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ABSTRACT
This paper focuses on understanding how displaced people perceive 
dignity. In doing so, empirical evidence from the displaced Rohingyas 
from Myanmar, now living in Bangladeshi camps, and internally dis-
placed persons (IDPs) in Afghanistan are contrasted with how dignity 
is being conceptualised in existing social science literature. In most 
traditional models or theories of dignity, one’s lived experience is 
absent, ignored or presumed by the theorist. This paper demonstrates 
that the common and traditional approaches that ignore the impor-
tance, experience and perception of dignity (and loss of it) from the 
perspective of the ‘victim’ group are, in effect, engaging in an act of 
denial – imposing the view and perspective of the powerful on the 
experience of the vulnerable, denying their voice. Rohingyas in 
Bangladesh and IDPs in Afghanistan are presented as two interesting 
case studies in understanding and revisiting existing conceptualisations 
of dignity through a bottom-up approach. Arguments presented in this 
paper enable us to view dignity through the lens of the affected, vul-
nerable and victimised people. It is argued that, for effective and sus-
tainable resolutions for these vulnerable groups, such a view can inform 
national, regional and international policymakers, allowing them to 
become conscious of dignity from the perspective of the displaced 
people.

Introduction

This paper explores how displaced people perceive dignity. Empirical evidence collected 
from forcibly displaced Rohingyas from Myanmar now living in Bangladesh (henceforth 
Rohingyas), and internally displaced Ppersons (IDPs) in Afghanistan (henceforth IDPs) is 
contrasted with conceptualisations of dignity in existing social science literature. Rohingyas 
and IDPs were chosen as they represent two of the largest groups of displaced people – and, 
certainly, of displaced Muslims – in the world (UNHCR 2019a). Dignity is a complex yet sub-
jective concept; its meaning differs depending on context – philosophical, political, 
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theological, legal, medical, bio-ethical, psychological, behavioural or cultural perspectives 
(Mattson and Clark 2011; McCrudden 2013). However, dignity is frequently referenced as a 
fundamental aspect of democratic society, essential to rights, freedoms and social justice 
(Misztal 2013). In very general terms, dignity is an assertion of shared humanity (Glasius and 
Pleyers 2013) and ‘a strong predictor of life satisfaction’ (Hojman and Miranda 2018, 2). The 
notion is related to social inclusion and the ability to participate in the community (Sen 1999) 
which can shape one’s own life (Nussbaum 2000, 73).

In most traditional models or theories of dignity, the lived experience of individuals/
groups is absent or presumed by the theorist(s). In traditional perspectives, generally a dis-
cipline, state or large organisation sets out its own definition of dignity and then examines 
whether that is respected in particular contexts, ignoring the importance of lived experience 
and perceptions of dignity (and loss of it) from the ‘victim’ groups’ viewpoint. Such top-down 
conceptualisation is often invoked in modern humanitarian aid programmes or state-led 
assessments, where affected communities’ views on dignity are rarely gathered (Grandi, 
Mansour, and Holloway 2018; Patrick and Simpson 2020). This absence is, in effect, an act of 
denial, imposing the view and perspective of the powerful on the experience of the vulner-
able, denying their voice. This article approaches dignity differently. Building on some con-
temporary policy research on dignity and displacement (eg Grandi, Mansour, and Holloway 
2018; Holloway and Fan 2018; Holloway and Grandi 2018; and Mosel and Holloway 2019), it 
conceptualises dignity from the bottom up, through the lens of two differently affected, 
vulnerable and victimised peoples, placing them at the centre of existing academic and 
policy scholarship manifesting what they perceive as necessary for their well-being and 
dignity. Empirical evidence and cognate arguments presented in this article contribute to 
both academic and policy scholarship and can inform policymakers, allowing them to 
become conscious of dignity from the perspectives of the displaced people, regarding which 
dimensions of dignity these victim groups most value. The arguments also demonstrate 
how the lived experiences of the Rohingyas and IDPs can help to inform the conceptualisa-
tion and application of dignity in ‘humanitarian space’ (Lewis 2019, 1897) that is comprised 
of a complex set of actors or state-led assessments.

The article now moves to a brief review of the conceptualisation of dignity in social science 
literature, covering its Western evolution from Kant through to a post-Second World War 
concept that embraces social status, honour, self-respect and human rights. Added to this 
and standing in juxtaposition is a brief religious context of dignity, particularly from the 
Islamic perspective. This is followed by an explanation of the methodology used to collect 
the data, leading into narratives of dignity from the perspectives of the Rohingyas and 
Afghan IDPs. Before concluding, a critical analysis contrasting Rohingyas and IDPs’ views of 
dignity against the existing literature is proposed.

Dignity as described in existing scholarship

Dignity is a versatile concept, used differently by each individual or discipline. Bagaric and 
Allan (2006, 269) go further by stating ‘dignity is a vacuous concept’, and Kamir (2006, 194) 
sees it as ‘unspecified and amorphous’, and thus open to misuse in decision-making. Though 
worthy, these arguments overlook the fact that dignity needs to be studied and understood 
because it is used to decide where control lies; by the powerful to assert their interests; and 
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whether the vulnerable can ask that their views, interests and needs be respected. For exam-
ple, dignity is core to discussions about violence, poverty, homelessness, war, displacement 
and distribution of humanitarian aid (Bostrom 2009; Anidjar 2018). The diverse use of the 
concept arises partly because it plays a key role in international human rights movements, 
and it features prominently in the documents that shape political principles for many nations. 
In an interconnected world, dignity is a source of political goods (Bennett 2016), potentially 
providing a common ground to identify and secure shared interests such as justice and 
human entitlement (Mattson and Clark 2011; Nussbaum 2009). Dignity is also a moral man-
date, placing an absolute obligation on conscience, and is thereby capable of enhancing 
political actions (Bennett 2016, 142). It is perceived to be ‘inalienable’ and posits each person 
as a member of the human family (Kolnai 1976). This claim first appears in the work of Kant 
(1785), one of the leading Western thinkers in considering dignity. For Kant (1785), because 
every person enjoys autonomy and is capable of moral/ethical/rational thought, they each 
deserve respect and thereby possess an unconditional and incomparable worth: namely, 
dignity. Therefore, no individual should be treated as a means to an end because that would 
undermine their dignity. From a Kantian perspective, dignity refers to an inner value char-
acterised in terms of autonomy (Bayefsky 2013; Misztal 2013) and is intrinsic, extended to 
all humans – even those who are vicious or bad or whose mental capacity is not yet formed 
or is reduced or destroyed. The crucial point is that Kant’s idea of dignity is both inalienable 
(Leung and Cohen 2011) and normatively inviolable.

According to Hill (1991), (Kantian) dignity requires us to treat people as autonomous 
individuals, able to choose their destiny. Kant recognises multiple ways of viewing honour, 
worth and dignity (Bayefsky 2013) and emphasises that each person has a duty to maintain 
their version of dignity and self-respect which deserves to be respected by others. Building 
on Kant’s ideas, some theorists have split dignity into two aspects: inner/human dignity 
and social dignity (Kateb 2011). Inner/human dignity relates to one’s values and how one 
sees oneself; it is largely inward looking. Social dignity relates to relations with others, 
both how others perceive and treat an individual and how an individual views others. Each 
person is both valuable and valued by others in social dignity where these components 
coexist, but one may take precedence in a specific circumstance or cultural context 
(Holloway and Grandi 2018, 4). Clearly inner dignity can be affected by social dignity (the 
way one is treated) and vice versa. So, everyone should respect each individual and ensure 
that each person enjoys agency and independence, mutual respect, and dignity. This 
contains aspects of what is necessary to dignity, namely respect for the individual and 
allowing each person to choose and empower her/himself to ensure that their choice 
shapes their lives such that they can be self-reliant (Mosel and Holloway 2019). The dis-
cussion on dignity in this sense can then be extended to social status, self-worth, honour 
and moral autonomy (Bayefsky 2013). The splitting of dignity into inner/human and social 
acknowledges some of its complexity, inviting different facets to be considered. For exam-
ple, one can both accept that dignity is (or should be) enjoyed by every human and rec-
ognise that dignity is not equally applied to each person. Most theorists recognise that 
dignity, respect and honour are linked (Herrman 2019, 11; Getz 2018), though some view 
dignity and honour as different (Leung and Cohen 2011). The difference may arise by 
accepting that in most societies some people are honoured more highly than others, 
allowing some to enjoy greater social standing (Schroeder and Bani-Sadr 2017; Waldron 
2012, 201).
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In recent years, dignity has become intimately connected with the idea of human rights 
(Waldron 2009; Bayefsky 2013). Though historically unimportant (Bostrom 2009), since the 
Second World War, human dignity has been at the centre of political standards and now 
appears in almost all human rights-related international declarations/documents (Sensen 
2011; Waldron 2012; Bayefsky 2013; Grant 2007; Bennett 2016). For example:

We the peoples of the United Nations determine … to reaffirm faith in fundamental human 
rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person …. (Preamble of the United Nations 
Charter 1945)

All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights (Article 1 of the Universal 
Declaration on Human Rights, 1948).

Dignity even underlies those documents that embrace group rights:

freedom, equality, justice and dignity are essential objectives for the achievement of the legit-
imate aspirations of the African peoples …. (Preamble to the Charter of the organization of 
African Unity, 1963; reiterated in the Preamble to the African (Banjul) Charter on Human and 
People’s rights, 1981)

Dignity also appears in the constitutions of many states and in the Sustainable 
Development Goals which state (following the Preamble, in a section marked ‘People’) that 
the agenda aims to ‘ensure that all human beings can fulfil their potential in dignity and 
equality’. These national and international documents show that human dignity appears to 
be of prime importance for contemporary discussions of human rights. However, ‘dignity’ is 
not defined in these documents nor is there any indication of how it should be interpreted 
or how it underpins human rights. Dignity is left as a vague notion, to be interpreted by each 
reader (Sensen 2011, 75; Bostrom 2009).

Dignity is a broad term that can resonate with almost any cause (Regilme 2019, 287). So, 
it appeals to the Western liberal ideas of rights as providing socio-legal protection against 
state power when it threatens to undermine individual rights and freedoms. It also appeals 
to the rights ideals of peoples from developing countries where rights need to deliver enti-
tlements and commodities to some of the poorest and most marginalised people as well as 
providing justice for peoples or groups as opposed to individuals (Fortman 2011; Regilme 
2019). By recognising dignity as a human right, actors from both the Global North and South 
are able to celebrate the differences of various identities and shift the conversation towards 
actual policies and governance structures to support and promote justice relevant to differ-
ent contexts (Regilme 2019; Benhabib 2011). This recognises that context alters the meaning 
of rights and dignity and that powerful states and the international community should not 
impose their ideas of rights and dignity onto less powerful states, communities and groups. 
Therefore, individuals and communities should be central to the discussion of what dignity 
means to them and how it should be delivered, or made ‘real’ (Fortman 2011; Regilme 2019).

As noted above, in international treaties and conventions dignity is a rather ambiguous 
concept, and traditional theories draw out general ideas of dignity and exclude or ignore 
the lived experiences of individuals/groups. This failure to put individuals and communities 
at the centre of discussions concerning their dignity reveals a large gap in the academic 
debate. This is not to claim that the traditional view has nothing to offer; various aspects 
such as autonomous nature, inner value, incomparable worth, inviolability and inalienability 
may offer useful insights for academic conceptualisation and practical application of dignity. 
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However, by presenting the Rohingyas’ and IDPs’ views of dignity which are based on their 
traumatic lived experiences, we start to probe other important aspects of dignity, thus broad-
ening the understanding of that concept and thereby opening up an academic and policy 
dialogue concerning the nature of dignity in the lives of these groups.

our research explores how the traditional abstract conceptualisations are (in)compatible 
with the views of those whose dignity may have been lost or violated. In the provision of 
humanitarian aid, many policies are built to ‘protect’ or ‘uphold’ the traditional dignity of 
‘victim’ groups; we argue that their voices can augment the provision of aid and/or challenge 
the academic debates and discourses around dignity. Voices of the Rohingyas and IDPs 
studied through a bottom-up approach as adopted in this article could offer an important 
foundation for further development of dignity scholarship and cognate policy practices for 
refugees as well as humanitarian activism. It is only by embracing the broader language 
permitted through dignity and moving away from a Western liberal insistence on a narrow 
group of civil and political rights to embrace economic, social and group rights that justice 
and dignity can be brought back to people in different contexts. only by embracing the full 
concept of well-being and dignity can people live well (Sen 2009).

other than the contemporary secular understandings of dignity that have been discussed, 
it is important to point out that the notion is also important to the world’s major religions 
– Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Confucianism and Hinduism (Iglesias 2001; Simion 2016; 
Schroeder 2012; Schroeder and Bani-Sadr 2017; Lee 2008). For example, a human being is 
an avatar of a deity in Hinduism; is created in God’s image in Judaism; is a moral agent in 
Confucianism (Lee 2008); and even coexists with the divine through hypostatic union in 
Jesus Christ (Simion 2016, 70; Lee 2008). For its more particular relevance to this article, 
dignity in Islam is briefly considered. The primary sources of Islam – the Qura’an and Sunnah 
– include the concept of karāma (کرامه) which is translated as dignity, honour, respect/
prestige and high status (http://www.ectaco.co.uk/English-Arabic-Dictionary/ though it is 
not exactly dignity). With regards to inherent human nature the Holy Quran says:

/that translates as ‘…We have indeed bestowed the children of Adam with dignity ,ولقد كرمنا بني ادم
honour…’. (Quran 17/70).

While dignity/honour and its various dimensions in this context are interpreted by Islamic 
scholars in different ways, what is important is its generalisation to ‘the children of Adam’ 
– all human beings irrespective of their race, gender/sex, socio-economic class, or any other 
individual and social attributes. While Islam emphasises the inherent fundamental dignity 
of all human beings, its core is enhanced by the righteousness of a human individual, as the 
Quran says:

o mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and female, and made you into nations 
and tribes, that ye may know each other. Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of God is 
(he/she who is) the most righteous of you. (Quran 49:13)

The criterion for ‘righteousness’ is complex and highly context-bound in Islam. According 
to Schroeder and Bani-Sadr (2017), the elevation of an individual’s human dignity is directly 
related to the ways he/she treats others. Thus, violation of other people’s dignity leads to 
the lowering of one’s own dignity. Moreover, because humans become and remain noble/
dignified through virtuous acts (Quran 49:13 cited in Schroeder and Bani-Sadr 2017), virtue 
is realised in the expansion of freedom through development (Quran 72:14 cited in Schroeder 

http://www.ectaco.co.uk/English-Arabic-Dictionary/
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and Bani-Sadr 2017). This understanding of dignity in Islam has similarities to Kant’s philo-
sophical ideas emphasising one’s obligations to uphold one’s own dignity and the obligation 
to other people to respect theirs. It is also similar to Sen’s ideas concerning the strong con-
nections between individual dignity and human development (Sen 2009). As will be dis-
cussed later, the Islamic meaning of dignity is central to the perceptions of the predominantly 
Muslim Rohingyas and IDPs.

Before drawing out the views of IDPs and Rohingya refugees it is necessary to note that 
in the view of government representatives and humanitarian aid workers dignity was con-
tained in the generic principles and met through respectful access to basic needs (shelter, 
food, water, etc.) and immediate security. Whilst there is not space to elaborate on the views 
of these groups, it is important to remember that they saw dignity as met by fairly simple, 
short-term solutions. As is clear below, the views of IDPs and Rohingya refugees of dignity 
were more complex. The next section explains the methods used to collect data from the 
Rohingyas and IDPs and is followed by a discussion of the empirical evidence.

Methodology

This research was designed to study the perceptions of dignity and how its enjoyment 
changes through displacement. Rohingyas and IDPs were chosen to capture the different 
experiences of those who were internally displaced compared to those forced to leave their 
country of origin. It asked what was important to their being and self-worth and whether 
this had been preserved or crushed by their experiences. Ethical approval that ensured the 
safety, security, consent, confidentiality and well-being of both the respondents and the 
researchers was obtained from the research team’s employing university. Permission for the 
research was also granted by authorities within Bangladesh (Refugee Relief and Repatriation 
Commissioner, local government officials and aid organisations) and Afghanistan (local gov-
ernment officials and aid organisations).

Whilst the research was led by academics from within the UK, it included individuals from 
the Global South and North, from Bangladesh and Afghanistan, Muslims and non-Muslims, 
men and women. This prevented both an outsider positionality and one set of views or 
values from becoming dominant. Although we were aware that vis-à-vis refugees and IDPs 
we were outsiders, this was considered at all stages (Manohar et al. 2017). All interviews were 
conducted in local languages (Rakhine/Bengali for the Rohingyas, and Pashto or Dari for 
IDPs), transcribed and later translated into English and, finally, thematically analysed and 
coded in NVivo.

Between July and December 2019, we frequently visited Kutupalong Refugee camp in 
Ukhia, Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, where almost all Rohingya refugees were located. We con-
ducted 40 deep and extended interviews (some with whole families and some where a 
number of individuals joined, forming ad hoc focus groups). Because the Rohingyas shared 
similar experiences and were in one location, 40 extended interviews adequately captured 
their experiences and thoughts, especially when supplemented by non-participant obser-
vation that drew us into their lives – although we needed to distance ourselves emotionally 
and intellectually to retain objectivity (ohnuki-Tierney 1984, 584).

The intention had been to conduct similar research in Afghanistan, but due to on-going 
security threats this was not possible. Instead, the research was conducted at arm’s length 
with assistance both from an Afghan academic (who had previously collected data from 
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within the camps and areas in which displaced peoples lived), and from aid workers on the 
ground. Their experience and local knowledge were very useful in negotiating permission 
and finding/accessing IDPs; they were not involved in data collection. Because we relied on 
virtual interviews, these had to be shorter. Between May and october 2019, we conducted 
270 virtual interviews with displaced people living in eight provinces in Afghanistan (Kabul, 
Nangarhar, Pakya, Mazar, Kunduz, Herat, Kandahar and Badakhshan). The large number of 
interviews was necessary because they were shorter due to being virtual, and allowed us to 
capture voices from disparate displaced groups across Afghanistan.

The data represented in this article concerns the similar and disparate ways in which 
Rohingyas and IDPs experience and describe dignity. It demonstrates how different experi-
ences and cultures affect conceptions of dignity.

Dignity as identified by displaced peoples

As noted above, dignity is a malleable concept, whose meaning fluctuates depending, 
among other things, on culture, experiences, religion and context. What will deliver self-
worth is relative and necessitates learning from those at the receiving end of any situation. 
In the following sub-sections, we draw out the essence of dignity first for Rohingyas and 
then for IDPs. We will delineate what the displaced people themselves describe or perceive 
as dignity (or its loss).

How Rohingyas in Bangladesh perceive dignity

The Rohingyas are a Muslim population who have a millennia-long history of inhabiting the 
Mayu Peninsula in the northern Arakan, presently the Rakhine State of Myanmar (Sahana, 
Jahangir, and Anisujjaman 2019). When Burma (now Myanmar) was formed, the Rohingya 
people were not listed as one of the indigenous groups, and in 1962 their right to citizenship 
was withdrawn, removing their legal status to live in Myanmar and rendering them illegal 
foreigners (Jones 2019). Since then the Rohingyas in Myanmar have suffered repeated mil-
itary crackdowns, most notably in 1978–1979, 1991–1992 and 2017 (Rana and Riaz 2022), 
resulting in their displacement. In the latest crackdown in 2017, almost a million Rohingyas 
fled from Myanmar to Bangladesh (see UNHCR 2019b). These were the people included in 
our study. Six key themes emerged from our field data concerning the perceptions of dignity 
in the context of displacement by the Rohingyas in Bangladesh. These were: safety; identity; 
religious freedom; education and wisdom (ilm); wealth and self-reliance; and social cohesion.

Safety
For Rohingyas, dignity requires safety from violence, fear and intimidation for men, women, 
and children. Safety revolved around not being killed, harassed or tortured by the military 
and extremists; a lack of safety pervaded every aspect of their lives prior to leaving Myanmar:

We were even frightened by the barking of foxes at night. My son [a child] felt sick one day 
when he saw the military. Even if they found us chatting together, they used to shoot at us … 
how could we have any dignity in such circumstances? (B26, a 26-year-old female)

For dignity, we must be given security to our lives in our birthplace. … we don’t want them 
[Myanmar military, etc.] to continue killing us. (B05, a 55-year-old male)
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Identity
In describing what dignity means to them, the Rohingyas repeatedly emphasised on their 
ethnic identity: 

‘dignity means being able to live in one’s own homeland like a citizen’ (B36, a 65-year-old male).

Placing identity at the core of their dignity arose because in breach of international 
conventions the Rohingyas have, since 1962, been denied Myanmar citizenship. 
Furthermore, in their birthplace, Myanmar, they were treated as ‘illegal foreigners’, and 
frequently bullied, harassed and persecuted. This was experienced as a debasing of 
Rohingya people, so identity and dignity became interwoven as protection from perse-
cution and a guarantee of freedom:

our grandfather used to carry a Rohingya identity card. The government cancelled that and 
replaced with an offensive ‘Bengali’ card, which renders us illegal foreigners. With Rohingya card, 
my grandparents could do anything and travel anywhere in Myanmar. (B02, a 30-year-old female)

Most of the Rohingyas believe that only a legitimate right to citizenship in Myanmar can guar-
antee them a dignified life: ‘Arakan is our birthplace. Being recognised as Rohingya means get-
ting access to all our rights’ (B04, a 35-year-old male). 

Almost every Rohingya interviewed (or engaged in informal chats) expressed the desire to 
return to Myanmar as a full citizen. If that was not possible, some even asked for Rakhine to 
be given to them as a new nation whilst others (particularly women) wanted full citizenship 
in another country, preferably as a whole group so that they could retain their identity as 
Rohingyas:

 ‘If they shift this entire neighbourhood to some other country, we will accept that’ (B08, a 
30-year-old female).

Religious freedom
over many years, religious persecution was at the heart of Rohingya oppression in Myanmar. 
Rohingyas described Islam as a core aspect of their dignity which, for a dignified life, they 
must practice individually and collectively. Essential religious practices include reciting the 
Quran; learning Hadith (deeds and sayings quoted from the Prophet Muhammad); wearing 
Islamic dress; and maintaining personal honesty according to Islamic principles. Collective 
practices include: praying in congregation (generally just men) at mosques (banned in 
Myanmar since 2012); attending Talim in Tablighi Jamaat (religious education in congrega-
tion, for men and women); and learning religious lessons at Madrasas (religious schools, 
often only for boys: there are separate provisions for the girls). For example: 

‘those who pray five times a day are mostly respected in our Rohingya society’ (B20, a 38-year-
old female).

Women should wear hijab (or a burka) and be accompanied by a male family member 
when they go outside the home. If women do not wear hijab outside or if, in public, they 
stay too long in the presence of a male who is not part of their ‘core family’, they will not be 
respected by others and may lose self-respect. Within Rohingya society this is a ‘bey-ijjat’ 
(undignified) act:

[W]omen who maintain Hijab are respected by others. (B20, a 38-year-old female)
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Dignity means to stick with namaz (prayers) and women should not go outside of home alone. 
In our society, a man must accompany a woman if she travels. (B29, a 40-year-old male)

Whilst living in Myanmar women and girls lived in constant fear of being raped and sex-
ually assaulted by Myanmar forces. Many used to smear their faces, shave their heads, and 
wear filthy clothes to look ‘ugly’ and dirty, to protect their dignity. Clearly, this could only be 
properly seen if the hijab was not worn, so there was a conflict between maintaining security 
and respecting religious norms, two core elements of their dignity: 

‘[young women] used to mask their faces by smearing them with charcoal … because the mil-
itary did not like to take filthy girls [during surprise raids]’ (B06, a 60-year-old female).

In Kutupalong camps, whilst the danger of rape is reduced and they can freely wear hijab, 
it is not always possible, or it is very difficult, to fully respect their religious and cultural norms. 
For Rohingyas, the concept of ‘home’ includes a house with a secluded ‘walled’ garden (often 
a bamboo fence) to ensure outsiders cannot see the women. In the camps, the tents/shelters 
abut one another, there is no garden space and one can see inside the ‘homes’. This means 
women have to wear the hijab almost all the time or risk being ‘seen’. Furthermore, all washing 
and lavatory facilities are shared, often requiring women to queue; this is a breach of their 
religious and cultural norms and is therefore deemed to undermine their dignity:

The most embarrassing thing for women in the camp is going to the toilet. We have about 180 
families living here with just three common toilets. There’s no separate toilet for women. … We 
have to wait in a long queue to go to the toilet each time. It’s really embarrassing for women to 
stand in the same queue with men they don’t know. (B06, a 60-year-old female)

Ilm – education, knowledge and wisdom
Many Rohingyas emphasised the importance of ilm, the Arabic term for knowledge, which, 
in their view, is explicitly linked with dignity. Though largely referring to religious/Madrasa 
education, for many, ilm is an all-embracing term covering insights, awareness, wisdom and 
formal education at school. In Myanmar, Rohingyas were allowed education but only at a 
very basic level; they were not permitted to undergo examinations or to gain official edu-
cational certificates. This reduced their feelings of being respected and thereby reduced 
their self-esteem. It also meant they were not qualified for most jobs, something that hin-
dered social mobility for Rohingyas: 

‘if I have some ilm and connection with the [Myanmar] government, my society would respect 
me’ (B30, a 40-year-old male).

Despite these impediments, some Rohingyas hid their true identity and managed to 
acquire an education. In Rohingya society, they are known as ilemdar (wise or educated) and 
are respected by the community. Traditionally, ilemdar refers to religious scholars. However, 
due to the difficulties in obtaining an education, those who have attended formal schooling 
in Myanmar are also considered to be ilemdar and thought to be capable of offering solutions 
to community problems; they are revered in Rohingya society. Being an ilemdar can be a 
pre-condition for a leadership position in the society and thereby can enhance one’s dignity. 
The in-camp ‘schools’ only teach to a basic level with no certification of learning, so Rohingya 
dignity continues to suffer: 

‘Rohingyas respect an ilemdar, a scholar, and an honest man. If one of us is educated … we 
respect him’ (B07, a 42-year-old male).
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Wealth and self-reliance
Many Rohingyas described dignity in terms of financial stability and wealth attained through 
honest work. Wealth and self-reliance were especially important for Rohingya men, enabling 
them to be breadwinners for their families (including extended family); females shared the 
pride of male relatives. Rohingyas frequently mentioned personal and family wealth they 
acquired in Myanmar and how losing that affected their dignity:

You can walk with pride and dignity if you have education and wealth. (B08, a 30-year-old female)

There is nothing left of our dignity. I had a fishing boat, which they burnt down. I also owned a 
grocery shop which I stocked with a lot of hard work. We were forced to abandon all of these. I 
don’t know what they did to my shop. (B14, a 52-year-old male)

Despite restricted educational opportunities and poverty, the Rohingyas in Myanmar 
were still able to provide for themselves and their family; they felt dignified in that respect. 
However, there are very few job opportunities for male Rohingyas in Bangladeshi camps. A 
handful of Rohingyas work for non-governmental organisations (NGos) or run small grocery 
stalls, but most are idle and rely on humanitarian support to feed, clothe and house their 
families; this is not dignified.

For Rohingyas, notions of wealth and self-reliance represent gender-specific elements of 
dignity. As noted above, women’s activities outside the home are culturally and religiously 
restricted (in both cases, though the lens of patriarchy) to protect their dignity. Apart from 
activities like sewing in their own homes, Rohingya women in Myanmar did not generally 
participate in economic activities. Traditionally, providing for the family was part of male dignity, 
for the patriarch of the family. In the camps the situation is different. There are limited employ-
ment opportunities and many of those who are employed are either women or younger males 
so that the ‘patriarch’ has to rely on others to provide; again this is a blow to their dignity.

When I got the job at this healthcare centre, my husband did not want me to accept the offer. 
My neighbours went further and took the issue to the CIC [Camp in Charge] office complaining 
that a Rohingya woman should not be allowed to work outside the home. Luckily, with inter-
ference of CIC, our Moulavi [religiously educated] and Majhi [community leader] convinced my 
neighbours to calm down. (B35, a 33-year-old female)

Whilst reducing the dignity of the ‘patriarch’, this work effectively boosts the feelings of 
self-respect and self-worth of the women (mainly young women) who have managed to 
gain employment in the camps. They are also respected by others, particularly other women, 
in the camps: 

‘By seeing me working, some other Rohingya girls in our community also wanted to be 
employed. But they could not overcome the social constraints’  (B34, a 19-year-old female).

Here, men’s dignity as breadwinners has been severely reduced whereas the dignity of 
some women is enhanced through employment. other women see that employment might 
enhance their standing in the community but to achieve it will take time. It will require a 
change in Rohingya culture and religious values. This is an interesting juncture in the evo-
lution of dignity within a culture, and it is unclear whether traditional and religious values 
(and dignity) will alter to accommodate enhanced female employment or will remain 
unchanged and prevent the expansion of women’s work.
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Social cohesion through solidarity and mutual respect
For Rohingyas, social solidarity, respect and etiquette are important aspects of dignity. 
Individuals or groups are known for being either respectful or disrespectful, for either good 
or bad manners. Respect and good manners include welcoming people into one’s home 
and showing them hospitality; respecting men, women, elders and those younger than 
oneself in the religiously and culturally correct way; always being polite and exchanging 
greetings; and helping others: 

‘good deeds such as helping people in trouble, offering rice to someone who needs it, and 
making others happy retrieve our dignity’ (B26, a 44-year-old male).

The cultural expectation to help others was seen in many of the stories of journeys from 
Myanmar to Bangladesh where, even when people were fleeing for their lives, they helped 
others to escape:

After destroying everything [in the 2017 persecution] we saw the military leaving our village. 
Then some of us courageously went back to our village to fetch some rice, lentils, oil and other 
necessary items needed for cooking. When they successfully returned to the hill, we somehow 
managed to cook some food and shared with the people surrounding us. (B18, a 20-year-old 
male)

This represents a common aspect of Islamic dignity and was also seen in the way in which 
the local Bangladeshi community in Cox’s Bazar welcomed the Rohingyas in 2017. Many 
local people, despite being poor themselves, provided food, bedding and shelter to the 
Rohingyas before the camps were built. Their actions made the Rohingyas feel respected 
and dignified, and helped them to heal:

After landing in Teknaf, Cox’s bazar, the locals helped us a lot. They helped us by offering us rice, 
lentils, oil, sugar, puffed rice, biscuits, bread and many other things. Their help sustained us for 
next five days until the government forces started helping us. … We will never forget the help 
of these Bangladeshi people. (B14, a 52-year-old male)

In the camps food and supplies are strictly rationed so offering hospitality or helping 
other people is more difficult, which brings Rohingyas shame and lowers their self-esteem.

How IDPs in Afghanistan perceive dignity

According to the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC), Afghanistan (2020), there 
were almost three million IDPs (representing about 8% of the population), as of December 
2019. The numbers are constantly changing (generally rising) and IDPs have been an integral 
aspect of Afghan life for over 40 years, since the Soviet invasion of 1979. Most IDPs left their 
homes due to conflict and violence though about a quarter are victims of natural disasters 
(IDMC, Afghanistan, 2020). In some areas such as Shaheedaye in Herat the IDPs live in camps, 
much like the Rohingyas. However, unlike the Rohingyas in Bangladesh, IDPs in Afghanistan 
have freedom of movement and can leave/return to the camps at will. However, some camps 
are isolated, so that such freedom becomes almost meaningless. Furthermore, if they leave 
the camps for long, they may lose the support of the international and local NGos. In some 
parts of Afghanistan (eg Charah-i-Qambar, Kabul and Jalalabad) the IDPs live in the poorest 
parts of towns and cities, cheek by jowl with the local population. Clearly, this means that 
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IDPs frequently encounter local populations and, therefore, the way they are treated by 
those locals is an important part of dignity for them. our field data indicated five broad 
themes under which IDPs’ perceptions of dignity can be categorised: compassion and 
respect; protection from violence and sexual abuse; basic needs; religious and cultural values; 
and peace and security.

Compassion and respect
When asked what dignity means to them, IDPs first and most frequently emphasised the 
notions of compassion, privacy and respect. Dignity is often interchangeably described as 
Izat or Abro, which ‘means to respect someone’ (A194, a female IDP in Kunduz). For IDPs, this 
is the core of their perceptions, without which there can be no dignity. It includes the require-
ment to treat the most vulnerable (eg elders, people with disabilities, widows, and women 
generally) with respect. For the IDPs, the notion also refers to mutual respect: 

‘we try our best to respect someone who respects us. Respecting females and their rights are 
their Izat’ (A175, a male IDP in Kandahar).

IDPs’ status as displaced people often leads to disrespect from neighbours or aid workers. 
Many IDPs depend on humanitarian support and feel some actions of humanitarian actors 
can be disrespectful, violating their dignity:

We have a complaint about one organisation. It has bad employees. … They abuse women, 
children and the elderly and use very bad words. Sometimes, they even raise their hands to our 
women to hit them, and it harms our dignity and our Izat. (A71, a male IDP in Herat)

Furthermore, IDPs often report that they are disrespected by their neighbours (non-IDPs). 
This is especially noticeable when they try to access drinking water or other basic needs:

they [neighbours] think this is their homeland and we have no right to stay here. (A03, a male 
IDP in Badakhshan)

We are treated like migrants when we go to collect drinking water. People prevent us from 
taking water and say something to offend our dignity that is very important and valuable. 
(A210, a male IDP in Mazar)

For IDPs, like the Rohingyas, there is a gendered element to dignity. This is linked to both 
cultural and religious values and practices. While respect is a key element of all IDPs’ dignity, 
for women dignity requires that they are not viewed publicly. Women must wear Hijab in 
shared spaces; and each family unit requires separate accommodation with walled gardens 
(often just fencing) ensuring that women cannot be viewed; in camps, this is not possible:

 ‘To me, as a woman, dignity means to cover my head [wear hijab] and don’t permit others to 
see my hair and body’  (A34, a female IDP in Herat).

Protection from violence and sexual abuse
The next most important aspect of dignity for IDPs is safety and protection against violence, 
sexual abuse and harassment. A peaceful, safe and secure existence is a major element of 
IDPs’ dignity. Safety and security are important for both men and women but take on a 
particular significance for women. Displaced women particularly fear being abused, harassed, 
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touched, or approached for Bynamosi (a type of indignity specific to sexual harassment or 
assault) by men who are not part of the family:

We heard about it that some organisations forced women into sexual abuse. In the same way, 
I think assembling men and women in one place to receive aid is against our dignity. (A198, a 
male IDP from Kunduz)

[it is important that] no one looks at them [women] disrespectfully, touches them sexually, or 
harasses them. (A101, a male IDP in Herat)

[I fear] Bynamosi, inappropriate promise or rewards in exchange for sexual favours. (A08, a 
female IDP in Jalalabad)

Shelter, food, and education further enhance dignity
The relationship between dignity and ‘needs and priorities’ was strong for the IDPs. For both 
male and female IDPs, a roof over their heads was deemed to be integral to their dignity. 
Along with a shelter, IDPs identified food and sanitary items as being central to their well-be-
ing and directly affecting their dignity. Access to other basic necessities such as footwear 
and appropriate clothes (including Burqas and Hijabs for women and Pirahan Tomban for 
men) were also identified as important to their self-worth and self-respect and so were seen 
as vital to their dignity.

Dignity means having a home, a haven, and being able to sit inside it. (A66, a female IDP in 
Herat)

Dignity, in my opinion, is to have a home and shelter. (A251, a male IDP in Kunduz)

Dignity is having something to eat, to use for washing and to wear. (A72, a male IDP in Herat)

Education of their children was also an important component of dignity: 

‘We need better education facilities so that our children can grow up with dignity’ (A186, a 
female IDP in Kandahar).

Islamic religious and cultural values
Many IDPs perceive dignity as ‘God-given’, something they can rely on Allah to provide if 
they remain good Muslims. Here, the ability to follow the faith and observe religious values 
was necessary to their dignity and, by following religious observation, their dignity would 
be protected by Allah:

I just trusted in God and fortunately, up to now, my dignity has been protected. (A06, a male 
IDP in Badakhshan)

Following Islam helps to maintain and protect our dignity. (A54, a male IDP in Herat)

In my opinion, dignity means that our women and men protect themselves from bad deeds 
and abide by Islamic regulations. (A68, a male IDP in Herat)

Whilst it is important for IDPs to observe the religious values, these are often inextricably 
linked to some Afghan cultural and patriarchal values and behaviours. For example, Islam 
expects gendered cultural roles in the communities and different ways of behaving towards 



14 P. KAMRUZZAMAN ET AL.

each gender. As part of this and growing out of religious standards are some cultural require-
ments; for example, women should never be expected to meet strangers without a male 
relative or family member present, and outsiders should not approach women they do not 
know. Similarly, women should not be placed or place themselves in situations where they 
might meet a man who is not part of their extended family. Cultural dignity, which is based 
on Islamic values, therefore expects men to protect their families, especially wives, daughters, 
mothers and sisters. Whilst there is a religious element to this it is also tied up with the fact 
that Afghanistan is a deeply patriarchal society, and the two are difficult to disentangle. In 
the lives of many IDPs these values are broken. In IDP camps, they have no protected garden 
space and often people can see inside their huts, so their women are not always protected. 
Furthermore, queueing up with men for aid in crowded places where the women will be 
pushed up against men endanger and breach IDPs’ notions of dignity:

When I went to receive aid, due to a huge number of migrants that also came to receive aid, it 
was too crowded; my dignity was violated because of the crowd, my burqa which should cover 
my full body was trampled on and removed from my head. (A79, a female IDP in Herat)

Peace and security
Peace and a sense of security are described as important factors by IDPs in explaining their 
perceptions of dignity. IDPs in Afghanistan see a direct connection between peace and 
dignity. For them, peace, security and safety play a crucial role in protecting life, ameliorating 
suffering and reviving livelihoods. Each of these has been destroyed by war and/or natural 
disasters, and each is deemed necessary to their dignity. Therefore, many IDPs say ‘peace’ is 
the main requirement of a dignified life. With peace they feel they could provide all other 
elements necessary to their dignity:

our dignity would be better protected if we were in our homeland. If it was safe, we could 
return. To me, dignity means a peaceful life and being safe. (A09, a male IDP in Badakhshan)

Without peace we will not have dignity. (A120, a female IDP in Jalalabad)

[with peace we could even live] with a loaf of bread on a mountain. (A253, a male IDP in 
Nangarhar)

A core element of security for IDPs is a durable solution to the conflict in Afghanistan, 
coupled with real sustainable development for themselves and for others in the country. 
Clearly, this requires peace, but it also includes listening to the IDPs’ requests for secure and 
dignified lives through building sustainable infrastructures including homes, clinics, schools, 
and roads and the provision of services like electricity and water:

By building schools and better education facilities, organisations can protect our dignity. (A16, 
a male IDP, Badakhshan)

We request international NGos to provide us with capacity building centres so that we can 
learn more skills. (A183, a male IDP, Kandahar)

Finally, they request job opportunities, useful training and capacity building skills to start 
small businesses or obtain employment:

We request the government and aid agencies to help us become self-sufficient; … so that we 
will be able to address our own needs. (A48, a male IDP, Herat)
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The government should develop sustainable jobs and factories. (A207, a male IDP, Mazar)

We want the kind of assistance which can meet our problems permanently like cows and poul-
try farms. (A135, a male IDP, Jalalabad)

Analysis

Despite being victims through persecution and/or extreme violence, and despite their lack 
of power/voice, the empirical evidence proves that dignity is essential for the displaced 
Rohingyas and Afghan IDPs and that they are capable of setting out their own version of 
dignity. The evidence also indicates that the Rohingyas’ and Afghan IDPs’ perceptions of 
dignity are complex, contextual and multi-dimensional, closely related to their lived expe-
riences, living conditions, and future aspirations. This stands in stark contrast to the way in 
which dignity is depicted in the existing literature (especially in international charters for 
human rights) which present a centralised, unified core concept of dignity. The contextual 
element does not mean that dignity, as described in this paper, is entirely specific to these 
groups. In line with the theoretical discussions (eg Kant 1785; Herrman 2019, 11; Getz 2018), 
a key dimension of dignity for both Rohingyas and Afghan IDPs is respect – respect as equal 
citizens and as human beings. However, respect for Rohingyas and Afghan IDPs has specific 
cultural and situational meanings, reflecting their present situation and experiences that 
led them to leaving their homes. As victims of cultural, religious and political discrimination 
and persecution, the Rohingyas link dignity and respect to their historical multi-faceted 
identity of themselves as Rohingya, Muslims and citizens of Myanmar. For the Afghan IDPs, 
on the other hand, it is more linked to their treatment at the hands of fellow Afghans in the 
host communities (their new neighbours) and the way they are treated by aid workers. It is 
about their Izat and Abro, to which they are entitled as Afghans and human beings. This, to 
an extent, resonates with the findings of Holloway and Fan (2018) and Kandiwal (2019) in 
understanding dignity among Rohingyas and IDPs. However, our empirical evidence demon-
strates that as victims of direct or indirect physical violence (killing, torture, persecution, 
rape and sexual harassment), safety is key to a dignified life for both groups. In the context 
of displacement, this adds to and deepens the contemporary dignity and displacement 
scholarship that rather ignores the ways in which affected communities perceive dignity; it 
also highlights the fact that their views are rarely included in humanitarian programmes 
(Grandi, Mansour, and Holloway 2018; Lewis 2019; Patrick and Simpson 2020). The emphasis 
on a peaceful life arises out of the extreme experiences of each of these groups. Peace, and 
a secure life, without violence, is more important to them than it would be for people who 
live in peaceful communities. Both groups see the restoration of their dignity in the ending 
of war, conflict and/or persecution and a safe return to their places of origin. Even in this, 
the elements that will bring self-worth and self-respect differ. The Rohingyas look for pro-
tection from persecution and the conferring of rights, particularly rights of citizenship and 
of education, when/if they return to their homes in Myanmar. In contrast, Afghan IDPs link 
both dignity and protection from violence into the end of war in Afghanistan and durable 
peace in the country, including sustained development, so they can return to their homes 
or build new communities, support themselves in new livelihoods and live independently.

Respect within each of these displaced populations is defined by culture and religion. 
This includes aspects that are central to self-worth, such as an individual’s personal faith and 
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adherence to personal worship, all of which are essential to his/her feelings of self-respect. 
However, it also includes respect of cultural and religious norms or standards shown to the 
individual by others. Therefore, for displaced people, as for Kateb (2011), dignity is split into 
inner dignity (self-respect and self-worth) and social dignity. Due to their experience of 
religious persecution, Rohingyas consider the freedom to practice their religion central to 
their identity and dignity. For both groups, protecting women (from harm) through both 
wearing hijab and having homes (with walled gardens) in which women are protected from 
external gaze was closely connected to community/social respect, religious respect and 
personal safety. For example, the homes in camps are too closely packed and lack protection 
for the modesty and dignity of the women. Distribution of humanitarian food supplies and 
other support is conducted in ways that cause major problems, particularly for women. In 
Afghanistan, crowds awaiting aid distribution could be so large and the clamour for com-
modities so great that women were jostled and ‘touched’ in inappropriate ways. In Bangladesh, 
whilst the distribution centres are time-tabled for different parts of the camp to come on 
different days, they did not mark out specific times for female-headed households to collect 
supplies. This meant that both men and women queued together, and women would be 
seen and often spoken to by unknown males, breaching both religious and cultural standards 
of dignity. For both groups, this reduced their feelings of being treated in a dignified way 
and made them feel less worthy.

As noted earlier, most conceptions of dignity have included an individual’s social status 
within their own community. This is also an important element of social dignity, which in 
turn impacts on internal dignity or self-worth. For both Rohingyas and Afghan IDPs, the 
acquisition of enough wealth (through legitimate means) to support their family is essential 
to their dignity, partly because it is something they have lost due to their present predic-
ament. Interesting and somewhat tangential is the part played by education in feelings of 
dignity. The acquisition of ilm (especially as recognised through educational qualification) 
is an essential part of Rohingya dignity, partly because it was so forcibly denied them as a 
group for so long but also because, in their culture, good parenting involves supporting 
their children’s advancement, their dignity. For Rohingyas, ilm enhances respect for the 
group as well as enhancing individual dignity; it was discussed by almost every person 
interviewed. While children’s education is part and parcel of dignity for IDPs, it has not been 
systematically withheld and so is merely seen as part of what is necessary to meet their 
basic needs, along with food, clothes, shelter, etc. Education is one element of dignity 
necessary to the general well-being of themselves and their children; it is important to their 
self-worth and self-respect.

Peace and security, the absence of violence and of persecution, take particular precedence 
for both Rohingyas and Afghan IDPs in the assessment of whether they are living a dignified 
life. The prominence of the need for peace and security to regain dignity is understandable 
when one considers the violence that displaced them from their homes. However, for both 
groups, peace and security include the desire to avoid the violation of cultural standards 
(especially for women). In their present displaced situation such violations are common – 
indeed, they are seen as almost a permanent indignity. These continuing violations and 
experiences of violence are examples of a continuing ‘violent’ disrespect; this also shapes 
their conception of dignity and its loss. Another very interesting finding arises due to the 
employment of women in Rohingya camps in Bangladesh. This employment both questions 
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traditional religious, patriarchal and cultural norms of dignity, which see men as the bread-
winners, and simultaneously serves to increase the feeling of dignity of the women who 
work, and sometimes of other women in their community. This had not yet altered the 
traditional patriarchal practice, though it was clear that this might be the outcome and 
proves that dignity is not only cultural, religious and spatial but also contextual, something 
existing dignity scholarship fails to recognise. Evidently, such views are reminiscent of the 
arguments of Nussbaum (2000, 2009), Hojman and Miranda (2018), and Mattson and Clark 
(2011), who identified dignity as something that can shape one’s own life, facilitate life sat-
isfaction, and promote justice and human entitlement.

Conclusion

Through the adoption of a bottom-up approach, this article adds new insights to the dignity 
scholarship. As predicted by the literature, these groups view dignity as something that 
should be ‘inalienable’ and normatively inviolable (Kant 1785; Kolnai 1976), though their 
experiences prove it is not – the moral mandate (Bennett 2016) was broken for the Rohingyas 
and IDPs. They also recognised the split between inner/human dignity and social dignity 
(Kateb 2011) and embraced basic entitlements but, particularly in the case of the IDPs in 
Afghanistan, pointed out the strong connections between dignity and development (Sen 
2009). However, unlike the abstract conceptualisations of dignity by theorists and philoso-
phers, dignity for IDPs and Rohingya refugees is multi-dimensional and strongly con-
text-bound, shaped by the lived experiences of those who lose it and by their aspirations 
for regaining it. Each group’s conceptions of dignity were surprisingly constant, united 
through religion, culture and violent displacement, although some experiences (employing 
women) caused some disagreements between group members. Dignity for both groups 
demonstrates the need for a more individualised, cultural and contextual approach to dignity. 
Thus, while improved services and dignified treatment in the camps are important, resto-
ration of their full dignity is closely linked to a secure future. The focus for Rohingyas was 
citizenship and belonging to Rakhine – the need to be recognised and to return ‘home’. 
Despite tensions underpinning some insecurity, tribal belonging was less important to the 
IDPs; their focus was on peace, security and sustainable lives.

While in traditional top-down theories dignity is rather ambiguous, the evidence pre-
sented in this article shows some specific features of dignity through the lived experiences 
of the Rohingyas and IDPs. Victim groups’ ability to highlight which aspects of dignity they 
most value reveals the multidimensionality and cultural positioning of the notion compared 
with the more generic values and principles found in traditional dignity theories and policies. 
The issues of safety, security, peace, identity, religion, culture, education and need for 
income-generating opportunities, as described by the Rohingyas and IDPs, are some import-
ant factors for the dignity of these groups that would not emerge through generic, traditional 
theories of dignity. The views of the Rohingyas and IDPs challenge the dominant practice 
of applying a universal notion of dignity (as found in international treaties and humanitarian 
programmes), revealing how dignity may be culturally different and context specific. We 
contend that in order to fully grasp the meaning of dignity and to formulate sound policies, 
extant theories/conceptualisations and policymakers need to be informed by the lived expe-
riences, views and aspirations of displaced people and other groups who lack power and a 
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voice. If lasting solutions to the problems of displaced people are to be found, the voices of 
these powerless groups need to be heeded by national, regional and international policy-
makers, including states, politicians, civil society, and humanitarian organisations. only by 
listening to displaced people will the powerful be able to build full, rewarding, sustainable 
and dignified lives: dignity should be contextually conceptualised by those who lose it, not 
viewed as a ubiquitous set of ideals founded by those in power.
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