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Abstract 
 
The dominant picture of the global refugee system is of UN agencies and international 
non-governmental organisations providing basic needs such as food, clothing, and shelter, 
obscuring the ways in which refugees are often the providers of protection and assistance to 
other refugees. Rather than simply being passive recipients of support, our research has found 
that refugees in Kenya and Uganda organise amongst themselves through formal organisations 
and informal networks to bridge perceived gaps in support from global governance actors, states, 
and INGOs.  
 
However, refugee-led social protection is often ignored, perceived as marginal, or framed as 
complementary to existing mechanisms. This represents a lost opportunity to understand, learn 
from, and build on the ways refugees themselves are addressing the needs they identify as most 
important. Drawing on post-development (Ferguson 1990; Escobar 1992) and post-humanitarian 
(Chouliaraki 2010) literature, this paper critically reflects on the implications of refugee-led social 
protection for global governance on refugee issues.  
 
The ‘post-protection’ framework which we develop in this paper speaks to alternative, 
community-based solutions to the challenges of displacement; and given these challenges, asks 
what the role of international refugee governance mechanisms might be. Recognising these 
dynamics goes beyond affirming refugee agency; at a time when displacement is on the rise and 
the humanitarian system has been proclaimed to be ‘failing’, ignoring the assistance work of 
refugees means ignoring solutions with potential widespread impact that have been found by 
those with the most knowledge of their situation.  
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