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H O W  T O  R E A D  T H I S  G L O S S A R Y

Five markers, one entry per term
Each entry says what the word means, how it is used in practice, and why people can disagree

about it, with a concrete example. Definitions here are introductions, not the final words: when a

term has more than one definition in use, we show them and say where each comes from, rather

than pretending one is neutral. There may be no single "correct" definition — but different

definitions have consequences: they decide who gets counted, who is represented, who qualifies,

and who is invited to contribute.

Even the order of words can be loaded with meaning and the choice of which word appears first

can speak of priorities, or politics. Words are listed in the glossary alphabetically; the arbitrary

nature of an alphabetical listing avoids questions of hierarchy. Language shapes power. Choosing a

word is a decision about who is described as capable and who as needy, whose knowledge counts,

and where decisions sit. Each term carries one of five markers showing how it is treated in our

own writing:

WE USE IT Part of our working vocabulary.

WE AVOID IT Retired from our writing — an alternative is always offered.

USE WITH CARE Legitimate, but only with precision about what is actually meant.

UNDER REVIEW Awaiting formal adjudication.

CONTEXT TERM Describes the world rather than recording a style ruling.

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y H O W  T O  R E A D  T H I S  G L O S S A R Y
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I N D E X

Terms at a glance
Thirty-seven terms in the order they appear. Click a term to jump to its entry.

Beneficiaries
Power & Language · Aid & the System

Capacity building
Power & Language · Aid & the System

Climate justice
Knowledge & Justice · Aid & the System

Colonialism
Knowledge & Justice · Conflict & Law

Community data sovereignty
Knowledge & Justice

Decolonial
Knowledge & Justice

Decolonising aid
Knowledge & Justice · Aid & the System

Diaspora
People & Place · Community Response

Diaspora humanitarianism
Community Response · People & Place

Empowerment
Power & Language · Gender & Equity

Epistemic justice
Knowledge & Justice

Equity/equality
Gender & Equity · Knowledge & Justice

Expat
People & Place · Power & Language

Field, in /on the field / on the

ground
Power & Language · Aid & the System

Gender mainstreaming
Gender & Equity · Aid & the System

Giving voice (to the

voiceless)
Power & Language

Global Majority
People & Place · Power & Language

Global North
People & Place · Aid & the System

Global South
People & Place

Grand Bargain
Aid & the System

Humanitarian assistance
Aid & the System

International development
Aid & the System

Intersectionality
Gender & Equity · Knowledge & Justice

Localisation / locally led

action
Aid & the System · Power & Language

Migration
People & Place

Mutual aid
Community Response

Nafeer
Community Response

Neutrality
Conflict & Law · Aid & the System

Partnership
Aid & the System · Power & Language

Peacebuilding
Conflict & Law · Community Response

Resilience
Power & Language · Aid & the System

Sub-Saharan Africa
People & Place · Power & Language

Survivor- and community-

led response
Community Response · Aid & the System

Victim/survivor
Gender & Equity · Power & Language

Vulnerable communities
Power & Language

West Asia
People & Place

Youth / young people
Power & Language · People & Place

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y T E R M S  A T  A  G L A N C E
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WE AVOID IT POWER & LANGUAGE AID & THE SYSTEM

Beneficiaries
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

The aid sector's traditional word for people who receive assistance.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

Still standard in contracts, databases, and reporting templates, and it has a precise,

uncontroversial legal meaning elsewhere (the beneficiary of a will or an insurance

policy). In its usage in the aid sector, it labels people by their position at the receiving

end of a project. Related labels— “target populations,” “recipients,” “the needy”—

often carry the same negative connotations.

W H Y  T H E  L A B E L  M A T T E R S

The word defines people entirely by what they lack and receive: passive, grateful,

waiting. It erases the fact that the same people are usually the first and most effective

responders in their own crisis. Alternatives name people as actors — or simply as who

they are: residents, families, nurses, volunteers.

E X A M P L E

The person a report calls a “beneficiary” may be the volunteer who runs the

communal kitchen the project helps fund.

Use instead: Crisis-affected communities · people affected by crises · communities we work with ·

partner communities — or name the people: residents, farmers, nurses, families. Also avoid “Target

populations”—people are not targets. Say “communities we work with”.

Source: Peace Direct (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y B E N E F I C I A R I E S
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WE AVOID IT POWER & LANGUAGE AID & THE SYSTEM

Capacity building
→ capacity strengthening

W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Helping an organisation or community get better at what it does — through training,

systems, funding or connections. “Capacity strengthening” says the same thing

without the insult buried in “building”.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

“Capacity building” has been ubiquitous in the aid sector since the 1990s, usually

meaning training delivered by international organisations to local ones. A growing

number of organisations now write “capacity strengthening” or “capacity sharing”.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

“Building” implies an empty site — that limited capacity exists until outsiders construct

it. “Strengthening” starts from what is already there. The deeper critique is about

direction: capacity flows both ways, since local organisations routinely supply the

access, language, trust, and contextual knowledge that international ones lack, yet

that transfer is rarely named as capacity at all.

E X A M P L E

A workshop teaching donor-compliance paperwork is called capacity building; a

local group teaching an international NGO how to work safely in its area rarely is.

Use instead: Capacity strengthening · capacity sharing. Upskilling

Source: Peace Direct (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y C A P A C I T Y  B U I L D I N G
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WE USE IT KNOWLEDGE & JUSTICE AID & THE SYSTEM

Climate justice
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

The argument that climate breakdown is a fairness issue: the people least responsible

for emissions face the earliest and worst effects, so responses should correct that

imbalance — not just cut carbon.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

The phrase appears in the Paris Agreement itself, and anchors debates about

adaptation finance, “loss and damage” funding, and who gets a seat at climate

summits. In humanitarian work, it reframes affected communities — and their

diasporas, who bridge resilience strategies across geographies — as critical actors in

adaptation, not simply victims of it.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Almost no one disputes the science of climate change; the argument is about the

frame. Some treat climate change as a technical emissions problem and see justice

language as politicising it; advocates reply that a “neutral” frame quietly locks in who

pays and who suffers. Underneath sit genuinely contested politics: historical

responsibility, compensation, and whether rich countries owe a debt or a donation.

E X A M P L E

A farming community that contributed almost nothing to global emissions

applying for loss-and-damage funds after its fourth flood is climate justice

in practice.

Source: UNFCCC (2015).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y C L I M A T E  J U S T I C E
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CONTEXT TERM KNOWLEDGE & JUSTICE CONFLICT & LAW

Colonialism
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

When a country takes and keeps control of other lands and peoples — settling its own

people there, ruling directly or through local intermediaries, and extracting wealth.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

Historians distinguish different forms: settler colonialism (the colonisers stay, as in

Australia or Algeria), extractive rule (a small administration geared to resources, as in

much of colonial Africa), protectorates, and more. Imperialism is the broader pattern —

a powerful state extending control or influence over others — of which colonialism is

the version involving occupation and rule. Some historians and analysts use ‘genocidal

settler colonialism’ to refer to settler regimes that were based on, or benefitted from,

extermination and genocide of indigenous peoples (as in Australia or the Americas).

The related term, ‘neo-colonial’, is used to refer to systems and structures that utilise or

replicate earlier colonial ones.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

On the history, there is broad scholarly agreement. The live disagreement is about the

present tense: whether colonialism is best treated as a closed historical chapter or a

continuing structure, and whether present-day institutions — aid, borders, debt, trade

rules — are usefully described as colonial. One side sees an essential analytic tool; the

other sees a term stretched past its explanatory power. Where that line sits is a genuine

argument, not a settled fact.

E X A M P L E

Sudan's independence in 1956 ended formal colonial rule; the ongoing debate is

how far colonial-era structures still shape whose decisions count there.

Related terms: Imperialism · settler colonialism · coloniality

Source: Centre for Humanitarian Leadership (2021); Quijano (2000).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y C O L O N I A L I S M
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WE USE IT KNOWLEDGE & JUSTICE

Community data sovereignty
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

The principle that communities keep the right to decide how information about them is

collected, used and shared.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

The idea extends Indigenous data sovereignty movements — expressed in the CARE

Principles (Collective benefit, Authority to control, Responsibility, Ethics) — into

humanitarian practice. Concretely, it means consent over collection, community

control over the categories used to describe people, and a “right of first sight”:

the people described see the data, and how it is framed, before any external

audience does.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The friction points are practical. Donors demand transparency and speed, which can

pull against community review; emergencies compress timelines; and within any

community there is a fair question about who legitimately speaks for “the

community's” data. There is little serious defence of the older pattern it replaces —

data extracted from communities and published about them without their

involvement, even if all too often this remains the norm.

E X A M P L E

A partner community reviews its own displacement figures — and the labels

attached to them — before the donor sees the report.

Source: Global Indigenous Data Alliance (2019).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y C O M M U N I T Y  D A T A  S O V E R E I G N T Y
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CONTEXT TERM KNOWLEDGE & JUSTICE

Decolonial
vs colonial · postcolonial · neocolonial

W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Four related words that are often mixed up: “colonial” describes the systems of

empire; “postcolonial” describes the world — and ways of thinking about it — after

formal empire ended; “decolonial” describes the active work of undoing the patterns

empire left behind; “neocolonial” describes structures or approaches that utilise

earlier colonial systems or replicate them

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

In scholarship, these are distinct traditions. Postcolonial studies analyses empire's

cultural afterlife. Decolonial thought, rooted in Latin American scholarship, starts from

Quijano's idea of the “coloniality of power”: the hierarchies of race, economy and

knowledge built under empire survived independence and still organise the world. In

practice, a “decolonial approach” to research or aid means methods that shift power

and credit — co-research, community authorship, communities controlling their own

data, Global South scholarship cited on its own authority.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

One argument is whether “post” is premature: if colonial patterns persist, nothing is

truly post-colonial yet. Another, aimed at institutions, is that “decolonial” is becoming a

fashionable adjective — attached to reading lists, workshops, and strategies while

money and decision-making stay exactly where they were.

E X A M P L E

A research project is colonial in pattern when data flows out, and credit

accumulates abroad; it is decolonial in pattern when the community co-authors

the research and controls what is shared.

Source: Quijano (2000); Tuck & Yang (2012).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y D E C O L O N I A L
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WE USE IT KNOWLEDGE & JUSTICE AID & THE SYSTEM

Decolonising aid
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Undoing the legacies left over from colonialism in how aid works: who sets priorities,

who holds the money, whose knowledge counts, and who answers to whom.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

A global consultation of practitioners and activists (Peace Direct, 2021) documented

how power, funding, and credibility in the aid system still concentrate in the Global

North, and set out what changing that would involve — from funding local organisations

directly to retiring deficit-based language. The agenda connects to the localisation

debate but goes further: it concerns structure and mindset, not only money.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Some argue the word is used to cover everything from vocabulary changes to

reparations, diluting it. Others dispute the premise that aid is usefully described as

colonial at all. Moreover, among those who accept the premise, there is real debate

about whether the system can be reformed from within or must be replaced by

something different — with community-rooted models like mutual aid already

in operation.

E X A M P L E

Moving a programme's final sign-off from London to Khartoum is a decolonising

step. Adding a diversity statement to the same London-controlled programme

is not.

Source: Peace Direct (2021); Centre for Humanitarian Leadership (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y D E C O L O N I S I N G  A I D
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WE USE IT PEOPLE & PLACE COMMUNITY RESPONSE

Diaspora
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

People living outside the country or region their family comes from, who keep a sense

of connection to it — through relatives, money sent home, language, faith or identity.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

Once used mainly for major historical diasporas — Jewish, African, Armenian — the word

now generally covers migrants and their descendants. In humanitarian work, it

deliberately includes second and later generations, and people who have moved

elsewhere within the Global South, from Kampala to the Gulf, not only those in Europe

or North America. Diasporas are critical actors before, during and after crises — first to

respond, last to leave, and a bridge between crisis-affected communities and the

institutions that hold resources. There is no single agreed definition of it — and which

definition an institution chooses can matter a great deal.

D E F I N I T I O N S  I N  U S E

African Union (2005). “Peoples of African origin living outside the continent, irrespective of their citizenship

and nationality and who are willing to contribute to the development of the continent and the building of the

African Union.” The key here is origin plus a willingness to contribute: belonging comes with a role, and the

diaspora is increasingly engaged as a constituency of the continent in its own right.

IOM (2019): Migrants or descendants of migrants whose identity and sense of belonging — real or symbolic —

have been shaped by their migration experience and background, and who maintain links with their homelands

and with each other. This definition rests on identity and connection, not contribution.

IGAD (2012): The East African regional body states openly that there is no universally agreed definition of

“diaspora” — while still describing emigrants from its member states as maintaining networks with their home

countries and transferring remittances, knowledge, skills, technology, ideas, and values. An institution can use

the word repeatedly without ever settling its meaning.

CARICOM (n.d.): The Caribbean Community ties its diaspora to the region's histories of enslavement,

indentureship, colonialism, and migration, and holds that the “people boundaries” of the Caribbean are not

confined to its geographical boundaries. Community and territory are not the same thing.

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y D I A S P O R A
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Diaspora — continued

W H Y  T H E  D E F I N I T I O N  M A T T E R S

Set side by side, the definitions disagree about fundamentals: whether membership

requires a willingness to contribute (AU) or rests on identity alone (IOM); whether the

word needs a settled definition at all (IGAD says not); and whether a community's

boundaries are drawn by geography or by history and belonging (CARICOM says the

latter). None of these is the “correct” one — but each has consequences: the definition

decides who gets counted, who is represented and consulted, who qualifies for

programmes and funding, and who is expected — or entitled — to contribute to

“development”. There is a gender dimension too: diasporas are not homogeneous,

and who is invited to speak for “the diaspora” — and whose contributions get counted

— often tracks gender, generation and class. Women's organising and care frequently

underpin diaspora response while remaining least visible in official pictures of it.

E X A M P L E

A Chadian doctor in Kampala who sends money home and advises a clinic

remotely is part of the diaspora response — counted by the IOM's definition,

welcomed by the AU's, and possibly missed entirely by a programme that defines

diaspora as “citizens living in the West”. She might call it looking after family.

How people describe themselves: Some people described as diaspora embrace the word; others feel

fully of the place they live and reject it, or find it reductive; second and later generations may claim it on

their own terms. No institutional definition can change or override people’s sense of identity,

connection, and lived experience.

Related terms: Diaspora humanitarianism · Migration · Remittances · Mutual aid

Source: African Union (2005); IOM (2019); IGAD (2012); CARICOM (n.d.); Ahmed & Asquith (2020).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y D I A S P O R A

12



WE USE IT COMMUNITY RESPONSE PEOPLE & PLACE

Diaspora humanitarianism
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

The help diaspora communities provide during a crisis in their country of origin —

money, supplies, expertise, advocacy, and connections.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

Researchers use the term to name a form of crisis response that runs through family

and community networks rather than formal agencies. It is often the first to arrive and

the last to leave, and includes “social remittances” — skills, ideas, and influence, not

just cash. Despite its scale, it is largely uncounted in official aid figures and excluded

from formal coordination.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The live argument is whether the formal system should try to measure and coordinate it

at all. Some welcome recognition and support; others warn that pulling these flows

into institutional frameworks risks slowing, taxing or controlling something that works

precisely because it is informal, fast and trusted.

E X A M P L E

In the first weeks of a crisis, diaspora humanitarians often move money to affected

families faster than any agency can process a grant.

Source: Ahmed & Asquith (2020).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y D I A S P O R A  H U M A N I T A R I A N I S M
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WE AVOID IT POWER & LANGUAGE GENDER & EQUITY

Empowerment
→ power redistribution

W H A T  I T  M E A N S

“Empowerment” means helping people gain more control over their own lives. “Power

redistribution” names what actually has to happen: those who hold power giving up

some of it.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

The word has radical roots in popular education and feminist organising. Over decades

of use its meaning has softened and broadened : projects now routinely promise to

“empower” women or young people without changing who controls the money or the

decisions. “Power redistribution” names the harder transaction — budgets, seats at the

table and sign-off authority changing hands.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The objection is grammatical as much as political. Empowerment is something the

powerful do to others; it implies power is a gift, and leaves the giver deciding how

much to hand over and when to take it back. Feminist scholars — for whom the word

once named women's own collective organising — have made the same point for

decades: empowerment is not something an organisation can hand to a person, and

projects to “empower women and girls” are the clearest case, routinely promising

transformation while leaving control of budgets and decisions untouched.

E X A M P L E

A project “empowering” young people while its budget stays in London has not

moved any power. Handing them the budget line is a redistribution of power.

Use instead: Power redistribution · power-sharing — and say what moved.

Source: Roy (2004); Peace Direct (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y E M P O W E R M E N T
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WE USE IT KNOWLEDGE & JUSTICE

Epistemic justice
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Fairness about whose knowledge is taken seriously. Its opposite, epistemic injustice, is

being disbelieved or ignored because of who you are rather than what you know.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

The idea comes from philosophy (Fricker, 2007), which distinguishes being discounted

as a speaker — your testimony carries less weight because of prejudice — from lacking

the shared concepts needed for your experience to be understood. In aid and

research, it names a familiar pattern: community expertise is treated as an anecdote

until repackaged by a consultant or a journal from the Global North, at which point it

becomes evidence.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Few dispute that the pattern exists; the argument is about the remedy. Critics warn

against a slide into treating all knowledge claims as equally valid regardless of

evidence. Advocates reply that the point is simpler: remove prejudice from

judgements of credibility — the standards stay, irrespective of who makes the claim .

E X A M P L E

A farmer's generations-deep knowledge of flood patterns reaching policy only

after a foreign consultant “validates” it is an epistemic-justice failure — the

knowledge did not change, only the messenger did.

Source: Fricker (2007).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y E P I S T E M I C  J U S T I C E
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CONTEXT TERM GENDER & EQUITY KNOWLEDGE & JUSTICE

Equity/equality
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Equality means everyone gets the same — the same rights, resources, or treatment.

Equity means adjusting for different starting points, so that fairness shows up in

outcomes, not just in rules.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

Both words have important uses in this sector. Legal equality — same rights for all — is

the foundation of human rights law. Equity is the operating principle behind needs-

based aid, gender-responsive budgeting and “equity audits”: if two communities start

from very different places, giving them identical support preserves the gap.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Critics of equity language argue it licenses treating people differently and asks

institutions to make contestable judgements about need and history. Critics of

equality-only approaches answer that formal sameness entrenches existing

advantage — a race with a staggered start isn't made fair by identical running shoes.

Feminist and decolonial practitioners tend to push one step further: the question is

not only how resources are shared out, but who decided the rules of the race in the

first place.

E X A M P L E

Giving every school in a district the same budget is equality. Funding schools

according to how far their pupils start behind is equity. Both can be defended;

they produce different results.

Don't confuse it with: Equity in finance — an ownership stake: same word, unrelated meaning.

Source: European Institute for Gender Equality (n.d.).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y E Q U I T Y / E Q U A L I T Y
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WE AVOID IT PEOPLE & PLACE POWER & LANGUAGE

Expat
expatriate

W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Short for “expatriate”: someone living outside their own country. In practice, the word

is mostly reserved for white or Western migrants.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

In the aid sector, international staff posted abroad are “expats” with “expat packages”;

people moving in the other direction for work are “migrants”. The movement is the

same; the words are not.

W H Y  T H E  L A B E L  M A T T E R S

The double standard is the objection, put sharply in a widely shared essay: why are

white people expats when the rest of us are immigrants? A British consultant in Nairobi

is an “expat”; a Kenyan nurse in London is a “migrant” — and the two words carry

different assumptions about status, permanence, and welcome. The remedy is

consistency: one vocabulary for everyone who moves.

E X A M P L E

A job advert offering an “expat package” quietly signals which passports the word

is meant for.

Use instead: Migrant · diaspora · international staff — applied consistently, whatever the passport.

Source: Koutonin (2015).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y E X P A T
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UNDER REVIEW POWER & LANGUAGE AID & THE SYSTEM

Field, in /on the field / on the ground
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Aid-sector shorthand for the places where crises happen and programmes run — as

seen from headquarters.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

The vocabulary is widespread in the sector: field offices, field visits, staff “deployed to

the field”. It quietly organises the aid world into a centre (London, Geneva, New York)

and everywhere else.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Together with “deployment” and “mission”, the language carries colonial and military

echoes, and defines whole countries by their distance from headquarters. Nowhere is

“the field” to the people who live there; it is home, with its own institutions and

expertise. The practical alternative is to name the place.

E X A M P L E

“Insights from the field” usually means “what colleagues in Khartoum or Cox's

Bazar told us” — naming the place is both more respectful and more accurate.

Use instead: Name the place — the country, city or community you mean.

Source: Peace Direct (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y F I E L D ,  I N  / O N  T H E  F I E L D  /  O N  T H E  G R O U N D
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CONTEXT TERM GENDER & EQUITY AID & THE SYSTEM

Gender mainstreaming
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Making gender equality part of how an organisation plans, delivers and evaluates all of

its work — rather than treating it as a side project or a specialist team's job.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

Adopted as a UN-wide policy in 1997, it asks a practical question of every programme,

policy and budget: how will this affect women, men and people of different genders?

Done seriously, it changes design from the start — who owns the land, who controls the

income, who can attend the training, who decides.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The feminist critique comes from within the project, not from outside it: mainstreaming

can turn gender equality into a bureaucratic exercise — a checklist completed, a box

ticked, a paragraph added — while the underlying distribution of money and power

remains untouched. Hence the newer language of “gender-transformative”

approaches, which name changing power relations as the explicit goal. Defenders of

mainstreaming answer that routine and paperwork are how institutions actually

change, and that abandoning it would return gender to the margins.

E X A M P L E

Adding a “women's component” to an agricultural programme after it is designed

is not mainstreaming. Asking at the design stage who owns the land and who

controls the harvest income — and changing the programme accordingly — is.

Source: UN Economic and Social Council (1997); European Institute for Gender Equality (n.d.).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y G E N D E R  M A I N S T R E A M I N G
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UNDER REVIEW POWER & LANGUAGE

Giving voice (to the voiceless)
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

A phrase organisations use to mean amplifying people who are not being heard.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

Common in mission statements, journalism, and advocacy, usually with good intent:

the desire to bring marginalised perspectives into rooms where decisions are made.

W H Y  T H E  L A B E L  M A T T E R S

The writer Arundhati Roy put the objection best: “there's really no such thing as the

‘voiceless’. There are only the deliberately silenced, or the preferably unheard.” People

affected by crises already speak, organise and publish; the problem is who is listening,

and who holds the microphone. “Giving” voice recasts a hearing problem as a speaking

problem — and makes the giver the hero of the sentence.

E X A M P L E

A community spokesperson quoted at length, in her own words and under her own

name, is being heard — not “given a voice”.

Use instead: Amplifying · making space for · being led by — or describe what actually happened: “we

published her analysis”.

Source: Roy (2004).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y G I V I N G  V O I C E  ( T O  T H E  V O I C E L E S S )
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CONTEXT TERM PEOPLE & PLACE POWER & LANGUAGE

Global Majority
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

A collective term for people of African, Asian, Latin American and Indigenous heritage

— who together make up the great majority of the world's population.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

Popularised by the educationalist Rosemary Campbell-Stephens as a deliberate

alternative to minority framings such as “BAME”, “BME” and “ethnic minority”. The point

is the flipped lens: people described as minorities in Britain or Europe belong to the

global majority, and the older labels define them only in relation to a white majority in

one corner of the world.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Research on how communities respond to these labels finds no consensus: some

people find “Global Majority” affirming and politically clarifying; others find it vague, or

feel it erases specific identities just as “BAME” did. Like every umbrella term, it groups

very different communities. One finding that recurs across studies is that the people

described often neither use nor agree with the labels applied to them.

E X A M P L E

A report might describe the same pupils as “BAME” in 2015, “ethnically diverse” in

2020 and “Global Majority” today — the pupils haven't changed; the lens has.

How people describe themselves: Often by specific identity — Somali, Punjabi, Black British — rather

than any umbrella term. Where possible, be specific; where an umbrella is needed, say why.

Source: Campbell-Stephens (2020); Action for Race Equality (n.d.).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y G L O B A L  M A J O R I T Y
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WE USE IT PEOPLE & PLACE AID & THE SYSTEM

Global North
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Shorthand for the industrialised countries that hold most of the world's wealth and

institutional power — Western Europe and North America, along with countries such as

Japan, Australia and New Zealand.

H O W  I T ' S  U S E D

The term is often used to describe the Global South, and like it, a description of history

and power rather than latitude — Australia is in the Global North despite being in the

south. In aid debates, the phrase names where the money, headquarters and final

decisions concentrate: the donor capitals, the big agencies, the boards.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The same imprecision critiques apply in reverse, plus one more: the binary can hide

inequality inside each half — wealthy elites in the South, marginalised communities in

the North. Some writers prefer “minority world” (for the Global North) and “majority

world”, to keep in view which way the numbers actually run. The terms are best used for

the structural pattern, not as descriptions of everyone within them.

E X A M P L E

A programme for Myanmar may be designed in a Global North capital, funded

from another, and audited from a third — while everyone delivering it lives in the

Global South.

Also called: Minority world — a deliberate reminder that the Global North holds most of the power but a

minority of the people.

Source: Dados & Connell (2012).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y G L O B A L  N O R T H
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WE USE IT PEOPLE & PLACE

Global South
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Shorthand for Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, and most of Asia, West Asia and

the Pacific — home to the large majority of the world's people.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

The term has largely replaced “Third World” and “developing countries” in careful

writing. It groups countries not by geography but by shared history — colonisation and

a similar position in the world economy — which is why Australia and New Zealand are

not in it despite being southern. Most crises, and most crisis responses, occur in the

Global South.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

It is geographically inaccurate, contains enormous differences (from Singapore to

South Sudan), and can flatten them into one word. Others value it for exactly what the

older labels lacked: it names a shared political position rather than a deficit —

“developing” implies falling short of a Western standard; “Global South” does

not. Careful writers use it for the broad pattern and name the actual region when

precision matters.

E X A M P L E

Diaspora support flowing from Kampala or the Gulf to Sudan is a Global South-to-

Global South response — a pattern aid reporting centred on London and Geneva

often misses.

Do not confuse it with “Low-income countries” — an income measure. The Global South includes

middle- and high-income countries.

Source: Dados & Connell (2012).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y G L O B A L  S O U T H
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WE USE IT AID & THE SYSTEM

Grand Bargain
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

A 2016 agreement in which the world's biggest donors and aid agencies promised

to shift more money and decision-making to local responders — including a target

of 25 per cent of humanitarian funding going as directly as possible to local and

national organisations.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

Signed at the World Humanitarian Summit in Istanbul, it remains the sector's main

reference point for measuring whether localisation is happening. Progress reports

appear regularly; the phrase is shorthand in funding debates for the system's

own promises.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The definition is not disputed; the record is. Nearly a decade on, direct funding to local

organisations remains a small fraction of the total, far short of the target. The same

agreement is cited as evidence that the system can reform itself — and as evidence

that it will not unless pushed.

E X A M P L E

“Under the Grand Bargain you promised a quarter of the funding to local

organisations — where is it?” has become a standard question from Global South

responders at humanitarian conferences.

Source: IASC (2016).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y G R A N D  B A R G A I N
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WE USE IT AID & THE SYSTEM

Humanitarian assistance
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Help intended to save lives and reduce suffering in a crisis — food, water, shelter,

healthcare, protection.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

In the formal system, it is distinct from development work (longer-term) and is

governed by humanitarian principles. Formal international assistance runs to tens of

billions of dollars a year — yet much of the world's actual crisis response is carried out

by affected communities, mutual aid networks and diasporas, and never appears in

those figures.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Who counts as “humanitarian”? The label has historically been attached to formal

international agencies; community groups doing identical work are often excluded

from funding and coordination because they do not fit the institutional mould —

unregistered, unaudited, or unwilling to claim neutrality. Whether the word describes

an activity or a club is a live question.

E X A M P L E

A neighbourhood group evacuating families ahead of the fighting is doing

humanitarian work, whether or not any agency registers it as such.

Source: ALNAP (n.d.); Corbett, Carstensen & Di Vicenz (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y H U M A N I T A R I A N  A S S I S T A N C E
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USE WITH CARE AID & THE SYSTEM

International development
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Organised, long-term efforts—mostly funded by richer countries—intended to

improve living standards in poorer ones: health, education, income, infrastructure.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

Since the late 1940s, “development” has come to name an entire industry and

academic field: aid budgets, ministries, NGOs, and the World Bank. It is usually

distinguished from humanitarian relief, which responds to immediate crisis, though in

long crises the line blurs. A country is conventionally described as “developing” or

“developed” against largely economic measures.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The word implies that all countries sit on a single ladder, climbing towards a destination

that looks like the industrialised West. Critics — particularly from formerly colonised

countries — argue the framework repackaged colonial relationships in technical

language; defenders point to real, measurable gains in health, schooling and poverty.

The core dispute is who defines what “developed” means, and who is cast as behind.

E X A M P L E

Two people can back the same vaccination programme while disagreeing about

whether “development” is the right story to tell.

Source: Peace Direct (2021); Centre for Humanitarian Leadership (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y I N T E R N A T I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T
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CONTEXT TERM GENDER & EQUITY KNOWLEDGE & JUSTICE

Intersectionality
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

The idea that different forms of inequality — such as gender, race, class, disability, and

migration status — can overlap in one life and shape each other, producing situations

that looking at any single category would miss.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

The term comes from Black feminist thought: the legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw

coined it in 1989 to describe how Black women in the United States could fall through

the gaps of laws that addressed racism and sexism separately. In humanitarian and

development work, it underpins the argument against single-issue programming: a

“women's programme” or a “refugee programme” designed around one category can

miss the people standing where categories meet — which is also why justice-centred

responses to intersecting crises look at conflict, climate and displacement together

rather than in silos.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The common misunderstanding is that intersectionality means “having several

identities”. It is narrower and sharper than that: a way of analysing how systems of

power interact — not a claim about identity in general. Debate continues about how far

the concept can travel from its origin in Black women's experience of American law

without losing precision, and critics argue it can fragment shared political causes into

ever-smaller categories; advocates reply that it does the opposite, showing where

struggles connect.

E X A M P L E

A sixteen-year-old arrives alone and says he is sixteen. An official decides he looks

older, and the doubt that attaches to a tall Black boy is not the doubt that

attaches to every child. He has no birth certificate to contest it: his is a community

the state never registered, so what looks like a missing document is his ethnic

group's standing written into the filing system. He is recorded as an adult — no

guardian, no school place, no child-protection file. The child system says he is not

its case; the adult system says he has no particular claim.

Source: Crenshaw (1989).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y I N T E R S E C T I O N A L I T Y
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USE WITH CARE AID & THE SYSTEM POWER & LANGUAGE

Localisation / locally led action
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Shifting money and decision-making in crisis response from international agencies to

the organisations and communities closest to the crisis. “Locally led” is the increasingly

preferred phrase.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

“Localisation” became part of the formal policy agenda with the 2016 Grand Bargain.

“Locally led action” describes programmes conceived, shaped and delivered close to

the communities facing crisis, in line with local norms (ALNAP). The distinction matters

in practice: many programmes are locally delivered — local staff carrying out plans

made elsewhere — without being locally led.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Three arguments run through the word. First, grammar: “localisation” is something the

international system does to local actors, keeping outsiders as the main characters —

one reason “locally led” is gaining ground. Second, definition: does the national office

of a global NGO count as “local”? Third, delivery: the flagship funding commitments

remain largely unmet, so the word can describe an ambition while masking the

absence of change.

E X A M P L E

A donor funding a Sudanese Emergency Response Room directly, on the Room's

own plan, is locally led action. Flying in consultants to “build local capacity” for a

plan written abroad is not.

A note on usage: Say “locally led” where leadership has actually moved — and name what moved:

money, sign-off, priorities.

Source: ALNAP (n.d.); IASC (2016); Peace Direct (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y L O C A L I S A T I O N  /  L O C A L L Y  L E D  A C T I O N
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WE USE IT PEOPLE & PLACE

Migration
migrant

W H A T  I T  M E A N S

The movement of people from one place to another—across a border or within a

country—whether by choice, necessity, or something in between.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

“Migrant” is an umbrella term with no single definition in international law; it covers

people moving for work, study, family, or safety. “Refugee” is different — a specific

legal status under the 1951 Refugee Convention, carrying protection rights that the

word “migrant” does not. Migration has been part of human life in every era;

treated well, it moves skills, money and ideas in every direction, which is why many

argue governments' responsibility is to make routes safe and fair rather than to

prevent movement.

W H Y  T H E  L A B E L  M A T T E R S

The word is often used as if it named a problem, and the choice between “migrant”,

“refugee” and “expat” carries political weight: calling refugees “migrants” can quietly

strip away the legal protections the first word signals, while reserving friendlier words

for some nationalities creates a double standard. Whether migration is framed as a

threat to be managed or a normal fact of life is one of the sharpest dividing lines in

modern politics.

E X A M P L E

The same person can be a student, a worker, displaced, and a returnee at different

points in one life — “migrant” says nothing about which, and “refugee” is a legal

finding, not a synonym.

Do not confuse with: Refugee — a defined legal status for people fleeing persecution or serious harm,

with rights attached. Every refugee has migrated; most migrants are not refugees. A gender lens:

Roughly half the world's international migrants are women — migrating in their own right, not only joining

family — yet migration policy and diaspora engagement are often designed around men's patterns of

work and remittances.

Source: IOM (2019); UNHCR (2016).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y M I G R A T I O N
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WE USE IT COMMUNITY RESPONSE

Mutual aid
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

People in a community helping one another directly — sharing money, food, skills and

shelter — on the understanding that everyone gives what they can and takes what

they need.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

In humanitarian work, the term refers to groups such as communal kitchens,

neighbourhood clinics and evacuation networks run by residents themselves. These

networks existed long before the formal aid system and continue to work where the

formal aid system is absent. Practitioners stress that mutual aid is built on solidarity

between equals, not charity from the better-off to the worse-off.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The word is sometimes stretched to cover any volunteering or donation, which blurs

the point. Those who use it precisely draw a line: charity flows downwards, from giver to

receiver, with the giver in control; mutual aid is exchanged sideways, among people

who see each other as equals. There is also debate about what happens when

governments or large agencies adopt the label without adopting the power-sharing

that defines it.

E X A M P L E

During the war in Sudan, communal kitchens run by Emergency Response Rooms

were mutual aid in the strict sense: run by residents, for residents, with decisions

made in the neighbourhood.

Don't confuse it with charity — a one-way transfer. Mutual aid is a relationship, not a donation.

Source: Corbett, Carstensen & Di Vicenz (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y M U T U A L  A I D
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WE USE IT COMMUNITY RESPONSE

Nafeer
(say: na-FEER) · نفير

W H A T  I T  M E A N S

A Sudanese Arabic word for a call that brings a whole community out to help—

neighbours mobilising to bring in a harvest, rebuild after a flood, or respond to a

crisis together.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

In Sudan, the word carries generations of practice: when the nafeer is called, people

turn up with whatever they can offer — labour, food, money, a vehicle. Since the war

began in 2023, it has come to describe volunteer networks, such as the Emergency

Response Rooms, that feed and protect communities where formal aid cannot reach.

W H Y  T H E  W O R D  I S  K E P T  I N  A R A B I C

Less contested than difficult to translate. English offers “volunteering” or “community

spirit”, but neither conveys the sense of a call answered as a matter of shared

obligation and honour rather than individual choice. Keeping the Sudanese word keeps

ownership of the idea with the people it belongs to, rather than folding their practice

into aid-agency vocabulary.

E X A M P L E

“When the floodwater reached the edge of the village, the nafeer was called, and

every household sent someone.”

Related terms: Mutual aid · Survivor- and community-led response

Source: The Sudanist (n.d.); community usage documented in Sudan's mutual aid response since 2023.

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y N A F E E R
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CONTEXT TERM CONFLICT & LAW AID & THE SYSTEM

Neutrality
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

The humanitarian principle of not taking sides in a conflict so aid can reach people on

every side.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

One of the four classic humanitarian principles — humanity, impartiality, neutrality,

independence. It is best understood as an operational tool: organisations such as the

Red Cross maintain neutrality so that all parties will let them cross front lines.

Impartiality is different and less disputed: giving aid based on need alone, without

favouring anyone.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

A long-running argument asks whether neutrality is possible, or even ethical, in the face

of atrocity — silence about who is doing what can favour the stronger side. A newer

version concerns community responders: mutual aid groups are of their communities

and cannot stand outside the conflict engulfing them, so demanding neutrality as a

condition of funding can exclude precisely the people doing the work. Defenders reply

that without neutrality, access to people on “the other side” collapses.

E X A M P L E

A volunteer kitchen that feeds whoever is hungry is impartial. Whether it must

also remain “neutral” about the war that is destroying its city is where the

argument begins.

Do not confuse with: Impartiality — aid by need alone. A responder can be impartial without

claiming neutrality.

Source: OCHA (2012); Corbett, Carstensen & Di Vicenz (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y N E U T R A L I T Y
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USE WITH CARE AID & THE SYSTEM POWER & LANGUAGE

Partnership
and the partnership continuum

W H A T  I T  M E A N S

In this sector, a working relationship between organisations — though the word is used

for everything from a genuine alliance of equals to a contract with better manners.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

Practitioners describe partnerships as sitting on a continuum — roughly transactional

(one side hires the other), then collaborative, then equitable, then transformative

(power genuinely shared, and the relationship changes both sides). Naming honestly

where a partnership sits and analysing its power imbalances from the start are treated

as the first step in moving it along the line.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

“Partner” is often aspirational branding: funders routinely call their contractors

“partners” while writing the plan, holding the budget and setting the reporting rules.

The disagreement is over the test — critics say follow the money and the sign-off;

others argue even unequal partnerships are worth the name if they are honest about

the imbalance and working on it.

E X A M P L E

A “partnership” where one side writes the plan, and the other implements it, is

a contract. Calling it a partnership does not shift the power; moving the sign-

off does.

Source: Social Development Direct & Plan International UK (n.d.).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y P A R T N E R S H I P
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WE USE IT CONFLICT & LAW COMMUNITY RESPONSE

Peacebuilding
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Long-term work to stop violent conflict from returning —rebuilding relationships, trust,

institutions, and fairness after a war, or preventing one from starting.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

Distinct from peacekeeping (troops monitoring a ceasefire) and peacemaking

(negotiating the deal). Peacebuilding ranges from neighbours restarting trade across a

former front line to constitutional reform. A useful distinction from peace research:

“negative peace” is the absence of fighting; “positive peace” is the presence of the

justice and inclusion that stop fighting from recurring (Galtung, 1969).

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The core dispute is what peace means and who defines it. Critics of “liberal

peacebuilding” argue that imported blueprints — elections, markets, national

institutions on a Western model — have overridden local ways of making and keeping

peace. The localisation argument runs through this field too: local peacebuilders do

most of the work and receive a small fraction of the funding.

E X A M P L E

Neighbours negotiating safe passage for each other's harvests across a front line

are peacebuilding — as much as any conference in a capital.

Source: Galtung (1969); Peace Direct (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y P E A C E B U I L D I N G
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USE WITH CARE POWER & LANGUAGE AID & THE SYSTEM

Resilience
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

The ability to absorb a shock and keep going — used for people, communities,

economies and systems.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

In psychology, it describes coping and recovery after adversity, and why some people

fare better than others. In the aid sector, it has become a funding category: entire

programmes exist to “build resilience” to climate and conflict shocks, ranging from

savings groups to flood defences.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Praising resilience can quietly transfer responsibility onto the people enduring the

shock. If a community is expected to be resilient indefinitely, someone else is excused

from addressing why the shocks keep coming. Critics also note it can dress survival up

as a choice or a virtue when it is simply a necessity. Used precisely — naming what

capacity, against what shock, funded by whom — the word still does honest work.

E X A M P L E

Calling a neighbourhood “remarkably resilient” after its fourth flood can be a

tribute — or a way of not discussing why the flood defences were never built.

Source: Peace Direct (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y R E S I L I E N C E

35



WE AVOID IT PEOPLE & PLACE POWER & LANGUAGE

Sub-Saharan Africa
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

A label for the African countries south of the Sahara, treated as one unit. Better: name

the actual region — East Africa, the Sahel, southern Africa — or the country.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

Development banks and statistical agencies use it as a reporting category, which is

where most readers meet it. It bundles more than forty countries — over a billion

people, thousands of languages, economies with little in common — into a single line

on a chart.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Many African writers point out that the line follows colonial-era thinking more than

geography or culture: the Sahara was a highway of trade, scholarship and migration,

not a wall, and the label has often functioned as a polite way of saying “Black Africa”.

Nobody reports on “sub-Alpine Europe”. Defenders call it a practical statistical

grouping; the reply is that a grouping that wide mostly hides more than it shows.

E X A M P L E

A report averaging “Sub-Saharan Africa” is averaging Ethiopia and Botswana.

Naming the region — or the country — tells the reader something real.

Use instead: The specific region (East Africa, the Sahel, southern Africa) or the country.

Source: Faloyin (2022).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y S U B - S A H A R A N  A F R I C A
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WE USE IT COMMUNITY RESPONSE AID & THE SYSTEM

Survivor- and community-led response
SCLR

W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Crisis response designed and run by the people living through the crisis, with outside

agencies supporting rather than directing.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

SCLR is a named approach with a growing evidence base, not just a slogan. It typically

involves group cash grants, decisions made by community groups themselves, and

agencies acting as backers — providing funds, cover and connections on request

(Corbett, Carstensen & Di Vicenz, 2021). It overlaps with mutual aid but describes how

outside agencies can support it without taking it over.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

The argument is mostly about depth rather than definition. Agencies can brand

conventional projects “community-led” while keeping control of budgets and

priorities — participation as decoration. The test practitioners apply is blunt: who

decides? If the funder can overrule the community's decisions, the response is

community-flavoured rather than community-led.

E X A M P L E

Mutual aid group setting their own priorities — with funders covering costs they

define — are a community-led response in the strict sense.

Source: Corbett, Carstensen & Di Vicenz (2021).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y S U R V I V O R -  A N D  C O M M U N I T Y - L E D  R E S P O N S E
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USE WITH CARE GENDER & EQUITY POWER & LANGUAGE

Victim/survivor
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

Two words for a person who has experienced harm — and a choice between them that

carries weight.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

“Victim” matters in legal settings: it establishes that a wrong was done and that rights

and remedies follow. “Survivor” is often preferred in feminist and advocacy work,

especially around gender-based violence, because it foregrounds a person's agency

and life beyond the harm. Many organisations now write “victim/survivor” to hold both.

W H Y  T H E  L A B E L  M A T T E R S

Neither word is automatically right. “Victim” can freeze a person at the worst moment

of their life; “survivor” can feel like pressure to perform recovery, and excludes those

who did not survive. The strongest practice treats it as the person's own choice:

people who have lived through harm describe themselves differently, and get to.

E X A M P L E

A court judgment speaks of the victim of an assault; the same woman may

introduce herself at a support group as a survivor — or refuse both words. All three

choices are hers.

A note on usage: Where possible, ask. Where you cannot ask, follow the context: legal accuracy in legal

documents, agency everywhere else.

Source: UN Women (n.d.); European Institute for Gender Equality (n.d.).

T H E  S H A B A K A  G L O S S A R Y V I C T I M / S U R V I V O R
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UNDER REVIEW POWER & LANGUAGE

Vulnerable communities
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

A common way of describing groups at greater risk of harm in a crisis — and a label to

handle carefully.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

In technical use, vulnerability is situational: it describes exposure to a specific risk —

living on a floodplain, lacking documents, being cut off from banks. Aid agencies use it

as a targeting criterion to direct scarce resources to those most at risk, which is its

legitimate purpose.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

As a general label, it turns a circumstance into an identity: people become “the

vulnerable” rather than people made vulnerable by particular, changeable conditions—

conflict, policy, exclusion. It can also erase capacity, since the same “vulnerable

community” may be running its own highly organised response. The emerging practice

is to name the risk, not brand the people.

E X A M P L E

“Vulnerable community” tells a reader almost nothing. “Households displaced

twice this year and beyond the reach of banks” tells them exactly what matters.

Use instead: Name the specific risk and who faces it — “communities exposed to flooding”, “families

without documentation”.

Source: Peace Direct (2021).
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WE USE IT PEOPLE & PLACE

West Asia
rather than “the Middle East”

W H A T  I T  M E A N S

The region including the Levant, the Arabian Peninsula, the Gulf, and neighbouring

countries — the area English-language media usually call “the Middle East”.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

“The Middle East” describes the region by its distance from Europe: east of London

and Paris, further than the “Near East” but nearer than the “Far East”. “West Asia” refers

to the same region on its own continent and is standard in United Nations statistical

usage and in much writing from Asia and Africa. Where more precision helps, name the

Gulf, the Arabian Peninsula or the Levant.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

Neither term is neutral, and neither has tidy edges. “Middle East” is instantly

understood but keeps Europe at the centre of the map; “West Asia” de-centres

Europe but is unfamiliar to many readers, and its boundaries — Egypt, Türkiye, the

Caucasus — are debated too. The choice is a judgement about whose vantage point a

map should take.

E X A M P L E

The same summit can be reported as a “Middle East conference” in London and a

“West Asian regional meeting” in Delhi.

Source: United Nations Statistics Division (n.d.).
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USE WITH CARE POWER & LANGUAGE PEOPLE & PLACE

Youth / young people
W H A T  I T  M E A N S

“Youth” usually refers to people between adolescence and settled adulthood; many

organisations now write “young people” instead.

H O W  I T  I S  U S E D

There is no single definition. The United Nations uses 15–24 for statistics; the African

Youth Charter uses 15–35, reflecting how long the road to secure work and

independence can be. “Youth” tends to appear when people are being discussed as a

policy category — “youth unemployment”, “youth bulge” — while child-rights

organisations such as Plan International generally write “children and young people”,

and name girls and young women specifically where it matters.

W H Y  P E O P L E  D I S A G R E E

“The youth” can flatten individuals into a bloc discussed as either a problem or a

resource, and—depending on the definition—stretch to people in their mid-thirties.

“Young people” refers to persons. Others defend “youth” as a category with real

institutional weight: youth councils, youth quotas, and youth movements all

deliberately claim the word.

E X A M P L E

“Youth engagement” can mean anything from consulting a 15-year-old to

appointing a 34-year-old. “Young people aged 18–25” tells the reader who is

actually in the room.

How people describe themselves: Varies: many movements organise proudly under “youth”; other

young people find the label patronising. When in doubt, be specific about age and role.

Source: United Nations DESA (n.d.); African Union (2006).
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