival of her nephew allowed her to change the meaning of 

“vulnerable children” from an abstract sanitized concept to something personal that she could 

relate to. By only seeing numbers and not people, the gaze of the victim was sanitized and 

made impersonal, making Kristin well-defended against emotional anxiety even when she 
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was in the field. After her nephew came into her life, Kristin narrates the emotional 

breakdown experienced in her more recent experience in Singapore during the disaster 

response to typhoon Haiyan, the mega typhoon which hit the Philippines on 8th November 

2013: 

I didn't go to the Philippines in the first two weeks [of Haiyan]. I was just here based [at 

HQ]. … I was basically working 24/7 … the first week I did not see any TV about 

Haiyan. … So it was just kinda busy, but we had a good day that day on 14th November, 

cause we were able to do our first distribution. … That night, I was sitting alone in my 

home, and I was watching [the news channel] on TV, and I think it was just an interview 

with a woman in a hospital who was holding her dead baby. … it was first time that I 

switched on my human side, because before that, I was just reading news. I think it was 

probably the first time I let myself cry.  

Here, Kristin tells us that the event of Haiyan was not registered as traumatic until she came 

face-to-face with a victim via TV. Kristin’s experience suggests that although focusing on 

targets entails dehumanizing or objectifying people, such sanitization is often what allows 

people to emotionally wall themselves up to get work done. We might say that impersonal 

distance is a double-edged sword. On one hand, it conceals the human aspect of humanitarian 

work, limiting meaningful participation. But by protecting the aid worker from registering the 

trauma of seeing a fellow human being in horrifying conditions, it also helps aid workers out 

of a state of impasse and allows him/her to function and get things done. While Kristin 

provides a particularly honest account of how this had happened for her, many technocrats 

are not as cognizant. Impersonal narratives need not be consciously or intentionally used to 

cope with emotional anxiety: Kristin’s story reminds us that when all you see are numbers, 

there is no reason to feel emotionally anxious in the first place. 

This is commonplace in the practice of participation. By making “participation” a 

standard is itself impersonal. For example, although Hanif is not fond of bureaucratic 
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indicators, he still gives a quantitative measure of participation – he spent twenty days a 

month working in the field despite having a managerial job. However, when this standard can 

no longer assure that he is making an impact, Hanif experiences an existential crisis, leaving 

a “gaping void” (ruang hampa menganga):  

Aid workers need the feeling of having made a difference. ... “Has all that I’ve done 

benefited the community?” If you cannot answer yes … you will have to fight feelings of 

guilt because every programme needs significant funding, and yet it isn’t making a 

difference. Many aid workers leave the field feeling devastated (perasaan hancur, 

literally a “feeling of collapse”) because of feelings of personal sacrifice … and yet it is 

meaningless. Answering the question of our impact is even harder in the field of 

psychology. Build a home or school, and you will see the building.  Distribute food and 

you will see people queue for it. If you are working in psycho-social assistance, it is 

sometimes difficult to get direct feedback that what we’ve done has helped.  

Hanif is hardly alone. Alexander too expresses the same sentiment when she realizes that 

“Nothing you are doing will solve this problem:” 

“But I want to feel like I’ve finished something. Anything!” Each day I won small battles, 

lost others, but I didn’t ever feel like I had done anything substantial. I’d come to learn 

that this feeling of powerlessness, this recognition of the insignificance of your own 

work beneath the overwhelming, endless avalanche of problems is what aid workers face 

every day. We worked so hard, put in exhausting effort to move the bar a mere two 

inches. Such little progress after so much exertion – it was psychologically demoralizing. 

(p216-217) 

This suggests that standardizing participation as time in the field is a defense against 

emotional anxiety and the feeling of impotence and powerlessness. To not know one’s impact 

can feel like a descent into traumatic nihilism. (Beardsworth 2004; Edkins 2000). Like how 

the absence of tangible standards led Hanif to an existential crisis and undefended anxiety, 

many aid workers expressed to me the comfort they had from seeing some tangible and 

material outcome of their efforts – be it a building or getting to see the relief supplies in 
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person. However, standards of participation have the potential to be merely tokenistic, where 

visiting the field can reduce the local to the visible at the expense of the intangible. Instead of 

meaningful participation, local voices are drowned out in a cacophony of bureaucratic and 

impersonal targets.  

The Emotional Origins of Dehumanization 

What these stories suggest is that impersonal narratives, like stories of blame, are pre-emptive 

responses to potential emotional anxiety – not just at the suffering of others, but one’s 

powerlessness to do anything about it. Rather, they are (unconscious) attempts to defend 

against potential emotional anxiety through control and standardization. As a corollary, 

turning to experts (Mitchell 2002), professionalization or technocratization (Barnett 2011; 

Chandler 2013; Edkins 2000), seeing like a state (Scott 1998), depoliticization (Ferguson 

1990) – these too are not merely attempts to be efficient by bureaucrats in their far away 

offices. Going to field does not guarantee a more humanized view of the local beneficiary 

either. Kristin herself said that she had an impersonal view of local beneficairies when she 

was holding a field position, and learnt to humanize the local when she held an office 

position in Singapore. Rather, the appeal of impersonal distance is that it allows the aid 

worker to diffuse the victim’s gaze and focus on standards that one can achieve. When, aid 

workers dehumanize the local beneficairy through impersonal targets or standards, they are 

not only trying to govern some project more efficiently, but they are also using impersonal 

distance to cope with emotional anxiety, conscious or not. Neither are they merely attempts to 

legitimize failed aid projects to external stakeholders (Weaver 2008; Mosse 2005; Ebrahim 

2003). Here, legitimization is not just outward, but inward as well. 
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Distance in Humanitarianism and Participatory Practices: A Typology 

To take stock, it is useful to typologize the types of distances in each of the stories I’ve told. 

These distances inhibit meaningful participatory practices because they distort the voices of 

the intended participant. Rather than listening to local voices, aid workers often project their 

own ideas onto “the local,” ventriloquizing their voice through different narratives instead 

(Cornwall and Fujita 2012). The first distance is the ‘impersonal distance’ in dehumanizing 

and domesticating narratives that results from reducing others to numbers on a spreadsheet or 

logical frameworks. The second is the civilizing distance associated with stories of blame and 

the development discourse. It is the distance that comes from inscribing a humanitarian “us” 

and poor “them,” one which needs saving, developing or civilizing. To this, I add a third 

often neglected type of distance that stems from a romanticized narrative (Kapoor 2004; 

Mohan and Stokke 2000; Fountain 2011; Žižek 1994). It is the concealed distance between 

aid worker and aid recipient when the aid worker believes him/herself to be able to speak on 

behalf of the distant other, in virtue of an imagined “us-ness,” or an imagined “solidarity with 

the marginalized.” I call this distance ‘romanticized solidarity’ or ‘romanticized non-

distance’ to indicate the residual distance despite a romanticized notion of proximity. Each of 

these narratives places distance between the aid worker and the local by reducing him/her to 

some object. Impersonal narratives reduces the stranger to a technical object; civilizational 

narratives reduces him/her to the victim that needs saving; romanticized nondistance reduces 

the stranger to a set of romantic qualities.  

While many scholars have problematized the ramifications of these distancing 

narratives, less attention has been given to the emotional origins of these narratives. The 

above stories suggest that distancing narratives between the humanitarian self and the distant 

other are attempts to cope with or defend against emotional anxiety. The three types of 
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distancing narratives are symptomatic of different defense mechanisms (table 1).4 The first 

defense mechanism, projective identification, expels and projects the anxieties onto others, 

leading to a relationship of “us” versus “them.” When the other is part of “them,” the aid 

worker places civilizational distance between him/herself and the other. When the other is 

part of “us,” the aid worker places romanticized solidarity between him/herself and the other. 

The second defense mechanism, domestication, renders the anxiety as a technical problem to 

be solved, leading to the promise of redemption. In the process, it also places impersonal 

distance between the aid worker and the technical other. However, the narratives have the 

side effect of reducing the local to a technical object whose voice can only be heard through 

those characterizations. 

 DEFENSE MECHANISMS 

Projective Identification Domestication 

T
Y

P
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F
  

D
IS

T
A

N
C

E
 Civilizational Distance  

between “Us” and “Them” 

Impersonal Distance 

Romanticized Nondistance 

between members of “Us” 

Table 1 Distances and Defense Mechanisms 

 

These distancing narratives are ideal types. Inevitably, the narratives that we tell 

ourselves entail different combinations of each. Let me take the example of a commonplace 

narrative in the aid world: equating participatory practices as hiring local (Kapoor 2004). This 

not only romanticizes the local aid worker, it is also to reduce participation to a standard – 

how many locals are hired? 

                                                 
4 Although I draw extensively from the psychoanalytic theory of Sara Ahmed, Julia Kristeva, Frantz 

Fanon, Melanie Klein, and Slavoj Žižek and Bruce Fink’s reading of Jacques Lacan, I have 

chosen not to expound on this jargon to make the paper more accessible, and I think the 

narratives I retell sufficiently illustrate the point. 
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The assumption in this practice is that local aid workers will necessarily be in a better 

position to engage, listen to, or empathize with local beneficiaries (Hyndman 2000, 75-86) 

while glossing over the heterogeneity of “the local”. This reasoning assumes, for example, 

that all Indonesians are emotionally closer to each other or emotionally identify with each 

other compared to non-Indonesians – it assumes that state boundaries are a good proxy of 

identities that are relevant to humanitarian actors (Mohan and Stokke 2000; Eyben 2011, 

156). In developing and post-colonial contexts, the exact opposite often is true: the margins 

tend to be the areas that are most likely to be both neglected and fragmented from the center. 

One of my respondents suggested to me that as a Javanese, he was often threatened in post-

tsunami Aceh, because of Aceh’s long civil war with the Indonesian Military (TNI) which 

was associated with Javanese imperialism among many Acehnese. If one thinks that the 

solution is, in the case of Aceh, to simply hire more Acehnese, recall that there are often 

imagined civilizational gaps within “the local:” Aceh is not a place with a homogenous 

identity. Amongst my Acehnese respondents, civilizational lines were drawn by ethnicity, 

agama (state-recognized religion), where one originated or grew up from (berasal dari 

mana), how urban or rural one’s hometown/village was, education levels, and others. Gus 

even had a wholesale rejection of his own ethnicity. Even though he himself is Acehnese, he 

treated the Achenese as the uncivilized other, and identified with bule instead. It is therefore 

worth asking if any “locality” is truly homogeneous (Li 2007, 275) and how are “local 

identities” constructed in our narratives. Therefore, to imagined a romanticized solidarity 

between local aid workers and the local aid reciepient is not to let the local aid beneficiary 

speak, but to gloss over differences that affect how their voices are heard.  

Moreover, to standardize participation to “hiring local” runs the risk of privileging 

some (elite) locals over other (less elite) locals – such as privileging Javanese Indonesians 

over Acehnese Indonesians (for example, when decentralizing operations to the national 
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office in Jakarta), or privileging Achenese over the Gayonese hill tribes, or privileging those 

from Banda Aceh over those from rural Aceh, or privileging those who speak English over 

those who cannot. Reducing participation to geographies of states or ethnicity is a quick, even 

seductive technocratic fix that domesticates one’s anxiety of not being “local” enough. While 

it may defend the aid worker from emotional anxiety, it not only ignores geographies of 

power (which can never be neatly drawn on a map), but acts as a substitute for meaningful 

participation. Therefore, the problem with “hiring local” is not insufficient knowledge on the 

local politics (Li 2007) – something that can be mastered. After all, there is always some 

politics that is more local than others. The real problem is the act of dehumanizing the local 

to a tangible but impersonal standard which aid workers can use. Therefore, impersonal 

distance persists not just because experts are glorified in technocratic discourse, as Li would 

suggest (2007). Rather, in the face of insurmountably traumatic and complex humanitarian 

crises, the appeal of expertise is that they allow aid workers to feel that someone knows 

what’s going on, to “dissect violence for us,” allowing us to abdicate the burden of 

meaningful participation onto experts instead.  

Yet, these coping strategies can never fully keep the anxiety at bay. At best, they may 

allow us to temporarily forget the impossibility and endless needs of complex crises that aid 

workers are asked to solve, or slide over difficult historically rooted inequalities that no one 

person can fix. Yet, despite Alexander’s disgust at voluntourists – a narrative of blame, she 

realizes she sees herself and her desire to do good things in them and in her abject disgust; 

despite going to the field twenty days a week – an impersonal narrative, Hanif experiences an 

existential crisis when he still cannot verify what his impact is; many white aid workers 

express cognitive dissonance where “after years of consciously educating ourselves to see 

shades of nuance and complexity in others, to not pigeon-hole people into easy categories” 

(Aid Source 2014) – a romanticized narrative, they catch themselves harbouring ethnocentric 
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(and potentially racist) thoughts when frustrated with everyday matters such as traffic or 

being reduced to “white people” by local beneficiaries – the very sins they are trying to 

redeem themselves of. 

Conclusion: Possibilities for Change 

Fighting one form of distancing narrative head-on will only lead to a substitution of one 

distancing narrative with another. This is because distance is what allows the aid worker to 

not get bogged down with paralyzing anxiety. For example, challenging the development 

discourse may merely lead the aid worker to resort to a romanticized narrative where “in 

efforts to acknowledge and challenge inequalities, it is easy to adopt a discourse of villainy; 

to see oneself as a personification of privilege … lead[ing] to a kind of ‘development 

martyrdom’” (Bevan 2012) and burnout. Another possibility is that (ethnocentric) categories 

of “us” and “them” are reified or even driven underground and mobilizable till a figure (like 

Trump) comes round. Alternatively, to point out the flaws in the impersonal standards aid 

workers use may only drive aid workers to further domesticate the emotional anxiety – by 

inventing new standards or getting new expertise that can render the flaws intelligible, 

manipulatable, and hence keep the aid worker sane. This explains the move to Linking Relief, 

Rehabilitation and Development (LRRD). While humanitarianism began with the modest 

goal of providing of emergency relief, the move to LRRD is an attempt to domesticate the 

anxiety that emergency relief does pathetically little to alleviate human suffering (and 

sometimes makes it worse). It also betrays an arrogant and technocratic faith in humankind’s 

ability to “solve” the complex problems of global suffering and injustice. This leads 

humanitarianism deeper and deeper down the rabbit hole of finding impossible solutions, a 

downward spiraling cycle of domestication and existential crises (Barnett 2011) (or 

projection and abjection). This inward focus on what the self can do not only plagues aid 
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workers with workaholicism, but the figure of “the local” only becomes more and more 

impersonal, distant and strange in the process.  

Wither the possibilities for meaningful participation? Meaningful participation is not 

simply listening without preconceived notions of the other – as an open slate. Rather, it 

entails the ability to unlearn defensive narratives through dialogue with the other (Hollan 

2008; Noddings 1984, 33-40). However, if the narratives that we tell ourselves and its deeply 

held assumptions have emotional origins (specifically, that they are defensive), then 

unlearning them cannot be a purely rational or logical exercise. They cannot be disciplined 

through reason. Rather, they need to be worked through emotionally (Hutchison 2016).  

Therefore, resistance cannot simply entail antagonism. To do so is to re-enact 

narratives of blame ourselves – a defensive measure to assure ourselves that we are not 

complicit with voluntourists, bureaucrats or Trump supporters. Resistance, I think, means 

emotional engagement with others. But it also means emotional engagement with The Other 

in ourselves – that which we have rejected from ourselves. We have to work through our 

emotions too (Halpern and Weinstein 2004): an important requisite to meaningful 

participatory practices is for us to not fight distance, but to recognize that some distance is 

always necessary to defend ourselves from anxiety. The trick is, I suggest, to appropriate 

suitable kinds of distances – if not through reason, then perhaps through an aesthetic or 

subliminal medium (Bleiker 2009; Oh 2012), such as in art, therapy, blogging, friendship 

(curhat), or prayer (Subhanallah, istighfar and others). Although these are usually suspect in 

modernity, it is these forms of ‘aesthetic distance’ (in sublimation) that affords the emotional 

security to see the stranger in ourselves (Kristeva 1987). Through aestheticizing one’s 

emotional anxieties, aid workers and scholars need not project them onto the figure of the 

distant stranger, nor domesticate them into impersonal objects, but are emotionally freed up 
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to empathize with others as speaking subjects (Giri and van Ufford 2003). Or as one 

Acehnese aid worker described, “when we remember that everything we have or do is God 

temporarily entrusting (dititipkan) us to take care of others (Ikhlas), we pray for patience and 

learn to accept (menirma) others as they are.” 
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