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Humanitarianism 

A Brief History of the Present 

Michael Barnett and Thomas G. Weiss 

For the last two decades, humanitarian organizations have been careening 
from one major emergency to another. Although aid agencies never anticipated 
that the end of the cold war would dampen the demand for their services, they 
certainly were not prepared for the challenges that they were about to encoun-
ter. Some of these spectacles made front-page news and profi led their heroic 
and not so heroic activities. In Somalia, relief workers attempted to save hun-
dreds of thousands of people from conflict-induced famine generated by war-
lords seeking food aid to feed their ambitions. In Bosnia they provided relief 
to those trapped in so-called safe havens—the United Nations Security Council 
intended them to be a sanctuary from Serbian attacks, but they quickly be-
came prisons of violence. In Rwanda they were largely absent during the geno-
cide itself but soon began attempting to save millions of displaced peoples in 
camps militarized and controlled by the architects of the genocide. In Kosovo, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq, they were funded by and operated alongside the invad-
ing parties, and then discovered that they were treated as enemy combatants by 
opposing factions. In addition to these “loud” high-profile disasters there were 
“silent” orphans in places such as Pakistan, Congo, and northern Uganda, 
where aid agencies tried to feed the needy with scant resources in a hostile con-
text. The end of conflicts produced other challenges, as aid agencies aimed to 
help survivors reclaim their lives and rebuild war-torn societies. Humanitarian 



 
  

  
 

 

 
  

  

      
  

  
 

  
    

 
     

2 Humanitarianism in Question 

organizations have been in a constant motion, frantically attempting to keep 
pace with the new, growing, and unanticipated demands. 

Analyses of humanitarian action in the post–cold war period typically high-
light two defining trends. The first is the growing willingness and ability of 
outsiders to help those at risk. Radical improvements in information technol-
ogy and logistical capacity, growing international support for a duty to aid and 
a responsibility to protect victims, multiplying numbers of relief organizations, 
and spikes in available resources offer the promise of an enhanced collective 
capacity to provide war victims with relief, rescue, and reconstruction. Al-
though the slow-motion genocide in Darfur and other tragedies are stark re-
minders that good thoughts and solemn proclamations are never enough, there 
now exists an international network that can act when and if called. Although 
these pledges serve as a bittersweet reminder of unkept promises, they at least 
represent the possibility of a more just world order. 

The second trend reflects the mounting dangers that complex emergencies 
pose for humanitarianism. 1 Although willing to answer the call, humanitar-
ian organizations have been generally ill-equipped for what they have found: 
war zones where civilian populations are the intended victims, where access is 
difficult, where aid workers are in danger of being received as a threat or as a 
resource to be captured, and where their own physical safety is in doubt. Their 
standard operating procedures provided little guidance for how they might 
operate in places such as Bosnia, Rwanda, Afghanistan, and Iraq, forcing them 
to improvise constantly. When, if ever, should they request armed protection 
and work with states? Would armed protection facilitate access or create the 
impression that aid workers were now one of the warring parties? Should they 
provide aid unconditionally? What if doing so means feeding the armies, mi-
litias, and killers who are responsible for and clearly benefi t from terrorizing 
civilian populations? At what point should aid workers withdraw because the 
situation is too dangerous? Can aid really make a difference? The contempo-
rary moment has proved so challenging that even stalwart defenders of hu-
manitarianism concede that the moral necessity of humanitarian action is no 
longer self-evident. 2 Aid workers, thus, should be forgiven if they seem almost 
nostalgic for the supposedly more straightforward emergencies of the past.3 

1 See, for example, Mary Kaldor,  New and Old Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999); Mark Duffi eld, Global Governance and the New 
Wars: The Merging of Development and Security (London: Zed Books, 2001); and Peter J. 
Hoffman and Thomas G. Weiss,  Sword and Salve: Confronting New Wars and Humanitarian 
Crises (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefi eld, 2006). 

2 Ian Smillie and Larry Minear,  The Charity of Nations: Humanitarian Action in a Calculating 
World (Bloomfi eld, Conn.: Kumarian, 2004), 1. 

3 See, for instance, the final report from a European Community Humanitarian Aid Offi ce 
(ECHO)-ICRC seminar, “Humanitarian Action: Perceptions and Security,” Lisbon, March 27–28, 
1998, 6. 



   

  

 
 

 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 
 

    
 

     

 
 

 
 

3 Humanitarianism: A Brief History of the Present 

These two trends, the first suggesting that humanitarianism is experiencing 
a golden era and the second that it is descending into a new dark age, have 
combined to cause the humanitarian community to engage in soul-searching 
about who they are, what they do, how they do it, and what impact their 
efforts have. This conversation has been animated by three identity-defi ning 
questions. 

First, what does humanitarianism aspire to accomplish? For many it is best 
identified with the provision of relief to victims of human-made and natural 
disasters. For others, though, humanitarianism does not end with the termina-
tion of the emergency; just because lives are no longer at immediate risk does 
not mean that suffering has ended or that other destructive forces that might 
appear in the future have been removed. No longer satisfied with saving in-
dividuals today only to have them be in jeopardy tomorrow—the infamous 
“well-fed dead”4—many organizations now aspire to transform the structural 
conditions that endanger populations. Their work includes development, de-
mocracy promotion, establishing the rule of law and respect for human rights, 
and postconflict peace building. These more ambitious projects expand the 
ability of aid workers to help more people in need and are designed to create 
the possibility of a more hopeful future—but, for better and worse, they coin-
cide with and sometimes become part of the grand strategies of many powerful 
states. 

Second, what are the defining principles of humanitarianism? In his fa-
mous desiderata, Jean Pictet of the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) identified seven core principles: humanity, impartiality, neutrality, in-
dependence, voluntary service, unity, and universality. The first four principles, 
though, arguably constitute the core. 5 Humanity commands attention to all 
people. Impartiality requires that assistance be based on need and not on the 
basis of nationality, race, religion, gender, or political opinion. Neutrality de-
mands that humanitarian organizations refrain from taking part in hostilities 
or from any action that either benefi ts or disadvantages the parties to the con-
flict. Independence demands that assistance should not be connected to any 
of the parties directly involved in armed conflicts or who have a stake in the 
outcome; accordingly, there is a general rule that agencies should either refuse 
or limit their reliance on government funding, especially if the donors have a 
stake in the outcome. 

4 This expression from the late Fred Cuny was fi rst popularized by Roberta Cohen, “The Dis-
placed Fall through the World’s Safety Net,”  Christian Science Monitor, February 6, 1997. 

5 For discussions, see Jean Pictet, The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross (Geneva: Henry 
Dunant Institute, 1979); David Forsythe, The Humanitarians: The International Committee of the 
Red Cross (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Fiona Terry,  Condemned to Repeat? 
The Paradox of Humanitarian Action (Ithaca: Cornell University Press); Thomas G. Weiss, “Prin-
ciples, Politics, and Humanitarian Action,” Ethics and International Affairs 13 (1999): 1–22; and 
Larry Minear,  The Humanitarian Enterprise (Bloomfi eld, Conn.: Kumarian Press, 2002). 



  

 
  

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

    

 
  

 
 

 

4 Humanitarianism in Question 

For some, these principles are nearly sacrosanct and constitutive of humani-
tarianism, in essence defining what it  is. These principles also serve as func-
tional guidelines because by adhering to them agencies can better provide relief 
and protection. If aid agencies are perceived by combatants as partial, allied 
with the opposing side, or as having a vested interest in the outcome, then they 
will have a difficult time getting access, or even worse, they may become tar-
gets. These principles, if followed and respected, create “humanitarian space” 
that provides a sanctuary for aid workers and victims. Others agree on the 
general desirability of these principles but insist on moving beyond idealistic 
dogmatism toward making them contingent on how effective they are in spe-
cifi c situations. And, under certain conditions, they can be so dysfunctional as 
to be counterproductive. How does neutrality help the victims of ethnic cleans-
ing and genocide? If states are the solution to humanitarian emergencies and 
are required to end mass killing, then what good is independence? 

Third, what are humanitarianism’s relations to politics? One perspective, 
most closely identified with the International Committee of the Red Cross, is 
that politics is a moral pollutant. The crux of the issue concerns the precise 
degree of independence. Indeed, many relief agencies nearly define the very 
meaning of humanitarianism as the opposite of “politics” and work hard to 
distinguish their actions as apolitical. 6 Although they confess that it is impos-
sible to completely seal off humanitarianism from politics, they nevertheless 
insist that agencies must guard that border. Activities such as human rights, 
development, democracy promotion, and peacebuilding are political because 
they propose to treat causes and not symptoms and thus are implicated in a 
politics of transformation. The more that aid agencies depart from the ICRC’s 
template of principles, the more political they will become, and the more dif-
fi cult it will be to provide relief. 

The contrasting position holds that it is neither possible nor desirable to sep-
arate humanitarianism and politics. It is impossible for humanitarian agencies 
to be apolitical. Their actions have political consequences, and they are viewed 
by those on the ground as political. The necessity of becoming political, how-
ever, is driven not only because of consequences or perceptions but because of 
the intention to alter the conditions that cause suffering. It is all well and good to 
deal with symptoms in the thick of an emergency, but afterward any attempt to 

6 In this way, humanitarianism has a logocentric quality, which Jacques Derrida observes is in 
play whenever “one privileged term (logos) provides the orientation for interpreting the meaning 
of the subordinate term.” Peter Nyers, “Emergency or Emerging Identities? Refugees and Trans-
formations in World Order,”  Millennium 28, no. 1 (1999): 21. For discussion of this discursive and 
binary relationship, see Mark Cutts, “Politics and Humanitarianism,” Refugee Survey Quarterly 
17, no. 1 (1998): 1–15; Liisa Malkki, “Refugees and Exile: From ‘Refugee Studies’ to the National 
Order of Things,” Annual Review of Anthropology 24 (1995): 495–523; Minear,  Humanitarian 
Enterprise, 76; Daniel Warner, “The Politics of the Political/Humanitarian Divide,”  International 
Review of the Red Cross 81, no. 833 (1999): 109–18. 



   

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

  
 
 
 

  
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
  

    

5 Humanitarianism: A Brief History of the Present 

rebuild lives and societies will necessitate an encounter with politics. It cannot 
be avoided, nor should it be. Moreover, humanitarian agencies cannot and need 
not engage in these activities on their own. They are resource starved, and states 
should be sought and welcomed as partners in promoting progressive change. 

This contemporary debate over the purposes, principles, and politics of hu-
manitarianism reveals a struggle to (re)define the humanitarian identity. Al-
though it is a tad melodramatic to claim that humanitarianism is in the midst of 
a full-blown identity crisis, humanitarian agencies do exhibit an anxiety associ-
ated with deep ontological insecurity. Several features of this debate over the hu-
manitarian identity are particularly noteworthy. To begin, similar to all debates 
about collective identities, there is an attempt to mark the boundaries between 
social kinds. Identities are not only personal or psychological, they also are so-
cial and relational, generated by the actor’s interaction with and relationship to 
others; therefore, identities are contingent, dependent on the identity’s location 
within a structured context. As aid agencies debate who they are and what prac-
tices are reflective of their identity, they simultaneously reveal who they believe 
they are not and the practices that they deem illegitimate. The attempt to defi ne 
the humanitarian identity, in other words, reflects a desire to defi ne difference. 
Although identities are always being negotiated and thus difference is constantly 
being constructed, over the last twenty years global developments, such as the 
growing prominence of states in relief-oriented activities and the proliferation 
of postconflict operations, have weakened once reasonably settled distinctions 
between humanitarianism and other areas of social life. Boundaries blur as aid 
agencies perform functions once viewed as the domain of the state and states 
perform functions once viewed as the domain of relief agencies. 

The debate over the humanitarian identity refl ects a search to recapture the 
unity and purity that is tied to its presumed universality. What unifi es humani-
tarianism? There always have been different strands of humanitarianism that 
are constituted and defi ned by different confi gurations of practices, principles, 
and understandings of the proper relationship between politics and humanitar-
ianism. Arguably, though, the ICRC’s definition of humanitarian action—the 
impartial, independent, and neutral provision of relief to those in immediate 
need because of conflict and natural disasters—was the industry standard until 
the late 1980s. Humanitarianism, in this view, meant relief and nothing but 
relief. Although other organizations such as Save the Children, CARE, and 
Oxfam also began as relief organizations and thus initially saw themselves as 
part of the humanitarian system, once relief was no longer a priority they soon 
tackled reconstruction and development activities and no longer identifi ed as 
closely with a “humanitarian” system still very much defined by relief, leaving 
ICRC as the unchallenged guardian.7 

7 Although aid agencies might aspire to reduce suffering, suffering is an inherently subjective 
category that has received considerable attention from anthropologists in the last decade. See 



  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  

 

 

     

      

     
  

6 Humanitarianism in Question 

Global developments, and especially the end of the cold war, have called 
into question ICRC’s hegemonic position, frayed humanitarianism’s unity, 
and dissolved the boundaries between humanitarianism and other activities. 
If humanitarianism, for instance, now includes development, human rights, 
democracy promotion, gender equality, and peace building, then exactly what 
distinguishes it from these other areas of life that are populated by various 
interest-driven actors, including states? The search for unity represents nothing 
less than an attempt to fix a meaning to humanitarianism and repair breaches 
in its increasingly porous boundaries. 

This search for unity also relates to a desire to restore purity. For many in 
the contemporary age, to be a humanitarian is to respond to the suffering of 
others regardless of their identity, to act selflessly, to do what can be done to 
save lives, and to place humanity above all other considerations. Stated differ-
ently, it rebels against a world that typically orbits around interest, politics, 
and power and communicates through violence, destruction, and bloodshed. 
Not without good reason, aid workers are routinely celebrated as righteous 
heroes, as the “last of the just.”8 Humanitarianism is treated as a symbol of 
what is good about the world, as the world’s superego, as suggestive of the 
possibility of a more humane world. Humanitarianism’s popularity has been 
on a steady rise over the last century. After a century of ideologies that com-
mitted mass crimes in the name of the search for a more perfect society, it of-
fers a seductive simplicity, suggests no grand commitment, and allows a new 
generation to find solidarity not in ideas of progress but rather in projects of 
moral urgency and caretaking. 9 To protect the Rwandans from genocide, to 
help the Vietnamese boat people, to feed the famine-stricken Ibo of Nigeria, 
to tend to the survivors of the 2004 tsunami, to call for action in Darfur is 
to act with a moral clarity that is depressingly rare in this cynical age. Yet an 
increasing number of practitioners and pundits have challenged this presumed 
purity over the last two decades. The Rwandan genocide, probably more than 
any other event, shattered humanitarianism’s self-confidence in its own virtue 
and opened the floodgates to critical interpretations. 10 Aid agencies seem to be 
driven by both values and interests, especially evident where some appeared to 
be “pornographers of death,” caring more about constructing heroic images of 
themselves for donors than about the plight of victims. 

Arthur Kleiman, Veena Das, and Margaret Lock, eds.,  Social Suffering (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1997). 

8 David Rieff, A Bed for the Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
2002), 333. 

9 Alain Finkielkraut, In the Name of Humanity: Reflections on the Twentieth Century (London: 
Pimlico, 2000), 91. 

10 For a sampling of this literature, see Johan Pottier,  Re-Imagining Rwanda (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002); Alex de Waal,  Famine Crimes (Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press). 



   

 

 

 

 

 

     
  

   
  

   
 

     

7 Humanitarianism: A Brief History of the Present 

There is now agreement that good intentions are not enough, if they ever 
were. Results matter. The spectacle of aid agencies feeding the perpetrators of 
the Rwandan genocide in refugee camps alongside victims presented harsh les-
sons about intentions—humanitarian actors are supposed to “do no harm” or 
at least “minimize the negative effects of their action.”11 As aid agencies allied 
themselves with states and donors, they made compromises that slowly cor-
roded their core values and beliefs. In Kosovo many aid agencies were so intent 
on rescuing the Kosovar Albanians from the Serbian forces that they subordi-
nated themselves to NATO and nearly disregarded the civilian casualties in 
Serbia and the principle of aid based on need.12 The expansion of humanitari-
anism seems to have come at a high price. The issue has become whether and 
how humanitarianism can preserve its ethics. 

These debates over the boundaries, unity, and purity of humanitarianism 
recur in questions relating to its purported universality. Although the idea of 
saving lives and relieving suffering is hardly a Western or Christian creation, 
modern humanitarianism’s origins are located in Western history and Christian 
thought. Consequently, tensions have always existed between the presumed 
universality of humanitarian organizations and their Western roots. Humani-
tarians have frequently used their goals and principles as evidence of their 
universal orientation and appeal. They have aspired to save lives regardless of 
their own nationalities, religions, cultures, or other identity markers. They have 
operated according to the principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and 
independence to underscore their depoliticized and universal character. This 
claim to universality was never as stable as partisans might have imagined. 
It was constantly challenged by countervailing forces that viewed universal 
claims as a move by the wealthy and powerful to impose their worldviews on 
the weak and vulnerable. These challenges have become more pointed in recent 
years, as a number of agencies have become more closely linked to Western 
states and committed to a politics of transformation that diffuses and protects 
values associated with the West. The growing critique of humanitarianism’s 
universalism represents a mortal threat to its very identity. 

For card-carrying members of the international humanitarian community, 
there is much at stake in this dialogue over humanitarianism’s purpose, princi-
ples, and relationship to politics. Humanitarianism is a practical endeavor, not 
a parlor game. In emergencies, it involves setting up feeding stations, providing 
medical facilities, delivering food, building shelters, and protecting the rights 

11 For the “do no harm” pledge, see Mary B. Anderson and Peter J. Woodrow,  Rising from the 
Ashes: Development Strategies at Times of Disaster (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1989), and Mary B. 
Anderson, Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support War—or Peace (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 
1999). For the “minimize the impact,” see Terry,  Condemned to Repeat, and Sarah Kenyon Lischer, 
Dangerous Sanctuaries: Refugee Camps, Civil War, and the Dilemmas of Humanitarian Aid (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2005). 

12 Tony Vaux,  The Selfi sh Altruist (Sterling, Va.: Earthscan Publishing, 2001). 



  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

    
 

8 Humanitarianism in Question 

of vulnerable populations. After the end of the emergency phase, shattered 
lives need to be repaired and reconstructed. The challenge evolves from keep-
ing individuals alive to creating the conditions so that they can survive on their 
own. Aid workers often experience considerable hardship and run consider-
able risks as they place their lives on the line to help those in need. Sometimes 
their only protection in war zones is the respect that they are given by combat-
ants because of the presumption that they are only there to keep people alive.13 

The goals, principles, and conceived relationships to politics are not rhetorical 
statements that become buried in filing cabinets or innocuously displayed in 
mission statements on brochures and websites. Rather, these expressions of 
identity govern the means and ends of humanitarian action as well as shape 
what are viewed as the safest and most effective ways to establish lifelines to 
vulnerable populations. 

For those on the outside looking in, the anxiety and debate over the humani-
tarian identity may come as something of a surprise. After all, humanitarianism 
appears to be thriving. It is now firmly established on the global agenda. There 
is a growing acceptance of the legitimacy of humanitarian action. Funding has 
skyrocketed. There are more organizations, states, and agencies dedicated to 
the idea of relieving the needless suffering of afflicted peoples than ever before. 
There exists a virtual Global Positioning System (GPS) that allows relief to be 
delivered to victims in a matter of hours. Why, then, do those in the sector act 
as if they are slipping past their golden years rather than enjoying their golden 
age? What are the forces that have so thoroughly shaken the humanitarian 
sector that they have unleashed this ontological insecurity? Why is there such 
anxiety amid all these accomplishments? What, precisely, has changed? 

In this book the contributors critically analyze the causes and consequences 
of a contested humanitarianism. We address three questions. First, what fea-
tures of humanitarianism have changed? Although we do not aspire to provide 
a definitive answer, we draw from a range of theoretical traditions in order to 
better understand some of the changes. How have the boundaries of humani-
tarianism changed? Which organizations are humanitarian and why? Have the 
organizing principles changed over the years? Are aid agencies changing their 
relationships with the great powers in the international system as well as with 
various combatants in war zones? What mechanisms are in place to ensure 
transparency and accountability? As part of the exercise, we evaluate change 
with a deep appreciation of historical context. Although we are most concerned 
with those global forces that have come together to shape the present and fu-
ture of humanitarianism, any discussion of change is premised on a temporal 
comparison. Much of the practitioner-generated discussion takes the end of the 
cold war as its baseline. The adjective “new” and the noun “paradigm shift,” 

13 See Nicholas J. Wheeler,  Saving Strangers: Humanitarian Intervention in International Soci-
ety (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
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in our view, are more narrative sleights of hand than they are historically accu-
rate. Ethical dilemmas have not been making their maiden appearance during 
these last two decades. Humanitarian organizations have always struggled to 
maintain the boundaries between themselves and other organizations that are 
viewed as motivated by interests instead of principles. Humanitarianism has a 
long and meandering history, and different strands of humanitarianism have 
always existed. Many of the thorny questions and policy debates that animate 
the fi eld should more fully consider this past. 

Second, what has led to this profound questioning of humanitarianism? Al-
though we do not seek to uncover any master variables, all of the contributors 
recognize that there have been changes in what we call the forces of destruc-
tion, production, and salvation. The increased severity and duration of wars 
has created a growing demand for more and different kinds of interventions. 
Forms of globalization, ideologies of political economy, discourses of devel-
opment, and attempts to deal with all forms of poverty have affected where 
humanitarian organizations go, what they do, and how well they are funded. 
Social movements, inspired by a range of religious and philosophical positions 
and committed to helping those in need and trying to save the world from 
itself, have contributed to the meaning and practice of humanitarianism. Hu-
manitarian is not separate from the world that it attempts to civilize; in many 
respects, it is its creature. 

Third, which aspects of humanitarianism should be called into question? In 
this book we are most interested in three—politics, power, and ethics. In part 
because of global developments, relief agencies are increasingly involved in a 
broad range of activities that are largely defined as “political,” and other or-
ganizations that are quite comfortable with politics have increasingly engaged 
in humanitarian activities. Any consideration of politics requires a discussion 
of power. Humanitarian organizations have been in painful self-denial about 
their relationship to power, preferring to see themselves as weak and vulnera-
ble as those whom they are helping. But their growing resources, their broader 
ambitions, and their relationship to global structures puts front and center 
the issue of power. Humanitarianism is largely understood as the ultimate of 
ethical acts, but a range of ethical positions leads to a range of different evalu-
ations of humanitarian action, suggesting that one person’s noble act might be 
another’s sin. 

In the next section we provide a brief overview of humanitarianism and 
presents criteria that distinguish humanitarianism, the humanitarian act, and 
the humanitarian system. We then use the concepts of the forces of destruction, 
production, and salvation to mark three distinctive periods of humanitarian-
ism from the nineteenth century to the present; doing so allows us to begin to 
identify broad trends in humanitarian action and to better situate the present 
in historical context. Practitioners and observers routinely claim that the hu-
manitarian sector has significantly expanded over the last twenty years, and 
we assemble some basic facts and figures against which such claims can be 



  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  
 

 
  

    

  

10 Humanitarianism in Question 

evaluated. In the final section we provide an overview of the central themes 
of the book—politics, power, and ethics—suggesting how humanitarianism is 
constituted in various ways by these concepts, and how humanitarian actors 
attempt to defi ne them in ways that further their ambitions. 

Humanitarianism: Defi nition and Identity 

Many histories of a concept begin by proposing a nominal, objective defi ni-
tion and proceed to demonstrate how practices related to that defi nition have 
expanded or intruded into other concepts. If we followed this path, we would 
offer a definition of humanitarianism and then explore how it has become 
institutionalized and internationalized, as well as how various activities that 
are frequently associated with humanitarianism are, in fact, better understood 
in relationship to other concepts and categories. Many have taken this tack, 
perhaps most provocatively David Rieff. In A Bed for the Night he offers a 
definition that largely rests on the independent, neutral, and impartial provi-
sion of relief to victims of conflict and natural disasters. He then proceeds to 
show how the failure of various relief-oriented actors to honor that defi nition 
has led to humanitarianism’s corruption and caused it to resemble colonialism 
and imperialism. Yet Rieff’s observation is best seen as a strategic intervention 
into a debate, a desire to draw the boundaries of humanitarianism so that there 
is no hint of politics or power. In so doing, he romanticizes humanitarianism’s 
history and denies how the meaning and practices of humanitarianism have 
been as historically fl uid as the world in which it operates. 

Any historical account of humanitarianism, as Craig Calhoun’s discussion 
reminds us, must face the challenge of defi ning its boundaries so that it is pos-
sible to write a coherent narrative while recognizing that as a social construct 
its meaning is both the product of contestations and historically contingent. 
Our strategy for navigating between the fixed and the fluid is premised on 
our observation that since the first institutionalized usage of the concept of 
humanitarianism in the early nineteenth century, participants themselves have 
identified several critical issues that distinguish humanitarianism from other 
domains of social life. 14 Specifically, many within the humanitarian sector tend 

14 Drawing from Quentin Skinner’s claim that historians must avoiding projecting their own 
concerns onto the past, Claire McLisky insists that humanitarianism must be understood in terms 
of the meanings it held for those who used the term; in the context of Aborigine protection socie-
ties in Australia in the nineteenth century, humanitarianism was used by critics of these protection 
societies in a derogatory way—humanitarians are moralizers and busybodies—and those advocat-
ing reforms preferred to present themselves in other ways. “ ‘Due Observance of Justice, and the 
Protection of Their Rights’: Philanthropy, Humanitarianism, and Moral Purpose in the Aborigines 
Protection Society circa 1837 and Its Portrayal in Australian Historiography, 1883–2003,”  Limina 
11 (2005): 57–66. 
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to conceive the ideal humanitarian act as motivated by an altruistic desire to 
provide life-saving relief; to honor the principles of humanity, neutrality, im-
partiality, and independence; and to do more good than harm. Those actions 
and organizations that stick to these goals, intentions, principles, and outcomes 
are unambiguously humanitarian; the further the distance between the act or 
organization and these criteria, the less plausible is the claim. Because very 
few organizations or acts achieve this idealized status, most reside in various 
shades of gray. There is widespread agreement that the essence of humanitar-
ian action is to save lives at risk. This commitment is most visible when relief 
is delivered to those whose lives hang in the balance. At times these threats are 
caused by natural events. Hurricane Katrina and the Kashmir earthquake in 
2005, the tsunami of 2004, and Hurricane Mitch in 1999 left thousands dead 
and hundreds of thousands needing relief. At other times, the harm is caused 
by human beings. War, genocide, ethnic conflict, and other forms of organized 
violence are the major reason why lives are at stake.15 Humanitarian action 
also is intended to help those for whom harm lurks in the future. Many hu-
manitarian organizations publicize human rights violations, work to alleviate 
poverty, and provide access to medicines to prevent or reduce suffering. 

But what sort of causal distance should be permitted between the act and 
the outcome? To defi ne humanitarianism so that it includes nearly all conceiv-
able acts that might potentially alleviate suffering would stretch the concept 
to the point of uselessness. Many state activities, from the provision of wel-
fare support to job training, could conceivably be deemed “humanitarian.” 
Multinational corporations might claim to be part of the humanitarian sector 
because of the proposition that international trade leads to economic growth, 
economic growth leads to increased incomes and tax revenues, increased in-
comes and tax revenues can translate into improved health care, and improved 
health care can reduce rates of mortality and morbidity. 

To avoid either grossly speculative or justificatory claims, many insist that 
intentions matter—the act must be intended to save lives and reduce suffering. 
The term “humanitarians” frequently connotes altruistic individuals giving 
unto others without expecting anything in return, and potentially sacrifi cing 
something in the process. Although most humanitarian organizations avoid 
the language of altruism, they stress something of a synonym—“voluntarism.” 
Sometimes “voluntary” is translated as “unpaid.” J. Henri Dunant’s original 
proposal for establishing a relief corps was premised on unpaid volunteers.16 

Yet another interpretation of voluntarism, one that probably better captures 

15 This book focuses on humanly produced disasters because they are largely responsible for 
producing the debates and propelling the changes within humanitarianism. However, there is a fi ne 
line between “natural” and “human-made” disasters, and while nature has an objective reality, 
there is a social distribution of risk that is humanly produced. 

16 Henry Dunant, A Memory of Solferino (London: Cassell, 1947). 



  

 
 

 
 

 

 

  
 

 

 
 

 

      
     

 
      
    

 
 

    
 

12 Humanitarianism in Question 

its present meaning, emphasizes those who willingly accept a dangerous un-
dertaking, who exhibit a certain sprit of selflessness, and who are ready to sac-
rifice for others. What matters is not whether an individual is paid but rather 
whether economic compensation is a primary or secondary motivation. 

Yet do Dunant’s volunteers exist? Provocatively characterized by one  veteran 
as “selfish altruists,” aid workers give to others but expect power, esteem, and 
social status in return.17 They might be exceptional human beings, but they 
remain fl esh-and-blood, complicated creatures who have a mixture of motives 
and feelings. The professionalization of the sector and the attempt to retain 
highly valued staff and attract employees from the private sector has intro-
duced familiar rewards into the contemporary humanitarian sector. Salaries, 
benefit packages, and pensions have become competitive. Humanitarianism 
might not be a career like any other, but for many it is increasingly a profession 
as well as an avocation.18 

Those within the sector also distinguish humanitarian action on the basis 
of the principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence. Al-
though aid organizations might disagree on when the operating principles of 
independence and neutrality are functional for promoting various desired out-
comes, they are in general agreement that the principles of impartiality and hu-
manity are not merely designed to help achieve particular ends but are defi ning 
features of their very identity. The principle of humanity is expressive of a gen-
eral commitment to “prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever it may be 
found,” “to protect life and health and to ensure respect for the human being,” 
and to “promote mutual understanding, friendship, co-operation and lasting 
peace amongst all peoples.”19 Humanity, in this fundamental way, is connected 
to cosmopolitanism—the claim that each person is of equal moral worth and 
a subject of moral concern, and that in the “justification of one’s choices one 
must take the prospects of everyone affected equally into account.”20 Impar-
tiality presumes that all those at risk, regardless of their identity, deserve equal 
attention and consideration. The desire to help those who are suffering re-
gardless of place and politics means that international borders, identities, and 
ideologies do not circumscribe obligations to victims. 21 Humanitarian organi-
zations are expressing a cosmopolitan ethic as they relieve suffering and save 

17 Vaux, Selfi sh Altruist.
18 Stephen Hopgood, Keepers of the Flame: Understanding Amnesty International (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 2006). 
19 Pictet, Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross. 
20 Charles Beitz, “Cosmopolitan Liberalism and the States System,” in Political Restructur-

ing in Europe: Ethical Perspectives, ed. Chris Brown (London: Routledge, 1994), 124. Also see 
Andrew Linklater,  The Transformation of Political Community (Columbia: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1998), chap. 2. 

21 Craig Calhoun, “A World of Emergencies: Fear, Intervention, and the Limits of Cosmopoli-
tan Order,”  Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology 41, no. 4 (2004): 375–95. 
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lives, and in this fundamental way they are different from other organizations, 
such as states, that do the same. 

Increasingly those in the sector also include outcomes as an essential char-
acteristic. Until the 1990s, aid agencies rarely contemplated whether their 
actions did more good than harm—they presumed that good intentions were 
evidence of good outcomes. Such presumptions were shattered, though, by 
long-running killing in the Balkans and frenetic genocide in Rwanda, and 
the demand from donors that aid agencies demonstrate that their actions had 
their intended effects. Assessing impact has proved to be an empirical chal-
lenge, a theme explored by both James Fearon and Janice Gross Stein in their 
chapters. Moreover, the measurement of benchmarks has profound ramifi ca-
tions for relief agencies, inviting comparisons with other kinds of organiza-
tions, including for-profi t firms and even militaries. If greater capabilities and 
lower costs are the bottom line, as Stephen Hopgood provocatively argues 
in chapter 4, then a commercial enterprise such as Wal-Mart could in theory 
be a relief organization. What if such an organization is more effi cient than 
nonprofit ones and thus saves more lives? Do the recipients of blankets, food, 
and medicine really care if the money comes from the U.S. government and 
then is “laundered” through a nonprofit agency? Do they really care if these 
life-saving goods are delivered by the U.S. military or Kellogg, Brown and 
Root (KBR)? 

Because the criteria used to define the humanitarian act are susceptible to 
intrusions, contradictions, and disturbances, it should come as little surprise 
that there are similar debates over what qualifies as a humanitarian organiza-
tion. We are willing to bet that most citizens, if asked to identify a humanitar-
ian organization, would immediately respond by naming a nongovernmental 
organization (NGO) from which they have received an appeal in the mail such 
as Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), CARE, Save the Children, World Vision 
International, Catholic Relief Services (CRS), or Oxfam. This familiarity prob-
ably owes to their perceived qualities, including their relief-oriented activities, 
intentions, principles, and general ability to deliver on their promises. But 
NGOs do not have a monopoly in the sector. 22 

22 Hugo Slim playfully but perceptively mocks those who claim that humanitarian agencies 
have a monopoly on relief: “First, I wonder if there is an analogy between humanitarianism and 
humour. Laughter is a universal good. What would the world be like if only clowns were allowed 
to be funny and make people laugh? This would be a terrible world that confined humour to a 
professional class and restricted a universal human desire and capacity. At times, it can sound as if 
NGO humanitarians are suggesting something similar about humanitarian action. It is something 
that they want everyone to value and enjoy but which only they are allowed to do. Often, by im-
plying this, they can come across as smug and self-righteous. If this is what they really think, then 
this is humanitarian professionalism gone mad.” Hugo Slim, “Humanitarianism with Borders? 
NGOs, Belligerent Military Forces and Humanitarian Action,” Journal of Humanitarian Assis-
tance, http://www.jha.ac/articles/a118.htm. 



  

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

 
 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

14 Humanitarianism in Question 

Because of their presumed attributes, many intergovernmental organizations— 
including the World Food Programme (WFP), United Nations Children’s Emer-
gency Fund (UNICEF), and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR)—also are counted. The ICRC is the patriarch of the system and 
is neither, strictly speaking, nongovernmental nor intergovernmental; it is in a 
category by itself because states provide the bulk of its resources and also gave 
it a particular mandate—to develop, protect, and disseminate international hu-
manitarian law—but individual citizens, and not states, are members. What of 
the host of charitable and philanthropic foundations that fund and implement 
programs? For instance, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation—already the 
world’s largest foundation before the $30 billion gift from Warren Buffett in 
2006—has targeted various life-threatening diseases. It is only the most recent 
in a long line of philanthropic and charitable organizations, including the Ford, 
Rockefeller, and Agha Khan foundations, that might be included because of their 
presumed qualities. 

What of states and commercial firms that occasionally provide assistance? 
For organizations that have pledged loyalty to humanitarianism’s core princi-
ples, the answer is a visceral “no.” However, if what matters is the reduction of 
suffering in catastrophes, then a more subtle response is demanded. States can 
and do contribute to relief and thus can save lives. Since 1990 the business com-
munity has provided signifi cant financial support, delivered relief, and encour-
aged others to contribute to the cause. Although nonprofit agencies will grudg-
ingly acknowledge the contributions of states and commercial fi rms—and thus 
might consider them to be part of the humanitarian sector—they nevertheless 
insist that they are not humanitarian organizations because their motives are 
all wrong. States and commercial firms have more than saving lives on their 
minds when they deliver relief: states generally get involved when their foreign 
policy interests are at stake, and the private sector recognizes that being seen 
as doing good can be good for business. Existing humanitarian agencies that 
use motives and principles—and not outcomes—to justify their differentiation 
should not be so self-assured, because the criteria might not be as favorable to 
humanitarian organizations as they think. Although for-profit relief enterprises 
are largely driven by contracts and not by perceived need, even not-for-profi t 
agencies are obliged to recognize economic imperatives, and thus fi nancial con-
cerns shape their decisions and activities. Moreover, we should not be so ready 
to assume that the latter necessarily have purer and nobler motives than those 
in for-profi t firms; there is plenty of evidence that staff in both sectors have a 
mixture of motives. 

This discussion of the criteria frequently used to identify the humanitarian act 
and organization has three implications. One is that there are more gray than 
either black or white areas—certainly much more than many in the humanitar-
ian sector are prepared to acknowledge. Although venerable aid agencies like 
to use these criteria to legitimate their activities, to generate status, and even to 
determine who controls access to resources, the distinguishing boundaries are 
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rather porous. Another is that there is considerable diversity both within the 
humanitarian sector and even within individual agencies. There are agencies 
that focus on medical relief during times of war and agencies that provide relief 
and a host of other activities whose intent is not to save lives but to provide 
long-term empowerment. Even agencies such as MSF that focus on medical 
relief in emergency situations can become political as they feel the tug to pro-
vide long-term care and to alter political and economic arrangements in order 
to improve access of the world’s poor to drugs. 23 Last, and hardly least, the cri-
teria that are used and the weight assigned them are generally driven by those 
within the sector. Although there might be principled reasons why existing hu-
manitarian organizations want to preserve existing distinctions, there also are 
self-interested reasons why they have a stake in keeping membership limited, 
including the desire to maintain their autonomy and resource base. 

Destruction, Production, and Salvation 

The terrain on which humanitarians walk is nourished by the forces of destruc-
tion, production, and salvation.24 The forces of destruction include those acts 
of violence that place individuals at immediate risk. Massacres, international 
and civil wars, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and war-induced fam-
ines have been a principal “call to alms.”25 Changes in military technology 
and strategy furthered the desire to expand the laws of war and provide more 
protections and relief to civilians. At times states have seen intimate connec-
tions between their security interests and humanitarian emergencies. These 
acts of violence, though, would probably not lead to international action were 
it not for their very visibility. Media imagery, beginning with the emergence of 
war reporting in the mid-nineteenth century and continuing with today’s sat-
ellite, telecommunications, and web-based technologies, has increased public 

23 Over the last decade various practitioners and scholars have offered a range of classifi ca-
tions and taxonomies that are intended to define critical differences among aid agencies. Some 
criteria include big versus small, secular versus religious, European versus American, and full-
service versus relief-oriented. The claim, in other words, is that these differences in nationalities, 
mandates, organizational cultures, and size are relevant for understanding what humanitarian 
organizations do, how they react to circumstances in the field, and how they respond to external 
pressures. For different approaches, see Abby Stoddard, “Trends in US Humanitarian Policy,” in 
The New Humanitarianisms: A Review of Trends in Global Humanitarian Action, ed. Joanna 
Macrae, Humanitarian Policy Group Report 11 (London: Overseas Development Institute, 2002); 
Weiss, “Principles, Politics, and Humanitarian Action”; Smillie and Minear,  Charity of Nations, 
192; and Michael Barnett, “Humanitarianism Transformed,”  Perspectives on Politics 3, no. 4 
(2005): 723–41. 

24 We thank Bud Duvall for suggesting this formulation. 
25 Hugo Slim, A Call to Alms: Humanitarian Action and the Art of War (Geneva: Centre for 

Humanitarian Dialogue, February 2004). 



  

 

 

  

 

 

 

  
 

  

      

  
     

 
    

 

16 Humanitarianism in Question 

awareness, which, in turn, has created a demand that something be done in the 
face of conscience-shocking suffering. States do not always wait for their citi-
zens to demand action. At times they decide that their security interests might 
be furthered by humanitarian action. They tend to become most pained when 
the suffering intersects with their already existing security interests, and they 
are not averse to legitimating their foreign policy actions by flying the fl ag of 
humanitarianism. 

The forces of production include capitalism and the global economy, ide-
ologies regarding the state’s role in society, and the funding environment. The 
debate regarding the relationship between capitalism and humanitarianism 
emerged the moment that formal organizations first appeared in the early nine-
teenth century and declared that they were trying to save the world from itself. 
One line of thought treats capitalism as the structure and humanitarianism 
as part of the superstructure that is functional for capitalist reproduction and 
expansion. In the Communist Manifesto, Karl Marx identifi ed “economists, 
philanthropists, humanitarians, improvers of the condition of the working 
class, organizers of charity, members of society for the prevention of cruelty to 
animals, temperance fanatics, hold-and-corner reformers of every imaginable 
kind” as operating to smooth over social grievances and help improve bourgeois 
society. 26 Similarly, some accounts of the end of slavery treat the abolitionists 
as closet capitalists, or as pushing on an open door because slavery was no lon-
ger economically viable and new forms of labor relations were desirable given 
changes in the agrarian economy and industrialization. 27 

An alternative view does not reduce humanitarianism to the functional 
needs of capitalism but instead traces how dislocations caused by capitalism 
prepared the conditions for humanitarianism. Market expansion, industrial-
ization, and urbanization undermined the existing religious and normative 
order. In response, religious and secular leaders proposed solutions that in-
cluded new kinds of public interventions that would help to restore a moral 
order—a moral order that also could further capitalism. For instance, industri-
alists saw rampant alcohol consumption as a major problem; they supported 
emerging temperance movements that treated alcohol as part of the devil’s 
bag of tricks and encouraged individuals to become sober, self-disciplined, and 
responsible. 28 

26 In his commentary on “Conservative, or Bourgeois Socialism,” Communist Manifesto, 
chap. 3. Cited in M. J. D. Roberts,  Making English Morals: Voluntary Association and Moral 
Reform in England, 1787–1886 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 5. 

27 See David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture (Ithaca: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 1966); and John Ashworth, “The Relationship between Capitalism and Humanitarian-
ism,” American Historical Review 92, no. 4 (1987): 813–28. 

28 For a review of this literature, see Thomas Haskell, “Capitalism and the Origins of the Hu-
manitarian Sensibility, Part 1,” and “Capitalism and the Origins of the Humanitarian Sensibility, 
Part 2,” American Historical Review 90, no. 3 (1985): 547–66. 
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Almost two hundred years later, a similar debate exists regarding the con-
temporary relationship between economic forces and moral action. Some sug-
gest that the when, where, and why of humanitarian action can be reduced to 
economic imperatives. This charge is frequently leveled at states when they 
undertake or support humanitarian action. NGO activities also have been cou-
pled with the needs of capitalist expansion and stabilization. Their postconfl ict 
stabilization programs include, for instance, market-oriented development. But 
their presence might be more than temporary. In the global South, a stripped-
down state pursuing structural adjustment programs increasingly is obliged to 
call on outside humanitarian organizations to provide basic social services. At 
such moments NGOs are performing statelike functions and might be charac-
terized as “parastatal.” Aid agencies, in short, are becoming welfare workers 
as the neoliberal state outsources its basic welfare functions while focusing on 
the needs of the private sector. As Fiona Terry warns, “If aid organizations 
pursue conflict resolution and peace-building activities, they are likely not only 
to increase the negative consequences of humanitarian action, but to further 
exonerate states of their responsibilities in these realms.”29 

Ideologies regarding the state’s proper role in society and the economy also 
have shaped the demand for humanitarian assistance. During the nineteenth 
century’s era of Dickensian capitalism, various charitable and reform-minded 
organizations stepped in where the state refused or failed to tread, while in the 
United States the combination of a growing urban underclass alongside the ap-
pearance of oil and manufacturing tycoons led the latter to create and support 
various kinds of philanthropic, charitable, and humanitarian organizations to 
improve human welfare.30 The emergence of the welfare state during the 1930s 
increased the resources available for their activities. The post-1980s ideology 
of neoliberalism and the limited state created a greater demand for humanitar-
ian organizations. 

The discourses of globalization have shaped the professionalization, bureau-
cratization, and rationalization of the humanitarian “firm.” Indeed, “the formal 
[humanitarian] system has adopted many of the routine practices of modern 
welfare provision in Western states,” according to Hugo Slim, a veteran com-
mentator on humanitarian action. “To this end, it has tried to adopt a modern 
bureaucratic model of management and organization to shape and sharpen its 
fast-growing organizations whose smaller antecedents were originally based 
on simpler notions of charity, volunteerism, activism, and social service.” 31 

29 Terry, Condemned to Repeat? 245. 
30 See Gertrude Himmelfarb, Poverty and Compassion: The Moral Imagination of the Late 

Victorians (New York: Vintage, 1991), and Himmelfarb,  The Idea of Poverty: England in the 
Early Industrial Age (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1984). 

31 Hugo Slim, “Global Welfare: A Realistic Expectation for the International Humanitarian 
System?” ALNAP Review of Humanitarian Action in 2005: Evaluation Utilisation (December 
2006), 20. Available at http://www.odi.org.uk/ALNAP/publications/RHA2005/rha05_Ch1.pdf. 



  

  
  

  
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

     
 

18 Humanitarianism in Question 

Moreover, increasingly Western governments have turned to NGOs because 
they were supposedly more efficient in delivering services than either bilateral 
or intergovernmental organizations.32 

Some of this is, undoubtedly, positive, especially if it allows them to save 
more lives with the same resources. Yet such discourse is not value neutral. 
As Stephen Hopgood vividly observes, language has changed substantially. 
Humanitarian organizations speak of “beneficiaries,” have offi ces that culti-
vate “clients,” make use of their “brand,” aspire to increase their “effi ciency,” 
and adopt modern “accountability” and governance mechanisms. Further, as 
Janice Gross Stein notes in chapter 5, understandings of accountability im-
ported from the business world usually privilege the donor over the recipient. 
A heightened emphasis on efficiency and the search for objective indicators of 
success might lead to the displacement of goals that are not easily quantifi ed, 
such as the desire to restore dignity to victimized populations and to create a 
genuine cosmopolitanism. 

The funding environment shapes the opportunities for and the forms of hu-
manitarian action in various ways. Money is scarce, but populations in need 
certainly are not. Although there are moments, frequently during well-publicized 
disasters, when humanitarian organizations are flush with funds, more com-
mon is the constant concern for maintaining the funding base. Appeals to do-
nors must tug on their heartstrings and convince them that they can help make 
a difference. Some donors ask for little or nothing in return. Such faith-based 
organizations as World Vision International, the American Friends Service 
Committee (AFSC), and Lutheran World Relief depend on religious constit-
uencies and thus can count on core funds with few preconditions attached. 
Those agencies that rely on official funding are less fortunate because they 
must manage relations with finicky, temperamental, demanding governmental 
donors that expect to have some control over how these funds are used. In the 
1990s the amount of funding available for humanitarian activities nearly tri-
pled, but increasingly these resources came from a handful of powerful states, 
were earmarked, and were accompanied by greater controls and conditions 
to try to ensure that the donors got something for their money. Organizations 
such as the International Rescue Committee found themselves dedicating more 
and more time at their board meetings to the problem of trying to maintain a 
high public profile in order to manage their relations with the U.S. government, 
from which it received the bulk of its funding. 

An additional feature of the funding environment is the competition for scarce 
resources. Competition can have various effects. It can encourage agencies to 
become more effective at existing tasks; to specialize in different areas, such 

32 Joanna MacRae et al., Uncertain Power: The Challenging Role of Official Donors in Hu-
manitarian Action, Humanitarian Policy Group Report 12 (London: Overseas Development In-
stitute), 18–21. 
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as sanitation, shelter, and medicine; to compete for market share by expanding 
into new areas such as democracy promotion and peace building; to stress pub-
lic relations and attempt to develop and protect their brand; to move into high-
profile areas such as advocacy and deemphasize less-captivating areas such as 
building latrines that nevertheless might save more lives; and to change their 
principles, priorities, and policies so that they are more consistent with the 
demands of their funders. These countervailing pressures are present in nearly 
every high-profi le emergency. 

The forces of salvation concern moral discourses, religious beliefs, ethical com-
mitments, and international norms that generate an obligation to help distant 
strangers. Although such imperatives are as old as humankind, in the nineteenth 
century ethical commitments began to be institutionalized and international-
ized. The Enlightenment and Christian reform movements helped to foster the 
discourse of humanity and the rights-bearing individual, to dissolve superfi cial 
differences in favor of a community of humankind, and to create a faith in the 
possibility of using social institutions to bring progress to society and perfect the 
individual.33 The institutionalization of liberalism—emphasizing freedom, prog-
ress, development, individual autonomy, and liberty—has historically trans-
lated into support for democracy, markets, human rights, and the rule of law. 
In turn, the dominance of liberalism in the humanitarian sector is linked to the 
possibility of engineering a peaceful and productive society. 

Religious beliefs also contribute to a humanitarian ethic. Charity is a long-
standing religious value. Christianity’s notion of love and compassion includes 
the idea of charity and obligations to strangers.34 Zakat, which roughly trans-
lates to voluntarism, is one of the five pillars of Islam and reflects Islamic identity, 
commands various forms of charity, and is intended to foster solidarity within 
the community. 35 Tzadakah and the idea of repairing the world makes charity 
and good works part of the Jewish identity. 36 Although there is tremendous his-
torical and cross-cultural variation regarding whether faith demands a mission-
ary impulse and whether charity extends to those outside the community of the 
faithful, many religions hold that charity is a cornerstone of religious identity. 37 

Yet arguably, and as Craig Calhoun explores in chapter 3, it is Christianity 
and Christian faith-based organizations that so far have had the most signifi cant 

33 Finkielkraut, In the Name of Humanity, chap. 1. 
34 Norman Fiering, “Irresistible Compassion: An Aspect of Eighteenth-Century Sympathy and 

Humanitarianism,” Journal of the History of Ideas 37, no. 2 (1976): 195–218. 
35 M. A. Mohamed Salih, “Islamic NGOs in Africa: The Promise and Peril of Islamic Volun-

tarism,” in Islamism and Its Enemies in the Horn of Africa, ed. Alex de Waal (London: Hurst, 
2004), 146–81. 

36 See, for instance, Ina Friedman, “Jewish Soft Power,”  Jerusalem Report, July 24, 2006, 11–12. 
37 See Ephraim Isaac, “Humanitarianism across Religions and Cultures,” in Humanitarianism 

across Borders: Sustaining Civilians in Times of War, ed. Thomas G. Weiss and Larry Minear 
(Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1993), 13–22. 
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influence on contemporary humanitarian action. They were present at the 
creation—usually dated to the nineteenth century—and, in fact, helped to give 
it life. The various “awakenings” fed into new kinds of social reform move-
ments: Quakers and evangelicals took the lead in abolitionism, various mis-
sionaries were at the forefront of trying to improve the lives of those at home 
and the colonized, and faith-based organizations were prominent in delivering 
relief to victims of war and natural disasters. The “just war” tradition has 
found its way into standard operating principles, including most recently the 
responsibility to protect.38 The image of the Good Samaritan is widespread 
throughout the industry. Among the top contributors to international assis-
tance are such religion-inspired NGOs as World Vision, CARE, Catholic Relief 
Services, and Oxfam. Although relatively modest in resources, the Christian 
pacifists play a disproportionate role through the AFSC (Quakers) and the 
Mennonite Central Committee. Although many have distanced themselves 
from their proselytizing origins and are fairly secular in their activities, some 
of the criticism waged against Western humanitarian organizations centers 
around the limitations of their Judeo-Christian cultural bias among what are 
increasingly Muslim clients, as Laura Hammond notes in chapter 7. 

Also important are international laws, norms, and principles. The meaning 
of sovereignty has varied from one historical era to the other, and these varia-
tions matter greatly for what humanitarian actors can and should do. During 
colonialism, humanitarian action by colonial states and missionaries was fre-
quently presented as intended to help create self-governing and civilized states 
that could become independent and sovereign. Over the last twenty years, a 
shift has occurred in the meaning of sovereignty—away from a view that the 
state possesses absolute sovereignty to the view that citizens are sovereign, 
that states have obligations to their citizens, and that if states either cannot or 
do not fulfill these obligations then the international community inherits that 
responsibility. 39 The discourse of human rights also has shaped the demand 
for various kinds of interventions that were presumed to help protect individu-
als from abuse and to give them the opportunities and capabilities that they 
require to improve their lives. 40 In general, the discourses surrounding rights, 
sovereignty, and justice have slowly but impressively created new standards for 

38 As with all generalizations, there are exceptions. Some scholars have studied non-Western 
origins of “just war” theory. For example, see James Turner Johnson,  The Holy War Idea in West-
ern and Islamic Traditions (University Park: Penn State University Press, 1997), and Johnson, Just 
War Tradition and the Restraint of War: A Moral and Historical Inquiry (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1981). 

39 Michael Barnett, “The New United Nations Politics of Peace: From Juridical Sovereignty to 
Empirical Sovereignty,”  Global Governance 1, no. 1 (1995): 79–97. 

40 David Chandler,  From Kosovo to Kabul (Washington, D.C.: Pluto Press, 2002), chap. 1; and, 
Bronwyn Leebaw, “The Politics of Impartial Activism: Humanitarianism and Human Rights,” 
Perspectives on Politics 5, no. 2 (June 2007): 223–40. 
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states, provided new metrics of civilization, and suggested a new rhetoric of 
justifi cation for intervention on behalf of the weak and powerless. 

Three Periods within Humanitarianism 

The configuration of the forces of destruction, production, and salvation affect 
the purposes of humanitarianism in a given era. We posit the existence of three 
periods—from the early nineteenth century through World War II; from 1945 
until the end of the cold war; and from 1990 until today, with the possibility 
of some important discontinuities following the September 11, 2001, terrorist 
attacks.41 

Contemporary forms of humanitarianism, as Craig Calhoun describes in 
chapter 3, began in the nineteenth century as a consequence primarily of the 
forces of production and salvation. 42 The context was the perceived break-
down of society and emergence of moral ills that were being caused by rapid 
industrialization, urbanization, and market expansion. Drawing from a mix-
ture of religious and Enlightenment ideas, various intellectuals, politicians, 
jurists, and members of the clergy adopted the language of humanitarianism 
to describe their proposed social and political reforms and to push for public 
interventions to alleviate suffering and restore society’s moral basis. Their ideas 
were responsible for and connected to such movements as temperance, char-
ity for the poor, regulations regarding child labor, and mass education. 43 On 
occasion, though, they looked outward. Their most celebrated achievement 
occurred in 1831 when British abolitionists campaigned successfully to outlaw 
the transatlantic slave trade. 

If war-related international humanitarianism had an inaugural moment, it 
was in 1864 with the establishment of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross and the emergence of international humanitarian law. 44 In response to 
the circumstances of fallen and injured soldiers, humanitarian activists pursed 
an immediate goal—to convince states to give them access to these populations 
at risk. The popularity and resonance of the idea were enormous; within three 

41 Michael Barnett is developing this argument in Humanitarianism: A History (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, forthcoming). 

42 For various statements on the origins of humanitarianism, see Fiering, “Irresistible Compas-
sion,” 195–218; A. R. Humphreys, “ ‘The Friend of Mankind’ (1700–60): An Aspect of Eighteenth-
Century Sensibility,”  Review of English Studies 24, no. 95 (July 1949): 203–18; and Maurice 
Parmelee, “The Rise of Modern Humanitarianism,” American Journal of Sociology 21, no. 3 
(1915): 345–59. 

43 See Samuel Clyde McCulloch, British Humanitarianism: Essays Honoring Frank Klingberg 
(Kingsport, Tenn.: Church Historical Society, 1950). 

44 See François Bugnion, The International Committee of the Red Cross and the Protection of 
War Victims (Geneva: ICRC, 2003), chap. 2. 



  

 

   
 

 

  

  

 

 

    
 

  

 

     
 

     
 

    
 

    
 

 

22 Humanitarianism in Question 

years the grassroots campaign produced the ICRC and the Geneva Conven-
tions. An unsuccessful effort at Brussels in 1874 to consider a draft of the laws 
of war drawn up by Tsar Alexander II met with more success later and formed 
the basis for the 1899 and 1907 Hague Conventions. 

The relationship between colonialism and humanitarianism is more com-
plicated than the reductionist view that the latter was an outgrowth of and 
justification for imperialism. Certainly there is some basis for that position. 45 

King Leopold, for example, justified his genocidal exploitation of the Congo 
as advancing civilization and as a humanitarian project.46 The missionary fre-
quently could be a “civilizing” agent, easing the way for external domination. 
Yet there were instances in which missionaries called for colonial interventions 
that state leaders believed was against their imperial interests; a classic case 
here is how the British population’s desire to stamp out the slave trade led 
to the ill-fated expedition to the Sudan in 1882, an expedition opposed by 
British prime minister William Gladstone. 47 Some missionaries were outraged 
by the un-Christian behavior of foreign merchants who engaged in all forms of 
debauchery and exploitation.48 In the late nineteenth century various mission-
ary organizations began to develop self-doubts about the idea of conversion 
on the grounds that it led to a denigration of local traditions, customs, and 
cultures. 49 Thus, although humanitarianism was often invoked as an alibi for 
interest-based interventions, in many cases it came to oppose colonial senti-
ments and actions. 

Humanitarianism’s next great leap forward occurred as a consequence 
of the two world wars of the twentieth century. Many of the most familiar 
of today’s nongovernmental and intergovernmental organizations emerged 
in reaction to these forces of destruction. In response to the refugees cre-
ated by the Russian Revolution, the League of Nations established the High 

45 Frederick Cooper, “Modernizing Colonialism and the Limits of Empire,” in  Lessons of Em-
pire: Imperial Histories and American Power, ed. Craig Calhoun, Frederick Cooper, and Kevin 
Moore (New York: New Press, 2006), 65–67; Alice Conklin,  A Mission to Civilize: The Republi-
can Idea of Empire in France and Africa, 1895–1930 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998); 
and Ann Stoler and Frederick Cooper, “Between Metropole and Colony: Rethinking a Research 
Agenda,” in Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World, ed. Ann Stoler and 
Frederick Cooper (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 1–56. 

46 Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism in Colonial 
Africa (New York: Mariner Books, 1999). 

47 See P.M. Holt,  The Mahdist State in the Sudan (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), 32–44; and 
Robin Neilands, The Dervish Wars: Gordon and Kitchener in the Sudan (London: John Murray, 
1996), 23–34. 

48 Amanda Porterfield, “Protestant Missionaries: Pioneers of American Philanthropy,” in  Char-
ity, Philanthropy, and Civility in American History, ed. Lawrence Friedman and Mark McGarvie 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 49–69. 

49 Emily Rosenberg, “Missions to the World: Philanthropy Abroad,” in  Charity, Philanthropy, 
and Civility in American History, ed. Lawrence Friedman and Mark McGarvie (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 242. 
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Commissioner for Russian Refugees (1920–22), headed by Fridtjof Nansen, 
who subsequently expanded his mandate to include other continental popula-
tions. Two holdovers from his efforts, the Intergovernmental Committee for 
Refugees and the High Commissioner for Refugees, fused in 1943 to form the 
United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA). NGOs, in 
most cases, were ahead of states in the area of refugee relief (and lobbying states 
to do their share). Russian refugees prompted two English sisters, Eglantyne 
Jebb and Dorothy Buxton, to found Save the Children. The advent of the Nazi 
regime led Albert Einstein to start the International Rescue Committee. 

The specter of rampant inhumanity during World War II led an “interna-
tional community” to work for a different future. It would be a gross mistake 
to see the resulting surge in institution building as the triumph of humani-
tarianism. After all, the demand for new institutions, laws, and inspirational 
slogans was a response to the utter desecration of the very idea of humanity 
and an inversion of Enlightenment principles. That said, the Holocaust and 
concentration camps, the firebombings, and the use of nuclear weapons led 
diplomats and activists to call for the protection of civilians, the dispossessed, 
and human dignity. The very idea of human dignity led to such normative 
humanitarian pillars as the 1945 United Nations Charter, the 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, the 1948 Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, and the 1949 Geneva Conventions (and 
eventually the 1977 Additional Protocols).50 There also was a growth in in-
tergovernmental and nongovernmental machinery. UNRRA was revamped in 
1946 as the International Rescue Organization, which became the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees in 1951; although it was supposed to be a tempo-
rary agency limited to European refugees, it soon became a permanent feature 
in global affairs. UNICEF had a similar institutional biography. In 1942 a 
group of Quakers founded the Oxford Committee for Famine Relief (later 
shortened to Oxfam) to respond to the Greek famine. Shortly after the end of 
the war, Lutheran World Relief, Church World Service, and Caritas Interna-
tional came into being—fostered by Lutherans, the U.S. National Council of 
Churches, and the Vatican, respectively. 

Decolonization and the emergence of a development discourse also fed into 
a desire to reduce suffering in what was not yet called the “third world” or 
“global South.”51 Development became, to some, a novel tool to combat the 
twin scourges of war and inequality, the new just cause. The World Bank— 
whose acronym remains IBRD, International Bank for Reconstruction and 

50 Paul Rabinow,  Human DNA (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 103. 
51 For good discussions of development in world-historical context, see Arturo Escobar,  En-

countering Development (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994); Frederick Cooper and 
Randall Packard, eds., International Development and the Social Sciences (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1997); and Gilbert Rist, The History of Development: From Western Origins to 
Global Faith (New York: Zed Books, 2002). 
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Development—was founded initially to “reconstruct” and “develop” Europe, 
but it soon expanded enormously its development activities in newly indepen-
dent countries. As mentioned, many of the relief organizations established in 
response to the needs of the victims of the European wars turned their atten-
tion to reconstruction and then development following the return or resettle-
ment of the wounded and displaced. Oxfam, CARE, and Catholic Relief Ser-
vices all got their start providing relief during World War II but quickly became 
involved in poverty alleviation and development. 

The end of the cold war triggered the latest chapter as the forces of destruc-
tion, production, and salvation have combined to help expand and reconfi gure 
the humanitarian system. In the next section, we discuss the growth in numbers 
and resources, but here we concentrate on several historical and conceptual 
underpinnings. The fi rst has been an expanded defi nition of a “threat to inter-
national peace and security,” the trigger for involvement by the UN Security 
Council. During the cold war, the council defined threats to international peace 
and security as disputes between states that might or had become militarized, 
conflicts involving the great powers, and general threats to global stability. 52 

After the cold war—and in reaction to the growing perception that domestic 
conflict and civil wars were leaving hundreds of thousands of people at risk, 
creating mass flight, and destabilizing entire regions—the council authorized 
interventions on the grounds that war-induced disasters imperiled regional and 
international security. One reason why the Security Council redefi ned peace 
and security was because of the emerging relative significance of “new wars.” 
Although there is considerable debate regarding whether the dynamics of war-
fare are new, emergencies were increasingly on the international agenda and in 
the media spotlight. 53 As states paid more attention to them, they linked these 
vulnerable populations to an expanding discourse of security, which further 
heightened their visibility. The result was a new label, “complex humanitarian 
emergencies,” to depict the ugly and confusing reality of a “confl ict-related 
humanitarian disaster involving a high degree of breakdown and social dislo-
cation and, reflecting this condition, requiring a system-wide aid response from 
the international community.” 54 

52 N. D. White,  Keeping the Peace (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), 34–38; 
Michael Howard, “The Historical Development of the UN’s Role in International Security,” in 
United Nations: Divided World, ed. Adam Roberts and Benedict Kingsbury, 2nd ed. (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1993), 69–70. 

53 Hugo Slim, “Protecting Civilians: Putting the Individual at the Humanitarian Centre,” in 
The Humanitarian Decade: Challenges for Humanitarian Assistance in the Last Decade and into 
the Future, vol. 2, ed. Office of the Coordinator of Humanitarian Assistance (New York: United 
Nations, 2004), 154–69. 

54 Duffi eld, Global Governance and the New Wars, 12. See also Weiss, “Principles, Politics, and 
Humanitarian Action,” and Philip White, “Complex Political Emergencies—Grasping Contexts, 
Seizing Opportunities,” Disasters 24, no. 4 (2000): 288–90. 
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There is some controversy regarding the relationship between this expand-
ing peace and security agenda, humanitarianism, and state interests. It is highly 
doubtful that states experienced a “great awakening” and substituted a moral 
outlook for national interests. Arguably most important was a recalculation of 
the relationship between interests and the potential impacts of humanitarian 
disasters in an increasingly connected world. These emergencies were having 
regional and sometimes international consequences, feeding into the view that 
there was a close relationship between domestic and international order. Be-
cause failed states are a threat to themselves and others, they must be “saved,” 
and the surest antidote to domestic instability is the injection of human rights, 
markets, and democracy. 55 

Moreover, since 9/11 many countries, especially the United States, have 
viewed counterterrorism and humanitarianism as crime-fighting partners, with 
failed states as sanctuaries and staging platforms for terrorists. Humanitar-
ian organizations, in this view, can become part of wider “hearts and minds” 
campaigns, attempting to convince local populations of the goodness of armies 
invading in the name of stability and freedom. In his now infamous words, 
U.S. secretary of state Colin Powell told a gathering of private aid agencies that 
“just as surely as our diplomats and military, American NGOs are out there [in 
Afghanistan] serving and sacrificing on the frontlines of freedom. NGOs are 
such a force multiplier for us, such an important part of our combat team.”56 

States also discovered that humanitarian action could avoid or postpone 
more costly political decisions and actions, a development labeled as a “hu-
manitarian alibi” by frustrated aid workers who felt that they were being used 
by states. UN High Commissioner for Refugees Sadako Ogata, for one, became 
an outspoken opponent of such contrivances: “There are no humanitarian so-
lutions to humanitarian problems.”57 The major powers authorized UNHCR 
to deliver humanitarian relief in Bosnia in part because they wanted to relieve 
the growing pressure for a military intervention. Regardless of whether or not 
states had the right motives, they were providing new opportunities for hu-
manitarian action in areas that formerly had been largely off-limits. Yet to the 
extent that aid became a substitute for politics and a sop to hopeful publics, 
aid could, according to Alex de Waal, lead “Western governments and donat-
ing publics to be deluded into believing the fairy tale that their aid can solve 
profound political problems, when it cannot.”58 

Much like the response to World War II, the crises of the turbulent 1990s 
helped catalyze new movements that were intent on protecting and rescuing 

55 Barnett, “New United Nations Politics of Peace.” 
56 Secretary of State Colin Powell, Remarks to the National Foreign Policy Conference for 

Leaders of Nongovernmental Organizations, October 26, 2001. 
57 Sadako Ogata, The Turbulent Decade: Confronting the Refugee Crises of the 1990s (New 

York: Norton, 2005), 25. 
58 de Waal,  Famine Crimes, 221. 
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those in danger. Several features stand out. One was growing public awareness, 
which, in turn, helped feed the desire to do something. Such awareness was 
made possible by real-time media coverage of humanitarian emergencies. To 
be sure, there were important precursors to what became dubbed the “CNN 
effect” or the “BBC effect.” Most famously, the haunting, near biblical-like 
pictures of the Ethiopian famine in the mid-1980s helped to stir not only public 
concern but also to launch Band Aid/Live Aid. 59 Since then media coverage has 
been an important element in capturing the public’s attention and mobilizing 
international action. None of this is lost on media-savvy aid workers who 
understand the power of the image and the need to control information, and 
thus spend considerable energy cultivating contacts with reporters and journal-
ists. As long as there have been nonprofit agencies, there have been dedicated 
staff who understood that a good public relations department and friends in 
the media is one way to increase the visibility and thus increase the donations 
that make the organization run. CARE’s miraculous growth in its early years 
owed much to a sophisticated and controlled presentation of its activities.60 

Oxfam’s willingness to jump ahead of other aid agencies in famine-stricken 
Cambodia in the late 1970s was due partly to a desire for the inevitably good 
publicity that would come from being the lone Western aid agency working in 
postgenocide Cambodia. 61 

Another development was the growing internationalization and institution-
alization of human rights. The United Nations became the focal point for 
its emerging centrality. Once human rights were relegated to Geneva’s UN 
bureaucracy and NGO watchdogs, but in the 1990s the Security Council be-
came more deeply involved in interpreting, protecting, promoting, and moni-
toring human rights. Human rights became essential components of several 
UN peacekeeping operations, most notably in the cold war battlegrounds of 
Central America—El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Guatemala. In Rwanda and 
Haiti human rights missions were deployed simultaneously with peacekeep-
ing operations. Although the results of these operational experiments were 
mixed, it remains noteworthy that human rights became central to the Secu-
rity Council’s agenda and part of an expanded definition of legitimate threats 
to international peace and security. 

Perhaps the surest and most controversial expression of the Security Coun-
cil’s newfound interest in human rights was its growing willingness to use 

59 Nik Gowing, Media Coverage: Help or Hindrance in Confl ict Prevention? (New York: 
Carnegie Commission on the Prevention of Deadly Conflict, 1997); Warren Strobel,  Late Break-
ing Foreign Policy: The News Media ’ s Influence on Peace Operations (Washington, D.C.: United 
States Institute for Peace, 1997); and Larry Minear, Colin Scott, and Thomas G. Weiss,  The News 
Media, Civil War, and Humanitarian Action (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1996). 

60 Philip Curti, American Philanthropy Abroad (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Press, 1982), 
491–93. 

61 William Shawcross,  The Quality of Mercy: Cambodia, Holocaust, and Modern Conscience 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1984). 
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military force for human protection purposes, that is, “humanitarian inter-
vention.”62 The cold war Security Council occasionally acknowledged the ex-
istence of humanitarian issues, but the faint rhetoric outstripped resources. 
No resolution mentioned the humanitarian dimensions of any confl ict from 
1945 until the Arab-Israeli war of 1967, and the ICRC was not mentioned 
until 1978. 63 In the 1970s and 1980s “the Security Council gave humanitarian 
aspects of armed confl ict limited priority . . . but the early nineteen-nineties 
can be seen as a watershed.”64 Not only was the Security Council undergoing 
a rebirth after its comatose condition during the cold war, but its resolutions 
contained repeated references to humanitarian crises as threats to international 
peace and security. In December 1992 UN Security Council Resolution 792 
broke all records in making eighteen references to the “H” word in authorizing 
U.S.-led action in Somalia. There seemed to be no turning back. 

The growing involvement of the Security Council in the internal affairs 
of states and the justification of that involvement on humanitarian grounds 
signaled a shift in the meaning of sovereignty. Once sacrosanct and beyond 
reproach, sovereign states were now expected to respect their citizens as much 
as their neighbors and faced sanctions if they behaved otherwise. Whereas 
their legitimacy once appeared to have divine origins, now it was dependent 
on their possessing such characteristics as the rule of law, markets, and demo-
cratic principles. State sovereignty essentially became conditional and based 
on implied dual contracts between the state and its society and among states. 
What happened when states either did not satisfy those conditions or broke 
the contract? Some members of the international community of states began 
to assert that they had at least a responsibility and perhaps a right, although 
not an obligation or duty, to step into the breach and protect vulnerable 
populations. 

Although there were whispers of an international duty to protect civilians, 
most famously in the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the 
Crime of Genocide and in some human rights norms, the real momentum in 
this direction was largely a post–cold war phenomenon. Various statements, 
documents, events, and forces opened up the normative space for new kinds 
of humanitarian intervention, but several moments were particularly infl uen-
tial because they helped to articulate and legitimate such a claim. In the late 
1980s and early 1990s, Francis M. Deng and Roberta Cohen formulated “sov-
ereignty as responsibility” to help generate support for international action 

62 See Thomas G. Weiss,  Humanitarian Intervention: Ideas in Action (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
2007). 

63 Christine Bourloyannis, “The Security Council of the United Nations and the Implementa-
tion of International Humanitarian Law,”  Denver Journal of International Law and Policy 20, 
no. 3 (1993): 43. 

64 Th. A. van Baarda, “The Involvement of the Security Council in Maintaining International 
Law,”  Netherlands Quarterly of Human Rights 12, no. 1 (1994): 140. 
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to aid and protect internally displaced persons (IDPs). 65 At around the same 
time, the Security Council, at various moments, partly legitimated its interven-
tions in places such as Somalia because of the need to protect those human 
beings on the margins of a civil war. As a consequence of interventions taken 
(Kosovo and East Timor) and not taken (Rwanda), in 1999 Secretary-General 
Kofi Annan articulated his “two sovereignties.” 66 The subsequent diplomatic 
uproar led to formation of the International Commission on Intervention and 
State Sovereignty (ICISS),67 whose fi nal report argued that when states cannot 
or will not protect their populations, then the international “responsibility to 
protect” kicks in. ICISS’s articulation of this international norm in 2001 was 
obscured by the fallout of 9/11 but remains popular, as demonstrated by the 
endorsement of the responsibility to protect at the 2005 World Summit. 68 In 
general, as Michael Barnett and Jack Snyder note in chapter 6, there are more 
forms of intervention by more different kinds of actors under the rubric of 
humanitarianism than ever before. 

Humanitarianism also has been affected by the forces of production; by 
the ascendance of a business discourse of markets, effi ciency, accountability, 
and effectiveness; by shifting ideologies regarding the state’s role in the econ-
omy and society; and by new funding patterns—subjects that are addressed 
by Stephen Hopgood (chapter 4), Peter Redfield (chapter 8), and Janice Gross 
Stein (chapter 5). Partially as a result of the availability of fi nancial resources, 
the number of humanitarian organizations has grown severalfold over the last 
two decades. Whether the “marketplace” unleashes a “scramble,”69 there is 
little question that an environment of scarce resources creates a competitive 

65 See, for example, Roberta Cohen and Francis M. Deng, Masses in Flight: The Global Crisis 
of Internal Displacement (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1998); and Roberta Cohen 
and Francis M. Deng, eds., The Forsaken People: Case Studies of the Internally Displaced 
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1998). A history of this itinerary is found in Thomas 
G. Weiss and David A. Korn,  Internal Displacement: Conceptualization and Its Consequences 
(London: Routledge, 2006). 

66 Kofi A. Annan,  The Question of Intervention: Statements by the Secretary-General (New 
York: UN, 1999). 

67 International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty,  The Responsibility to Pro-
tect (Ottawa: International Development Research Centre, 2001); and Thomas G. Weiss and Don 
Hubert, The Responsibility to Protect: Research, Bibliography, and Background (Ottawa: Interna-
tional Development Research Centre, 2001). An updated bibliography and both books are avail-
able at http://web.gc.cuny.edu/RalphBuncheInstitute/ICISS/index.htm. 

68 2005 World Summit Outcome, General Assembly Resolution A/60/1, October 25, 2005, 
paras. 138–39. The topic also figured prominently in the key background documents: UN, Report 
of the High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change, A More Secure World: Our Shared 
Responsibility (New York: UN, 2004), paras. 199–209; and Kofi Annan,  In Larger Freedom: 
Towards Development, Security and Human Rights for All, UN document A/59/2005, March 21, 
2005, paras. 135–36. 

69 Andrew Cooley and James Ron, “The NGO Scramble: Organizational Insecurity and the 
Political Economy of Transnational Action,”  International Security 27, no. 1 (2002): 5–39. 
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dynamic for status, power, and authority. These developments have led many 
to criticize aid agencies as being more worried about their own survival than 
the survival of their benefi ciaries. Specifically, the claim is that as the share of 
resources dedicated to emergency and postconflict assistance was expanding, 
aid agencies had the incentive and the opportunity to develop programming 
that could be sold to well-funded donors. The ability to resist donor conditions 
or to stay on the sidelines over principles remained a possibility mainly for a 
handful of small pacifist NGOs—the Quakers and the Mennonites. For others, 
the debate was not about whether to compete but how. Dining with the devil 
became a foregone conclusion, but how they rationalized and chose to make 
such repasts palatable varied by agency. 

The forces of destruction, production, and salvation combine in different 
ways in distinct historical periods to help defi ne the meaning, scope, and scale 
of humanitarian action. Although their relative weights also shift within peri-
ods and are also experienced differently in different parts of the globe, we iden-
tify four identifiable historical trends. Humanitarianism is constantly being 
reshaped by the world in which it tries to mitigate suffering, and any attempt 
to assess the current moment must be premised on a clear-eyed view of a truly 
complicated past. There are different strands of humanitarianism that have 
had different relationships to the forces of destruction, production, and salva-
tion. The meaning of humanitarianism has expanded and increasingly includes 
what were once considered distinctive features of global social action, such 
as human rights, economic development, democracy promotion, and peace 
building, which increasingly are bundled together in a general ethic of moral 
caretaking and the reduction of suffering. Humanitarianism has become in-
stitutionalized, internationalized, and prominent on the global agenda. It is 
an orienting feature of global social life that is used to justify, legitimate, and 
galvanize action. 

A Survey of the Contemporary Landscape 

There is a widespread impression that the last twenty years of global turbu-
lence have led to an increase in the scope, scale, and significance of humanitar-
ian action. Our brief historical survey and our own analytical work over this 
period certainly support such a generalization. However, we proceed gingerly 
for two reasons. 

The first is that there are other historical periods that might be comparable 
to the current moment—perhaps not in terms of absolute size and scale, and 
clearly not in terms of the technological capacity to reach vulnerable popula-
tions, but certainly in terms of ambitions and constraints on access. Said differ-
ently, many contemporary accounts convey the impression that humanitarian-
ism began with the end of the cold war, failing to demonstrate much historical 
memory and thus restricting any capacity for meaningful comparisons across 
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periods. For instance, aid workers sometimes talk as if Rwanda were the fi rst 
time that they confronted militarized camps; such a conversation conveniently 
forgets experiences in El Salvador, Lebanon, Cambodia, and Pakistan in the 
1970s and 1980s. Those suggesting that the dangers of being too closely iden-
tified with a warring faction started with Somalia in the early 1990s overlook 
the controversial positions previously taken by aid agencies in such places as 
Vietnam, Biafra, and Nicaragua during the cold war. Those hinting that it is 
only in the last twenty years that aid agencies have had to debate the value of 
neutrality and independence ignore the extent to which such debates accompa-
nied the Holocaust, the intervention in Cambodia in 1978, and pervasive crises 
in Ethiopia since the late 1960s. 

The lack of historical perspective relates to a second qualification. There is 
a fundamental absence of longitudinal data on basic categories such as expen-
diture, income, number of organizations, and activities. James Fearon provides 
his own compilation of various ways to measure the increase in emergency re-
lief, which is a point of departure for the essays in this book. Although we need 
not present his illustrations here, it is worth noting his struggle to assemble 
some common stylized facts. The reasons that analysts all encounter a host 
of problems in establishing baselines include the following: agencies and the 
military are often not forthcoming; reporting periods vary; disbursements and 
commitments are not always distinguished; there is an absence of common re-
porting requirements even among countries of the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD); and benefi ciaries are hard to count. 

Last, the problem is more fundamental than the fact that no one has 
collected the data; we wish that it were as simple as funding some intrepid 
graduate students to assemble data sets. Instead, the obstacle is that prior to 
the 1980s very few organizations kept track of changing mission statements, 
sources of income, how and where they spent funds, and relationships with 
partners. The manipulation of numbers, as Fearon notes, often seems politi-
cal, and fund-raising agendas and better reporting may account for at least 
some of the growth. And even for those war zones for which data exist, there 
is reason to doubt the figures and to worry about the lack of standardization 
and common definitions among organizations. Over the last twenty years, this 
lack of basic information comes together with tremendous growth, the profes-
sionalization and rationalization of many of these organizations, and high staff 
turnover—the Red Cross movement, 25 percent; CARE, 35 percent; and MSF, 
50 percent.70 The combination of these factors presents a challenge to embed 
the present in historical perspective—as does the need for harder numbers and 
comparative analysis, highlighted by James Fearon in chapter 2. 

All that said, there is strong evidence that the humanitarian sector has un-
dergone significant change since the end of the cold war, most noticeably in 

70 Ibid., 75. 
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its population density, its resources, and its activities. To begin, there has been 
a tremendous growth in the sheer number of humanitarian organizations.71 

How much? This depends on who counts and who is worth counting. As previ-
ously discussed, there is a debate about what is and is not a humanitarian orga-
nization. Most surveys include nonprofi t relief agencies. Presently there are an 
estimated twenty-five hundred NGOs in the humanitarian business, but only 
about 260 are serious players—based on a 2003 UN Office for the Coordina-
tion of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) roster (which no longer is updated) that 
listed those active in humanitarian response at the time. This fi gure excludes 
those NGOs not engaged in relief or the myriad mom-and-pop organizations 
that crop up around certain emergencies. In 2001, the half dozen or so largest 
NGOs controlled between $2.5 billion and $3 billion, or between 45 percent 
and 55 percent of all global humanitarian assistance. 72 

Although we do not have longitudinal data regarding international agen-
cies, a recent survey of U.S.-based private voluntary agencies engaged in relief 
and development offers a reasonably good picture of growth over the last sev-
enty years. In 1940, at the start of World War II, there were 386 organizations, 
but the number dropped to 97 in 1945, 62 in 1950, and 57 in 1960. It then 
started rising thereafter—83 in 1970, 167 in 1980, 267 in 1990, and 436 in 
2000. 73 Not only has the total increased but so too have the dimensions of the 
largest among them. The dozen or so that represent the bulk of aid program-
ming and personnel have all been in existence for some time. Dramatic crises 
account for spikes in the numbers of agencies on the ground. For instance, over 
200 international NGOs were reported on the ground in Sarajevo and Kigali. 
The numbers of people working for the NGO component of the humanitarian 
sector grew by 91 percent from 1997 to 2005, while overall the international 
humanitarian system (if the UN system and the ICRC are also included) expe-
rienced a 77 percent surge in personnel.74 

But even these fi gures might potentially undercount the number of agencies 
and personnel because of the tendency to focus on those based in the West. To 
some extent, this bias accurately reflects the sector, whose resources and institu-
tions mainly come from the industrialized world. Yet there also is a very  active 

71 For a good overview of the expansion of the humanitarian sector, see Randolph Kent, “In-
ternational Humanitarian Crises: Two Decades Before and Two Decades Beyond,”  International 
Affairs 80, no. 5 (2004): 851–69. 

72 Development Initiatives, Global Humanitarian Assistance 2003 (London: Overseas Develop-
ment Institute, 2003), 56. 

73 Rachel McCleary and Robert Barro, “U.S.-Based Private Voluntary Organizations: Reli-
gious and Secular PVOs Engaged in International Relief and Development, 1939–2004,” Non-
profi t and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, December 2007. 

74 Abby Stoddard, Adele Harmer, and Katherine Haver,  Providing Aid in Insecure Environ-
ments: Trends in Policy and Operations, Humanitarian Policy Group Report 23 (London: Over-
seas Development Institute, 2006), 16. 
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relief sector in the non-Western world, most obviously in Islamic countries, 
which account for about half of the victims of wars since the 1990s. There is 
much more speculation than concrete knowledge, and, unfortunately, because 
of September 11 much of the attention is now directed at the putative connec-
tions between Islamic charitable organizations and terrorist networks.75 

In addition to NGOs, international organizations are also prominent in the 
sector. But which ones? UNHCR and other aid agencies were born as humani-
tarian organizations. Other international organizations were created decades 
ago to foster development but are increasingly involved in relief and recon-
struction, including the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and 
the World Bank. A similar dynamic exists for UN specialized agencies—for 
example, the World Health Organization (WHO) and the UN Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)—whose once almost nonexis-
tent disaster programs have expanded to meet the new demand and availability 
of funding. Consequently, institutions that might not have counted as humani-
tarian in the 1980s are so today. There also has been a growth in the number 
of international and regional organizations whose primary responsibility is to 
coordinate assistance, including the European Community Humanitarian Aid 
Office (ECHO), the UN’s Inter-Agency Standing Committee and Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA, preceded by the Department 
of Humanitarian Affairs, DHA), and a host of coordinating mechanisms in the 
United States and Europe for NGOs (such as InterAction and the International 
Council for Voluntary Action). 

Furthermore, states, for-profit disaster firms and other businesses, and vari-
ous foundations are increasingly prominent members of the relief and recon-
struction sectors and perform humanitarian functions. While Western states 
are most prominent, more and more governments are responding to disasters 
of all sorts. For example, whereas sixteen states pledged their support to Bosnia 
in the mid-1990s, most from the West, a more diverse group of seventy-three 
came to the 2003 pledging conference in Madrid for Iraq, and an unprec-
edented ninety-two responded to the December 2004 tsunami. Such important 
non-Western donors as China, Saudi Arabia, and India have accounted for 
up to 12 percent of official humanitarian assistance in a given year, and their 
influence in certain crises—for example, Afghanistan or Palestine—is signifi -
cant. We know little about whether they “follow the major Western states in 
their rationales for aid interventions, their policy priorities, and their choice of 
response channel.”76 Nonetheless, the international system remains essentially 
a North American and Western European enterprise: “It works wherever it 

75 For a less salacious account, see Abdel-Rahman Ghandour,  Jihad Humanitaire (Paris: 
Flammarion, 2002). 

76 Adele Harmer and Lin Cotterrell, Diversity in Donorship: The Changing Landscape of Of-
ficial Humanitarian Aid (London: Overseas Development Institute, 2005), quotes from 3 and 6, 
statistics from 7 and 5. 
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can in international society but is not really owned by all of international soci-
ety.” 77 In short, we understand surprisingly little about the population explo-
sion of organizations that contribute to various forms of relief. 

There also are more financial resources than ever before, as James Fearon 
makes clear in chapter 2. Private contributions have increased, but most im-
pressive has been the growth of official assistance. Between 1990 and 2000 aid 
levels rose nearly threefold, from $2.1 billion to $5.9 billion, and in 2005–06 
undoubtedly were over $10 billion.78 Moreover, as a percentage of offi cial 
development assistance (ODA), humanitarian aid rose from an average of 5.83 
percent between 1989 and 1993 to 10.5 percent in 2000. 79 Over a longer 
period, total ODA has shrunk, but the humanitarian component has contin-
ued to grow. “From 1970–1990 humanitarian aid was less than 3% of total 
ODA,” calculated a team from the Overseas Development Institute. “While 
ODA . . . as a whole has been declining as a share of donor countries’ national 
wealth or Gross National Income (GNI), humanitarian ODA has been grow-
ing. In 1970 Development Assistance Committee (DAC) member countries 
gave 0.4 of a cent in humanitarian aid for every $100 in national income. In 
2001 it was 2.3 cents.”80 

A few donors were responsible for much of this increase, now constituting 
an oligopoly. In spite of its miserly performance at the bottom of the OECD’s 
per capita ODA scale, the United States is the lead humanitarian donor by a 
factor of three; in 1999, for instance, its outlays to humanitarian organizations 
exceeded the total assistance of the next twelve largest Western donors. Be-
tween 1995 and 1997, it provided 20 percent of total humanitarian assistance, 
and then in the following three years its contribution rose to 30 percent. The 
second largest donor is the European Union, followed by the United Kingdom 
and several other European countries, Canada, and Japan. 

The increase in aid also has been accompanied by more conditions and re-
strictions on how that aid might be used. Multilateral aid is technically de-
fined as that channeled through intergovernmental organizations, which thus 
is supposedly not earmarked. These organizations, therefore, are supposed to 
have discretion over how the money is spent—although it would be naïve to 
think that UN organizations, for instance, would disregard the expressed pref-
erences of major donors. Bilateral aid can mean that the state dictates either 
to a multilateral organization how money is spent or gives the money to a 
nonmultilateral organization such as NGOs. Earmarking is when the donor 

77 Slim, “Global Welfare,” 21. 
78 Smillie and Minear,  Charity of Nations, 8–10, 195. 
79 Macrae et al., Uncertain Power, 15. For a good overview, see Judith Randel and Tony 

German, “Trends in Financing of Humanitarian Assistance,” in  The New Humanitarianisms: A 
Review of Trends in Global Humanitarian Action, ed. Joanna Macrae (London: Overseas Devel-
opment Institute, 2002), 19–28. 

80 Development Initiatives, Global Humanitarian Assistance 2003, 14–15. 
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dictates where and how assistance may be used, frequently identifying regions, 
countries, operations, or even projects; this is especially useful if governments 
have geopolitical interests or pet projects. 

Since the 1980s there has been a dramatic shift away from multilateral aid 
and toward bilateral aid and earmarking, which Michael Barnett and Jack 
Snyder point to as part of an increasingly strategic use of humanitarian assis-
tance. In 1988 states directed roughly 45 percent of humanitarian assistance 
through UN agencies. After 1994, however, the average dropped to 25 percent 
(and even lower in 1999 because of Kosovo). 81 Although one reason for this 
shift is the desire by states to eliminate the possibility of lax responses by the 
UN and other multilateral agencies, they also want to earmark to ensure that 
aid follows from their priorities. Accordingly, states’ interests rather than the 
needs of affected populations increasingly drive many funding decisions. For 
instance, of the top fifty recipients of bilateral assistance between 1996 and 
1999, the states of the former Yugoslavia, Israel/Palestine, and Iraq received 
50 percent of the available resources. 82 In 2002 the impact of 9/11 was already 
obvious as nearly half of all funds given by donor governments to the UN’s 
twenty-five appeals for assistance went to Afghanistan. 83 If funding decisions 
were based solely on need, then places such as Sudan, Congo, northern Uganda, 
and Angola would leapfrog toward the top of the list rather than remain ne-
glected at the bottom. When wars were raging in the Balkans, for example, it 
was in per capita terms ten to twenty times better to be a war victim there than 
in Africa. From 1993 to 2000 almost half of the funds from ECHO were dis-
bursed in Europe. In that same year consolidated appeals generated about $10 
per capita for North Korea or Uganda but $185 for southeastern Europe. 84 

In general, while non-Western donors have entered the market and there was 
more aid than ever before, the vast bulk of resources were controlled by a few 
donor countries that were more inclined to impose conditions and direct aid 
toward their priorities, undermining the principle of impartiality. It is now a 
multitiered system, with the least fortunate getting the least attention. 

There also has been an expansion of the activities associated with humani-
tarianism. Although humanitarianism does not have a singular meaning and set 
of practices associated with that meaning at any particular time, there neverthe-
less is persuasive quantitative evidence of expansion—of funds, agencies, and 
aid workers. Organizations that were once dedicated to relief have expanded 
into other domains, and organizations that were dual mandate but never really 

81 Randel and German, “Trends in the Financing of Humanitarian Assistance,” 21. 
82 Ibid., 27. 
83 Smillie and Minear,  Charity of Nations, 145; and Oxfam, Beyond the Headlines: An Agenda 

for Action to Protect Civilians in Neglected Countries (Oxford: Oxfam International, 2003), 2. 
Also see Macrae et al., Uncertain Power. 

84 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, World Disasters Report 
2003: Focus on Ethics in Aid (Bloomfi eld, Conn.: Kumarian, 2003), 19–22. 
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considered the relationship between relief and nonrelief goals now are obliged 
to do so. With institutions moving both upstream toward helping in the midst 
of war and downstream toward postconflict peace building and, ultimately, 
development, there are few UN organizations or NGOs that do not claim the 
mantle of such broad-brush humanitarianism. 

Finally, there are not only more NGOs involved in some aspect of humani-
tarianism but also there are more individuals and institutions active in war 
zones. The growing presence of NGOs in these violent environments relates 
to claims that the current moment can be distinguished from earlier periods 
by the risks involved to aid workers. In this past decade some two hundred 
civilian UN staff (that is, not including military peacekeepers) have been killed 
in almost fifty countries, and another three hundred have been taken hostage. 
The ICRC has lost over forty staff on mission. A recent study of the impact 
of firearms on aid workers notes that between July 2003 and July 2004 at 
least “one hundred civilian UN and NGO personnel died due to targeted vio-
lence.”85 And then there is Afghanistan and Iraq. In Afghanistan alone, at 
least twenty-six aid-agency staff died in 2004.86 The intrepid MSF decided that 
enough was enough and withdrew after five of its professionals were murdered 
in mid-2004. Two assaults in Iraq in particular have shaken humanitarians to 
the core. The August 19, 2003, attack on UN headquarters in Baghdad caused 
twenty-two fatalities, including the charismatic head of the mission, Sergio 
Vieira de Mello. Six weeks later, on October 28, a car bomb was delivered 
in a white ambulance painted with a Red Cross symbol and killed fi fteen at 
the ICRC’s headquarters. In August 2006 seventeen staff from Action Against 
Hunger (Action contre la Faim, or ACF) were brutally murdered in Sri Lanka; 
what makes their deaths even more shocking was that they were involved in 
post-tsunami relief and not the civil war between the Sri Lankan army and the 
Tamil Tigers. 

These trends and episodes have fueled a debate regarding whether aid work-
ers of today are more vulnerable than ever before and, if so, why—with some 
claiming it is because of the new wars, others claiming that it because of the 
too close association with states, and still others that it is because of banditry 
and personal grudges. The beginning of an evidence-based response came re-
cently in the form of the first thorough quantitative analysis of the past decade’s 
trends. It confirmed that the number of attacks and fatalities had doubled be-
tween 1997 and 2005. But such an increase has to take into account that there 
were more aid workers in the field than ever before. There has been a trend 
toward more attacks, but it is not as alarming as some observers have claimed. 

85 Cate Buchanan and Robert Muggah, No Relief: Surveying the Effects of Gun Violence on Hu-
manitarian and Development Personnel (Geneva: Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, 2005), 7, 9. 

86 Carlotta Gall and Amy Waldman, “Under Siege in Afghanistan, Aid Groups Say Their Effort 
Is Being Criticized Unfairly,”  New York Times, December 19, 2004. 
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Specifically, “the annual number of victims per 10,000 aid workers in the fi eld 
averaged five in the first half of the period and six in the second.” 87 There also 
is some evidence that NGOs are more likely to be targeted, but there is consid-
erable variation and the cases of Iraq and Afghanistan might be outliers that 
are distorting the moving average. 

Finally, the bulk of outrage in the West tends to focus on expatriate aid 
workers when, in fact, a growing percentage of agency personnel are drawn 
from the local population and are increasingly vulnerable. Indeed, to the extent 
that Western aid workers increasingly remove themselves from the fi eld because 
of the perceived risks and substitute their labor with local labor, the distribu-
tion of risk might be shifting toward local workers. In any case, relief workers 
can no longer assume (if they ever could) that their good intentions give them 
immunity—a tragic point highlighted by Laura Hammond in chapter 7, who 
also explores the “performance” value of violent attacks on humanitarians. 88 

Critical Interrogations 

Humanitarian organizations generally present themselves as outside of poli-
tics, devoid of power, and ethically chaste, but the essays in this book provide 
critical reflections on these claims. Indeed, this moment, in which humanitari-
anism’s boundaries are in dispute, is particularly revealing of how humanitari-
anism is intertwined with politics, power, and ethics. The essays, in this spirit, 
explore tensions and instabilities as well as suggest various ways in which hu-
manitarian organizations attempt to manage them. 

Politics 

Routinely, aid organizations portray their efforts as apolitical. Such state-
ments make good copy and frequently accompany the mantra that humani-
tarianism exists when politics fails—they insist that we treat humanitarianism 
and politics as existing in separate domains. However, any boundary between 
the two is a social construction and thus is dependent on how knowledge-
able actors attempt to create, maintain, and define these categories and the 
criteria for the segregation. Consequently, rather than embracing the repre-
sentation offered by aid agencies, it is better to examine closely how different 

87 Stoddard, Harmer, and Haver,  Providing Aid in Insecure Environments, 1, 13. 
88 Nicolas de Torrente, “Humanitarian Action under Attack: Reflections on the Iraq War,” 

Paul O’Brien, “Politicized Humanitarianism: A Response to Nicolas de Torrente,” and Kenneth 
Anderson, “Humanitarian Inviolability in Crisis: The Meaning of Impartiality and Neutrality for 
U.N. and NGO Agencies Following the 2003–2004 Afghanistan and Iraq Confl icts,” Harvard 
Human Rights Journal 17 (2004): 1–39. 



   

 
 

 

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

  
 

  

 

  

     
  

      

     

Humanitarianism: A Brief History of the Present 37 

aid agencies operate with different and potentially contradictory conceptu-
alizations of humanitarianism and politics, and then to critically assess that 
relationship. 

Many relief-oriented agencies operate with a defi nition of humanitarianism 
that is restricted to the impartial, independent, and neutral provision of re-
lief, which, in their judgment, makes it apolitical. Yet humanitarianism is hardly 
outside of politics, as most of our contributors argue, and especially so Janice 
Gross Stein and Peter Redfield. In fact, many aid workers are drawn to human-
itarianism precisely because it makes a clear political statement in a world that 
needlessly sacrifices so many. In this way, they live Michel Foucault’s admoni-
tion that “the misfortunes of men must never be the silent leftover of poli-
tics.”89 Their refusal to be silent is itself political. But how noisy can they be? 
The ICRC, for instance, famously works quietly behind the scenes, believing 
that this tactic is the best way to help those in need. Yet even this quintes-
sentially apolitical agency sees its role as spreading humanitarian norms and 
changing national laws and international norms—that is, it is involved in “hu-
manitarian politics,” as David Forsythe pointed out long ago.90 Indeed, ICRC’s 
insistence on acting impartially, to the extent that it does not challenge grave 
injustices, is potentially complicit with murderers and thus reinforces a murder-
ous status quo. The ICRC silence during the Holocaust led to accusations, and 
self- recriminations, that its position of neutrality meant that it had acted as an 
accomplice of the Nazis.91 

MSF, on the other hand, believes in a more rebellious and rowdy humanitar-
ianism. Its defining concept of  témoinage, which roughly translates as “giving 
witness,” is intended to be active and not passive. Bearing witness is not only 
supposed to call attention to the world’s problems but also to force action. 
How is this not political? Moreover, MSF goes beyond relief. At present it is 
involved in a high-profile campaign to provide “access to medicines” to the 
global poor. Although some at MSF might like to assert that this is about sav-
ing lives and not getting involved in politics, we suspect that pharmaceutical 
companies would disagree: calls for the production of generics clash directly 
with international patents as well as the interests of powerful states and phar-
maceutical companies. 

Other aid agencies that operate with a more expansive definition of humani-
tarianism are unapologetic about their intervention on behalf of the world’s 
poor. They attempt to redirect the world’s allocation of resources and desire 

89 Michel Foucault, Dits et écrits (Paris: Gallimard, 1994), vol. 4, 708, as quoted by Finkielkraut, 
In the Name of Humanity, 88. 

90 David P. Forsythe,  Humanitarian Politics: The International Committee of the Red Cross 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977). 

91 Jean-Claude Favez, The Red Cross and the Holocaust (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999). 
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to restructure global social relations. At times such ambitions mean that they 
have to get their hands dirty, to make messy compromises and alliances with 
self-interested states. 92 Although these activities might appear to be quintessen-
tially political, aid agencies nevertheless frequently claim that they are apoliti-
cal because they are operating on behalf of humanity and furthering universal 
values. Obviously, defending moral claims is always political because one set 
of moral claims is invariably being advanced over another set. But to the extent 
that humanitarian agencies present themselves as champions of shared values, 
they can project the appearance of being beyond politics. 

Being apolitical is a convenient fiction that can only be sustained through 
rhetorical flourishes and discursive practices that allow for a particular cat-
egory of politics. Aid agencies have defined their actions as apolitical because 
either they are interested in saving lives and not saving societies or because 
they are operating according to universal values. But this presentation is hard 
to sustain when humanitarianism is precariously situated between the politics 
of solidarity and the politics of governance. Humanitarian workers tradition-
ally saw themselves as apolitical insofar as they defied the dominant systems 
of power and were in solidarity with the victims of a “sacrifi cial order.” 93 As 
they become increasingly implicated in governance structures, they fi nd them-
selves in growing collaboration with those whose influence they once resisted. 
Such a development means that humanitarianism’s “politics” are now more 
visible, and the relationship between humanitarianism and power is now more 
complex. 

Power 

Although humanitarianism is frequently presented as devoid of power, this 
claim represents both a comfortable myth that aid workers tell themselves and 
simultaneously helps manufacture their power, which rests on their authority. 
Authority can be understood as the ability of one actor to use institutional and 
discursive resources to induce deference from others. 94 When individuals have 
authority, we frequently know it because we give them the right to speak and 
we defer to their judgment (not that we necessarily do what they say). This 

92 For these and other compromises, see Thomas G. Weiss and Peter J. Hoffman, “Making 
Humanitarianism Work,” in  Making States Work: State Failure and the Crisis of Governance, ed. 
Simon Chesterman, Michael Ignatieff, and Ramesh Thakur (Tokyo: United Nations University 
Press, 2005), 296–313. 

93 Jean Hervé Bradol, “The Sacrificial International Order,” in  In the Shadow of “ Just Wars ”: 
Violence, Politics, and Humanitarian Action, ed. Fabrice Weissman (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2004), 1–22. 

94 Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore, Rules for the World: International Organizations 
in World Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press). Also see Bruce Lincoln, Authority (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994), and Richard Flatham, The Practice of Political Authority 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980). 
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makes authority slightly different from power. Power is frequently understood 
as the ability to get someone to do something that they do not want to do. We 
do not say that an armed robber has authority; we say that such a thief has 
power because he has a weapon. That said, there is no stark border between 
authority and power. Sometimes deference is a sign of acceptance, that is, evi-
dence of persuasion and conviction of the rightness of the actor’s judgment. 
At other times, such deference is better understood as acquiescence or even 
submission because the actor does not believe it can act otherwise. At such 
moments, deference more nearly resembles Max Weber’s claim that authority 
is domination legitimated. It is because the exercise of authority often contains 
elements of consent and coercion that the concept of authority is part of the 
conceptual family of social control, the same place where the concept of power 
is housed. 

There are at least four kinds of authority. 95 First, there is rational-legal 
authority, made famous by Weber: in modern society those organizations, such 
as bureaucracies, that are organized around impersonal rules and objective 
decision-making procedures are conferred authority. These kinds of organi-
zations are valued because they are perceived as efficient, objective, and rule 
governed. Delegated authority exists when one actor hires another actor to act 
on its behalf. The authority, in this respect, is borrowed. 96 Expert authority 
exists when an actor’s voice is given credibility because of his or her specialized 
training, knowledge, or experience. 97 Moral authority exists when an actor is 
perceived to be speaking and acting on behalf of the community’s values and 
interests and defending the lives of the weak and vulnerable. 

As discussed in the chapters by Craig Calhoun, Stephen Hopgood, and 
Janice Gross Stein, humanitarian organizations traffic in all four kinds but 
their authority largely rests on their expertise and moral standing. Their ex-
pert authority comes from, first, practical and specialized knowledge regarding 
how to best help victims and, second, their ability to provide accurate eyewit-
ness accounts of the situation on the ground. 98 MSF’s  témoinage includes a 
range of practices, including dramatic reporting about what it sees, not only 
to bring more international action to a cause and medical relief to the under-
served but also to elicit new kinds of outside intervention. The moral authority 
of MSF emanates from the perception that it expresses humankind’s highest 

95 This discussion draws from Barnett and Finnemore, Rules for the World, chap. 2. 
96 Darren Hawkins, David Lake, Dan Nielson, and Michael Tierney, introduction to  Delegation 

under Anarchy, ed. Hawkins, Lake, Nielson, and Tierney (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2006). For a discussion of delegation, see J. Bendor, A. Glazer, and T. Hammond, “Theories of 
Delegation,” Annual Review of Political Science 4 (2001): 235–69. 

97 R. Smith and B. Wynne, eds.,  Expert Evidence: Interpreting Science and the Law (New York: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1989); and John Scott, Power (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2001), chap. 5. 

98 Abby Stoddard, Humanitarian Alert: NGO Information and Its Impact on U.S. Foreign 
Policy (Bloomfi eld, Conn.: Kumarian Press, 2006). 
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ideals, is value driven rather than interest driven, and acts not for itself but 
rather for vulnerable populations.99 

Yet in recent years various critiques of humanitarian organizations, in es-
sence, have disputed the bases of their authority. Claims of “who elected the 
humanitarian agencies” have implicitly objected to their assertion that they 
legitimately speak on behalf of the subjects of their concern. The entrance 
of new deliverers of relief, including states, international organizations, and 
even commercial firms, has weakened their claim to being the “experts” be-
cause they no longer hold a monopoly on information. Moreover, many claim 
that humanitarian organizations are too interested in their bottom lines. Their 
growing willingness to work with states and for grander political projects also 
has undermined their claim that they are acting on behalf of universal values. 
These criticisms, then, subvert a presentation of self as apolitical and as acting 
on behalf of others, potentially undermine their very capacity to act and thus 
the very basis of their power, and compel a critical examination of the power 
of humanitarian organizations. 

Power can be understood as “effects that shape the capacities of actors to 
determine their own circumstances and fate.”100 These effects can be either 
regulatory or constitutive. Regulative effects occur when one actor manip-
ulates incentives to shape the behavior of another actor. The most famous 
defi nition of power—the direct control by one actor over another so that one 
actor compels another actor to do something that it does not want to do— 
falls into this category. 101 Moreover, conversations about power typically re-
volve around material resources, such as money and weapons. It is because 
humanitarian agencies appear materially weak that we frequently suggest that 
they do not have power. Yet humanitarian agencies aspire to control the be-
havior of others, and they utilize symbolic and normative techniques toward 
that end. For instance, they famously “name and shame” violators of inter-
national humanitarian law, leveraging available resources like modern-day 
Davids facing a world of Goliaths. Almost all of the major aid organizations 
have turned to “advocacy” and developed impressive marketing and lobbying 
capacities that are intended to change the behavior, policies, and generosity 
of those who have the capacity to improve the lives of the world’s poor and 
victimized. 

99 See William Fisher, “Doing Good? The Politics and Antipolitics of NGO Practices,”  Annual 
Review of Anthropology 26, no. 451 (1997): 439–64; James Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine: 
“Development,” Depoliticization, and Bureaucratic Domination in Lesotho (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990); Cris Shore and Susan Wright, “Policy: A New Field of Anthropology,” in 
Anthropology of Policy: Critical Perspectives on Governance and Power, ed. C. Shore and S. Wright 
(New York: Routledge, 1997), 3–41. 

100 Michael Barnett and Raymond Duvall, “Power and International Politics,” International 
Organization 59, no. 1 (2005): 39–75. 

101 Robert Dahl, “The Concept of Power,”  Behavioral Science (1957): 201–15. 
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Moreover, many NGOs and UN organizations are hardly materially chal-
lenged from the perspective of their beneficiaries, and aid agencies frequently 
operate from a position of dominance vis-à-vis those with whom they purport-
edly stand in solidarity. 102 Authority is conferred, but, as both Laura Hammond 
and Peter Redfield ask in chapters 7 and 8, do the beneficiaries actively confer 
such authority on aid agencies? To what extent is their consent truly sought? Do 
agencies operate on implied or assumed consent? Furthermore, sometimes pur-
veyors of aid operate in a heavy-handed way. For instance, many tie assistance 
to outcomes, which clearly reflects their power to insist on a particular program-
ming direction. Finally, power still exists even when those who dominate are not 
conscious of how their actions are producing unintended effects.103 Those hurt 
when aid encourages criminal or exploitative behavior certainly experience the 
power of the deliverer even if it was not the latter’s intention to create such 
damage. Moreover, the very principles that humanitarian organizations use to 
generate their ethical positions also can have powerful and harmful effects, for 
example, the ICRC’s institutional stance during the Holocaust and the UN’s 
performance during the genocide in Rwanda. Neither ICRC nor UN staff in-
tended to cause harm or perpetuate atrocities. Hence, power is best understood 
from the perspective of the recipient, not the deliverer. 

Constitutive effects highlight the social construction of reality, how dis-
course and fields of action facilitate and constrain activity; determine how the 
possible and impossible become defined; shape what is considered normal and 
natural; define what are deemed the categories of action that are desirable; 
influence the best means to achieve aspirations; and determine what counts as 
a problem that needs to be solved as well as who is best able to solve it.104 Be-
cause these discourses make it possible to think and act in some ways and not 
others, and because they privilege some actors and disempower others, they 
have differential and highly unbalanced effects. 

In this view, humanitarianism is both constituted by underlying discourse 
and has constitutive effects that create, defi ne, and map social reality. The cat-
egory of humanitarianism, as we argued earlier, is an artifact of various histori-
cally produced and socially situated discourses. Mark Duffield observes that 
the meaning of contemporary humanitarianism is affected by the discourses of 
development and liberal security, which empower humanitarian organizations, 
legitimate them, give them a social purpose, and shape their identity. 105 The 

102 See David Kennedy,  The Dark Sides of Virtue: International Humanitarianism Reassessed 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004); and Duffi eld, Global Governance and the New Wars. 

103 Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz, “The Two Faces of Power,”  American Political Science 
Review 57 (December 1962): 947–52. 

104 Clarissa Hayward, De-Facing Power (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 30, 35. 
105 Duffi eld, Global Governance and the New Wars. See also his Aid Policy and Post-Modern 

Conflict: A Critical Review, Occasional Paper 19 (Birmingham, U.K.: School of Public Policy, 
1998). 
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discourses of failed states, emergencies, and victims help to generate particular 
ways of understanding social situations, creating grounds for legitimate action 
and new forms of intervention. The discourse of “emergencies” can have a 
powerful effect, helping to frame situations in some ways rather than others. 

Humanitarian organizations are constituted by such discourse and are ac-
tively involved in the production of reality. Because of their social position 
and symbolic standing, humanitarian agencies are among the few that have 
the social capacity to designate a situation as an emergency. 106 In other words, 
humanitarian agencies have the ability to help determine who receives atten-
tion and who does not. The shaping of reality, in this critical way, has material 
consequences. There is an important transition between situations in which aid 
agencies act to reduce the vulnerability of victimized populations to those in 
which they perpetuate the vulnerability and dependency of these same popu-
lations.107 No longer content with treating symptoms, aid organizations are 
tackling the “root causes” of disease, conflict, and poverty. Toward that end, 
they have attempted to intervene in a nearly limitless set of social problems 
that demand to be catalogued, controlled, and solved. Humanitarian organiza-
tions are part of a broader set of globalizing forces that are involved in control-
ling and remaking the world. Increasingly, aid agencies are part of a broader 
project of governance and the details of human existence.108 Humanitarian 
agencies, in short, might be simultaneously improving the welfare of victims 
and inadvertently diminishing it as the result of other actions.109 Humanitarian 
organizations are produced by the world that they attempt to tame. 

Although humanitarian agencies might like to pretend that they are objec-
tive and value neutral, represent universal values, and act on behalf of human-
ity, this “reality” may not be obvious to the supposed recipients. As a recent 
report regarding existing and future challenges to humanitarianism succinctly 
puts it: 

Many in the South do not recognize what the international community 
calls the universality of humanitarian values as such. . . . Humanitarian 
action is viewed as the latest in a series of impositions of alien values, 

106 See David Keen, The Benefits of Famine: A Political Economy of Famine and Relief in 
Southwestern Sudan, 1983–1989 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994). 

107 Also see de Waal,  Famine Crimes. 
108 For related arguments that draw directly from the work of Giorgio Agamben, see Didier 

Fassin and Paula Vasquez, “Humanitarian Exception as the Rule: The Political Theology of the 
1999 Tragedia in Venezuela,”  American Ethnologist 32, no. 3 (2005): 389–405; and Miriam 
Ticktin, “Where Ethics and Politics Meet: The Violence of Humanitarianism in France,”  American 
Ethnologist 33, no. 1 (2006): 33–49. 

109 As Foucault crisply noted: “People know what they do; they frequently know why they do 
what they do; but what they don’t know is what they do does.” Quoted in Hubert Dreyfus and 
Paul Rabinow,  Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermenuetics (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1982), 187. 



   

  

  
 

  
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

    
 

 

     

     
    

 

Humanitarianism: A Brief History of the Present 43 

practices, and lifestyles. Northern incursions into the South—from the 
Crusades to colonialism and beyond—have historically been perceived 
very differently depending on the vantage point.110 

Although there is unlikely to be one view from the global South, if humani-
tarianism is increasingly perceived as reflective of globalization and Western-
ization, then there undoubtedly are good reasons why many in the Southern 
Hemisphere might view aid agencies as the “mendicant orders of Empire.”111 

Local actors, though, are not helpless in the face of these global interven-
tions. Much like the anticolonial leaders who used the liberal discourse of au-
tonomy and rights to argue for national self-determination and independence, 
local activists have proven adept at using the discourse of humanitarianism to 
challenge its putative universalism and to call on alternative traditions in order 
to resist external forces. Moreover, knowledgeable actors can become aware of 
discursive tensions and fissures, and use that knowledge in strategic ways (e.g., 
deconstructing or inverting the discourse) to increase their sovereignty, control 
their own fate, and remake their identities.112 As Laura Hammond (chapter 7) 
and Jennifer Rubenstein (chapter 9) observe, local elites and warlords can ma-
nipulate the self-understandings of humanitarian actors and the language of hu-
manitarianism for their own gain and at a cost to humanitarian organizations. 

Ethics 

Four ethical positions dominate the discussion regarding how we should judge 
and evaluate humanitarian acts.113 One position is deontological or duty-based 
ethics. Frequently deriving from Kantian claims, some actions are simply good 
in and of themselves regardless of their consequences. Ethical action, there-
fore, consists of identifying these intrinsically good actions and then perform-
ing one’s moral duty. Where does such a moral duty originate? In a word, in 
“humanity.” We are to respect humanity as an end in itself and such ends are 
linked to the idea that we have obligations to others, which include helping 
others, within limits, achieve their goals as they define them. Humanitarian 

110 Feinstein International Famine Center,  Ambiguity and Change: Humanitarian NGOs Pre-
pare for the Future (Medford, Mass.: Tufts University, August 2004), 55. Also see Feinstein In-
ternational Center,  Humanitarian Agenda 2015: Principles, Power, and Perceptions (Medford, 
Mass.: Tufts University, September 2006). 

111 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), 
cited in Antonio Donini, “Humanitarianism in the 00s: Is Universality under Threat?” paper pre-
sented at the 2006 annual meeting of the International Studies Association, San Diego, California, 
March 26–28, 2006. 

112 Hayward, De-Facing Power, 34–35. 
113 For an overview of the differences between and overlaps among deontological, consequen-

tialist, and virtue ethics, see Marcia Baron, Philip Pettit, and Michael Slore, Three Methods of 
Ethics (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 1997). 
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actors frequently articulate some sort of Kantian or duty-based imperative to 
act because of essential obligations that exist as a by-product of their collective 
humanity. Ethical action, in short, is defi ned by the act. 

In increasing numbers, many aid workers also apply a second position, con-
sequentialist ethics, which has assumed greater relevance as such personnel 
attempt to take into account the “grand strategies.” The central idea is that 
the rightness of an action is determined by whether it helps to bring about a 
better outcome than its alternatives. We are morally obligated, therefore, to 
act in a way that will produce the best consequences. Four controversies sur-
rounding this approach include trying to measure the following: consequences 
for whom; whether we should think in terms of the consequences of individual 
acts or rules governing domains of actions; the appropriate time horizon for 
evaluating consequences; and the uncertainty that surrounds any action and 
its possible effects. There is now a recognition that humanitarian relief will 
almost always have some negative and unintended consequences—it is quite 
likely that someone might be disadvantaged, and it is impossible to know all 
of the effects of aid. The issue, therefore, is whether, on balance, it does more 
harm than good.114 

Accordingly, many humanitarian agencies, sometimes at the insistence of 
their donors, increasingly attempt to gauge the effects of their policies and proj-
ects. As they are discovering, though, it is quite difficult to develop and deploy 
such assessment tools, especially during times of war, thus complicating their 
ability to determine whether their actions, in the end, are ethical. If the numbers 
do not necessarily add up, how can calculations be meaningful? “ ‘Moral calcu-
lus’ is not a highly developed form of mathematics,” write Marc Lindenberg and 
Coralie Bryant. “It is hard to know whether one hundred lives saved is worth 
the price of having inadvertently helped to prolong a confl ict by a month. It is 
even hard to document the numbers of lives lost and saved in such situations.”115 

The focus of the 2003 annual report from the Red Cross Movement was on 
ethics in aid: “The tensions between promoting peace and saving lives, and 
between order and justice are not the only clashes of moral goods involving the 
humanitarian ethic. An equally common problem arises when it seems impossi-
ble to realize two rights simultaneously without compromising one of them.”116 

Along these lines, Michael Barnett and Jack Snyder in chapter 6 examine 

114 See, for example, Hugo Slim, “Doing the Right Thing: Relief Agencies, Moral Dilemmas, 
and Moral Responsibility in Political Emergencies and War,”  Disasters 21, no. 3 (1997): 244–57; 
Duffi eld, Global Governance and the New Wars, 90–95; and Des Gasper, “ ‘Drawing a Line’— 
Ethical and Political Strategies in Complex Emergency Assistance,” European Journal of Develop-
ment Research 11, no. 2 (1999): 87–114. 

115 Marc Lindenberg and Coralie Bryant, Going Global: Transforming Relief and Development 
NGOs (Bloomfi eld, Conn.: Kumarian, 2001), 76. 

116 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, World Disasters Report 
2003, 12. 
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how the concern with consequences is leading aid agencies and states to con-
template and develop grand strategies that sometimes coincide and sometimes 
confl ict. 

Third, virtue ethics focuses on the “virtuous individual and on those inner 
traits, dispositions, and motives that qualify her as being virtuous.”117 Unlike 
deontological and Kantian ethics that attempt to locate moral rules, and conse-
quentialist ethics that assess actions based on the effects on some desired good, 
the concern of virtue ethics is with the character and quality of the individual 
and his or her inner states and reasons for actions. Observers who attempt to 
label or stereotype aid workers typically assume that their vocation refl ects 
something about their inner character and quality, that they demonstrate vir-
tues such as heroism, compassion, and courage. The trend toward a utilitar-
ian and consequentialist ethic, according to some aid workers, can go too far 
and cloud unnecessarily and unfairly those virtues that should be valued and 
encouraged.118 

A fourth ethical tradition sees ethics as produced by momentary interactions 
and by face-to-face encounters. In the spirit of this branch, the claim is that all 
ethics are situated and thus can only be understood in their historical specifi c-
ity and must actively involve all those who might be affected by a decision.119 

The danger of duty, consequentialist, and virtue ethics is that they can gener-
ate a detachment from the object of their actions. Both duty ethics, because 
it is premised on moral rules, and consequentialist ethics, because it relies on 
welfare principles, can lead to abstracting and sacrificing the particular and the 
individual to the universal and the collective. 

Virtue ethics, because of its obsession with character, can create a narcis-
sistic, self-absorbed humanitarian that objectifies and silences benefi ciaries. 
Although somewhat harshly put, Alain Finkielkraut captures this danger as he 
writes of an MSF tradition that pleads impartiality as it heals the world: 

The global doctor . . . may have no agenda, but that does not mean he 
cares very much about the suffering individual—about his reason for 
being, the world he wants to build, the causes of his persecution and 
suffering, the meaning he gives to his history and perhaps to his death. 
Save lives: that is the global mission of the global doctor. He is too busy 
feeding rice to hungry mouths to listen to what these mouths are saying. 
Words do not concern him. He turns his attention to murdered popula-
tions, not to eloquent voices, to the transparent language of complaint, 

117 Baron, Pettit, and Slore, Three Methods of Ethics, 177. 
118 Richard Bedell, “The Explanatory Power of the Virtues in MSF,” in  My Sweet La Mancha 

(Geneva: MSF International, 2005), 128–31. 
119 The work of Emmanuel Levinas is relevant here and is examined by Simon Critchley and 

Robert Bernasconi, eds., The Cambridge Companion to Levinas (New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2002). 
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not the opaque tongues of individual nations. The bodies he cares for are 
disembodied.120 

The danger of a generic focusing on bodies as victims is that history disap-
pears, politics becomes amputated, and the individual withers. Indeed, this 
outcome is particularly injurious to a humanitarianism that claims to desire to 
restore dignity to individuals, to develop connections that dissolve boundaries, 
and to deepen cosmopolitanism. 

There are various tensions between and among these ethical positions that 
make it nearly impossible to provide fixed evaluations of whether a particular 
action is, in fact, ethical. As Jennifer Rubenstein (chapter 9) and Peter Redfi eld 
(chapter 8) ask, how are we to judge the humanitarian mantra of aid based on 
need? Should aid agencies expend unlimited resources to save those most in 
peril, or should they economize their resources and attempt to calculate how 
they can be most effi cient and thus, given a defi ned level of resources, save the 
greatest number? The many contributions to MSF’s La Mancha process vividly 
display the array and interrelations of different ethical traditions, including 
virtue, consequentialist, deontological, and medical ethics. 121 

The tensions between ethical positions are captured in a fascinating con-
versation between Paul Farmer and his biographer, Tracy Kidder. Farmer’s 
NGO, Partners In Health, went to nearly heroic lengths and spent $20,000 
to try to save a child from a rare disease by evacuating him from the hills of 
Haiti to Boston’s Massachusetts General Hospital—where he died a few days 
later. Expressing his and others’ reservations, Kidder wondered whether staff 
time and money might have been allocated differently and possibly saved hun-
dreds of lives. Farmer responds by attacking the underlying moral terrain of 
the consequentialist-driven ethic—costs and benefits that largely pivot on the 
claim that money is more important than lives. So, he proceeds, why are we 
not discussing the failure of the airline to waive the costs of the flight or the 
ability of doctors to command such a high fee for their services? He then rejects 
the very basis of the consequentialist ethic, arguing that, in essence, the mo-
ment that he plays God and decides to self-consciously determine who can live 
and who can die is the moment he no longer sides with the “losers” but instead 
is fundamentally one of the “winners” of global order. 122 

This discussion of the politics, power, and ethics of humanitarianism begins 
the long overdue process of making visible and audible an actor that is largely 

120 Finkielkraut,  In the Name of Humanity, 89. Also see Raymond Duvall and Himadeep 
Muppidi, “Humanitarianism and Its Violences: Bodied Worlds and the Politics of Care,” paper 
presented at International Studies Association meeting, March 2007, Chicago. 

121 MSF International, My Sweet La Mancha (Paris: MSF, February 2006). 
122 Tracy Kidder,  Mountains beyond Mountains: The Quest of Dr. Paul Farmer, a Man Who 

Cured the World (New York: Random House, 2004), 286–89. 
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absent and silent in many operations and policy-oriented conversations—the 
recipient. Most relief agencies now sheepishly confess that they have largely 
proceeded without much input from those who are supposed to benefi t from 
their concern. The reasons for this omission are many. Aid workers assume that 
the vulnerability of recipients owes to their general lack of power. There is a 
sense that aid workers know more and know better, caused by the presumption 
that beneficiaries’ poverty, situation, illiteracy, and provincialism make them 
incapable of making informed decisions.123 Aid workers excuse their inability 
to get informed consent, especially in emergency conditions, because of the na-
ture of the situation—when lives are on the line, like doctors in an emergency 
room, they must act now and ask questions later. The discourse of “needs” 
suggests that context matters little—that food, shelter, medicine, and water 
are biological requirements that do not vary. In the main, there are relatively 
few in-depth practitioner-generated or scholarly analyses about the supposed 
beneficiaries of humanitarian action. Rarely, as Jennifer Rubenstein reminds 
us in chapter 9, are recipients treated as either practical or moral agents with 
the capacity to affect their own lives or determine their fates, or agents whose 
views should be actively integrated into what counts as ethical action. 

This situation is beginning to change slowly. As a consequence of their rec-
ognition that the failure to give voice to the vulnerable represents an ethical 
transgression (and violates the practical spirit of restoring dignity, a key goal 
of humanitarianism) and contributes to failures in the field, aid agencies are 
beginning to introduce various policy innovations.124 Beginning in the mid-
1990s they began to evaluate whether they made a difference; toward that 
end, they introduced camp surveys; developed performance indicators; and 
created new methodologies and instruments that can better assess effectiveness 
and magnify the decibel levels of those whose murmurs were barely audible. 
Scholars of humanitarian action have not done much better in terms of making 
visible the subjects of concern, but in this collection of essays Peter Redfi eld, 
Laura Hammond, and Jennifer Rubenstein have taken steps toward rectifying 
this moral omission. 

This book is a first, not last, step in making the beneficiaries agents in 
their own right. It aims to encourage others to examine this critical area of 
modern global life and institutionalize humanitarianism as a bona fi de fi eld 
of scholarly inquiry, themes to which we return in the conclusion chapters. 
Ultimately, of course, we hope that this book and future analytical efforts 
does more than advance careers and entice younger scholars to do research 
in this fi eld. We are persuaded that better social science will help lift “the fog 

123 Liisa Malkki, “Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism, and Dehistoricization,” 
Cultural Anthropology 11, no. 3 (1996): 377–404; and Malkki, “Refugees and Exile.” 

124 This is one of the major findings of the Stanley Foundation,  UN on the Ground (Muscatine, 
Iowa: Stanley Foundation, 2003). 
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of humanitarianism”125 and increase the welfare of affected populations by 
improving the effi ciency of efforts to aid and protect them. To date, there has 
been too little genuine learning, as Alex de Waal taunts us: “The humanitar-
ian international appears to have an extraordinary capacity to absorb criti-
cism, not reform itself, and yet emerge strengthened.”126 

Although some within the humanitarian system might believe that this is 
the first time that the very spirit of humanitarianism and its executing partners 
have had their very raison d’être assailed, such a reaction demonstrates the 
lack of historical knowledge. Humanitarianism has been challenged time and 
again since its appearance in the early nineteenth century. Its relationship to 
politics, power, and ethics has been a constant concern. Many in the sector 
have demonstrated tremendous courage over the last decade in their willing-
ness to examine self-critically what they had done and how they might do bet-
ter. The essays in this book contribute in much the same spirit and hopefully 
demonstrate to both aid workers and scholars that there is much to be gained 
from a partnership dedicated to a critical investigation of humanitarianism in 
action. 

125 Thomas G. Weiss and Peter J. Hoffman, “The Fog of Humanitarianism: Collective Action 
Problems and Learning-Challenged Organizations,” Journal of Intervention and State-Building 1, 
no. 1 (2007): 47–65. 

126 de Waal,  Famine Crimes, xvi. 
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The Rise of Emergency Relief Aid 

James D. Fearon 

In this chapter I will examine broad patterns in emergency relief aid over time 
and consider possible explanations for these patterns. There are many prob-
lems with the available data, but existing material suggests the following sum-
mary account. 

Civil war spread widely throughout the third world from 1945 to a high 
point in the early 1990s, followed by a gradual decline in the number of ongo-
ing conflicts. This caused an enormous increase in the total number of refugees, 
from around three million in 1975 to a high of eighteen million in 1991. Since 
1991 the number of refugees has steadily declined—tracking the decline in the 
number of civil wars—to fewer than nine million in 2005. 

Total emergency relief aid appears to have increased sharply over the whole 
period, probably beginning its rise in the 1980s but possibly not leaping up-
ward until the early 1990s. Despite the 50 percent decline in the world’s refugee 
population since 1991, emergency aid has continued to increase dramatically, 
in real terms, over the last fi fteen years. 

These trends pose a puzzle. Why the continued rise in relief aid despite fewer 
ongoing civil wars and a sharp fall in refugee populations? Though the data 
considered here do not allow a definitive answer, what we have suggests two 
main explanatory factors. 
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First, total emergency aid since 1991 tracks estimates of the total number 
of internally displaced persons (IDPs) rather well, much better in fact than 
it does estimates of the total number of refugees. One possible explanation 
is that the number of IDPs has increased rapidly in the last twenty years 
and that the rise of emergency aid simply reflects this real-world change. 
Another possibility is that the “humanitarian international”1—the complex 
of international, governmental, and nongovernmental agencies and organi-
zations engaged in humanitarian relief work—succeeded in the early 1990s 
in conceptualizing and “selling” IDPs as a category of persons warranting 
systematic donor country humanitarian aid. In this case, it may be that the 
number of IDPs changed little from the late 1970s through the 1990s (or 
even declined), so that the increase in emergency aid reflects an example 
of successful task expansion by the humanitarian sector. Because data col-
lection on IDPs developed hand-in-hand with the political advocacy in the 
1990s, we do not know whether the lower estimates of total IDPs in the 
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s reflect reality or less systematic and more challeng-
ing data collection. My suspicion is that there is truth in both possibilities 
but that the “humanitarian international” is overstating the extent to which 
the nature of civil wars has changed (which is a common explanation for 
how the number of IDPs could be increasing so much despite the decline in 
the number of civil wars). 

Second, the sharp rise in emergency aid may reflect a change in major-power 
foreign policies after the end of the cold war. Emergency relief aid each year 
since 1991 has been highly concentrated on a small number of high-profi le 
cases such as the former Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Iraq, and Sudan. Typically 
these are countries with a civil war that has attracted the attention and often 
the military intervention of the United Nations, the United States, or other 
major powers, and that has just seen a peace agreement signed that it is hoped 
will end the fighting. To this extent, the rise of emergency aid looks like a re-
flection of policies of “postmodern imperialism” or “neotrusteeship” by the 
major powers after the cold war. These are large, usually internationally man-
dated interventions in conflict-ridden states by consortia of intergovernmen-
tal organizations, major powers, nongovernmental organizations, and private 
contractors motivated by humanitarian concerns and/or fears of refugee fl ows, 
regional wars, terrorism, or other “spillover” effects.2 

In the next section I discuss the conceptual equation of “humanitarian aid” 
with “emergency relief” in the aid sector, introduce the data on development 
and emergency aid, and show basic trends over time. The relationship between 

1 The term is from Alex de Waal,  Famine Crimes (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1997). 

2 On neotrusteeship, see James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, “Neotrusteeship and the Prob-
lem of Weak States,”  International Security 28, no. 4 (Spring 2004): 5–43. 
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emergency aid, total refugee stocks, and civil war is examined as is the evidence 
on concentration of emergency aid in a small number of countries and what 
this implies. In the following section I discount increased natural disasters as 
an explanation for increased emergency aid over time, but find evidence of a 
strong association between emergency aid and the total number of enumer-
ated IDPs around the world. After this, the new data collected by Michael 
Barnett and Rebecca Cohen on private donations to NGOs are reviewed to 
ask whether private donations have seen a large shift into emergency relief. 
Although private donations to NGOs have increased enormously in the past 
fifteen years (by a factor of at least four), and although there is strong evidence 
of sharply increased competition for funds within the NGO sector, it does not 
appear that development aid has lost ground relative to emergency relief aid. 
In the fi nal section I conclude that post–cold war policies of neotrusteeship by 
the major powers and task expansion by the humanitarian sector appear to be 
the most plausible explanations for the continued rise in emergency aid despite 
declining refugee populations. 

Offi cial Development Assistance and Emergency Relief Aid 

In ordinary usage “humanitarianism” can refer to almost any activity moti-
vated by the desire to improve the conditions of those considered less well-off. 
We may withhold the label if we think that the giver has purely self-interested 
reasons for wanting to help—say, to avoid a revolution by the poor or to gain 
leverage on another state’s foreign policies. But partly non–self-interested mo-
tivations would make the actions at least partly “humanitarian.” So, for ex-
ample, aid from rich to poor countries for the purpose of promoting economic 
development is humanitarian aid in this ordinary sense.3 

Within the aid industry, however, humanitarian aid is distinguished from 
development aid. The official version of this distinction is embedded in the Or-
ganisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Development Assis-
tance Committee’s Statistical Directive, which separates out a category called 
“emergency and distress relief aid.” This defi nes an emergency as 

an urgent situation created by an abnormal event which a government 
cannot meet out of its own resources and which results in human suffer-
ing and/or loss of crops or livestock. Such an emergency can result from 
i) sudden natural or man-made disasters, including wars or severe civil 

3 See David Lumsdaine, Moral Vision in International Politics: The Foreign Aid Regime, 
1949–1989 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), for a strong argument that most eco-
nomic development aid cannot be plausibly explained as being in the direct political or economic 
self-interest of the rich country donors. 



  

  

  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

    
      

  

52 Humanitarianism in Question 

unrest; or ii) food scarcity conditions arising from crop failure owing to 
drought, pests and diseases. 4 

The directive continues to define “relief food aid” (“supplies of food, and as-
sociated costs, provided for humanitarian relief purposes”) and “aid to refugees” 
in both developing and developed countries. Relief food aid is distinguished 
from “developmental food aid” on the basis of whether the food is provided in 
connection with an emergency as opposed to a “food aid programme.” So the 
key to the distinction between “humanitarian relief” as opposed to “develop-
ment aid” is the idea of response to emergencies as opposed to attempts to im-
prove the normal state of affairs. Emergencies are “sudden,” “abnormal,” cause 
widespread suffering, and often involve refugees. Wars, famines, and natural 
disasters such as earthquakes and tsunamis appear to be the leading examples. 

Total net official development assistance increased slowly in the 1950s and 
then began a steady and marked rise from the 1960s to 1991, more than dou-
bling in real terms (see figure 2.1). Annual growth from 1960 to 1991 averaged 
almost 3 percent per year. Total ODA then falls until 1998, when it resumes a 
much steeper rise. 

The United States has always been the largest single contributor to net 
ODA, but in real terms U.S. ODA stayed fairly constant or even declined from 
1960 to 2000. As a share of all aid, U.S. ODA fell from 44 percent in 1960 to 
a low around 12 percent in the late 1990s, increasing to 23 percent by 2005. 
The growth in total ODA over the period comes mainly from other Group 
of Seven (G7) states (after 1997, G8), the multilateral agencies, and especially 
the Nordic countries and the Netherlands. In terms of shares of total ODA, the 
multilateral agencies, the Nordic countries, Japan, and the Netherlands show 
significant growth while Britain, Germany, France, and the United States stay 
fairly constant or even decline. 

Figure 2.1 also shows total emergency relief aid, from DAC statistics. Note 
that emergency aid does not include (almost any) money spent in UN or other 
peacekeeping operations. We see a large increase in the early 1990s, a fall in the 
mid-to-late 1990s with declining ODA overall, and a return to marked growth 
in the last decade or so. 

Figure 2.2 looks at reported emergency aid and emergency aid as a percent-
age of net ODA, better depicting the large increase in the early 1990s and con-
tinued growth since then. Figure 2.3 plots total emergency aid and total UN 
peacekeeping expenditures. Emergency aid leads peacekeeping expenditures, 
in the sense that an increase (or decrease) in the former predicts an increase 
(or decrease) in the latter in the next year, but not vice versa. 5 This pattern 

4 DAC Statistical Reporting Directives, www.oecd.org/dac/stats/dac/directives. 
5 The change in emergency aid from year t-1 to t explains 64% of the variance in the change 

in peace-keeping expenditures from year t to t+1, whereas the lagged change in peace-keeping 
expenditures explains none of the variance in change in the emergency aid. 
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Figure 2.1. Total overseas development assistance, U.S. overseas development assistance, and 
emergency aid. 

would be consistent with the following causal process: new civil wars generate 
refugees, which generate a humanitarian response, which may subsequently 
be followed by peacekeeping operations if and when a settlement of the war is 
reached or military intervention occurs. 

Why the sharp increase in emergency relief aid in the early 1990s? In some 
part it probably reflects an improvement in donor reporting and DAC data 
collection for this series. My guess is that the series should show a smoother 
increase from the late 1970s through the 1980s up to the early 1990s, although 
it is certainly possible that there is jump upward in the early 1990s.6 Some of 

6 Breaking down DAC emergency aid data by recipient would help determine whether there were 
particular emergencies that might have driven a large increase in the early 1990s. Unfortunately, 
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Figure 2.2 . Total emergency aid. 

the data on total refugees suggest that a smoother increase than the DAC data 
reports is plausible. It is also plausible that the series starts with small num-
bers in 1969, reflecting contributions to relief of the Biafran famine. Several 
accounts see this event as kicking off the most recent wave of international 
humanitarianism. Before this there were major efforts concerning refugees and 
displaced people in Europe following both world wars, but little in the interim 
apart from UN-organized efforts on behalf of the Palestinians. 

these data are only reasonably complete back to 1995. Aid for Yugoslavia and Bosnia does not 
come online in a big way until the mid-1990s, and certainly after the start of the war in 1991, and 
so would not explain the large (reported) jumps in 1991 and 1992. I have asked DAC personnel 
in the statistical office about this question via e-mail, and they say that improved reporting is a 
plausible part of the answer but that it is most likely not the largest part. 
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Figure 2.3 . Emergency and peacekeeping operations expenditures. 

So whether the rise was sharp and rapid beginning in the early 1990s and 
continuing today or somewhat more gradual, total emergency aid appears to 
have increased enormously in the last thirty years. The increase appears both in 
absolute terms and as a percentage of all offi cial development aid. Why? 

Wars and Refugees 

Emergency relief is by definition aid focused on saving the lives of people 
threatened by manmade and natural disasters. The vast majority of these peo-
ple are refugees or, in the new term born in the early 1990s, IDPs. So it would 
seem natural to ask whether the increase in emergency aid in the 1990s is the 
result of an increase in the number of refugees and IDPs. 



  

 
 

 

 

  
   

 

    
 

 

    
  

    

56 Humanitarianism in Question 

Figure 2.4 plots annual estimates of the total number of refugees from the 
statistical office of UNHCR along with total emergency aid and number of 
civil wars ongoing by year. 7 By these estimates the world’s refugee population 
started to take off in the mid-1970s, rising from around three million in 1975 to 
almost eighteen million in 1992 and declining thereafter. Reported emergency 
aid rises slightly with the initial sharp rise in refugees, but, as noted above, it 
only jumps upward after 1990. Even if the rise in emergency aid is smoother 
than portrayed (i.e., it is underreported in the 1970s and 1980s), the rise in 
total emergency aid would appear to lag the rise in total number of refugees by 
at least a decade. Emergency aid then starts to follow the number of refugees 
down after 1992, but reverses course and rises sharply upward after 1996, 
even though total refugees around the world declined by about 50 percent from 
1992 to 2005. An implication of this pattern is that total relief dollars per refu-
gee have risen sharply, from about $340 in 1991 to about $950 in 2003 in con-
stant 2004 dollars. The average for the 1980s is $138, but as discussed above 
the numbers for total emergency aid may be somewhat understated. 

Figure 2.4 also shows the total number of civil wars ongoing each year. 8 

Total refugees and the number of civil wars appear stunningly closely related, 
especially since the data series were produced by completely separate coding 
processes and rules. 9 The tight relationship suggests that the enormous in-
crease in the number of refugees around the world was mainly, if not entirely, 
driven by the spread of civil war in the international system during the cold 
war. Further, it suggests that the rise in the number of refugees is not some 
coding trick of a self-interested humanitarian international—civil wars clearly 
generate refugees, and the spread of civil wars mirrors the spread in UNHCR 
estimates of total refugees. The “gap” between total wars and total refugees up 

7 The civil war data is from James Fearon and David Laitin, “Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil 
War,”  American Political Science Review 97, no. 1 (2003): 75–90, though other civil wars lists 
produce very similar pictures. For 1951 to 2002 the refugee data are from the UNHCR Popula-
tion Data Unit, Geneva, and are the same as those used by Kristian Gleditsch and Idean Salehyan, 
“Refugees and the Spread of Civil War,”  International Organization 60, no. 2 (2006): 335–66. 
I am very grateful to Gleditsch and Salehyan for sharing them. For 2003 to 2005, the refugee 
estimates are from UNHCR, “2005 Global Refugee Trends” (June 9, 2006), table 21. “Refugees” 
in both series refers to “persons recognized as refugees under the 1951 UN Convention/1967 
Protocol, the 1969 OAU Convention, in accordance with the UNHCR Statute, persons granted a 
complementary form of protection and those granted temporary protection.” 

8 From a slightly updated and revised version of the data for Fearon and Laitin, “Ethnicity, 
Insurgency, and Civil War.” This includes conflicts between organized groups fighting over control 
of a state or a region that kill at least one thousand people, with an average rate of at least one 
hundred per year. See the article for more defi nitional details. 

9 The civil wars were not coded by looking at refugee estimates, and UNHCR did not look at 
this civil war list when counting refugees, which at any rate includes refugees from disasters other 
than war. The bivariate correlation between number of wars and total refugees is .93 for the whole 
period. The relationship would be less impressive if both series simply trended up for the whole 
period. 
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Figure 2.4 . War, refugees, and emergency aid. 

to 1980 indicates either that refugees are significantly undercounted for those 
years or that for some reason civil wars after 1975 began producing many 
more refugees than civil wars before 1974, or both. Prior to 1980, the estimate 
of the average number of total refugees per ongoing civil war is about 171,000, 
while after 1980 it is about 405,000. 

DAC provides data on emergency aid by recipient for 1995 through 2004. 
We can use these data to try to understand the reasons for the continued rise 
in emergency aid in the 1990s despite falling total refugee populations. A fi rst 
observation is that emergency aid as reported to DAC each year is highly con-
centrated among a small number of recipients, with 50 percent of total aid 
going to seven or fewer countries in seven of the ten years with data. About 
125 countries received some emergency aid each year since 1995.10 

10 The annual totals for recipient emergency aid from DAC table 2a are highly correlated with 
the “All Donors, Total” series from DAC table 1, for donors, at .95 for 1995–2004. However, 



  

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

 
 

 

 

    

58 Humanitarianism in Question 

Table 2.1 shows the top seven emergency relief recipients as reported to 
DAC for 1995–2004 and the amount of money that they received in constant 
2004 dollars. The top emergency aid recipient in this period is always a country 
that the United States had just bombed or invaded in pursuit of regime change 
(Afghanistan, Iraq) or ending a civil war (Bosnia, Serbia regarding Kosovo). 
On average, the top recipient each year received 17.3 percent of all reported 
emergency aid. 

Looking at the other cases in table 2.1, we see that the biggest recipients 
are almost always countries in the midst of civil war or just after a peace 
agreement intended to end a civil war. A pure natural disaster makes only one 
appearance, the floods in Mozambique in 2000. Famine unconnected to civil 
war is also uncommon in the top seven—North Korea in 1999 and 2002, pos-
sibly some drought-related famine in Ethiopia and Eritrea in the last few years, 
and (a different sort of case) several years of what I imagine must be relief for 
sanctions-affected Iraq before 2003.11 

But overall these data strongly suggest that emergency aid has been con-
centrated on countries with high-profi le internal conflicts—civil wars that for 
one reason or another attract the attention of the United States, the Security 
Council, and often the international press. Rwanda ranks for four years fol-
lowing the genocide and then drops out of the top seven. Bosnia-Herzegovina 
and various unspecified countries in the former Yugoslavia rate in the year of 
the Dayton agreement and for the next five years. Serbia and Montenegro are 
picked up for three years after the U.S.-led NATO intervention. Haiti ranks 
highly in the year Jean-Bertrand Aristide was restored to power as president 
by U.S. threats against Raul Cedras’s dictatorship, as does East Timor in the 
year of its formal independence and UN transitional administration mission. 
The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) shows up in each year since 
2001, the second year of the UN peacekeeping operation in eastern Congo, 
the Mission of the United Nations in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 
Afghanistan hits the top of the charts in the year of the U.S. intervention and 
one year after, but it had ranked for emergency aid in the midst of the Taliban 
civil wars in almost every prior year in the table as well. Civil war–torn Sudan 
and Angola are near perennials, rising in the rankings in connection with re-
cent peace-agreement activity in Sudan and the end of the National Union 
for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). “Palestinian administrative 
areas,” and even Israel for one year, appear in connection with aid related to 
the Oslo peace agreement in the late 1990s. 

the totals for the recipient-based series are only about 35 percent of the table 1 series, suggesting 
that the recipient figures are quite incomplete. Some part of this must be government spending 
on refugees residing in developed countries, which DAC allows OECD countries to count in the 
donor totals. 

11 My guess is that the aid component of the Oil-for-Food Programme is included in these data, 
but I am not sure. 
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This evidence suggests that emergency aid has become, in some large part, 
a handmaiden of post–cold war major-power foreign policies. With the end 
of the U.S-Soviet rivalry, the major powers were newly able to organize col-
lective action and intervention through the Security Council, and the remain-
ing superpower was newly able to intervene as it pleased (or with the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization, NATO) in pursuit of perceived national inter-
ests. Sometimes these interventions have been driven by concerns about ter-
rorism or other national security matters. Sometimes they have been driven, at 
least in part, by the humanitarian concerns of the rich states’ voting publics, 
concerns that may have taken a backseat during the cold war. In addition, after 
1991 rich-country voters found themselves exposed through the media to mass 
suffering related to civil war much more than they had been in the 1970s and 
1980s (though the amount and extent of suffering was surely comparable). 
The Western media, it should be noted, had lost the compelling cold war nar-
rative for framing stories. 

The intra- and postconflict international interventions associated with the 
cases in table 2.1 represent leading examples of what David Laitin and I have 
called neotrusteeship, or postmodern imperialism.12 These are interventions 
that involve a large number of actors of diverse types—states, international 
and regional organizations, NGOs, and private contractors—and in which 
these foreign actors take on many functions of local governance, ostensibly for 
a limited period of time. The data above suggest that postmodern imperialism 
has concentrated a lot of emergency aid resources on a small number of high-
profile cases. This may account for some significant part of the rise in total 
emergency aid despite falling numbers of refugees (and less civil war) around 
the world. 

Disasters, IDPs, and the Institutional Incentives 
of the Humanitarian International 

In this section I consider several alternative or complementary hypotheses. 
First, could the increase in emergency aid despite falling numbers of refugees be 
due to an increase in natural disasters that caused displacement and threatened 
famine but not lots of refugees? This cannot be dismissed but appears implau-
sible. As table 2.1 indicated, very few of the big recipients of emergency aid in 
the 1995–2004 period were receiving aid due to a pure natural disaster such as 
an earthquake or fl oods. 13 For good measure, figure 2.5 shows estimated total 
deaths from earthquakes that are thought to have killed at least one thousand 

12 Fearon and Laitin, “Neotrusteeship and the Problem of Weak States.” 
13 The tsunami occurred in late December 2004, so the emergency aid to the affected countries 

will appear when it is available in the 2005 data. 
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Figure 2.5 . Estimated deaths from major earthquakes, 1990–2006. 

people over the past century. 14 The 1980s and 1990s were evidently a quiet 
time for deadly earthquakes, except for Armenia in 1988 and Iran in 1990. 
The spike in 1976 is mainly a quake in Tangshan, China, and the spike in 2004 
is the earthquake that caused the Southeast Asian tsunami. It would be more 
compelling if we had data as well on the incidence of drought in this period; 
but given the evidence in table 2.1, I would be surprised if a large part of the 
rise in emergency aid was due to more extreme weather in the 1990s. 

A second alternative hypothesis is that while the number of refugees in the 
strict international legal sense may have declined since 1991, the number of 
other sorts of people seriously threatened by manmade or natural disasters has 

14 The source of the data is from a table from the U.S. Geological Survey, available online at 
http://www.usgs.gov/. 



  

 

 
 

  

 

  

 

 

 

    

    
 

    

62 Humanitarianism in Question 

increased. For example, perhaps there has been a large increase in “internally 
displaced persons,” who are made refugees in their own country, as it were. 

We should distinguish two variants of this hypothesis. First, it could be that 
the absolute number of such people increased markedly during the 1990s and 
as compared to previous decades. Second, it could be that the numbers haven’t 
changed much but that the humanitarian international has managed, for both 
normative and institutional reasons, to expand the set of categories of “per-
sons of concern” to whom the international community should feel obligated 
to provide emergency relief aid. 

The original mandate of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees was to 
aid refugees who had crossed international borders.15 The concept of “inter-
nally displaced persons” is an innovation developed in the late 1980s and early 
1990s as a result of a campaign by the humanitarian sector and some govern-
ments.16 IDPs were officially added to UNHCR’s mandate in 1992, according 
to rules that take account of state sovereignty concerns. As UNHCR’s 1996 
Report explains, the “IDPs” counted and served by UNHCR are 

persons displaced internally within their country for reasons that would 
make them of concern to UNHCR if they were outside their country 
of origin, and who have become of concern to UNHCR as a result of a 
request from the Secretary-General or the competent principal organs 
of the United Nations. In addition, IDPs may become of concern to 
UNHCR because of their proximity to assisted refugee and/or returnee 
populations.17 

In other words, with minor exceptions UNHCR provides aid only to those 
IDPs whose governments have requested assistance for them through the UN 
or, in rare cases, when the Security Council decides to provide aid to IDPs 
over the objections or in the absence of a local government. UNHCR statistics 
count only those IDPs on whose behalf the secretary-general has requested 
UNHCR aid. UNHCR and NGOs that monitor IDP issues regularly observe 
that the total number of IDPs around the world is far larger than this group. 

Partly as a result, we do not have nearly as good data on the total number 
of IDPs over time as we do for refugees. We have the UNHCR series on what 
might be called “official IDPs,” which goes back to around 1994, and we have 
some estimates produced by researchers and NGOs for the set of all IDPs. It is 

15 In fact, the 1951 convention only obligated states to help people who had become refugees 
before 1951, and, if a state party to the convention chose to so limit itself, only refugees in Europe. 
The 1967 convention removed the time and place limits. The Offi ce of the High Commissioner of 
Refugees was set up in 1950. 

16 See Thomas G. Weiss and David A. Korn,  Internal Displacement: Conceptualization and Its 
Consequences (London: Routledge, 2006). 

17 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Populations of Concern to 
UNHCR: A Statistical Overview (1996)” (UNHCR, 1996), 2. 
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difficult to know how to interpret the latter, especially for years before 1990 
when it is probably very diffi cult to estimate IDP populations. 

Figure 2.6 shows the data on all “persons of concern” to UNHCR for 1994– 
2005, which includes not only refugees, asylum seekers, and IDPs, but recently 
returned refugees and IDPs (resettlement programs), some miscellaneous popu-
lations, and a category composed of people who have diffi culty establishing 
their nationality (“stateless”). We see the same downward trend for all these 
types as for refugees, though it is less pronounced.18 It would seem hard to ex-
plain the sharp and continuing increase in emergency aid by these trends. 

But what if the total number of IDPs, “official” and unofficial, has increased 
rapidly since 1991? Figure 2.7 shows a series on total IDPs around the world 
based primarily on estimates made by the United States Committee on Refu-
gees, but amended and edited by several researchers.19 The figure also gives the 
total displaced persons (refugees plus IDPs) along with the individual series and 
the series on total emergency aid. Emergency aid follows the total IDP estimate 
quite closely at least since 1990.20 Both reach a “local” high point in 1994, 
then descend together to a local low point in 1997, before rising again together 
to another local high point in 2004. Almost the whole while total refugees are 
declining. The continued increase in emergency aid through the 1990s and last 
five years apparently is closely related to spending on conflict areas with large 
numbers of (measured) IDPs, and thus possibly on the IDPs themselves. 

There are several puzzling features of the data displayed in fi gure 2.7. First, 
the total number of displaced persons very closely tracks the total number 
of ongoing wars until 1998, after which ongoing wars continue to decline 
whereas the number of total displaced people shoots upward due to the sharp 
increase in the estimate of total IDPs. Given how closely related total displaced 
people and total civil wars were in the past, what could possibly have changed 
to produce this big disparity beginning in 1998–99, on the order of perhaps ten 
million people by 2002? Part of the explanation undoubtedly is the war in the 
DRC, but the puzzle remains thorny because IDPs typically remain IDPs for 
much shorter periods of time than refugees remain refugees.21 

18 The appearance and jump of the “stateless” category, which was formerly included in “vari-
ous,” is the result of a UNHCR initiative to get states to enumerate and report noncitizen popu-
lations. I do not think these people account for a lot emergency aid spending, but they may yet. 
UNHCR, “2005 Global Refugee Trends” (June 9, 2006), 9. 

19 The core of the series seems to be estimates in annual reports of the United States Committee 
on Refugees, which go back to 1964. The reports for 1973, 1975, and 1978 are missing, thus the 
gaps in the trend line. Susanne Schmeidl worked on these data and made some revisions and addi-
tions, as has Monty Marshall at the Center for International Development and Confl ict Manage-
ment at the University of Maryland. The series displayed here is from the Marshall version, located 
at http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/inscr/aci.htm . 

20 The coincidence of these series is almost surely not the result of some coder looking at one to 
help estimate the other. Both are produced by aggregating individual country and donor numbers. 

21 Susanne Schmeidl, “The Quest for Accuracy in Estimation of Forced Migration,” in Humani-
tarian Action: Social Science Connections, ed. Stephen K. Lubkemann, Larry Minear, and Thomas 
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Figure 2.6 . Total UNHCR “persons of concern” by type, 1994–2005. 

The authors of the Human Security Report 2005 first noticed the disparity 
and proposed several possible explanations. 22 First and most obviously, it may 
be due to “better reporting,” that is, greater attention to the plight of IDPs 
by the humanitarian international. For example, since 1998 the Norwegian 
Refugee Council’s Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) has been 
mandated by the United Nations to collect and report on data on internal 
displacement. The IDMC is now the most detailed source for estimates of IDP 

G. Weiss, Occasional Paper 37 (Providence, RI: Brown University, Thomas J. Watson Institute for 
International Studies, 2000), 127–58. 

Human Security Centre, Human Security Report 2005 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2005), available at http://www.humansecurityreport.info/content/view/28/63/. 

22 



   

  
   

 

  

   

The Rise of Emergency Relief Aid 65 

51 
# civil wars 
Refugees and IDPs 
IDPs (millions) 

x Refugees (millions) 
Aid (billions $) 

●

●
�

◆

ID
Ps

, r
ef

ug
ee

s, 
ai

d,
 a

nd
 o

ng
oi

ng
 c

iv
il 

w
ar

 

41 

31 

21 

1 

�

x 
◆

1970 1980 1990 20001960 
Year 

Figure 2.7 . Internally displaced persons, refugees, aid, and civil wars. 

populations, and their estimates have tended to exceed those based on the U.S. 
Committee on Refugees numbers, possibly because the IDMC is less inclined 
to “graduate” IDPs from its rolls.23 

Two additional explanations proposed by the  Human Security Report 2005 
are that returning refugees are becoming IDPs and that the nature of civil war 
is changing in such a way as to produce more IDPs. Regarding the first of these, 
it is not clear why we would not see this effect in the data in the early and mid-
1990s when refugee numbers began to decline sharply. Regarding the second, 
it seems implausible that the nature of civil war suddenly changed in 1998–99. 
Indeed, Stathis Kalyvas has argued persuasively that talk of the “new wars” 

23 http://www.internal-displacement.org/. 
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after the end of the cold war greatly misrepresents the nature of most civil war 
during the cold war—he argues for essential continuity in modes and effects 
of civil war. 24 

A second puzzling feature of the data reported in figure 2.7 concerns the link 
between emergency aid spending and total IDPs. Clearly the series are closely 
correlated since the early 1990s, but is this because the DAC-reported emer-
gency aid money is being spent on IDPs? NGO advocates for IDPs routinely 
lament that only a small fraction of the total estimated IDPs receive any protec-
tion or aid services at all. This claim is consistent with data in fi gure 2.6, which 
shows that the number of IDPs that the UNHCR can officially assist has been 
between one-third and one-fifth of total estimated IDPs around the world. 
Since for large crises NGOs are unlikely to be present in force unless UNHCR 
is also there, it seems unlikely that the increase in emergency aid in the last ten 
years can be explained by government-funded NGOs serving a large chunk of 
the IDP population that UNHCR cannot serve. 25 

So we have multiple possibilities that cannot be assessed well without more 
disaggregated data. First, it may be that there actually are more IDPs in the 
world despite the fall in the number of civil wars and that emergency aid has 
increased to serve them. Second, the number of IDPs may not have not changed 
much but they were formerly “undercounted,” so that emergency aid is now 
serving a population that was formerly not conceptualized or spoken for by 
humanitarian advocates and organizations. Third, the UNHCR and partner 
NGOs may have actually managed to serve large numbers of the “unoffi cial” 
IDPs that cannot be formally enumerated as such in UNHCR statistics for 
political reasons. Or fourth, the jump in emergency relief aid in the last ten 
years may have little to do with increased aid to IDPs and more to do with 
the major powers spending lots of money on a small number of high-profi le 
cases where they have intervened and/or have security concerns. My own guess 
would favor some combination of the latter three. 

Private versus Public Money 

The emergency aid data discussed above cover spending by donor governments 
reported to the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee. While most of 

24 Kalyvas, “ ‘New’ and ‘Old’ Civil Wars: A Valid Distinction?”  World Politics 54, no. 1 (2001): 
99–118. The Human Security Report suggests one other possible explanation—that the numbers 
killed in central Africa in the last ten years may have made for an unusually large number of IDPs. 
This may be, but my impression from the country-level IDP data is that the increase is not due to 
any one area. 

25 Another possibility is that UNHCR and partner NGOs have managed to serve large numbers 
of the “unofficial” IDPs that cannot be formally enumerated as such in UNHCR statistics for 
political reasons. 
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this money is spent through NGOs and multilateral agencies, NGOs also re-
ceive donations from private citizens, particularly in the United States. By some 
estimates the scale of private money is small compared to public money. For ex-
ample, Judith Randel and Tony German cite a 2001 U.S. National Intelligence 
Council (NIC) report that estimated that between 10 percent and 15 percent of 
global funding for humanitarian assistance came from private sources. 26 

As Randel and German and others have noted, however, the data on private 
contributions to the humanitarian enterprise are terrible. In this section I con-
sider new data collected by Michael Barnett and Rebecca Cohen on the funding 
sources of NGOs that received grants from the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) in the period from 1981 to 2004.27 U.S. law requires 
that USAID grant recipients submit paperwork categorizing and totaling their 
funding sources. Because the NGO “industry” is fairly concentrated and a 
high percentage of the large NGOs in this area regularly get USAID contracts, 
these data provide a valuable window onto where humanitarian NGO money 
is coming from, and how much. It must be kept in mind, however, that there is 
a risk of omitting private money flowing to NGOs that never take U.S. govern-
ment money. For example, Oxfam does not accept any government money and 
is not coded as having received USAID funding during this period. So the data 
may understate the scale and importance of private donations in humanitarian 
aid, at least in the United States. 

The solid black line in figure 2.8 tracks the total funding from private 
sources as reported by all NGOs that received USAID funding in a given year. 
The dashed line gives total funding from government sources, which includes 
total funding from all U.S. government agencies and funding from “other gov-
ernment and international organizations.” Values are in constant 2003 U.S. 
dollars. The dotted line gives the percentage of (estimated) total NGO funding 
from private sources, expressed on the right axis. 

Several features of figure 2.8 deserve comment. First, it shows a signifi cant 
increase in aid funds flowing through NGOs since the early 1990s. Funds from 
government sources increase by a factor of two during this period, from around 
$1 billion in the early 1990s to more than $2 billion in 2003. Given that total 
U.S. ODA stayed fairly constant over the period (see fi gure 2.1), this is consis-
tent with a common perception that governments have increasingly contracted 
aid delivery out to NGOs rather than foreign governments. 

But private donations to humanitarian NGOs appear to have increased twice 
as fast as money from the U.S. government, from $1 billion in 1991 to about 
$4 billion in 2003 (and measured in 2003 dollars). This means the share of 

26 Judith Randel and Tony German, “Trends in the Financing of Humanitarian Assistance,” in 
The New Humanitarianisms: A Review of Trends in Global Humanitarian Action, Humanitarian 
Policy Group Report 11, ed. Joanne Macrae (London: Overseas Development Institute, 2002). 

27 I am extremely grateful to Barnett and Cohen for allowing me to analyze these data here. 
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Figure 2.8 . Nongovernmental organization revenues from public and private sources. 

money from private donations as reported by NGOs with USAID contracts has 
increased from a half to almost two-thirds. At the level of individual NGOs (as 
opposed to total funds), in 2003 one quarter of the NGOs with some money 
from USAID reported that they received at least 97.5 percent of their money 
from private sources. One quarter received at most 35 percent, and the median 
such NGO received 72 percent of its revenues from private donations. 

How important are private donations in overall U.S. offi cial development 
assistance? The lowest line in figure 2.8 reports the trend in total funds from 
private sources declared by the NGOs receiving USAID funding, divided by the 
total U.S. ODA plus total private funds. Thus, this is an estimate of the share of 
private money in total public and private spending on humanitarian aid from 
the United States. The NIC study estimated about 10–15 percent for the late 
1990s and the estimate here is slightly higher (around 20 percent), which seems 
consistent with the expectation that private funds are more important in the 
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United States than in Europe. So the NIC estimate of 10–15 percent, a rather 
small share, would appear plausible based on these data. 

It therefore seems unlikely that most of the sharp rise in emergency aid since 
the early 1990s was driven by a massive expansion of private donations for 
such aid. The importance of private donations, at least for aid money coming 
from the United States, is clearly increasing a great deal—20 percent of total 
humanitarian money coming from there is a lot. It is also clear from these data 
that private donations are an extremely important source of money for most 
humanitarian NGOs, at least on this side of the Atlantic. As noted above, 
NGOs quadrupled their revenues from private donations from the early 1980s 
to 2003, from $1 billion to about $4 billion, which now make up at least two-
thirds of an industry that has total revenues of more than $6 billion in 2003. 

Barnett and Cohen’s data also allow us to examine changes in the structure 
of the humanitarian industry over time and in particular the question of in-
creasing competition. Figure 2.9 shows that the total number of NGOs that 
received money from USAID in a given year has increased very rapidly, mov-
ing from fewer than 40 in 1982 to 114 in 2003. A growing number of NGOs 
compete for and receive USAID money. The dotted line in figure 2.9 indicates 
the “market share” of the top ten NGOs each year in terms of total revenue 
from both public and private sources. This is the proportion of revenues of 
the top ten in all revenue declared by NGOs that received money from USAID 
in a given year. We observe a large decline in “market concentration.” The 
top ten recipients controlled as much as 90 percent of revenues of the sector 
in the 1980s, but this declined to 50 percent by 2003. Economists who study 
oligopoly use a quantity known as the Herfindahl index to measure market 
concentration. The Herfindahl index for humanitarian NGOs moves from 
a high around .22 in the mid-1980s to levels around .035 in recent years. 
The U.S. Department of Justice considers an industry between .10 and .18 
to be “moderately concentrated” and above .18 to be “concentrated.” Con-
centrated industries are “presumptive” cases for antitrust investigation. By 
these standards, the humanitarian NGO sector, at least in the United States, 
has moved from a tight oligopoly to a highly competitive market in the last 
twenty years. 

Alex de Waal suggests that increasing competition among NGOs has pushed 
them toward emergency aid and away from longer-term development aid, be-
cause it is easier to raise private donations for emergencies than for develop-
ment projects.28 Clearly there is evidence for the “increasing competition” part 
of this story, but what about the conjecture that competition pushes NGOs 
toward emergency relief? 

Barnett and Cohen coded a set of variables intended to index the main 
concerns of each NGO in their sample, using the categories emergency relief, 

28 de Waal,  Famine Crimes. 
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Figure 2.9 . Increasing competition in the nongovernmental organization sector. 

refugees, health, development, population, democracy promotion, peace build-
ing, and human rights. An analysis of available data suggests two points. 

First, NGOs whose primary concern is development or health are the most 
common, together making up 51 percent of the 278 NGOs coded by Barnett 
and Cohen.29 NGOs whose primary concern is coded as emergency relief or 
refugees are a close second, at 39 percent. 

Second, the growth rate of total private donations to NGOs whose top con-
cern is coded as emergency relief or refugees is nearly identical to the growth of 
total private money reported by NGOs whose top concern is coded as develop-
ment or health. So these data do not support the conjecture that humanitarian 

29 This list of 278 is much larger than the set of all NGOs that received a USAID contract be-
tween 1981 and 2003. Barnett and Cohen tried to list other signifi cant NGOs as well. 
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NGOs find it easier to raise private money for emergency aid and so have been 
driving an increase in this area. 

Likely Causes of the Rise of Emergency Relief Aid 

The number of civil wars and the total number of refugees around the world 
reached a high point in the early 1990s and have since declined. Total humanitar-
ian aid in the narrow sense of emergency and disaster relief tracked the increase 
in civil war and refugees prior to the early 1990s and the start of the decline 
up to 1997. But then total emergency aid resumed its sharp increase both in 
absolute terms and relative to total official development assistance. It appears 
to follow estimates of the total number of IDPs, which increased markedly after 
1997 despite the continued decline in ongoing civil wars (see fi gure 2.7). 

The explanation for the rise in emergency aid is not completely clear. Up 
to 1997 it looks as if the major donor states are responding, if somewhat be-
latedly, to increased need caused by the spread of civil war in the 1970s and 
1980s (see figure 2.4). Their response was probably facilitated and in some 
ways driven by the winding down of the cold war. This turned the attention of 
the major powers, their voting publics, and the Western media toward a set of 
high-profi le civil wars, several with international interventions. 

The explanation for the continued dramatic increase in emergency aid after 
1997 is less clear. Increased need is a candidate, but this requires us to believe 
both that the civil wars after the mid-1990s suddenly began creating unprec-
edented numbers of IDPs and that the increased emergency aid was motivated 
by and went to service these IDPs. Neither is especially plausible. It seems more 
likely that the counting of IDPs has become more systematic as NGOs and the 
UN humanitarian system have come to conceptualize and focus on them; in-
deed, it may be that the high and increasing estimates for total IDPs after 1997 
reflects in part a tendency by the main NGO in this area (the IDMC) to leave 
IDPs “on the books” even if they have in fact been reabsorbed.30 

Two alternative explanations are more plausible, based on the evidence con-
sidered here. First, as noted, the end of the cold war has been followed by a 
series of high-profile interventions and postconflict reconstruction projects by 
the United States and other major powers (sometimes through the UN) that 
have been magnets for emergency relief aid. In this regard the rise of emergency 
aid looks like a consequence of the changed foreign policy priorities of the 
major powers, the result of new security concerns and a new willingness (or 
sense of freedom) to act on humanitarian concerns. 

Second, successful task expansion by a growing and highly competitive hu-
manitarian sector may explain a signifi cant part of the increase. For example, 

30 Thomas Weiss made this suggestion to me in a personal communication. 
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it seems unlikely that the total number of IDPs has increased sharply while the 
number of civil wars and refugees has fallen. It seems more likely that count-
ing of IDPs was worse before a part of the NGO sector mobilized to focus on 
IDPs and/or that implicit classification rules have shifted. This is not to claim 
that NGOs are deliberately misrepresenting the situation to make work for 
themselves—to the contrary, there are certainly millions of IDPs around the 
world, and there is a strong moral case that they merit humanitarian relief. 
The point is that a sector of IDP advocates in the rich countries has developed 
in the last fifteen to twenty years and that it has mobilized to lobby for govern-
ment money and private donations for this purpose. Some part of the sharp 
rise in emergency relief has been driven by the development of this sector and 
others like it. 

In concluding, I note one further implication of the broad trends in civil 
war and humanitarian aid discussed above. At this very “macro” level, the 
evidence is inconsistent with a strong form of a common criticism of humani-
tarian aid. This is the idea that humanitarian aid prolongs civil confl ict by 
providing a revenue stream for combatants to “tax.”31 If this effect were very 
strong, we would not expect to see such a large increase in humanitarian aid 
accompanied by the dramatic decline in the number of ongoing civil wars 
since the early 1990s. Of course, the effect could still occur in particular cases; 
a more disaggregated analysis with data similar to that used here might make 
some headway on this question. 

31 See, for example, de Waal,  Famine Crimes, or David Rieff, A Bed for the Night: Humanitari-
anism in Crisis (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2002). 
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The Imperative to Reduce Suffering 

Charity, Progress, and Emergencies 
in the Field of Humanitarian Action 

Craig Calhoun 

Three questions haunt humanitarians: Do they seek to improve the human 
condition, the well-being of all humanity? Or, do they seek to alleviate suf-
fering, impartially, neutrally, and wherever it may occur? Or, do they respond 
more specifically to “humanitarian emergencies,” seemingly sudden crises in 
which human conflict creates concentrated human suffering, in which, per-
haps, suffering is so extreme as to be dehumanizing? 

The questions are “rhetorical” in that they do not require a precise answer, 
but they are not without consequences. There is no “objective” defi nition of 
humanitarian action. And humanitarian action today is motivated and ori-
ented in all these ways. Yet the multiplicity of its sources and goals is some-
times a problem. It not only confuses academic analyses, it makes it harder 
for practical actors to agree on courses of action and schemes of evaluation. 
It informs tensions over whether humanitarian action should be fully embed-
ded in a “human rights framework” or kept at a certain distance because of 
its special practical relationship to conflict and emergencies. It is central to the 
challenge of devising efficient approaches to action and effective approaches to 
evaluation in a field that is constituted on the basis of a moral imperative to act 
directly in response to fundamental values and urgent needs. 

Humanitarian response to emergencies is quintessentially cosmopolitan. It 
is an effort to mitigate the suffering of strangers. It is evidence of the genuine 
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importance of global civil society and the real influence of international norms 
on the conduct of states. But it exists because the global order is, if not quite an 
oxymoron, less strong than it might be. And the strengths of this global order 
of international relations, corporations and markets, media networks, social 
movements and diasporas do not stop civil wars, struggles for independence, 
and armed confl icts in which the combatants are closer to criminal enterprises 
even when they call themselves liberation fronts or people’s militias. 

In this context, trying somehow to help has seemed imperative. It is an im-
perative of sympathy, of Christian witness, of Jewish traditions of responsibil-
ity to “the other,” of deontic moral principles of the worth of each human life, 
of consequentialist logics focused on the potential that the emergencies could 
spread. There are tensions among these different logics of moral imperative, 
though they are not always explicit. What is most basic, perhaps, and most 
new is the modern notion that the emergency demands a response, including 
a response from distant strangers. This goes beyond mere sympathy. But there 
is a tension between responses rooted in simply providing care and responses 
linked to broader notions of human progress. 

David Rieff and Michael Ignatieff represent these different positions in their 
arguments over the significance of humanitarian action. Ignatieff would build 
on the ethical impulses that motivate humanitarian action to develop better 
approaches to solving the world’s problems. Reducing suffering in emergencies 
should be linked to larger agendas of longer-term reductions in suffering. Rieff 
would pull humanitarianism back toward its root in ancient ideas of char-
ity, urging more attention to simply and immediately alleviating suffering and 
less to human improvement. Ignatieff would encourage a cosmopolitan ethics 
grounded in recognizing the needs of strangers. Rieff would urge a more per-
sonal response grounded in human sympathy. Why simply patch up the victims 
of wars we might avoid? Ignatieff seems to ask. Why imagine we can manage 
the world? Rieff seems to reply: Let us patch up its victims. And, he suggests, 
our belief that we can be global managers and architects of the human future 
may be one reason there are so many victims.1 

Each of these positions, the expansion of a liberal ethics to confront human-
itarian emergencies and the insistence on prepolitical charity, has signifi cant 
supporters. But to both, there is also the opposition of self-declared hardheaded 
pragmatists. What matters, they say, is neither the complex ethics of human 
progress nor the more primal ethics of charity but the calculations of how best 
to save the maximal number of lives with the greatest efficiency, or how best 
to restore “order” to the disorderly scenes of humanitarian emergencies. And 
the pragmatist might add, order is not merely good for those suffering the mur-
der, rape, and impoverishment of the “emergency” but for neighbors at risk 

1 Among several works by each author, see Michael Ignatieff, The Lesser Evil: Political Ethics 
in an Age of Terror (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), and David Rieff, A Bed for the 
Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2002). 
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that the emergency will spread, regional powers threatened by destabilization, 
and the global rich at risk of terrorism or disease. This managerial orientation 
has grown more prominent, not least among those who fi nance humanitarian 
interventions. 

There is no law against conceptual confusion—or pragmatic compromise— 
and many donors and not a few humanitarian agencies simultaneously em-
brace all three positions. They act (or give money), they say, because of the 
ethical urgency of suffering. They insist that the money be spent in ways that 
promote various sorts of human progress, notably human rights agendas. And 
they try to introduce accountability measures to ensure effi ciency and effi cacy. 
Yet the tensions among these positions keep coming out in disputes among 
agencies and even among academics arguing about the fi eld. 

Rieff’s argument for a return to helping others simply on the basis of charity 
is a challenge to modern notions of humanitarianism. Most versions incor-
porate either an attempt to manage emergencies or an idea of improving the 
condition of humanity. More generally, the tension between “consequentialist” 
efforts to link assistance to projects of social transformation and the “mini-
malist” approach that would limit humanitarian assistance to simple care and 
protection is implicit in the development of the concept. 

The roots of this argument are older than is usually thought, and more 
deeply embedded in modern social imaginaries. The tension among universal 
ethical imperatives, projects of human improvement, and calls for more “prac-
tical” (and therefore “merely” less expressive) action is endemic to the modern 
era. In this chapter I begin with a discussion of the meanings of “humanitarian-
isms” and continues with how the term “emergency” has been imagined and 
manipulated, especially in the last two decades. Then I explore the distinctions 
between value rationality and instrumental rationality in the discourse and 
reality of humanitarian action. 

The Shifting Meanings of Humanitarianism 

The idea of mitigating the human suffering occasioned by war is an ancient 
one, merging with the more general idea of charity. So too are norms for the 
honorable conduct of war. 2 Likewise, the idea of acting with concern for all 
humanity and not merely members of one’s own community or nation has an 
ancient pedigree. Cynics and Stoics in the ancient world encouraged the cos-
mopolitan vision of world citizenship. The notion of effecting general improve-
ments in the human condition also has antecedents in the ancient world, but it 

2 The notion of honorable conduct in war is distinct from but related to the “just war” tradi-
tion, which also has implications for humanitarian action. See Mona Fixdal and Dan Smith, “Hu-
manitarian Intervention and Just War,” Mershon International Studies Review 42, no. 2 (1998): 
283–312. 
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is more distinctively modern. And it is a combination of these different threads 
that makes the modern idea of humanitarian intervention. 

It is common but somewhat misleading to say that modern humanitarian-
ism should be dated from the founding of the Red Cross in 1863 and the effort 
it symbolized and organized to provide “neutral” care to those injured in war 
(whether combatants or civilians). It would be more accurate to see this as one 
instance of a much broader development of humanitarian orientations and ac-
tion, coming indeed rather late. As Thomas Haskell writes, “An unprecedented 
wave of humanitarian reform sentiment swept through the societies of Western 
Europe, England, and North America in the hundred years following 1750.”3 

Perhaps the central exemplar is the late eighteenth and early nineteenth- century 
struggle to end the slave trade. 

Humanitarianism took root in the modern world not as a response to war 
or “emergencies” but as part of an effort to remake the world so that it better 
served the interests of humanity. This reflected a variety of different changes 
in social order, ethics, and cognition. It reflected the rise of modern industry, 
the development of modern states, and the early achievements of modern sci-
ence and technology, all of which encouraged the notion that human action 
could be mobilized to transform conditions long taken as inevitable. 4 It re-
flected a new value on everyday life that enabled people to weigh “the good” 
in the well-being of ordinary people and not only extraordinary achievements 
or spiritual values pointing beyond this world.5 It reflected a new sense of the 
interconnection of actions, including actions at a substantial distance from 
each other, that may have been rooted in capitalism and colonialism but that 
encouraged not only self-interested responses but also new understandings of 
responsibility. 6 

Humanitarian reform movements transformed prisons, poor relief, mental 
hospitals, schools, and the relationship of European powers to “primitive” 
peoples. Humanitarian ideals merged with the idea of philanthropy to encour-
age efforts to assimilate immigrants and mitigate the impact of new forms of 
inequality. In every case the implementation of these ideals was based on a 
sense among the well-off that they owed some obligation to improve the lot of 
the less well-off. In nearly every case the understanding of this obligation and 
the selection of courses of action were self-righteous and in part self-serving— 
but never simply reducible to self-interest. The overall pattern was, in Max 

3 Thomas L. Haskell, “Capitalism and the Origins of the Humanitarian Sensibility,” pts. 1 
and 2, American Historical Review 90, no. 2 (1985): 339–61, and no. 3 (1985): 547–66. See also 
Shelby T. McCloy, The Humanitarian Movement in Eighteenth-Century France (Lexington: Uni-
versity of Kentucky Press, 1957). 

4 For two contrasting treatments, see Robert A. Nisbet, History of the Idea of Progress (New 
York: Basic Books, 1980), and Christopher Lasch, The True and Only Heaven (New York:  Norton, 
1991). 

5 See Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989). 
6 See Haskell, “Capitalism and the Origins of the Humanitarian Sensibility.” 



   

 

 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
   

 

 

 

 

The Imperative to Reduce Suffering 77 

Weber’s sense, one of rationalization. 7 It is not so much that the ills were ended 
as that action in response to them was made orderly and goal directed. We 
should not be cynical about this, for there were genuine improvements. Michel 
Foucault notwithstanding, modern prisons are not obviously worse than pub-
lic hangings or the drawing and quartering of earlier times. 8 But as Foucault 
has suggested, humanitarian reform brought with it new forms of managerial 
orientation and governmentality in which a variety of agencies took on the 
challenge of producing order. 9 

As Foucault argued, the aims of penal reform were “not to punish less, but 
to punish better; to punish with an attenuated severity perhaps, but in order 
to punish with more universality and necessity; to insert the power to punish 
more deeply into the social body.” 10 Similar transitions took place in other di-
mensions of social life, including charity. This was a central object of attention 
for nineteenth-century social reformers and social scientists who sought ways 
to make charity more efficient, effective, and universal. Many of the reformers 
drew on religious inspiration, but the efforts to administer both charity and 
punishment better did not focus simply on otherworldly salvation but were 
aimed crucially at the improvement of the conditions of (and behavior in) this 
world. 

The English word “humanitarian” dates from the early nineteenth century 
and quickly came into widespread use.11 More or less closely cognate with hu-
manism, it was used at first to refer to those who emphasized Christ’s humanity 
but denied his divinity, and was linked to the notion of a religion of humanity. 
This fairly quickly gave rise, however, to the dominant usage, which was to 
refer to those who proposed in one way or another to alleviate human suf-
fering in general and/or advance the human race in general. The “in general” 
clause is crucial. Humanitarianism might be applied within nations but was 
distinct from nationalism with its project of improving the conditions of spe-
cific peoples. In the general nineteenth-century usage, therefore, humanitarians 
addressed humanity across racial and national differences.12 Their projects of 
advancing the human were closely related to the ideas of civilization, modern-
ization, and, eventually, evolution. France’s  mission civilisatrice was understood 

7 Max Weber, Economy and Society (Berkeley: University of California Press, [1920–1922] 
1968). 

8 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Pantheon, 
1977). 

9 See also David Garland, Punishment and Welfare (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1985). 

10 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 82. 
11 The earliest citation in the Oxford English Dictionary is from 1819 (and expresses displea-

sure at the neologism). If the word was new in the early nineteenth century, it refers to an orienta-
tion with strong Enlightenment roots, but also one infl ected by Romanticism. 

12 This of course mirrors a Christian transnationalism stretching back into the era of the Roman 
Empire and extending in varying degree through the Middle Ages. 
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as humanitarian, bringing civilization to those suffering from the lack of being 
French or even European. Colonialism itself was often understood (with no 
cynicism) as humanitarian. Christian missionaries (working largely within the 
context of colonialism) pursued humanitarian missions. So did moral reform-
ers who fought to end slavery, and the spread of the sense that slavery was 
intrinsically illegitimate was linked to the spread of the notion of human beings 
as in important senses morally equivalent (even if postslavery racism inhibited 
the realization of this promise). So did others who formed societies for the al-
leviation of poverty, the improvement of sanitation, and the reform of prisons 
and schools—whether they worked domestically or internationally. 

This was linked to an increasing religious emphasis on the virtues of or-
dinary life, putting a positive value on family life, for example, in place of a 
completely otherworldly orientation.13 This changed the ways in which human 
suffering was understood. An ethics of sympathy became more prominent, 
along with expectations of action to alleviate suffering. Over centuries, reli-
gious ministry to the suffering was complemented by medical ministrations, 
the founding of charitable organizations (giving more institutional form to 
what had long been understood as a private obligation), and eventually by 
increased state action to mitigate the conditions that caused suffering. 

Even so basic a concept as “humanity” itself reveals this. The category of 
the human is not self-evident. Neither the distinction of human from nonhu-
man life nor the unity of the human is constituted similarly in all cultures. The 
understanding of humanity as a series of equivalent individuals is a historically 
particular development (and not universal even today). That human beings 
intrinsically have ethical obligations to one another as such requires both a 
notion of transcending kinship, nationality, even acquaintance, and a notion 
of “bare life” dissociable from specific cultures and webs of relationships. 14 

These universalistic notions bear the marks not only of a philosophical history 
of thinking about self and ethics but also of specifi c religious traditions, of the 
growth of the modern state with its construction of equivalent subjects, and of 
the growth of modern markets and contract relations. They also underpin the 
notions of humanitarian obligations and human rights. 

This increasing emphasis on the secular world did not imply irreligion, and 
indeed it was produced largely as a transformation within religious life and 
thought. There was, for example, a substantial increase in the extent to which 
religious vocations called people to medical, educational, and other service to 
improve conditions in this world (as well as to prayer and contemplation). But 
at the same time, this did enlarge the scope of moral attention to the secular 
world. And, of course, the changes in religion were linked to parallel changes 

13 Taylor, Sources of the Self. 
14 Though I wish to emphasize something different about bare life, see Georgi Agamben’s pro-

vocative account: Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1998). 
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in science, economy, and state. Among other things, these changes marked a 
substantial increase in the capacity to act effectively to change this-worldly 
conditions. 

Humanitarianism closely overlapped with the idea of philanthropy. This 
also was an outgrowth of the idea of charity, but a transformation insofar as it 
involved humanity in general rather than more specific individuals. To be de-
scribed as a great philanthropist or a great humanitarian meant much the same 
thing. One might have worked to build hospitals or ban alcohol or fi nance 
Bible translations. It was essential that the beneficiaries of such efforts would 
be strangers.15 Charity was transformed as it grew in scale and became a way 
not only to minister to the locally less fortunate but to respond to poverty 
and other problems in large-scale national societies and across their borders. 
A wide range of associations and boards grew in the nineteenth century to 
manage poor relief, sanitation, hospitals, and other projects. By the twentieth 
century governments were expected to take on more of these efforts. But at the 
same time, philanthropy began to take a more professional form as well. Out 
of the largely local nineteenth-century associations came early enthusiasm for 
social science.16 And by the end of the century the notion of a “scientifi c phi-
lanthropy” was advanced by Andrew Carnegie, and in the twentieth century 
pursued by a variety of foundations. Each of these tended to be based on the 
accumulation of capital by a single individual or family rather than the pooling 
of resources characteristic of the earlier associations. 

These “private organizations with public purposes” were not only forerun-
ners of later and larger foundations but also of more professional government 
delivery of social services. Carnegie’s idea of “scientific philanthropy” antici-
pates research on evaluation and effectiveness and new accountability regimes 
prominent among international donors and philanthropists today. But it was 
also of a piece with the industrial efficiency studies of Frederick W. Taylor and 
others in his day. Carnegie wanted to make sure that his money was used with 
maximal efficiency to maximal effect. It was not enough to give away dimes; 
building libraries provided the condition for continuing human improvement.17 

Although efficiency and effectiveness have been consistent goals in business (al-
beit not consistently achieved), the philanthropic sector has been ambivalent 
about them. They seemed sometimes in tension with a primary orientation to 
“value rationality” or simply doing that which was good (and which should be 
judged so in itself, not by an instrumental evaluation). 

15 A point stressed by Michael Ignatieff in The Needs of Strangers (New York: Penguin, 1986). 
16 Thomas Haskell, The Emergence of Professional Social Science: The American Social Science 

Association and the Nineteenth-Century Crisis of Authority (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1977); James Kloppenberg, Uncertain Victory: Social Democracy and Progressivism in European 
and American Thought, 1870–1920 (New York: Oxford University Press 1988). 

17 It is worth noting that Carnegie’s philanthropy was strongly influenced by his Presbyterian 
religion. 
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Both humanitarianism and philanthropy were influenced by the greatest 
nineteenth-century advance in science, though both also ultimately came to 
exist in tension with many of its advocates. I refer, of course, to evolution-
ary theory. Some foundations, such as the Rockefeller Foundation, promoted 
eugenics as a way to improve humanity. Nearly all humanitarians were in-
fluenced by the wave of progressive thought, and many thought evolution-
ary theory buttressed this. But humanitarianism and philanthropy were also 
challenged by a number of critics who thought they undermined the process 
of natural selection. Instead of allowing the survival of the fi ttest to advance 
humanity, humanitarians often sought to protect the weakest humans. This, 
their critics thought, was mere sentimentality. While humanitarians sometimes 
claimed that helping the suffering was self-justifying, others demanded that 
they look at consequences—which they held included encouraging too much 
breeding by less advanced people. 

Humanitarianism came in this context to be associated not only with ad-
vancing human welfare but with softening the roughness of the human condi-
tion and promoting altruism.18 But this did not mean that there were no calls 
for better, more scientific (and sometimes businesslike) management of hu-
manitarian affairs. Lester Frank Ward, a polymathic scientist, public servant, 
and humanitarian of the nineteenth century—and also the leading pioneer of 
sociology in America—was deeply opposed to equating human progress with 
the survival of the fi ttest. 19 Human evolution was not limited to biological 
evolution, he argued; that human beings could protect the weak was in fact a 
sign of their evolutionary superiority based on mind and culture. Advancement 
was based on cooperation and not only on competition. Human beings were 
able to increase the supply of life’s necessities and reduce the impact of life’s 
enemies. And human beings were able to act on a “sentiment of humanity” 
that uniquely motivated them to act with benevolence toward humanity as a 
whole. But Ward also called for “better” humanitarianism: 

It must be admitted that humanitarian institutions have done far less 
good than either juridical or ethical institutions. The sentiment [of hu-
manity] is of relatively recent origin. . . . It exists to an appreciable degree 
in only a minute fraction of the most enlightened populations. It is rarely 

18 The change is not unlike the earlier process by which “humane” came to be distinct from 
“human.” The latter word, with its changed pronunciation and spelling, branched off in the eigh-
teenth century to refer to the mere fact of being human—bare life, if you will—while being hu-
mane referred to realizing the best characteristics of humanity, or acting in ways that exhibited 
the higher capacities of humanity, those that reflected the capacity for culture rather than mere 
animal nature. 

19 There is some doubt whether Ward’s social Darwinist antagonists argued as much from the 
idea of the survival of the fittest as he alleged. See Robert C. Bannister, “ ‘The Survival of the Fit-
test is our Doctrine’: History or Histrionics?” Journal of the History of Ideas 31, no. 3. (1970): 
377–398. 
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directed with judgment. . . . The institutions established to support it are 
for the most part poorly supported, badly managed, and often founded 
on a total misconception of human nature and of the true mode of attain-
ing the end in view. 20 

Ward, like many nineteenth-century social reformers, was interested in in-
creasing and improving efforts to promote social welfare, especially among 
the poor. He sought both greater state action and better administered private 
charities. These were among the projects that gave rise to social science (Ward 
was the first president of the American Sociological Society). And the continu-
ity with some of today’s debates is evident. 

The same sorts of ideas, combining both religious and secular roots, were 
applied to the hardships of war. While the U.S. Civil War generated consider-
able humanitarian response, it was in the interstate wars of Europe that the 
concept gained clearer formulation. Florence Nightingale’s heroic efforts in 
Crimea were widely described as humanitarian. J. Henri Dunant called for the 
establishment of a permanent system of wartime humanitarian assistance after 
witnessing the 1859 battle of Solferino. The orientation of each was Christian 
(Evangelical in Dunant’s case, less orthodox in Nightingale’s). With others, 
they stimulated the founding of the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) in 1863. A year later, the original Geneva Convention was signed in 
1864—Dunant spoke warmly of Nightingale’s leadership—and it was followed 
by dozens of treaties specifying rules for the proper conduct of war, including 
the Hague Convention on the Laws and Customs of War on Land. 21 World 
War I led to the production of numerous agreements attempting to govern 
particularly noxious new military methods. The League of Nations focused on 
humanitarian concerns, seeing both peacemaking and efforts to mitigate the ef-
fects of conflict in this light. 22 But it was in the era of the Holocaust and World 
War II that protecting civilians became most decisively an important object of 

20 Lester F. Ward, “Mind as a Social Factor,”  Mind 9, no. 36 (1884): 563–73. 
21 The Hague conferences of 1899 and 1907 combined the pursuit of peace with an effort to 

“humanize the hardships incident to war.” See James Brown Scott, “The Work of the Second 
Hague Peace Conference,” The American Journal of International Law 2, no. 1 (1908): 1–28 
(quote at 1) and Board of Editors, “Editorial Comment,” American Journal of International Law 
1, no. 2 (1907): 431–40. That the founding of this journal is coincident with the Second Hague 
Conference is no accident; the development of the field of international law as a whole was closely 
linked to efforts to create new agreements and institutions during this period. More specifi cally, 
the Hague conferences (and the earlier Brussels Conference of 1874) encouraged the solidifi cation 
of humanitarian law as an identifi able subfield of international law. See Theodor Meron, “The 
Humanization of Humanitarian Law,” American Journal of International Law 94, no. 2 (2000): 
239–78, and Jacques Meurant, “Inter Arma Caritas: Evolution and Nature of International Hu-
manitarian Law,” Journal of Peace Research 24, no. 3 (1987): 237–49. 

22 Rachel E. Crowdy, “The Humanitarian Activities of the League of Nations,” Journal of the 
Royal Institute of International Affairs 6, no. 3 (1927): 153–69. 
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humanitarian law. 23 Massive population displacements created refugees in need 
of humanitarian assistance; eventually grasping the scale of the Holocaust pro-
duced new ideas of crimes against humanity and genocide. Four new Geneva 
conventions, signed in 1949, addressed the protection of the victims of war. 

This proliferation of agreements and legal arrangements refl ected not only 
the transformation in scale implicit in the movement from older notions of 
charity to modern philanthropy but also a process of rationalization. In the 
sense articulated by Max Weber, this involved shifting from an “ethic of ulti-
mate ends” toward an “ethic of responsibility,” and a reliance on institutional 
mechanisms to ensure predictable behavior in place of a reliance on direct 
response to feelings, personal appeals, or charismatic leadership. 24 The simple 
kindness of strangers evoked by direct confrontation with the suffering of oth-
ers would henceforth seem too arbitrary and unsystematic—especially when 
faced with the growing rationalization (and destructiveness) of modern war. 

Not only war but civilian suffering was rationalized by the Holocaust. The 
Nazi effort to rid the Third Reich of Jews, Gypsies, and others was a distant 
cousin of the eugenics that had flourished more widely in the early twentieth 
century, and was carried out with bureaucratic systematicity. Rationalization 
was also central, however, to the global response that sought to develop insti-
tutions to limit such atrocities. This came mainly after the war, of course, and 
was motivated not merely by reason or benevolence but by guilt and shame. 
But it too sought systematicity from formal procedures. 

Such procedures depend on rendering the qualitative specificities of human 
lives, relationships, and suffering in quantitative terms. The very idea of saving 
lives, for example, is dependent on counting lives. This is surely important and 
powerful. It is also a significant departure from the casualties of war, in which 
lives lost are strategic sacrifices (or from the other side signs of success). The 
idea of saving lives could only be regarded as defi nitive when humanitarian law 
shifted from rules for combat to protection of civilians. Yet, as Hannah Arendt 
argued, it is a minimal sense of life that is counted in statistics of those lost (or 
lives saved). The rationalization, like extreme suffering, leaves no room for polit-
ical speech, but renders human action as distinct from mere animal existence.25 

The Emergency Imaginary 

During the twentieth century, the term “humanitarian” became more and more 
associated with efforts to mitigate the civilian consequences of war. In World 

23 The attempt to protect artistic and scientific institutions and historic monuments dates from 
the same period. 

24 Weber, Economy and Society). 
25 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (London, Faber 

and Faber, 1963); The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958). 
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War I, images of the horrors of war still focused on the suffering of combat-
ants. By World War II, civilian suffering and death loomed larger, not least in 
the firebombing of Dresden and the use of atomic weapons against Japanese 
cities. But at least as decisive was the population displacement that began in the 
1930s and accelerated during the war. The idea of humanitarian intervention 
entered routine discussion in the 1930s as Nazi atrocities gained more recogni-
tion and as efforts were made to care for and resettle refugees.26 This suggested 
a new kind of “humanitarian emergency” that reached increasingly beyond 
war as conventionally understood. After World War II, there were renewed ef-
forts to articulate humanitarian norms and build institutions to enforce them. 
This began to dominate over the more general usages referring to all manner 
of ways of advancing the condition of humanity. The partition of India into 
two countries provided a dramatic example and a compelling argument for the 
new concern. 27 Here, without any war, there was massive displacement, death, 
and misery. 

Refugees were the most visible face of the humanitarian emergency. The 
Holocaust and World War II had provided the occasion for the creation of 
new institutions, such as the UN High Commission for Refugees. After the 
war a series of emergencies, many linked with decolonization and the travails 
of new states divided partly because of old colonial policies, provided evidence 
of the continuing need. Almost simultaneous with the India-Pakistan partition 
was the creation of the state of Israel, attendant war, and the displacement of 
Palestinians. This resulted in an “emergency” that continues officially to be 
labeled as such some sixty years later. To be sure, recurrent conflicts and dis-
placements have kept the emergency current, but the case also reveals some of 
the problematic implications of using the idea of emergencies to try to grasp 
such problems. It implies sudden, unpredictable events that require immediate 
action. But many “emergencies” develop over long periods of time and are not 
merely predictable but are watched for weeks or months or years before they 
break into public consciousness or onto the agendas of policymakers. 

The term “complex humanitarian emergency” gained currency toward the 
end of the 1980s. It seems to have been coined in Mozambique, where it re-
flected especially the idea that the UN needed to negotiate simultaneously with 
the RENAMO movement and the government in order to provide assistance 
outside the framework of its standard country agreements.28 Mozambique 

26 For one call to overcome the notions of sovereignty and noninterference so central to interna-
tional law, see Ellery C. Stowell, “Humanitarian Intervention,” American Journal of International 
Law 33, no. 4 (1939): 733–36. 

27 Gidon Gottlieb, “The United Nations and Emergency Humanitarian Assistance in India-
Pakistan,” American Journal of International Law 66, no. 2 (1972): 362–65. 

28 Antonio Donini, The Politics of Mercy: UN Coordination in Afghanistan, Mozambique, and 
Rwanda, Occasional Paper (Providence: Brown University, Thomas J. Watson Institute, 1997); 
UNICEF, “Humanities Principles Training: A Child Rights Protection Approach to Complex 
Emergencies,” http://coe-dmha.org/unicef/unicef2fs.htm (1999), (accessed March 26, 2004). 
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became a success story in providing effective help for refugees and displaced 
persons. Whether or not this was the precise origin of the term “complex 
humanitarian emergency,” it points to a core theme: the idea that some emer-
gencies have multiple causes, involve multiple local actors, and compel an 
international response. Wars in which at least some of the combatants are not 
members of an official state army and conflicts in which the distinction be-
tween civilians and combatants is weak are especially productive of complex 
humanitarian emergencies. And it is atrocities against civilians that make such 
emergencies especially morally compelling.29 The Sudanese civil war and its 
related refugee and famine crises provided another ready example at about the 
same time. So did population displacements and ethnic fighting in the wake 
of the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Neither can stand like Mozambique as 
a success story. 

A spike in the number of conflict-related emergencies led the United Na-
tions University and the World Institute for Development Economics Research 
to speak at the end of the 1990s of “the wave of emergencies of the last de-
cade.”30 The idea of a wave of emergencies reflects the notion that the global 
system somehow worked less well during the 1990s, and perhaps, in some 
ways, that is true amid adjustment to the end of the cold war. For some, the 
implication is that great-power rivalry was like a dike that held back a great 
sea of smaller conflicts—though perhaps it would be more accurate to say it 
organized these in more directly political-military terms than as humanitarian 
emergencies. But notice that the imagery of a “wave” suggests not friction 
within the system but surges from outside. The other common image is of a 
need for early warning, as though the issue were the increasing failure rate of 
established cybernetic feedback mechanisms. What this obscures is that the 
wave of emergencies arises precisely as globalization is extended and intensi-
fi ed, not as it deteriorates. 

In any case, problems have not abated in the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst 
century. (Though deaths are down slightly, the range of confl ict-related emer-
gencies has proliferated.) As of October 2006, Relief Web, which serves pri-
marily international NGOs, the United Nations, and their donors, lists thirty 
complex emergencies of pressing humanitarian concern, of which twenty-seven 

29 Media coverage that makes distant suffering seem more immediate is obviously important. 
How direct the media influence is on decisions to intervene and other policies is less clear; a variety 
of organizational and other considerations intervene. Studies are surprisingly sparse. See discus-
sion in Robert I. Rotberg and Thomas G. Weiss, eds., From Massacres to Genocide: The Media, 
Humanitarian Crises, and Policy-Making (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1996); Piers 
Robinson, “The Policy-Media Interaction Model: Measuring Media Power during Humanitarian 
Crisis,” Journal of Peace Research 37, no. 5 (2000): 613–33; International Federation of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, World Disasters Report 2005 (Geneva: IFRC, 2005), chap. 6. 

30 Jeni Klugman, Social and Economic Policies to Prevent Complex Humanitarian Emergen-
cies: Lessons from Experience (Helsinki: United Nations University, World Institute for Develop-
ment Economics Research, 1999). 



   

 

 

 
 

  
 

 

 

  
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

The Imperative to Reduce Suffering 85 

are confl ict related. 31 The various factors are summed up by the United Na-
tions, which says that countries face complex emergencies when they confront 
“armed conflicts affecting large civilian populations through direct violence, 
forced displacement and food scarcity, resulting in malnutrition, high morbid-
ity and mortality.” 32 “Complex” here is mostly an indirect way of saying that 
there are multiple sides in a conflict, not merely victims, and that they are often 
still fighting. Of course, there is much the definition does not convey, including 
the fact that this suffering is inflicted mainly on people in the less developed 
world, though it also poses huge risks for those in the more developed world. 

The term “emergency” became a sort of counterpoint to the idea of global 
order. Things usually worked well, it was implied, but occasionally went wrong. 
Emergencies were the result, and they posed demands for immediate action. 
Neither calamities nor population displacements were new, but this way of 
understanding their human consequences and ethical implications was. Taking 
hold of these events as emergencies involved a specific way of understanding 
them—what I have called the “emergency imaginary.” This is the complement 
to growth of humanitarian intervention on a new scale. 

Like the spread of thinking in terms of human rights, which shares much the 
same intellectual ancestry, the spread of humanitarianism is often celebrated as 
an indication of growing cosmopolitanism and conscience. Of course, it points 
as much to the ubiquity of tragedy as it does to the response to it. 33 There is 
a tendency to think that the causes of humanitarian emergencies are old ones, 
while only the cosmopolitan response to them is novel. But in fact both refl ect 
growing global connections. The humanitarian emergencies of Rwanda, Bosnia, 
and Sudan are not simply the results of ancient ethnic hatreds, the permanence 
of poverty, or the potential for evil lurking in human nature (though each of 
these has arguably played a part). They are results also of geopolitics and shift-
ing patterns in long-distance trade: colonialism, the end of the cold war, and 
oil. Cosmopolitanism is an ethically attractive part of the globalization package 
(but part of a package, and not simply an autonomous response). 

On the one hand, cosmopolitanism brings out a sense of ethical obliga-
tion that is rooted in global interconnections. This is manifested even in 

31 Relief Web: “Complex Emergencies,” http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/dbc.nsf/doc103?OpenForm, 
(accessed October 12, 2006). The total of thirty is up from twenty-five in March 2004 and twenty-
two in late 2002. The three “non–conflict-related” emergencies are (1) the East African drought 
that is clearly conflict exacerbated, (2) the “Southern Africa Humanitarian Crisis” in which 
drought, floods, and both AIDS and malaria are intertwined, and (3) the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea crisis in which famine and other problems are clearly matters of international 
politics if not of open fighting. Relief Web also lists scores of current emergencies produced by 
natural disasters. 

32 Relief Web, Relief Web: United Nations Appeals, http://www.reliefweb.int/appeals/01appeals. 
html (2001), (accessed March 26, 2004). 

33 See discussion by a range of authors in Steven Vertovec and Robin Cohen, eds., Conceiving 
Cosmopolitanism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), and Daniele Archibugi, ed., Debating 
Cosmopolitics (London: Verso, 2003). 

http://www.reliefweb.int/appeals/01appeals.html
http://www.reliefweb.int/appeals/01appeals.html
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humanitarian vocations, in which many discover their most meaningful ori-
entation to the world. On the other hand, the idea of cosmopolitan politics 
also reflects a distanced view of the global system, a view from nowhere or 
an impossible everywhere that encourages misrecognition of the actual so-
cial locations from which distant troubles appear as emergencies. 34 This is 
often a complement to a managerial orientation to the global system, as the 
same emergency imaginary shapes thinking about financial crises and famines. 
Where there is a discontinuity, there must be intervention to restore linearity 
and predictable functioning. 

The very term “emergency” and the discourse to which it is central natural-
ize what are in fact products of human action and, specifi cally, violent confl ict. 
They represent as sudden, unpredictable, and short term what are commonly 
gradually developing, predictable, and enduring clusters of events and interac-
tions. And they simultaneously locate in particular settings what are in fact cri-
ses produced at least partially by global forces and dislocate the standpoint of 
observation from that of the wealthy global North to a view from nowhere. 

Indeed, responding to emergencies—delivering humanitarian assistance— 
has become one of the characteristic modalities of globalization. It is a cen-
tral engagement for global NGOs from charities such as CARE to religious 
organizations such as Catholic Relief Services. Some specialize in emergency 
relief, and many of these embrace some version of the norm of neutral as-
sistance. Others combine a focus on emergencies and relief with longer-term 
development activities and/or human rights advocacy. All those I have named 
are large and what might be termed “mainstream” international organizations. 
Increasingly important are local institutions in contexts of combat and new 
international organizations that combine humanitarian assistance with explicit 
advocacy or religious agendas. These include organizations focused on human 
rights, on Islam, and on Christianity. 

The United Nations is the largest single provider of humanitarian assistance, 
and while its agencies vary in orientation, most link humanitarian assistance 
in some degree to other agendas of development or human rights. In 1992 
the UN created the Department for Humanitarian Affairs (DHA), which in 
1997 was renamed the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA). This office has loomed ever larger in the work of the United Nations, 
partly because of the UN’s increasing reliance on special appeals and voluntary 
contributions from its member states. The UN’s “core” budget, based on the 
assessments of member states, accounts for a relatively small fraction of total 
UN expenditures—especially for the operational agencies such as UNICEF or 
the World Food Programme. Perceptions of emergencies drive national contri-
butions to the UN as much as they do private contributions to charities. Al-

34 Craig Calhoun, “The Class Consciousness of Frequent Travelers: Toward a Critique of Actu-
ally Existing Cosmopolitanism,” South Atlantic Quarterly 101, no. 4 (2002): 869–97. 
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though there is a consolidated appeal for support, different agencies inevitably 
compete for donor attention and funds. 

Complementing the United Nations are both national agencies for emer-
gency response—commonly carved out of development agencies—and private 
voluntary organizations. In every case, these operate with a variety of institu-
tional imperatives of their own. Staff members make careers, even if they have 
chosen this work for altruistic reasons. Managers worry about funds for their 
organizations as well as the most effective allocations to competing humanitar-
ian tragedies. 

In short, emergencies have become normal, both on the TV news and in 
the budgets and operations of international organizations. I do not mean that 
these “emergencies” are not real and devastating, for they clearly are, nor even 
that they do not demand urgent attention. They are not merely mobilizing or 
fear-inducing tactics in the manner of fascism or the government of George 
Orwell’s  1984—or, I fear, the color-coded terror alert system of the U.S. De-
partment of Homeland Security. But neither are they exceptions to some rule 
of beneficent, peaceful existence. In 1940, when Walter Benjamin famously 
wrote “the tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of emergency’ 
in which we live is not the exception but the rule,” he wanted to stress the 
underlying continuities joining fascism to modernity, against those who would 
treat it as a deviation and so assure themselves that progress marched on none-
theless.35 Today we see not one large emergency dismissed as an exception, but 
innumerable smaller ones still treated as exceptions to an imaginary norm but 
repeated so frequently as to be normalized. Events supposed to be extraordi-
nary have become so recurrent that aid agencies speak of “emergency fatigue.” 
Refugees? Infectious diseases? Ethnic conflicts? These are all certainly aspects 
of contemporary emergencies, and yet none could be said to be rare. Indeed, 
each of these sorts of emergencies is at least partially predictable and specifi c 
cases may last for years. 

In analyzing technological disasters, Charles Perrow has made a similar 
point: accidents are normal.36 They are normal not because specific events will 
cease to be surprising and sometimes disastrous but because it is inevitable that 
things will sometimes go wrong and the very complexity of certain sociotechni-
cal systems guarantees accidents. Rather than trying to engineer the accident-
free system, planners will often get better results by building in the expectation 
of accidents—minimizing them as best they can—and also building in coping 
mechanisms and responsive organizational structures. In the same sense, seeing 
emergencies as normal should point our attention toward planning better for 
dealing with them as well as toward reducing their frequency. 

35 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Ar-
endt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken, 1969). 

36 Charles Perrow, Normal Accidents, rev. ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999). 



  

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

  
 

 

 

88 Humanitarianism in Question 

Interventions in complex emergencies are not “solutions,” because emer-
gencies themselves are not autonomous problems in themselves but the symp-
toms of other underlying problems. 37 At the same time, it would be a mistake 
to think that humanitarian response should, or could, simply be abandoned 
in favor of work directly on the underlying problems. This would neglect the 
moral significance of the ideal of witness and the importance both of ministry 
to immediate human needs and of calling attention to the political failures that 
help produce problems. 

But this is not to say that all the problems can be fixed, any more than all the 
emergencies can be managed. To think so is the illusion of a managerial orien-
tation seeking to solve “exceptions” to the global order rather than recogniz-
ing both the contradictions and the limits of that global order. The logic of the 
emergency as exception typically implies that there are more or less local “root 
causes” to every conflict: ancient ethnic hatreds, abusive dictators, profi teering 
gunrunners. Searching for such “root problems” in each case may focus atten-
tion helpfully on local issues, but it also risks obscuring the extent to which the 
production of emergencies is a global phenomenon. 

In any case, the field of international humanitarian action grew not merely in 
the development of new organizations and better techniques to address emer-
gencies but in some considerable and warranted skepticism about master plans 
to end all conflict, poverty, and injustice. On the one side, humanitarian action 
expressed the moral certainty of value-rational action in its ideals (and the mo-
tivations of many to undertake it). But on the other—the side of practice—it 
commonly embraced “pragmatic fallibilism.”38 Humanitarians tried to articu-
late best practices and criteria of assessment, but they stuck close to the imme-
diate situation at hand. Assistance in dire circumstances was important partly 
because the underlying problems admitted of no ready solutions. 

David Kennedy has called forcefully for assessing the potential downsides to 
saving strangers: “These darker sides can swamp the benefits of humanitarian 
work, and well-intentioned people can find themselves unwittingly entrenching 
the very things they have sought voice to denounce.”39 Kennedy has in mind 
restoring the political quality of choice in contexts where expertise does not 
offer certainty. But toting up costs and benefits informs not only a more politi-
cal consciousness but the accountability regimes sought by donor agencies. 

At the same time, however, the growth of a field of humanitarian action also 
reflected twentieth-century doubts about comprehensive plans for improving 
the human lot. The post–World War II period was understood less than before 
as part of the advancement to an era of complete peace among nations, less 

37 Fiona Terry, Condemned to Repeat? The Paradox of Humanitarian Action (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2002). 

38 See Richard Bernstein on the virtues of pragmatic fallibilism in the face of evil: The Abuse of 
Evil: The Corruption of Politics and Religion since 9/11 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005). 

39 David Kennedy, The Dark Sides of Virtue: Reassessing International Humanitarianism 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), xiii–xiv. 
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as part of the process of securing more or less universal benevolence among 
human beings. It was chastened and to a greater extent understood as compen-
satory action, mitigating the suffering occasioned by human conflicts not easily 
eradicated. The rise of the complex humanitarian emergency further reinforced 
the moral imperative felt for immediate action on the basis of suffering. None-
theless, there were always also calls for assessment of progress. Humanitarian-
ism never lost the association with broader projects of human improvement. 

Instrumental or Value-Rational Action? 

One of the enduring issues in humanitarian action is how to relate the notion 
of doing something that is good in itself—providing care to those suffering—to 
the notion of acting effectively in pursuit of a goal, such as promoting peace or 
simply saving lives. Following Aristotle, Max Weber distinguished value ratio-
nality from instrumental rationality to capture just this sort of distinction.40 In 
the field of humanitarian action, it is reflected by the tension between an ethic 
of witness and one of direct political action, but also by a tension between 
the pursuit of moral purity that recruits many to humanitarian action and the 
complex criteria for assessing its effi cacy. 

Humanitarian action is typically understood as a project distinct from states 
and markets—and thus shares much with recent emphases on the virtues of 
civil society. Yet both humanitarian action and the occasions of human suf-
fering it seeks to mitigate are shaped deeply by their connections to states and 
markets. 

Humanitarian action has become a $10 billion a year industry. It is served 
by a humanitarian trade fair inaugurated by the Arab Gulf state of Dubai in 
2006.41 Whatever this may also do for Dubai’s public image, it is a business 
proposition. Agencies and NGOs can check out the best deals in blankets, 
mosquito nets, medicines, and even body armor. The fair is conveniently lo-
cated close to Africa and its large share of the global humanitarian trade. The 
trade fair is congenial to agencies increasingly focused on effi ciency, hiring 
MBAs and logistics consultants, even seeking venture capital.42 

At the same time that humanitarian assistance has become an industry, it 
remains centrally a state project. Funding comes largely from states, either 
directly or through multilateral organizations such as the European Commu-
nity Humanitarian Aid Office and various UN agencies. Negotiating access 
and at least minimal support from states has become a routine necessity for 

40 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998); Weber, Economy 
and Society. 

41 The first Dubai Humanitarian Trade Fair took place shortly after the bid of a Dubai company 
to manage U.S. ports was blocked. 

42 Economist, May 13, 2006, 57. 



  

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

90 Humanitarianism in Question 

humanitarian action. In many complex humanitarian emergencies, security 
is a crucial issue and militaries are critical to delivering assistance. Militaries 
are also effective logistical organizations, and increasingly they compete with 
NGOs and civilian agencies for the business of delivering humanitarian as-
sistance. Yet, many humanitarian actors regard states with deep suspicion or 
as essentially pernicious—institutions of power rather than ethics. 

Neither the trade fair nor the application of business approaches to humani-
tarian assistance is necessarily a bad thing. Nor is it a bad thing for the opera-
tional effectiveness of military logistics to be put at the service of distributing food 
or clothing or medicine. Efficient aid saves more lives. Nor is it a problem that 
humanitarianism and emergency assistance are becoming increasingly profession-
alized fields of work—whether for the state or for NGOs and multilateral organi-
zations. But each of these developments raises questions about how to understand 
humanitarian action as part of the contemporary global order (or disorder). It 
cannot be understood adequately simply as an ethical response to suffering. 

Focusing on the immediate ethical imperative of reducing suffering—and 
especially, saving lives—has become the key feature that distinguishes humani-
tarian action from human rights and development. It is what gives the fi eld 
its boundaries, or at least the rationale for the boundaries it desires but can 
seldom achieve. It is what underwrites the ideal of humanitarian neutrality 
and the close relationship of humanitarianism to the emergency. By contrast, 
human rights and development are agendas for improving the human condi-
tion, not simply humane responses to immediate suffering. 

It is partly the hope for an ethically pure way of responding to global prob-
lems and suffering that drives the prominence of humanitarianism today. It is 
underwritten in part by the attempt to escape from what seem to be the intrac-
table difficulties of political action and development projects. It is motivated by 
a sense of urgency that allows putting long-term plans to one side (or leaving 
them to others in an implicit division of labor). It is embraced by those who see 
market enthusiasms as cynical masks for greed. And yet it is drawn ineluctably 
back into politics, development, and markets. 

Humanitarian action is thus grounded simultaneously in an individual ethi-
cal imperative to save life or alleviate suffering and a social organization de-
signed to improve collective conditions of life. The specificity of the “fi eld” 
of humanitarian action—its internal hierarchies and struggles as well as its 
always contested external boundaries—derives from the interface of these two 
dimensions and not from one alone. 

The tension has been present throughout the modern era. It is not a com-
pletely new development, though it has come to the fore in recent disputes 
over the politicization and professionalization of humanitarian action.43 The 
practical boundaries separating humanitarian action from development are 

43 A substantial literature has begun to explore the operational challenges of humanitarian 
assistance, the question of whether international intervention resolves emergencies or is merely 
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thin; lives lost to malaria are as surely lost as lives lost to cholera—though the 
latter is more distinctively a disease of refugee camps. Yet funds are available 
in response to specific catastrophes and wars, partly because responding to 
such events seems intrinsically ethically pure—outside of politics, outside of all 
the wrangling over which policies really produce development. The demarca-
tion of humanitarian action from development is important to securing those 
funds. And increasingly it is also important to career paths. The distinction of 
humanitarian action from development and other agendas of human progress 
is demarcated in terms of charity, a logic of pure giving, an imperative of pure 
ethical response. Conversely, the distinction of humanitarian action from other 
arenas of charity is demarcated by the urgency of saving lives compared to the 
more general possibility of improving them. 

The discourse of human rights also had ancient roots and underwent a re-
newal in the Enlightenment and the social and political reform movements that 
followed. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it overlapped with hu-
manitarianism without much tension. The Declaration of the Rights of Man, 
for example, was emphatically humanitarian (as distinct from statements of 
civil rights in more nationally exclusive forms). But from the late nineteenth 
century, without any emphatic split with talk of human rights, usage of the no-
tion of humanitarian action came to focus more on “relief” than rights. This 
drew on the constitutive emphasis of the Red Cross and its cognate organiza-
tions (such as the Red Crescent). Humanitarian action, this suggested, should 
be neutral toward the parties in conflict, partly simply to secure unhindered 
access to the wounded and the safety of aid workers. However, as we have seen, 
this did not stop the association of humanitarian relief with peace activism, but 
it did lay the basis for a distinction that would be both formative and troubled 
in the second half of the twentieth century. Advocating directly for human rights 
either was the logical outcome of the same values as humanitarian action or a 
violation of the norm of neutrality necessary to the very conduct of humanitar-
ian relief. 

In the context of the mid-twentieth century, the idea of humanitarian assis-
tance was increasingly distinguished from that of human rights and “progres-
sive” rather than compensatory projects associated more with the later term. 
This distinction was never airtight, of course, and many used the terms all but 
interchangeably. But for many actively engaged in humanitarian action, the 
notion of neutrality was not merely an abstract norm but a condition of safety 
and access in the midst of armed confl ict. 

The ICRC continues to emphasize the ideal of neutral assistance. But many 
others who strive to provide humanitarian assistance see this coming too close 

palliative, the challenges of relating humanitarianism to human rights, and the implications of 
increasingly complex organizations. Other chapters in this book address many of these issues. See 
also the summary of the recent debates in Michael Barnett, “Humanitarianism Transformed,” 
Perspectives on Politics 3, no. 4 (2005): 723–40. 
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to accepting suffering as inevitable—because war, like the poor, will always 
be with us. Indeed, from the very moment of its founding, the ICRC has been 
criticized for making war more palatable and perhaps more likely. Instead, 
critics suggest we should be outraged that politics and markets have failed and 
suffering is the result. Contemporary humanitarian action is thus at least some-
times an implicit criticism of the state of politics, even while it is organized, like 
much cosmopolitanism, as an ethics instead of a politics. 

This is true, for example, of the orientation of many involved in Médecins 
Sans Frontières. It is among the most prominent of humanitarian organiza-
tions, but not typical of the field. MSF was created from a schism within the 
ICRC in the context of the Biafra-Nigeria war of the late 1960s. MSF continues 
to share the ICRC’s orientation to providing care with neutrality toward the 
different combatants in struggle. But it was created precisely in resistance to 
the notion that neutrality meant self-censorship and a refusal to report atroci-
ties. MSF claimed a mission of witness against both specific atrocities and the 
larger political failures that led to them. Where the Red Cross operated with 
something of an implicit expectation that conflict is part of the human condi-
tion and therefore a need for humanitarian care is permanent, MSF held that 
care for the victims of conflict had to include advocacy for the reduction of 
conflict. Although MSF avoided political engagement in armed struggles, its 
very witness was intended as a political statement about armed struggles. 

Yet the issue remains contested. It was part of the substantive question (as 
distinct from egos and organizational politics) that split the organization when 
MSF founder Bernard Kouchner and some fifteen others left to found Méde-
cins du Monde (MDM, Doctors of the World) in 1980. The issue then was pro-
viding care to Vietnamese boat people. Solidarity with the boat people could 
not fail to be a political indictment of Vietnam itself; of Hong Kong, which 
provided only limited refuge; and the range of countries that refused asylum. 
The issue would return to the fore in confl icts a decade later. 

The genocide in Rwanda was a watershed. The international community 
did not act to prevent massacres despite considerable warnings and reports 
of the beginnings of the massive attacks on civilians. This failure caused con-
siderable retrospective anxiety and guilt and thereby helped to underwrite the 
widespread support for military intervention in the former Yugoslavia, though 
this came after years of confusion, uncertainty, and failure to utilize diplomatic 
and other peaceful channels effectively. 44 Whether bombing Serbia was a suc-
cessful humanitarian intervention or simply war of the sort that humanitar-
ians had long sought to mitigate remains a contested question. Likewise, the 
Congolese city of Goma symbolizes a deep dilemma for advocates of humani-
tarian neutrality. A million Hutu refugees fled to Goma in 1994 as a result of 

44 Among the contemporary indictments, see Mark Duffield and Joe Stork, “Bosnia Is the Clas-
sic Case of Using Humanitarian Aid as a Smokescreen to Hide Political Failure,” Middle East 
Report, nos. 187–88 (1994): 18–23. 
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the genocidal attacks in Rwanda. Cholera broke out. The humanitarian crisis 
was intense. But in 1997, Rwandan government forces stormed the camps, cre-
ating additional hardship. And in the midst of this, humanitarian aid workers, 
including several from MSF, found themselves facing the question of whether 
neutrality meant providing care for wounded soldiers or militiamen who, once 
patched up, would return to the work of genocidal slaughter. 

Yugoslavia was a turning point in the use of military power to conduct 
a “humanitarian intervention.” Certainly earlier powers—not least, imperial 
powers—had used humanitarian benefi ts as justifications for military interven-
tions. But through most of the twentieth century, military action had been the 
problem humanitarians confronted. It was a remarkable turnabout when the 
long association of humanitarian action with the peace movement was chal-
lenged in the 1990s. If, as David Kennedy has noted, it seemed obvious to a 
generation that opposition to the Vietnam War was the proper humanitarian 
stance, by the 1990s armed intervention often seemed almost as obviously 
right.45 MSF was in a minority when it went on record against “military hu-
manitarianism.”46 Its departed one-time leader Bernard Kouchner was more 
clearly in the mainstream of the moment when he became the head of the UN’s 
administration in Kosovo. 

Moreover, the notion of keeping the humanitarian and the military sharply 
distinct has come under enormous stress; it is perhaps a lost cause.47 In the 
context of the breakup of Yugoslavia and of the central African wars and geno-
cides, it seemed to many that military interventions were necessary humanitar-
ian responses to certain sorts of emergencies.48 Even those who sought to keep 

45 Kennedy, Dark Sides of Virtue. 
46 The term first appeared in Kurt M. Campbell and Thomas G. Weiss, “Military Humani-

tarianism,” Survival 33, no. 5 (1991): 451–65. See also Alex de Waal and Rakiya Omaar, “Can 
Military Intervention be ‘Humanitarian’?” Middle East Report, nos. 187–88 (1994): 2–8. 

47 This is a crucial theme in discussions of “crises of humanitarianism,” an important theme, 
but not the one I focus on here. See Ignatieff, Lesser Evil; Kennedy, Dark Sides of Virtue; Rieff, 
A Bed for the Night; Stephen John Stedman and Fred Tanner, eds., Refugee Manipulation: War, 
Politics, and the Abuse of Human Suffering (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 2003); and 
Terry, Condemned to Repeat?. 

48 Arguments for military intervention were by no means confined to left-liberals (or erst-
while left-liberals), but it was novel for left-liberals to be among the most active advocates of 
military intervention. Arguments were often rooted in a humanitarian agenda, and the Rwan-
dan genocide became a symbol of the implications of failure to act. For many “action” clearly 
meant military action to stop the genocide after its onset—rather than other kinds of actions 
initiated much earlier. For various sides in this debate, see Seyom Brown, The Illusion of Control: 
Force and Foreign Policy in the 21st Century (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 2003); 
Mark Duffi eld, Global Governance and the New Wars (New York: Zed Books, 2001); Martha 
Finnemore, The Purpose of Intervention: Changing Beliefs about the Use of Force (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2003); Samantha Power, A Problem from Hell: America in the Age of Genocide 
(New York: Basic Books, 2002); Nicholas J. Wheeler, Saving Strangers: Humanitarian Interven-
tion in International Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); and Thomas G. Weiss, 
Humanitarian Intervention: Ideas in Action (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007). Michael Barnett, 
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the work of humanitarian assistance “neutral” found this increasingly diffi cult, 
partly because they could not avoid working with armies or in zones controlled 
by one or another party to combat. And at the same time, campaigners for 
human rights were commonly unsympathetic to arguments that humanitarian 
assistance required neutrality. 

Humanitarian aid organizations found themselves challenged also by the 
very temptation to use the magnitude of the Rwandan crisis (and a series of 
other emergencies) as a fund-raising focus. Few were willing to say that there 
was a limit to what they could do—either because of the political-military 
context or because of the sheer logistical difficulty of putting additional funds 
quickly to work. As James Orbinski, president of MSF’s International Council, 
put it in accepting the Nobel Peace Prize awarded to the organization: 

There are limits to humanitarianism. No doctor can stop genocide. No 
humanitarian can stop ethnic cleansing, just as no humanitarian can 
make war. And no humanitarian can make peace. These are political re-
sponsibilities, not humanitarian imperatives. Let me say this very clearly: 
the humanitarian act is the most apolitical of all acts, but if actions and 
its morality are taken seriously, it has the most profound of political im-
plications. And the fi ght against impunity is one of these implications. 49 

Orbinski went on to restate the idea of witness: “Ours is an ethic of refusal. It 
will not allow any moral political failure or injustice to be sanitized or cleansed 
of its meaning.” The issue remains whether the direct expression of normative 
values—ideals of peaceful action or care for the suffering—is self-justifying or 
must be weighed alongside action that can change the conditions the produce 
confl icts, and atrocities in confl icts. 

Complex History, Pressing Questions 

Humanitarian action, I have suggested, is informed by at least three longstand-
ing value orientations: to mitigate suffering wherever it occurs, to improve the 
condition of humanity in general, and to respond to sudden, unexpected, and 

Eyewitness to a Genocide: The United Nations and Rwanda (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2002), addresses the role of the UN in Rwanda. Among the journalistic reports that focused 
attention on the absence of intervention in Rwanda, see Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to Inform 
You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families: Stories on Rwanda (London: Picador, 
1999), and Linda Melvern, A People Betrayed: The Role of the West in Rwanda’s Genocide 
(New York: Zed Books, 2000). Alan Kuperman, The Limits of Intervention: Genocide in Rwanda 
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 2001), makes the case that successful intervention in 
Rwanda (after the killing had started) was more or less “logistically” impossible. 

49 Cited from the MSF Canada website, http://www.msf.ca/nobel/speech.htm (accessed Octo-
ber 22, 2006). 
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morally compelling crises. Though these sometimes reinforce each other and 
all have supported the growth of the field of humanitarian action, they are not 
identical and they also come into confl ict. 

The tension between charity (one form of value-rational action) and the pur-
suit of progress (based on more instrumental versions of liberal ethics) informs 
the dispute between David Rieff and Michael Ignatieff cited in the introduction 
to this chapter, and this is indicative of a tension in the field. Recruitment to 
work in humanitarian assistance is significantly based on seeing humanitarian 
action as “value rational,” an end in itself and intrinsically self-justifying. But 
at the same time, humanitarian action has become the province of large-scale 
organizations, donors with demands for evidence of efficacy and effi ciency, and 
a profession with its own standards of good performance. Against the “value 
rational” sources that have given much impetus to humanitarianism there is 
a growing instrumental orientation. Reconciling moral self-justifi cation and 
instrumental assessment is diffi cult. 

Basic questions have been raised about the viability of existing approaches 
to humanitarian relief. Does the neutrality pioneered by the Red Cross and 
insisted on by nearly all actors throughout the twentieth century still work? 
Or is it compromised practically when humanitarian interventions are carried 
out under the operational umbrella or even the formal auspices of military 
forces? Or again, is it compromised ethically when the lives to be saved include 
those of killers likely to return to participation in ethnic violence and civil 
wars? And still again, is it compromised politically either when humanitar-
ian agencies take on human rights advocacy as part of their agendas or when 
they conclude that backing from authorities and powers that be is pivotal to 
success? Questions have been raised also about the accountability of humani-
tarian organizations, about whether existing agencies and NGOs are the most 
efficient vehicles for saving lives, and about how to assess the impacts of in-
terventions. 50 Many in the field worry about the unintended consequences of 
ethically well- intentioned actions. 51 

These questions are all pressing. They bear immediately on the operations of 
organizations undertaking humanitarian action and the choices of individuals 

50 The very notion of responding to emergencies is, however, a challenge to organizational 
structures (in which emergencies are often addressed separately from primary programs and as 
“exceptions”), to the development of long-term responses (which can always be postponed), and 
to improving interventions (since conducting research into their effectiveness and effi ciency can 
seem a distraction from the more urgent tasks). 

51 Kennedy, Dark Sides of Virtue. See also Terry, Condemned to Repeat?; William Shawcross, 
Deliver Us from Evil: Peacekeepers, Warlords, and a World of Endless Confl ict (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 2000); Michael Maren, The Road to Hell: The Ravaging Effects of Foreign Aid and 
International Charity (New York: Free Press, 1997); Alex de Waal, Famine Crimes: Politics 
and the Disaster Relief Industry in Africa (Oxford: James Curry, 1997); Barnett, Eyewitness to 
Genocide; and Peter J. Hoffman and Thomas G. Weiss, Sword and Salve: Confronting New Wars 
and Humanitarian Crises (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefi eld, 2006). 
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working in humanitarian emergencies. But the questions also refl ect underlying 
issues in the way humanitarian action is conceptualized and the way it fi ts into 
the contemporary world. It is rooted in a self-justifying ethical imperative: to 
reduce suffering or, even more starkly, to save lives. 52 Yet it is undertaken in a 
variety of circumstances that challenge moral clarity, in complex organizations 
that demand instrumental orientations to action, and on the basis of funding 
arrangements that carry requirements for accountability, efficiency, and criteria 
for choosing types and locations of interventions. 

The idea of humanitarian action grew in the context of late eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century philanthropic reform movements. It refl ected religious 
roots but also a new emphasis on the secular—improving the human condition 
in this world. Growing twentieth-century attention to the suffering of civilians 
in the context of war and to refugees and other victims of collateral dam-
age from armed conflict gave humanitarian action more of a “compensatory” 
cast. The challenges of working amid continued fighting informed an ideal of 
neutral assistance. This in turn came under challenge as demanding a level of 
silence before atrocity inconsistent with the goal of an apolitical but publicly 
salient witness not only to suffering but to evil. Still humanitarianism was as-
sociated with the pursuit of peace and, through the idea of human rights, with 
the notion of longer term progress. 

Humanitarian action has been further transformed by the rise of complex 
humanitarian emergencies. These involve, among other things, armed confl icts 
in which the distinction between civilians and combatants is less clear and less 
respected, and usually in which at least one side is not a sovereign state. These 
emergencies are constructed as part of a broad social imaginary in which they 
are seen as exceptions to normal social life and global order: sudden, unpre-
dictable, and carrying strong moral imperatives for immediate action. 53 This 
imaginary exaggerates the extent to which the occasions for humanitarian ac-
tion are outside of and other to the nation-state system and global order. It 
encourages use of the idea of emergency to organize response to quite long-
term displacements of people and other forms of suffering. Yet emergencies are 
many and often large scale. 

52 Decision makers in the field of humanitarian action place enormous emphasis on “saving 
lives.” This, they say, must come ahead even of reducing such traumas as rape. The emphasis on 
saving life reflects several factors. One is the reduction to “bare life” implicit in attempting to think 
of lives as such rather than as essentially lived by real persons with their conceptions of human 
dignity, their cultural understandings, and individual values. Another is the urge to fi nd the ethi-
cally purest standard for judgment, that least vulnerable to disputes from a consequentialist logic. 
And still another is the desire for accountability. Lives saved may be hard to count, but there is at 
least the illusion of accurate quantitative assessment. 

53 I have described this in more detail in “A World of Emergencies: Fear, Intervention, and 
the Limits of Cosmopolitan Order,” Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology 41, no. 4 
(2004): 373–95. 
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Although the emergency imaginary reinforces the idea of a moral imperative 
for immediate action (rather than planning and instrumental evaluation), the 
scale of mobilization involved encourages the development of organizational 
procedures, professional identity, and all manner of instrumental concerns. 
The emergency imaginary that operates today reflects both the idea that it is 
possible and desirable to “manage” global affairs and the idea that many if 
not all of the conflicts and crises that challenge global order are the result of 
exceptions to it. 

The emergency imaginary reinforces the tendency—already long established— 
to approach humanitarian action as “value rational,” an end in itself and intrin-
sically self-justifying. But at the same time, humanitarian action has become 
the province of large-scale organizations, donors with demands for evidence 
of efficacy and efficiency, and a profession with its own standards of good per-
formance. Against the “value-rational” sources that have given much impetus 
to humanitarianism there is not only a growing instrumental orientation, but 
an erosion of the boundaries of the field of humanitarian action. Militaries, 
development agencies, and others with different histories and predominant 
orientations to instrumental rationality challenge long-standing humanitarian 
organizations. 

I have not offered resolutions to these issues but only an attempt to clarify 
something of the lineages of understanding and practical orientation that have 
shaped humanitarian action. Being clearer about the values and organizational 
logics in dispute may make it easier for different actors to understand one an-
other, even if not necessarily to agree. 
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Saying “No” to Wal-Mart? 

Money and Morality in Professional Humanitarianism 

Stephen Hopgood 

Can Wal-Mart be a humanitarian organization? This provocative question takes 
us right to the heart of what “humanitarianism” is. For humanitarian practi
tioners, answering it means understanding both what they do and why they do 
it. It means confronting stark trade-offs between lives saved and the ethics of 
emergency relief and protection. Indeed, it is a question that is only becoming 
more insistent as the hitherto somewhat shadowy world of humanitarianism is 
opened up to scrutiny and competition in the era of globalization. Where once 
there were amateur humanitarians doing their thankless, heartbreaking work 
in relative obscurity with scarce to nonexistent resources and minimal publicity, 
now there is serious money, corporate firms, interested and powerful states, a 
hugely augmented network of United Nations and nongovernmental organiza
tions, and the constant glare of global coverage. Subsumed for years under 
empire, and then under the vicelike grip of the superpowers during the cold 
war, numerous African, Asian, Latin American, Eastern European, and Middle 
Eastern states are making their often fraught way toward social stability under 
the watchful eye of this vast, and far from disinterested, apparatus. 

For helpful discussions on this paper I would like to thank Simon Collings, Maurice Herson, 
Helen Jenkins, Theo Murphy, and Andrew Webb; also participants in a seminar held at Interna
tional Alert in London in April 2006. 
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The pull of postimperial collapse and dysfunction, and the push of an elabo
rate mechanism for social intervention (and the interests of states), is accom
panied by a third dynamic—the crucial one for the argument here. It derives 
from the solution that the Anglo-Saxon democracies found to the problems of 
low growth, high unemployment, and inflation in the 1970s: neoliberalism. 
One crucial element of this doctrine is the idea that where private capital can 
provide public and nonprofit services more efficiently it should be allowed to 
do so. The entry of firms, and the logic of business, into the arena of humani
tarianism is the result. Had we looked at the world of humanitarianism before 
1989, we could have had nothing but the merest inkling of what was to come. 
That is a measure of the scale of change since the Berlin wall came down. 

Commercial money and expertise is now intrinsic to development work, and 
the thrust of neoliberal globalization is further to enmesh public and not-for
profit services in a web of social entrepreneurship, venture philanthropy, and cor
porate social responsibility that erodes their previous separation from the world 
of private capital. It forces organizations such as Oxfam and Amnesty Interna
tional to commodify their moral authority, for example, for they now exist in a 
world where everything that does not contribute to revenue generation can be 
framed as surplus to requirements. This leads us into the world of merchandizing 
and branding. Few spheres of modern social life can plausibly make the case for a 
principled immunity from this transformation. To do so requires social practices 
to draw an immutable line between their essence and that of the “profane” world 
of money. This sense of a “sacred” realm inaccessible to capital is most familiar 
to us from organized religion. It can also be found in the secular religiosity of 
human rights work.1 It is not just private money that is the problem but also the 
ideas and practices of the market, a social mechanism in which everything has 
a price. It leads us inexorably toward calculations of utility and exchange. Can 
practitioners of humanitarianism draw for themselves an immutable line against 
such calculation? Should they? Is this just a mistaken self-understanding, one 
that rationalizes low pay, personal sacrifice, and unaccountable performance? 

For humanitarians to see these questions as speculative would be a mistake. 
Oxfam, CARE, and Save the Children, for instance, now work in long-term 
partnership with private capital and remain core agencies in the humanitar
ian fi eld. 2 The idea of the market as the most efficient mechanism for meeting 
public needs is ascendant. In championing the Global Compact, a voluntary 
corporate responsibility initiative designed to bring business, labor, and civil 
society together in the service of “environmental and social principles,” UN 

1 See Stephen Hopgood, Keepers of the Flame: Understanding Amnesty International (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2006). 

2 A remarkably clear (and clever) example can be found in Oxfam’s “You’re gorgeous” 2006 
Christmas ads. These used both MasterCard’s red-and-yellow corporate colors and its familiar 
marketing slogan: “Giving someone a truly beautiful gift: Priceless.” Both logos—Oxfam and 
MasterCard—appeared on the screen at the end. The ad, seeking donations to buy alpacas for 
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secretary-general Kofi Annan put it well: “Let us choose to unite the power of 
the market with the authority of universal ideals.”3 

My argument has five sections. The first looks at what might make humani
tarianism uniquely “humanitarian,” and the second discusses how globaliza
tion puts pressure on NGOs in the marketplace of services. The third compares 
the ethos of humanitarian practitioners with that of commercial professionals, 
and the fourth gives a fuller account of why, and how, Wal-Mart—recently 
termed both “the worst company in the world” and “the face of twenty-fi rst
century capitalism”—might get involved in humanitarian work.4 This section 
also looks at NGO claims to be functionally superior. In conclusion, I look 
again at nonfunctional arguments for resisting Wal-Mart. 

A Humanitarian Essence? 

There is the humanitarian as noble caregiver, as dupe of power, as des
ignated conscience, as revolutionary, as colonialist, as businessman, 
and perhaps even as mirror. There is humanitarianism as caring, as in 
Rwanda; humanitarianism as emancipation, as in Afghanistan after the 
fall of the Taliban; humanitarianism as liberation, as in the case of hu
manitarian support for the rebels of Southern Sudan; and humanitarian
ism as counterinsurgency, as it was in Vietnam and may yet be again in 
Afghanistan. All are possible; all have been true at times over the course 
of the past four decades. 5 

David Rieff’s succinct list gives us some idea of humanitarianism’s malle
ability. Humanitarianism is the product of years of practical institutional evo
lution, not first principles. It is what it has been made to be. There was even a 
time when involuntary euthanasia, coerced education, or corporal punishment 
might have been characterized as “humane” acts. Is there anything like a nec
essary ethical core to the humanitarian endeavor? 

Professional humanitarianism was tied from birth to the late nineteenth
century’s growing secularism and its undermining of any one single answer 

farmers living in poverty, was a seamless interweaving of Oxfam’s appeal with the high-recognition 
sound and look of Mastercard’s global marketing strategy, making even the use of the company’s 
name superfluous. The ads also traded on the idea that humanitarian giving has no price, thereby 
encouraging you to use MasterCard to buy the unbuyable. To view the ad see http://www.youtube. 
com/watch?v=Mnb30oGR3Lk. 

3 http://www.unglobalcompact.org. 
4 See Andrew Gumbel, “Wal-Mart: Is This the Worst Company in the World?”  Independent, 

November 2, 2005, http://news.independent.co.uk/world/americas/article324050.ece; and Nelson 
Lichtenstein, ed., Wal-Mart: The Face of Twenty-First-Century Capitalism (New York: New Press, 
2006). 

5 David Rieff, A Bed for the Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis (London: Vintage, 2002), 88. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mnb30oGR3Lk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mnb30oGR3Lk
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to the question: Why help?6 This moment in time was encapsulated in Henri 
Dunant’s  A Memory of Solferino of 1862, the foundation text of modern hu
manitarianism. Dunant’s graphic account of the suffering endured by Austrian, 
Italian, and French battle casualties in June 1859 had led, by 1863, to the 
creation of the International Committee of the Red Cross. 7 Dunant’s memoir 
says nothing against war as such, but it provides an exhaustive list of reasons 
why systematic help should be forthcoming for its wounded. Despite his own 
religious background, Dunant uses any and every reason he can think of for 
giving aid. In just a few pages he refers to “the moral sense of the importance 
of human life,” “the humane desire to lighten a little the torments of all these 
poor wretches,” “painful emotion and compassion, which quickly turned to 
Christian devotion, patient and self-sacrificing,” “sincerely philanthropic mo
tives,” “passionate devotion to suffering humanity,” and more. In one pas
sage he writes: “In this age, which is often called selfish and cold, what an 
attraction it would be for noble and compassionate hearts and for chivalrous 
spirits, to confront the same dangers as the warrior, of their own free will, in 
a spirit of peace, for a purpose of comfort, from a motive of self-sacrifi ce.” 
Later, he speaks of national (and blood) loyalty, decency, civilization, and even 
duty. Any motive would do because action was what mattered, in the here and 
now, for just this person, no questions asked. Concrete needs trumped abstract 
principles. On this reading, Wal-Mart could be as humanitarian as any other 
caregiver. 

Yet, ex-MSF fieldworker Fiona Terry, in her infl uential Condemned to Re-
peat?, suggests otherwise: “If humanitarian action has been reduced to a lo
gistical exercise, better to contract a supermarket chain to deliver aid with the 
protection of DSL [Defence Systems Limited] and at least avoid the humanitar
ian pretense.”8 The website of Merlin, a British charity that each year helps up 
to fifteen million people in extreme distress in twenty countries, says: “In times 
of acute need Merlin believes in striving to save lives while leaving a legacy 
of improved health care.”9 It defines itself as a “humanitarian” organization, 
defining “humanitarian aid” in the following way: “The objectives of humani
tarian action are to save lives, alleviate suffering and maintain human dignity 
during and in the aftermath of man-made crises and natural disasters.”10 

6 For an account of the “religion of humanity” in Britain at this time, see Gertrude Him
melfarb, Poverty and Compassion: The Moral Imagination of the Late Victorians (New York: 
Vintage, 1991). 

7 All quotations from A Memory of Solferino are from the translation on the website of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC): www.icrc.org/WEB/ENG/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/ 
p0361?OpenDocument&=Custo_Final.4&View;=defaultBody2. 

8 Fiona Terry, Condemned to Repeat? The Paradox of Humanitarian Action (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2002), 234–35. DSL is a fi rm of mercenaries. 

9 See Merlin’s homepage, http://www.merlin.org.uk/Main.aspx?PageID=1. 
10 http://www.merlin.org.uk/Main.aspx?PageID=39. 

www.icrc.org/WEB/ENG/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/p0361?OpenDocument&=Custo_Final.4&View;=defaultBody2
www.icrc.org/WEB/ENG/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/p0361?OpenDocument&=Custo_Final.4&View;=defaultBody2
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Wal-Mart can clearly save lives and alleviate suffering. Is it unable to maintain 
human dignity? Are commercial motives incompatible with this goal? In writ
ing about Merlin’s work in Iraq, two senior staffers argue that public-private 
partnerships between firms and NGOs must respect each other’s comparative 
advantages and be based on cooperation, transparency, and cost-effectiveness. 
They then add three other criteria: legitimacy, legality, and cultural issues. 11 Le
gitimacy comes, they say, from the consent of the local population, something 
they go on to imply NGOs have an easier time generating than fi rms: “Ques
tions of legitimacy are hard to substantiate, but the public is believed to perceive 
private contractors as profiteering and supporting the occupation, and therefore 
lacking the legitimacy to operate in Iraq.”12 

Does “supporting the occupation” mean “having an interest”? If that is 
what firms have, does it invalidate their involvement functionally (because 
they can’t do the job if they are mistrusted) or ethically (because they have a 
“side”)? Merlin’s claim presupposes there is a principled place that is not on 
any side. Addressing cultural sensitivity, the article goes on: 

Private contractors will seek to make a profit. Are they really motivated to 
provide a culturally sensitive and appropriate health system to respond to 
Iraqis’ needs? Do these contractors intend to impose their idea of health 
reform, based on US healthcare models, bypassing the Ministry of Health 
and the general public’s will? 13 

There is, in other words, something about “humanitarianism” that requires 
a certain kind of motivation, particular operating procedures, and specifi c sub
stantive ends. It means acting in some sense because of the suffering. This is the 
core of humanitarianism as it has evolved through decades of practical action 
by well-meaning volunteers whose cheap (even free) labor meant survival for 
many who otherwise had no hope at all. This core has two elements: disinter
ested motivation and nonsubstitutable ends. If there is an immutable line, this 
is its substance. The fi rst requires some form of self-sacrifi ce, whether through 
voluntary, unpaid, or cheap labor, or appreciable risk. The second, that ends 
cannot be transformed into utility. This would be an act of impossible alchemy. 
Wal-Mart is essentially about turning money into more money; and it is not 
tied inherently to one kind of service for only one, invariant, “consumer.” The 
importance of this distinction between social practices that treat human beings 
as means (“relative worth”) from those which treat them as ends (“intrinsic 
worth”) was crucial to morality for Immanuel Kant: “In the realm of ends 

11 Geoff Prescott and Lara Pellini, “Public-Private Partnerships in the Health Sector: The Case 
of Iraq,” Humanitarian Exchange, no. 26 (March 2004), available at http://www.odihpn.org/ 
report.asp?ID=2614. 

12 Ibid., 33. 
13 Ibid. 

http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?ID=2614
http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?ID=2614
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everything has either a price or a dignity. Whatever has a price can be replaced 
by something else as its equivalent; on the other hand, whatever is above all 
price and therefore admits of no equivalent, has dignity.” 14 

Is it to be motives, the realm of dignity, or consequences, the realm of rela
tive utility? Imagine that during a famine, and in addition to a massive NGO 
and UN aid effort that promises to save 250,000 lives, Wal-Mart offers an 
extra boost—food, trucks and drivers, medicines, and trained personnel that 
will help a further 100,000 people. If this seems tolerable so far, what if Wal
Mart’s publicity then says “we aren’t going to kid you, it’s all about profi t; this 
kind of compassion works well in attracting middle-income consumers. We 
can do dignity if that’s what they want.” The dying have a price, their suffer
ing now worth something to Wal-Mart. And this makes them the lucky ones, 
for they are now the objects of strategies of accumulation. Do the dying care, 
in extremis, who feeds or bandages them, or why, or whether that person has 
a Wal-Mart logo on her vest? Do we have the right to consign thousands of 
people to an avoidable death on principle?15 

Surely the answer is no, even for hard-core humanitarians. This suggests 
that the objection to Wal-Mart on principle is hard to sustain, and that the line 
is mutable. And if it is, we can conceive of NGO behavior differently, that is, 
as seeking in part to protect their relative monopoly, along with the UN, on 
the provision of humanitarian assistance. This leads to a series of claims, more 
defensible but also more risky, based on NGOs’ superior functionality, claims 
that in the delivery of human welfare services they can do it more effectively 
than Wal-Mart. But why is there suddenly a need to mount this defense? The 
answer is globalization. 

Globalization and Bureaucratization 

Humanitarian NGOs have not absorbed globalization, it has absorbed them. 
Moreover, NGOs have created a “market” through decades of underfunded 

14 Immanuel Kant, “Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals,” in Kant: Selections, ed. Lewis 
White Beck (New York: Scribner/Macmillan, 1988 [1785]), 277. Emphasis in original. 

15 One question is how far we (the empowered) might go in allowing the imperative of saving 
lives to trump other concerns, even if recipients themselves can afford no such qualms. Would 
we condone Wal-Mart using out-of-date (or untested) medicines if down the line these may have 
negative effects on those who take them? This is a moral morass, to put it mildly. If the risks were 
explained openly to the recipients, they might be seen as making an informed choice. But what if 
Wal-Mart has a government contract and there is thus no alternative? Perhaps, to turn the story 
around, we could ask what MSF would do if its only medicines were out of date, or if Wal-Mart 
offered a vast batch of slightly risky (not heavily toxic) pills for free? The larger political question 
is: Why are death and risk the only choices that so many people have? Here we enter the territory 
of Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben and the idea of “bare” and “uninsured” life (see Peter 
Redfi eld’s chapter 8). 
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and arduous work with the sick and the dying. Without any material incen
tives, voluntarism has had to fill the gap between needs and assistance—until 
now, that is. 

Globalization’s economic dimension, its main thrust, has been neoliberalism, 
an ideology that seeks the retreat of the state and the expansion of the market 
in its place.16 A reduced state means deregulation, welfare reform, lower taxes, 
and the elimination of politics from the business cycle. An expanded market 
means more freedom for firms and money in the commercial sphere, but also 
that private capital can now bid to deliver public and similar nonprofi t ser
vices more cheaply than the state and make a private profit in the bargain. 
The neoliberal state erodes any line that might once have been drawn around 
public services. This is the logic ascendant in the United Kingdom today, for 
example.17 

For neoliberals, sclerotic welfare-state bureaucracies need to be reformed 
to function more like firms responding to price signals (matching supply to 
“consumer” demand). Or the services need to be privatized. Bureaucracy and 
globalization are potential allies not enemies, as Max Weber pointed out, with 
rule-based decision making “without regard for persons,” where personal 
qualities and emotions were irrelevant and calculability enhanced, suiting the 
needs of the market as much as the rational administration of complex tasks.18 

Market-oriented bureaucracies can leverage massive social power through a 
division of labor based on specialization, standardization, and abstraction. 
This is most clear in the arena of logistics, and it is superior logistics that has 
made Wal-Mart the world’s largest corporation. 19 

Neoliberalism has two particular consequences for the nonprofi t sector, 
that is, for organizations distinguished both by mission—to provide social, 
not private, gains—and revenue source (taxation and/or donations and mem
bership fees). 20 First, as governments cut money for certain services, non-
profits will expand to meet newly unmet demands; to do this they need new 
revenue sources. Second, governments now seek service providers to do things 
they will still fund but not do themselves. One reason for this is their inabil
ity to deliver specialized enough services in increasingly diverse and complex 

16 See David Harvey,  A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005). 

17 See Paul Du Gay,  In Praise of Bureaucracy (London: Sage Publications, 2000), 82–83, and 
Allyson M. Pollock, NHS plc: The Privatisation of Our Health Care (London: Verso, 2005). 

18 Max Weber, “Bureaucracy,” in  From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. H. H. Gerth and 
C. Wright Mills (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1947), 215–16. 

19 Edna Bonacich with Khaleelah Hardie, “Wal-Mart and the Logistics Revolution,” in  Wal-
Mart: The Face of Twenty-First-Century Capitalism, ed. Nelson Lichtenstein (New York: New 
Press, 2006), 163–87. 

20 See Burton A. Weisbrod, “The Nonprofit Mission and Its Financing: Growing Links between 
Nonprofits and the Rest of the Economy,” in  To Profit or Not to Profi t, ed. Weisbrod (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 1–24. 
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modern societies.21 Governments become a source of lucrative contracts for 
both NGOs and fi rms. 

Things are similar at the international level. The end of the cold war and the 
humanitarian emergencies to which it gave rise created a huge demand for UN 
and NGO services. Deployed UN peacekeepers went from 15,300 in 1991 to 
78,500 in 1993. The figure in mid-2006 was above 80,000, and this was before 
new operations were approved for Lebanon and the Sudan.22 All of this social 
conflict and dislocation was fertile ground for NGOs. Unsurprisingly, states 
increased the share of overseas development assistance that went to meet hu
manitarian needs, while at the same time, without the cold war’s stimulus and 
before the “war on terror,” they reduced total ODA (which fell in real terms by 
about $8 billion or 12 percent between 1992 and 2000). 23 By 2000, the share 
of ODA designated for humanitarian assistance had risen to 10.5 percent, or 
nearly $6 billion (at 1999 prices).24 

Consistent with neoliberal principles, a growing share of this money has 
been channeled through NGOs rather than the UN, with major donors want
ing to target funds more directly on issues of interest to them and to have 
more control over how recipients spend the money. 25 For donors, NGOs are 
“more flexible than UN agencies in anticipating and responding to concerns 
regarding performance and accountability.” 26 Most NGOs have little choice 
but to comply with the “new public management” agenda that accompanies 
this “significant increase in public service contracting, driven by concerns over 
the effi ciency and effectiveness of public service provision by the state.” 27 

Growing demand created by humanitarian crises—and the new require
ments of accountability, transparency, and evaluation—was accompanied by 
the rise of an omnipresent mass media and the Internet, which have made it 
easier to raise awareness and money worldwide. The importance of profes
sional management grew, as did the need for effective fund-raising, marketing, 
and logistics. Competition for funds and brand visibility introduced a degree of 
homogenization. According to Alexander Cooley and James Ron: 

When an organization’s survival depends on making strategic choices in 
a market environment characterized by uncertainty, its interests will be 
shaped, often unintentionally, by material incentives. We assume that IOs 

21 Ibid., 3. 
22 See Global Policy Forum, http://www.globalpolicy.org/security/peacekpg/data/index.htm. 
23 See Judith Randel and Tony German, “Trends in the Financing of Humanitarian Assistance,” 

in The New Humanitarianisms: A Review of Trends in Global Humanitarian Action, ed. Joanne 
Macrae, Humanitarian Policy Group Report 11 (April 2002), 24. 

24 Ibid. 
25 See Joanne Macrae et al., Uncertain Power: The Changing Role of Official Donors in Hu-

manitarian Action, Humanitarian Policy Group Report 12 (December 2002). 
26 Ibid., 4. 
27 Ibid. 
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[international organizations] and INGOs [international nongovernmen
tal organizations] behave similarly to other organizations, internalizing 
the values, goals, and methods of their institutional environment through 
imitation and isomorphism.28 

In other words, humanitarian NGOs began to resemble firms. If their end 
product remained a mission, not profit, their need for effi ciency created orga
nizations that looked increasingly “corporate,” as John Quelch and Nathalie 
Laidler-Kylander argue: 

Mission effect is the surrogate for profits. Mission aligns the organi
zation with its stakeholders, sets the boundaries for the organization, 
and provides the foundation on which trust is developed. Strong NGO 
brands succinctly articulate their missions in terms of what, how, and for 
whom; these missions are equivalent in many ways to brand-positioning 
statements.29 

These internal reorganizations enabled newly “branded” humanitarian 
NGOs to seek corporate funds more effectively, their “product”—a moral 
brand with feel-good associations—now marketed alongside appeals for direct 
program funding. Whatever moral authority humanitarian NGOs had accrued 
was now a lucrative resource—a vital source of income—in a world where the 
boundaries that had once closed off extreme suffering from commercial inter
ests were fast eroding. Indeed, better branding and commercial skill became 
essential for institutional survival and renewal. 

Oxfam GB began this process in the United Kingdom as early as 1993, and 
many of the staffers who participated in those changes have gone on to be 
influential in other parts of the British humanitarian sector. Oxfam’s website 
tells corporate donors, “Your company will benefit in many ways from being 
associated with a leading international organisation, whose ethics and profes
sionalism are recognized worldwide.”30 It also carries the logos of its corporate 
supporters, as do the websites of CARE, Save the Children, World Vision, and 
the International Rescue Committee (to name but a few).31 These humani
tarian NGOs rent the essence of their particular brand value—trust, respect, 

28 See Alexander Cooley and James Ron, “The NGO Scramble: Organizational Insecurity and 
the Political Economy of Transnational Action,”  International Security 27, no. 1 (2002): 13. 

29 John A. Quelch and Nathalie Laidler-Kylander,  The New Global Brands: Managing Non-
Government Organizations in the 21st Century (Toronto: Southwestern Publishing, 2005),10. 

30 See http://www.oxfam.org.uk/what_you_can_do/give_to_oxfam/company/corporate_partners. 
htm. 

31 See http://www.care.org/partnerships/corporate.asp, and http://www.savethechildren.org. 
uk/scuk/jsp/getinvolved/corporategiving.jsp?subsection=corporatemembers. See also http://www. 
worldvision.org/worldvision/wvususfo.nsf/stable/corp_partner_spotlight; and http://www.theirc. 
org/help/page.jsp?itemID=27543772. 

http://www.oxfam.org.uk/what_you_can_do/give_to_oxfam/company/corporate_partners.htm
http://www.oxfam.org.uk/what_you_can_do/give_to_oxfam/company/corporate_partners.htm
http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/scuk/jsp/getinvolved/corporategiving.jsp?subsection=corporatemembers
http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/scuk/jsp/getinvolved/corporategiving.jsp?subsection=corporatemembers
http://www.worldvision.org/worldvision/wvususfo.nsf/stable/corp_partner_spotlight
http://www.worldvision.org/worldvision/wvususfo.nsf/stable/corp_partner_spotlight
http://www.theirc.org/help/page.jsp?itemID=27543772
http://www.theirc.org/help/page.jsp?itemID=27543772
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ethical motivation—to commercial companies in return for income and in-
kind services. These exchanges can be more direct as well; Save the Children 
recently raised more than £2 million in just fifteen minutes at the International 
Financing Review Awards Dinner (2006). 32 

The beauty of brands is that they can migrate. More loosely related to core 
business, value is now in the logo and its associations, not just in the product 
or service from which that value was originally derived. Oxfam can gener
ate capital in this way, by merchandizing, for example, just as commercial 
firms would. The parameters to brand migration—ethically acceptable part
ners and practices—are just as crucial for firms such as Borders or Apple or 
Nike. Given this increasing isomorphism, how do humanitarian brands re
main distinct from commercial ones? The obvious answer is mission, what we 
termed nonsubstitutable ends.33 But even this is increasingly blurred. Quelch 
and Laidler-Kylander argue that “success should give any brand permission to 
explore moving beyond its original core competence,” and Oxfam has done 
just that.34 It now undertakes work on relief, protection, ending poverty, con
trolling arms, human rights, policy advocacy, and more. Oxfam’s statement of 
identity is as broad as being part of “a world-wide movement to build a just 
and safer world.”35 As we can see in what follows, this principled involvement 
in creating a “just and safer world” is less and less a mark of distinction from 
the private sector. 

There are several reasons for capital to blur the line. In his work on mak
ing money from “the bottom of the pyramid” (BOP), by turning the poor into 
consumers, C. K. Prahalad says the following of solutions to poverty: “For sus
taining energy, resources, and innovation, the BOP must become a key element 
of the central mission for large private-sector firms. The poor must become 
active, informed, and involved consumers. Poverty reduction can result from 
co-creating a market around the needs of the poor.” 36 

The 2006 Index of Global Philanthropy, published by the Hudson Institute, 
estimates direct corporate giving in the United States in 2004 at $4.9 billion, 
only just short of the $5.7 billion spent by private and voluntary organizations 

32 See http://www.ifrawards.com/save_the_children.asp. 
33 Not disinterestedness, in this case, because the way Oxfam seeks to promote and protect its 

brand in terms of trust and reliability is identical to the way a commercial firm would act. Both 
would appear, abstracted from the link to ends, to be trying to turn reputation into money. 

34 Quelch and Laidler-Kylander,  New Global Brands, 18. 
35 http://www.oxfam.org.uk/about_us/mission.htm. 
36 C. K. Prahalad, The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty through 

Profi ts (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Wharton School, 2005), xii. In a  New York Times column on 
October 17, 2006, John Tierney commented on the award of the Nobel Peace Prize to Professor 
Muhammad Yunus, the Grameen Bank’s founder, by suggesting that Wal-Mart’s founder, Sam 
Walton, would have been a worthy recipient given how many people his store had, according 
to Tierney, helped raise out of poverty. The blogosphere is full of (adverse) comment directed at 
Tierney on this question. 
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(PVOs) in the United States (including humanitarian NGOs).37 The report also 
estimates the additional cost of volunteer time, under the PVO heading, at $4 
billion in 2004. All of this money goes to support things that the Hudson Insti
tute considers to be, broadly, development, as its director, Carol C. Adelman, 
explains: ”All members of the development community, whether governments 
or private philanthropists, need to shed the “donor” mentality and become 
true partners with the people of the developing world. Only if the poor are en
abled to reduce their own suffering, can their lives be improved for good.”38 

Whether the needy are ends, not means, in these examples is hard to discern. 
More than short-term profits are at stake here, certainly, but for “capital,” 
rather than for satiated capitalists, it all means bigger markets, more consum
ers, and so forth. In Profi ts with Principles, Ira Jackson and Jane Nelson call 
this “leveraging philanthropy”: 

We are not referring to traditional philanthropy or charity, which usually 
involve a stand-alone, one-way transaction between company and recipi
ent. Instead, more and more companies are engaging in what is termed 
strategic philanthropy, social venture philanthropy, or social investment. 
The emphasis is on achieving mutual benefit, a strategic relationship, and 
quantifi able results. 39 

The core idea of the Skoll Foundation, set up by eBay pioneer Jeff Skoll, is 
“social entrepreneurship.” Social entrepreneurs are people who “apply rigor
ous discipline to social problems. They use many of the tools and techniques 
of business and apply them to the world of the social sector or the citizen sec
tor. . . . Their work is characterized by innovation, leverage, empowerment 
and lasting change,” he writes. “The difference is, their bottom line is not in 

37 See the full report: http://gpr.hudson.org/files/publications/GlobalPhilanthropy.pdf. This re
port calculates total philanthropic outflows from the United States for 2004 at an extraordinary 
$71 billion. This is in addition to the $19.7 billion of U.S. ODA in 2004, a doubling of ODA in 
just four years that still placed the United States next to last in the table of ODA donations as a 
proportion of Gross National Income (GNI) (at 0.17 percent), its absolute total more than twice 
that of second-place Japan. Some of the ODA increase is linked explicitly to broader U.S. for
eign policy goals under the Millennium Challenge Corporation’s remit to promote investment in 
states that “rule justly, invest in their people, and encourage economic freedom.” See http://www. 
mca.gov/about_us/overview/index.shtml. Nearly 50 percent of the $71 billion comes as individual 
remittances—money sent to family and friends abroad by foreign workers and citizens in the 
United States, which may reduce poverty, as the report suggests, but seems to stretch the term 
“philanthropy” too far. Of the remaining categories, the totals, in billions of dollars, are founda
tions (3.4), corporations (4.9), private and voluntary organizations (9.7), universities and colleges 
(1.7), and religious organizations (4.5); see pages 14–16. 

38 http://gpr.hudson.org/fi les/publications/GlobalPhilanthropy.pdf, 3. 
39 Ira A. Jackson and Jane Nelson, Profits with Principles (New York: Currency/Doubleday, 

2004), 197–98. 

http://www.mca.gov/about_us/overview/index.shtml
http://www.mca.gov/about_us/overview/index.shtml
http://gpr.hudson.org/files/publications/GlobalPhilanthropy.pdf
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profi ts earned, but in lives, communities and societies transformed.” 40 Skoll is 
not looking to donate to Oxfam—he has his own vision of what makes social 
change happen, and he is prepared to back it with his own money. In this 
context, Oxfam is more like a competitor. Summing up these sorts of develop
ments, the Index of Global Philanthropy report states: 

Perhaps most intriguing is the wave of new courses on corporate citizen
ship and philanthropy in business schools and schools of management 
across the U.S. There are concerted efforts by new NGOs to train en
trepreneurs in developing countries in business practices, supply chain 
management, and sales and marketing. The new private aid players, 
sometimes called “venture philanthropists,” “social entrepreneurs,” or 
“philanthrocapitalists,” come from new private giving entities, includ
ing hedge funds, donor-advised funds, and management consulting fi rms. 
Results, cost-effectiveness, people-to-people partnerships, accountability, 
and transparency are the promising new trends of overseas philanthropy 
today. 41 

At the pinnacle of this alliance between business, government, and civil soci
ety is the Global Compact, whose major report, produced with SustainAbility 
and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), and titled “The 
21st Century NGO: In the Market for Change,” even has shopping carts on 
the front cover!42 The report’s main recommendation for NGOs is a perfect 
reprise of our theme so far: “The first thing is [for NGOs] to recognize that 
markets are central to their future. Markets are becoming legitimate channels 
for social change—and are also likely to be, on balance, more effi cient and 
effective than many traditional approaches. But the rules of the game, clearly, 
will be very different.”43 The report argues that NGOs need to take a hard 
look at their business models and accept that partnerships with business, far 
from being just “a slightly more sophisticated form of philanthropy,” represent 
a whole change of the NGO landscape in which “market-based solutions, mar
ket mechanisms and, for better or worse, market dynamics” are the future. 44 

Do NGOs like Oxfam or CARE have any comparative advantage here? 
They have enjoyed a free hand because states have granted them exclusive ac
cess, largely through indifference. But these same states are now offering this 

40 http://www.skollfoundation.org/media/published_works/jskoll/033006.asp. Or see the FLOW 
organization, cofounded by John Mackey, the chairman and chief executive officer of Whole Foods 
Market, a Fortune 500 company. FLOW’s mission is “liberating the entrepreneurial spirit for 
good.” Available at http://www.fl owproject.org/Home/about-us.html. 

41 http://gpr.hudson.org/fi les/publications/GlobalPhilanthropy.pdf, 20. 
42 http://www.sustainability.com/downloads_public/insight_reports/21st_ngo.pdf. 
43 Ibid., 5. 
44 Ibid., 53. 

http://www.flowproject.org/Home/about-us.html
http://gpr.hudson.org/files/publications/GlobalPhilanthropy.pdf
http://www.sustainability.com/downloads_public/insight_reports/21st_ngo.pdf
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market to the private sector. Faced with such competition, Oxfam, CARE, and 
Save the Children look vulnerable because they cannot generate signifi cant 
capital of their own. Brand marketing becomes more and more imperative in 
such a world, as does the need to grow. The sophisticated skills required of 
new staff also means that these organizations’ historic advantage—cheap, even 
free labor—has evaporated. Salaries must rise to attract talent when there is 
competition from private employers. 

Corporate money can, in other words, enter a previously hallowed space, 
legitimizing itself by claiming that allowing the free play of market forces ad
vances real freedom.45 If development work is now open to private-sector in
volvement on a long-term basis, does our only hope of finding the line lie in 
a more narrowly defined humanitarianism based solely on emergency work? 
USAID contracts are already open to NGO and private-sector bidders. Many 
of the contracts for rebuilding Iraq and Afghanistan went to private-sector con
tractors, notably Bechtel and Halliburton subsidiary Kellogg, Brown and Root 
(now KBR). Is Wal-Mart any less savory, or competent, than they? We are all 
aware of the dubious results obtained by improper tendering.46 But focusing 
on this breakdown of the system disguises the many legitimate ways large and 
small for-profi ts are already doing bread-and-butter humanitarian work: 

Such contractors are doing more in areas such as water and power in
frastructure where NGOs have no demonstrated particular compara
tive advantage. The competition is more intense from smaller for-profi t 
contractors working in the health and education sectors. Some NGOs 
concede that for-profit contractors are threatening because they spotlight 
the lack of evidence accumulated by NGOs over the years that would 
demonstrate the value of their activities from a results-based perspec
tive. Most NGOs, including secular ones, have traditionally been “faith
based”: that is, animated by an intrinsic faith in the inherent effi cacy and 
utility of what they do.47 

A more specific example is the Danish firm Vestergaard Frandsen. It makes 
cutting-edge textiles on a commercial basis for the humanitarian market. Its 
patented products—PermaNet, ZeroFly, and LifeStraw—are potent tools in 
the fight against malaria, diarrhea, and polluted water, even in acute emer
gency situations. The business made $5 million pretax profits on sales of $40 

45 On “real freedom,” see Harvey,  Brief History of Neoliberalism, chap. 1. 
46 See http://www.usaid.gov/iraq/activities.html, for example, and for critiques see the Center 

for Public Integrity’s “Windfalls of War” website: http://www.publicintegrity.org/wow/ 
47 Ambiguity and Change: Humanitarian NGOs Prepare for the Future, a report by the Fein-

stein International Famine Center, August 2004, 68: http://nutrition.tufts.edu/pdf/research/famine/ 
ambiguity_and_change.pdf. This report was prepared with the assistance of World Vision, CARE, 
Save US, Mercy Corps, Oxfam USA, Oxfam GB, and Catholic Relief Services. 

http://nutrition.tufts.edu/pdf/research/famine/ambiguity_and_change.pdf
http://nutrition.tufts.edu/pdf/research/famine/ambiguity_and_change.pdf
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million in 2005, and it has orders for nets that will serve millions of Africans. 48 

Owner Mikkel Vestergaard Frandsen believes there will eventually be a transi
tion from the aid industry–subsidized malaria markets he currently serves to 
a commercially viable niche market where families will purchase $4 mosquito 
nets impregnated with insecticide that can last for years and be washed numer
ous times. He refers to existing subsidies as “market priming”—that is, aid 
NGOs create a market of sufficient scale that private companies will enter and 
remain indefi nitely. 49 Wal-Mart has all the money and expertise required to 
bid for and win these sorts of contracts. Neoliberalism lifts any ideological ob
stacles. Given the humanitarian imperative—to save lives—why does MSF not 
take as much corporate money as it can get its hands on, or vigorously pursue 
Wal-Mart as a partner? 

Professional Humanitarianism 

I don’t need someone with a Stanford MBA degree and a six-fi gure salary 
to tell me that talking directly to your workforce in a place like this— 
taking a real, sustained interest in what they do and openly and sincerely 
communicating a sense of their value to them in simple conversation—is 
a hell of a lot more motivating than sending them an indecipherable doc
ument insisting on management’s commitment to “the development and 
implementation channels.” . . . I am in no way defending the traditional 
financial incompetence or inefficiency of many voluntary organizations, 
but management of a human rights organization must surely by defi ni
tion be different from that in a margarine factory. 50 

These words from a senior campaigner at Amnesty International capture the 
idea that the management of humanitarian organizations must be of a different 
kind from that in commercial firms. In the past, when labor was voluntary or 
poorly paid and staffers had made little investment in credentials, management 
had to respect the fact that their “employees” expected a degree of autonomy 
and ownership in return for making sacrifices. This presents modern humani
tarian organizations with a dilemma: Do they need these highly motivated 
amateur professionals any longer? 

When there was no humanitarian market to speak of, there was no pros
pect of market-pegged salaries, pensions, or careers.51 Many staffers came, 

48 http://www.vestergaard-frandsen.com/content/news/139.pdf. 
49 Mikkel Vestergaard Frandsen, “Branding—a Key to Sustainable Development,” http://www.

vestergaard-frandsen.com/content/editorial/vest08.pdf. 
50 Hopgood, Keepers of the Flame, 133. 
51 Bernard Kouchner, for example, left MSF in 1979 arguing for the importance of keeping 

staffers nonpermanent and working “without compensation” to ensure humanitarians did not 

http://www.vestergaard-frandsen.com/content/editorial/vest08.pdf
http://www.vestergaard-frandsen.com/content/editorial/vest08.pdf
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unsurprisingly, from a religious background; they already had the desire to 
serve. But now the market exists, and personnel can be attracted to work 
in senior positions not by the promise of serving a cause to which they are 
necessarily committed, but because they can increase the organization’s in
come, profile, operational capacity, efficiency, while advancing their own ca
reers at the same time. These staffers are motivated very differently from 
the humanitarians of old. Weber saw this clash coming. For fully developed 
bureaucracy, 

its specific nature, which is welcomed by capitalism, develops the more per
fectly the more bureaucracy is “dehumanized,” the more completely it suc
ceeds in eliminating from official business love, hatred, and all purely per
sonal, irrational and emotional elements which escape calculation. . . . The 
more complicated and specialized modern culture becomes, the more its ex
ternal supporting apparatus demands the personally detached and strictly 
“objective” expert, in lieu of the master of older social structures, who was 
moved by personal sympathy and favor, by grace and gratitude. 52 

Compare this with the claim made by Tony Vaux, former coordinator of 
Oxfam’s global emergency programs, that humanitarians need 

to pare away personal prejudice and preconceptions in order to reach a 
comprehensive understanding of “the person in need”. Otherwise, for 
the serious altruist at least, there can be no real concern only a super
ficial and selfish relationship. This concern is an immensely demanding 
concept, requiring constant self-questioning, good communication and 
relentless analysis.53 

This “obliteration of the self,” as Vaux calls it, 54 resembles bureaucracy’s 
demands for impersonality, but in this case it is in the service of a deeper emo
tional engagement with suffering far removed from the dispassion Max Weber 
describes. We might ask: To whom do humanitarians see themselves as ac
countable? The organizational answer must be to all stakeholders, the needy 
and the donors. But how many humanitarians really consider donors and vic
tims as equivalent constituencies? One is the realm of ends, of dignity, the other 
of means. Earlier we contrasted humanitarian motives with humanitarian con
sequences, suggesting that if humanitarianism is about motives, and not simply 

become “bureaucrats of charity.” See Anne Vallaeys,  Médecins Sans Frontières: La biographie (Paris: 
Fayard, 2004), 248. 

52 Weber, “Bureaucracy,” 215–16. 
53 Tony Vaux,  The Selfish Altruist: Relief Work in Famine and War (London: Earthscan, 

2001), 5. 
54 Ibid., 7. 
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about outcomes, Wal-Mart could never be humanitarian. And these motives 
translate into a particular way of caring, a quality of compassion in which rea
sons are integral and the demands of altruism sometimes extreme. For Vaux, as 
for many other humanitarians, beneficiaries have the right to expect a certain 
“quality of humanitarian assistance”55: 

Humanity does not mean concern for physical well being only. Aid that 
simply provides calories for the stomach and water for the throat is a re
duction of people to things. . . . “Concern for the person” entails concern 
for the whole being, including a person’s state of mind, sense of loss and 
the devaluation of life. The suffering of the body and the mind cannot 
be distinguished from each other. It is concern for every aspect of a per
son, including their loss of relatives and way of life, their disability, their 
love of children, their past and their future. Humanitarian concern is a 
demanding concept because it has no limit. It involves the aid worker in
fi nitely in deeper and deeper understanding, and it is never satisfi ed. The 
aid worker constantly balances the physical and the emotional and can 
never reach a sense of perfect fulfillment. The aid worker is condemned 
to live with dissatisfaction and uneasiness.56 

It seems that humanitarianism is about solidarity with suffering, rather 
than a simple meeting of needs. Wal-Mart’s metric for “customer satisfaction” 
cannot accommodate such costly and qualitative criteria. It can only provide 
the basics—water, food, medicine, shelter. According to Nicholas Stockton, 
at the time deputy international director of Oxfam GB, “Most humanitarian 
action, by which I mean any act of human compassion, solidarity and protec
tion, is essentially voluntary, spontaneous and informal. . . . It is of course a 
moral duty for those who engage in humanitarian action to do so in a manner 
that maximizes benefits and minimizes costs.” 57 This comes from an article 
about the accreditation of humanitarian organizations. We see immediately 
that Wal-Mart can do the second, for nonmoral reasons, but not the fi rst. The 
self-interested, the nonsolidaristic, need not apply. 

For Hugo Slim, a good NGO “performance” is “not simply one that gets 
the obvious result.” He gives the following illustration: 

An all-male team of surgeons and nurses may well conduct a successful 
operation on a woman that saves her life. But they may do so in such 

55 On this question of “quality,” see Dorothea Hilhorst, “Being Good at Doing Good?”  Disasters 
26, no. 3 (2001): 7, available at http://www.hapinternational.org/hapgeneva/pdf/La%20Hague%20 
Being%20good%20at%20doing%20good.pdf. 

56 Vaux, Selfi sh Altruist, 7–8. 
57 Nicholas Stockton, “The Need for a System of Accreditation for International Humanitarian 

Agencies,” October 2001, available at http://www.hapinternational.org/hapgeneva/pdf/Nick%20 
Stockton%20for%20La%20Hague%20Conference.pdf. 

http://www.hapinternational.org/hapgeneva/pdf/La%20Hague%20Being%20good%20at%20doing%20good.pdf
http://www.hapinternational.org/hapgeneva/pdf/La%20Hague%20Being%20good%20at%20doing%20good.pdf
http://www.hapinternational.org/hapgeneva/pdf/Nick%20Stockton%20for%20La%20Hague%20Conference.pdf
http://www.hapinternational.org/hapgeneva/pdf/Nick%20Stockton%20for%20La%20Hague%20Conference.pdf
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a way that they fail to discuss her illness with her, make sexist remarks 
about her body, give precedence to male patients who turn up after her, 
operate without administering anaesthetic and send her home immedi
ately. This is a result but it is not a good performance. 58 

Let us imagine that the patient has a choice between this collection of unde
sirables, whose success rate is 90 percent, and a group of surgical angels who 
will cater to her every whim but who only operate successfully 80 percent of the 
time. Imagine the operation is open-heart surgery. Who would you choose? Let 
us say the patient is your child. Who would you choose then? Is the result not ev
erything? And is that not the case in humanitarian emergencies? Surely the point 
about Slim’s fictional surgeons is that they are grossly unprofessional. A better 
contrast is with a team of technocrats, unfeeling and nonempathetic surgical ma
chines, who are nevertheless highly effective. This instrumental attitude is the an
tithesis of classic humanitarianism, but it reflects an alternative understanding of 
professionalism, one where coolness not passion is the hallmark of competence. 

Consider these two types of professionals. Type 1s see themselves as servants 
of the public good (“idealists”); they prize occupational control. Type 2s (“tech
nicians”) value the culture of detachment, particularly if there is emotionally 
laden material to deal with. The professionalism of technicians is all about not 
getting involved; they have generic and transferable skills—Weber’s “special
ists without spirit, sensualists without heart.”59 Their skills have at their core 
the consistent application of rules and procedures. To be a professional in this 
way is not to be deterred by tough choices or emotional engagement (for that 
implies the personal application of a rule). Being an administrator or a profes
sional of this technical kind means privileging the objective over the subjective 
and the strategic over the operational. These new professionals neither want 
nor expect any sense of ownership in the organizations they work for. 

Idealists, on the other hand, reject this whole logic; for them, judgment and 
discretion, specialized knowledge, a distinct code of ethics, and the primacy of 
the expert “content provider” over the generic manager are matters of faith. 
Their idea of profession is familiar as vocation, an ethic intrinsically concerned 
with the public good. It is directly opposed to the logic of the market.60 “Ideal
type professionalism” is an ideology that “asserts greater commitment to doing 
good work than to economic gain and to the quality rather than the economic 
effi ciency of work.” 61 It is even more than this: 

58 Hugo Slim, “By What Authority? The Legitimacy and Accountability of Non-governmental 
Organizations,” Journal of Humanitarian Assistance (January 2002), available at http://www.jha. 
ac/articles/a082.htm. 

59 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons (New 
York: Dover, 2003 [1904–5]), 182. 

60 See Eliot Freidson, Professionalism: The Third Logic (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2001), 217. 
61 Ibid. 

http://www.jha.ac/articles/a082.htm
http://www.jha.ac/articles/a082.htm
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The ideal-typical ideology of professionalism stresses the lack of unifor
mity in the problems its work must contend with, therefore emphasizing 
the need for discretion. This is essential if practitioners are to vary their 
products to the needs of individual consumers or circumstances. They do 
custom work which must be, by the very nature of the case, more costly 
and less productive then standardized work.62 

What about type 3s, idealist-technicians, those who are motivated ethically 
but possess the requisite professional skills? This is the Wal-Mart question in 
micro. Part of being an idealist is a principled skepticism about the values, or 
lack thereof, held by technicians. For them, humanitarian NGOs are idealist 
organizations and the market is a necessary evil. If the organizational context 
becomes strained—humanitarian quagmires, enhanced complexity, insoluble 
trade-offs, commercial stringencies—idealists and technicians will differ over 
what is expendable. And the technicians will triumph, other things being equal, 
because once an NGO’s survival is tied to the market, only technical skills— 
boosting revenue, slashing costs—can save it. Type 3s, the idealist-technicians, 
are not hybrids, I suggest, and they will have to take one side or the other in the 
absence of a surplus. Will they cut expensive programs? Will they sack staff? 
For technicians, the organization itself is their “client.” They may not be able 
to do the job in the fi eld, but modern NGOs are not run from the fi eld. 

There may also be a U.S.-Europe split here. Are American NGOs, in a coun
try where entrepreneurs are socially esteemed and capitalism unproblematic, 
simply more comfortable with money and the market? Is this just one more 
example of American exceptionalism? Perhaps idealist-technicians make more 
sense in the United States because the market and private capital are seen as 
an ineradicable, constant, natural facet of all social relations? Is this close to 
the “enlightened self-interest” that Alexis de Tocqueville saw as one of the 
distinguishing features of the United States? It is a rarely stressed aspect of 
the ubiquitous Edelman Public Relations surveys on consumer trust in brands 
that in the U.S. corporations score more highly than NGOs in terms of trust, 
the reverse being true in Europe. 63 The Index of Global Philanthropy adds a 
further twist by pointing out just how little private philanthropic giving there 
is in Europe compared with the United States. 64 It is only a speculation, but the 
origins of this U.S.-Europe split may lie in the different origins of charitable 
giving—in Europe, it was to compensate for market failures (i.e., poverty, un
employment); in the United States, it was the distribution of the surplus from 
market success (the vast fortunes of Carnegie, Rockefeller, and now Bill Gates 
and Warren Buffett). 

62 Freidson, Professionalism, 111. 
63 Ibid., 10–11. 
64 http://gpr.hudson.org/fi les/publications/GlobalPhilanthropy.pdf, 7. 

http://gpr.hudson.org/files/publications/GlobalPhilanthropy.pdf
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Wal-Mart, NGOs, and Superior Functionality 

We can see that outside the narrow area of emergency response, private capital 
and business ideology are already structural parts of the way major questions 
of development are tackled. This world is now open to Wal-Mart, if it chooses 
to enter. The same is true, to a lesser extent as yet, in emergency work. Para
doxically, the case for resisting Wal-Mart may be harder to make here, unless 
the way aid is delivered is as important as the fact that it is delivered at all. But 
would Wal-Mart want to engage? And do humanitarians have a comparative 
advantage that will protect them if it does? 

Wal-Mart contributed $170 million in local community and nonprofi t fund
ing in 2004, according to its company website.65 Giving associated with its in
ternational operation was $27 million.66 It puts great store by its brand value, 
its slogan being: “In everything we do, we’re driven by a common mission: To 
improve the quality of life for everyday people around the world.”67 Although 
its overseas subsidiaries are often branded differently (e.g., ASDA in the United 
Kingdom, Supercenter in China), it is the world’s largest corporation (on some 
measures) and, as such, it will be increasingly required to tend to its image 
outside the United States—to be a good global corporate citizen. 68 It has an
nounced that it wants stores in every country across Europe. Yet, its consumer 
culture and management style failed badly in Germany, for example. Greater 
involvement in issues such as humanitarianism, even under a different brand 
name than “Wal-Mart,” may be one way to attract European consumers who 
are sensitive to more than price. Even in the United States, the Cone Corporate 
Citizenship Study of 2004 shows that more and more Americans, especially 
young ones, claim to base part of their consumption decisions on the social 
worthiness of a corporate brand. Intriguingly, in this survey Wal-Mart was 
the most mentioned brand (at 12%) when respondents were asked to name a 
strong national corporate citizen.69 

But Wal-Mart’s fortunes are more mixed than this suggests. 70 It faces stiff 
opposition, exemplified by Robert Greenwald’s anti–Wal-Mart fi lm, The High 
Cost of Low Price. The allegations against it include discrimination against el
derly employees; union busting; crushingly low pay, which drives some employ
ees to welfare; unpaid overtime; driving local stores out of business; and so on. 

65 http://walmartstores.com/GlobalWMStoresWeb/navigate.do?catg=216. 
66 http://walmartstores.com/GlobalWMStoresWeb/navigate.do?catg=435&contId=4438. 
67 http://www.walmartstores.com/GlobalWMStoresWeb/navigate.do?catg=316. 
68 This may be tricky given Wal-Mart’s social conservatism and its overt patriotism; see Nelson 

Lichtenstein, “Wal-Mart: A Template for Twenty-First-Century Capitalism,” in  Wal-Mart. On 
global corporate citizenship, see Leslie Sklair,  The Transnational Capitalist Class (Oxford: Black-
well, 2001), chap. 6. 

69 See http://www.coneinc.com/Pages/pr_30.html. 
70 See also the 2005 Reputation Quotient study of U.S. corporations: http://www.reputationinstitute. 

com/press/05–12–06_WSJ_RQ_2005.pdf. 

http://www.reputationinstitute.com/press/05%E2%80%9312%E2%80%9306_WSJ_RQ_2005.pdf
http://www.reputationinstitute.com/press/05%E2%80%9312%E2%80%9306_WSJ_RQ_2005.pdf
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There are also differences of interpretation over Wal-Mart’s unprecedented 
response to Hurricane Katrina.71 It immediately gave $20 million in cash, one 
hundred truckloads of free goods, and food for one hundred thousand people. 
According to the Washington Post: “Wal-Mart is being held up as a model 
for logistical efficiency and nimble disaster planning, which have allowed it 
to quickly deliver staples such as water, fuel and toilet paper to thousands 
of evacuees.” As chief executive H. Lee Scott Jr. explained, “We have never 
claimed to be flawless. But on the other hand, we have always demanded that 
we as a company care. If anything, this week has shown we do care.”72 

But this philanthropy has not convinced everyone. The Walton family— 
owners of 39 percent of Wal-Mart—is reputedly worth around $100 billion, 
making them the richest family in the world. A recent report by the watchdog 
National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy was titled The Waltons and 
Wal-Mart: Self-Interested Philanthropy and suggested that Wal-Mart’s corpo
rate giving, including that for Hurricane Katrina, was a calculated effort to im
prove its image after a barrage of negative stories. 73 Yet, even if we accept that 
this is the case, it actually strengthens the argument that Wal-Mart may invest 
in humanitarianism to pursue an improved public image. This is before income 
from contracts and gaining access to or creating new markets are considered. 
There is “cash in chaos,” as Linda Polman puts it.74 

So what do NGOs do that Wal-Mart cannot? If humanitarians are unable 
to say no on principle in emergencies, can they claim functional superiority? 
Suspicious of claims to natural authority, globalization and bureaucratic ra
tionalization demand efficient, good quality performance from any institution 
claiming our loyalty. Organizations must establish themselves as “functionally 
specialized societal subsystems.”75 That is, as islands of exclusive expertise. 
Will this give NGOs the edge? 

We can deal with one obvious objection to Wal-Mart straight away—that 
it lacks experience in this field. Claims to exclusive expertise are those that the 
market seeks to test because behind them it suspects that the ineffi ciencies of 
monopoly lurk. Wal-Mart could begin by using its logistics and buyer power, 

71 I chose the Wal-Mart example long before its high-profile response to Hurricane Katrina. Ac
cording to Naomi Klein, post-Katrina the Red Cross formed a disaster response partnership with 
Wal-Mart; see http://www.thenation.com/doc/20060911/klein. Perhaps, to be on the safe side, 
Philip Morris would have been a better choice as a model “villain” in terms of corporate giving 
for humanitarian ends. 

72 All quotations from “Wal-Mart at Forefront of Hurricane Relief” are available at www. 
washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/09/05/AR2005090501598.html (accessed Sep
tember 30, 2005). 

73 http://ncrp.org/press_room/index.asp?Article_Id=73 
74 Linda Polman, We Did Nothing (London: Viking/Penguin, 2003), 63. See also Naomi Klein, 

Blank Is Beautiful: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2007). 
75 See Peter Beyer,  Religion and Globalization (London: Sage, 1994), 82. 
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areas where it has an unrivaled preeminence. 76 Only then might it move into 
direct provision. More likely it would hire consultants and ex-NGO staff— 
either on big salaries or by the lure of big budgets—who would direct opera
tions. Or it could establish, or even buy, a brand in the humanitarian fi eld. 
It could offer $200 million a year to fund CARE’s emergency work in return 
for co-branding on all operations and the right to publicize its involvement. 
What if it offered MSF $200 million a year with no strings attached? MSF 
would remain wholly in control of the mission; it would only have to accept 
co-branding. Would MSF staffers accept this money if its origins were known 
to them but not publicized? It could come through the Wal-Mart Foundation, 
laundered (morally) through an independent filtering mechanism that some
how washes it clean. All of which suggests the expertise argument is not sus
tainable. There must be something in the way humanitarian work is done that 
a corporate giant cannot replicate. It may be legitimacy, capacity for handling 
complexity, or the solidarity discussed earlier. 

Wal-Mart can surely generate legitimacy with governments that either grant 
contracts or grant access. Legitimacy and trust relations are highly instrumen
tal at this level. Wal-Mart’s money and political influence open many doors. 
And with the public also: If it were to spend $200 million a year on humani
tarian emergencies, even via MSF, surely it would generate a greater level of 
public trust than it currently enjoys, in the United States especially. If these 
relationships can be sorted out in its favor, what about those with professional 
humanitarians and victims? 

In ongoing development work, relations with recipients are longer term and 
the need for human engagement that much greater. The work is time intensive 
and costly, and so Wal-Mart is not an obvious candidate to do it. It is a de
liverer of standardized products in bulk at low prices. But, as we saw, other 
corporate entities, capital, and the discipline of the market are already em
bedded in this world. Neoliberal ideas legitimize this involvement. Besides, in 
situations of acute need it is surely implausible to argue that sufferers will turn 
down food or medicine because it has a Wal-Mart brand on it. Legitimacy, as 
Dunant understood, is irrelevant in this most extreme case. 

Is it only for idealist, type-1 humanitarians that the wrongly motivated 
Wal-Mart cannot be legitimate? Are they protecting an ineffi cient monopoly 
over service provision by invoking ethical motivation as a kind of barrier to 
entry? The Sphere Project, the benchmark standard for U.K. and European 
humanitarian organizations, is based on two core beliefs: “that all possible 
steps should be taken to alleviate human suffering arising out of calamity and 
conflict, and . . . that those affected by disaster have a right to life with dignity, 

76 As another example of private-sector money and skills entering the humanitarian fi eld, con
sider the Fritz Institute, one of the major initiatives of which is to bring supply chain and logistics 
expertise into the world of emergency relief; see http://www.fritzinstitute.org/. 
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and therefore a right to assistance.”77 Thus, we are back with “dignity” once 
more. Wal-Mart can meet the first requirement, but not the second. It does not 
recognize the “right,” it sees profit in the need. That is why it helps. Human 
rights, late entrants into the humanitarian canon, provide a further barrier to 
add to those of disinterest and dignity. But when we examine the Sphere Proj
ect’s “Humanitarian Charter,” and its minimum standards, they are all about 
efficient service delivery. All eight standards are based in practices that make 
humanitarian aid more effective (e.g., participation, targeting, monitoring, aid-
worker competencies, and responsibilities). 78 In other words, Wal-Mart can do 
effective service delivery if the price is right. But its reasons for providing assis
tance disqualify it from using the adjective “humanitarian” as far as the Sphere 
Project is concerned. This gate is shut. The question that we have been asking 
so far is “Why?” With what authority do humanitarians defi ne legitimacy? 
Their own sense of ownership or their own desire to keep doing what they are 
doing in the way they want to do it? Do they have a mandate from the victims? 
Wal-Mart can ask these questions of relief work, but it may have a harder time 
in the fi eld of protection where trust is so crucial. 

A first point to make is that the ICRC’s definition of “protection” is wide 
enough to encompass all of humanitarianism. 79 Cornelio Sommaruga, a for
mer president, describes the ICRC’s “specificity” (i.e., its comparative advan
tage) as 

its ability to cross the front lines or escort others across them, to evacu
ate the wounded, to return released captives to their homes, to reunite 
family members, to get through with relief convoys, to replenish hos
pital stocks . . . [and] the ICRC’s humanitarian diplomacy . . . enables it 
in exceptional situations to play a role that the states could entrust to 
no-one else.80 

This legitimacy comes from the idea of a humanitarian space bordered by 
neutrality, impartiality, and independence. The vulnerable must put great con
fidence in their protectors and be viewed by combatants as somehow beyond 
conflict. We know, of course, that the latter has ceased to exist in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Would Wal-Mart necessarily do worse? Is its “brand” potentially 
less infl ammatory than MSF’s? In terms of those needing protection, how well 
are aid agencies distinguished in their minds? Are they all not just “the Red 
Cross”? There may well be a functional edge to disinterestedness, but how 
much does that really matter to people on the ground? Further, all of these 

77 http://www.sphereproject.org/handbook/pages/navbook.htm?param1=0. 
78 http://www.sphereproject.org/handbook/pages/navbook.htm?param1=0. 
79 François Bugnion, The International Committee of the Red Cross and Protection of War 

Victims (Oxford: ICRC/Macmillan, 2003), xxxiii. 
80 Ibid., xxiv. 
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agencies need help in terms of protection, and they usually get it implicitly or 
explicitly from local or international armed forces. Maybe Wal-Mart’s money 
might offer more chance of protection in terms of inducements to placate po
tential assailants (although this risks strategic hostage taking). Where Wal-
Mart would struggle is in convincing the endangered it has their interests at 
heart and that it will not abandon them. But, as above, why would Wal-Mart 
not fund MSF, its money employing their staffers to run fi eld operations? 

Complexity is a second problem for Wal-Mart. Its comparative advantage 
is exemplified in the shipping container, a steel box of standardized size that 
has revolutionized world trade.81 Wal-Mart sends 230,000 containers across 
the Pacific each year, 20 percent of the shipping that goes through Southern 
California’s ports. 82 Its efficiency comes through economies of scale and just-
in-time stock control. If, as we are assuming, it is in this work for indirect prof
itability, it will need to minimize costs. Every negotiation and delay, every small 
bribe and incentive, every local intricacy is an inefficiency that costs. The need 
for interagency cooperation, fraught at the best of times, would be another 
drain, as would waiting for permissions while planes, trucks, and drivers sit 
idle, leaking cash. Then there is the potential for a disaster that generates nega
tive publicity. NGO costs are kept down because of the high quality of their 
(relatively) cheap labor; Wal-Mart will struggle to match this. This once again 
makes its most likely business model working through an existing implementer 
in return for co-branding. 

This may be its solution to the third problem as well, that of the qual
ity of care. In extremis professional care is what matters, I have argued. We 
are already shading from emergency work into development when the longer 
term becomes a factor. More authentic relationships of trust need to be built, 
and these will be more fragile if those being aided realize their suffering is 
being commodified for profit. This presumes that they do not accept the ethical 
claims of neoliberalism that the market provides not only efficient but also just 
solutions. A sophisticated training program could ensure Wal-Mart employees 
talked the talk, as doctors must, for example, whatever their feelings about 
their patients. Most likely, Wal-Mart would hire humanitarian workers, or an 
existing NGO, and do the resources and logistics itself. Perhaps it should offer 
to take over this aspect of Oxfam’s work? 

One strong argument against Wal-Mart is that it will abandon humanitarian 
work when the profi ts dry up, having in the meantime displaced local capacity 
and NGOs. This is because it does not have nonsubstitutable ends. But this 
does not invalidate Wal-Mart’s involvement, only its assumption of a dominant 
position in the market—something about which regulatory authorities are just 

81 See Marc Levinson, The Box: How the Shipping Container Made the World Smaller and the 
World Economy Bigger (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006). 

82 Lichtenstein, “Wal-Mart: A Template,” 11. 
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as concerned in the corporate world. The choice remains stark: In any given 
situation, if Wal-Mart can do more for less, should it be resisted because it is 
Wal-Mart or welcomed because it has come to help? 

Idealist humanitarians also have some practical, rather than justifi catory, 
ways to resist. One is to embed idealist, type-1 control by having former opera
tional staff in senior positions. A second is to embed “content” in formalized 
texts that lie beyond the reach of type-2 technicians. These are mission state
ments that place limits to strategic and operational flexibility (e.g., the ICRC 
mandate). A third is to be discriminating about organizational funding. The 
more that comes from members and private donors, without strings, the more 
operational staffers can control how the organization does its work. Idealists 
may also be able to argue that if they take Wal-Mart’s money thousands of in
dividual subscribers will desert them. Trust and legitimacy are more of an issue 
for those who give assistance, in other words, than for those who need it. 

Humanitarianism as an Ethical Social Practice 

Our question—What is humanitarianism?—has been analyzed by seeing wheth
er a case can be made for Wal-Mart as a humanitarian organization. If humani
tarianism is at root service delivery I think that case is irresistible. Concerns 
about performance are really just worries that the service will not be provided 
professionally. And if this were the case, it would not be the service for which 
money was paid. Doctors can be technical type-2 professionals. They can af
fect caring. Why do humanitarians need to do more than this? My supposition 
is that many humanitarian practitioners do not see what they do as merely 
service delivery at all, despite the claims of their organizations. They must ask 
themselves more demanding questions as a result. 

For example, they must surely reject Dunant’s reasoning at Solferino. For 
him, any “why” would do. They must also define service delivery in such a 
way that the deliverer is required to authentically feel somehow emotionally 
engaged. A successful performance is about being not just doing, this being 
intimately related to preserving the “dignity” of the recipient. Further, even if 
ever more efficient provision can save more lives, at some point quality must 
not be traded off against quantity. It must be done properly for one hundred 
people rather than slightly less than properly for 150. Most of all, humanitar
ians must accept that what they do is an ethical social practice, and that these 
ethics cannot be consequential. For if they are, the first metric must be lives 
saved, and this allows Wal-Mart back in. 

There are two kinds of argument about personal ethics that such humani
tarians might make against Wal-Mart, one based on duties and the other on 
virtues. Duty-based arguments for humanitarianism defi ne its essence as being 
“the right thing to do.” We have a moral obligation to help, and Wal-Mart’s 
transparently self-interested actions would garner it no ethical credit. Meeting 
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needs cannot be a sufficient moral grounding for justifying any decision to help. 
And yet, if we take Kant’s argument for duty-based morality, we see that hu
manitarians too are not undertaking action of moral worth either because they 
are “inclined” to help, that is, they want to do it anyway. Action is “moral” 
when it is done because of the moral law, regardless of what one wants or feels. 
This strict morality is hardly in keeping with classical humanitarianism’s com
passionate “do something” mentality, although it is an effective way to argue 
against Wal-Mart and the market, even at the cost of who knows how many 
lives. Humanitarians and NGOs are wary of talking the language of morality, 
for these obvious reasons. They see themselves as responding in a practical way 
to need, not pursuing a kind of secular religion that will alienate nonbeliev
ers, and thus outcomes must weigh in the balance somehow. Does this make 
humanitarianism nonmoral on Kant’s terms? I think it does, which makes the 
frequent use of the term “dignity” potentially problematic. 

Virtues seem more promising. The essence of a virtue is an admirable trait 
of character. It is possible to argue from this perspective that a noble or excel
lent character is a good thing to have. Classically, these virtues were justice, 
courage, temperance, and wisdom; medieval Christian scholars added faith, 
hope, and charity. The virtues are to be admired and promoted as worthy of 
cultivation for their own sake. We admire, and esteem, people who manifest 
these virtues. Wal-Mart’s self-interested utilitarianism, as with that of type-2 
technicians, has none of these virtues to it at all, and should be discouraged as 
mean-spirited and not worthy of respect. We might also be able to accept these 
virtues in more instrumental terms; the more we encourage people to be virtu
ous, the happier life they and those they help will have. A world of charitable 
and hopeful souls will simply be a nicer place to live for us all. Virtues can 
also be part of a moral theory in a more Kantian vein—that is, that possessing 
virtues can help one act morally. But these virtue arguments are complex to 
make and they lack the easily comprehensible if overly demanding claims to 
truth that one gets with Kant’s stark view of what is moral and what is not. 
If we want a line, in the era of a market in morality, then we need something 
clearer. 

This brings us to a further, and final, way to defend humanitarianism against 
Wal-Mart. It is by abandoning the pretense of Dunantist humanitarianism and 
fighting the politics that allows a humanitarian “market” to exist in the fi rst 
place. It is a claim that in a fair world there would not be a need for humanitar
ians. This puts politics in charge of markets, and justice in charge of politics. 
This politics would set parameters within which markets and capital can oper
ate. It would be at once a national and international battle, one that must be 
fought at the level of foreign and domestic policy, especially within the richer 
societies whose reliance on cheap goods make Wal-Mart its billions each year. 
In terms of state funding and NGO membership, it means biting the hand that 
feeds. It also means trying to halt the reproductive cycle of neoliberalism—a 
cycle by which neoliberalism facilitates Wal-Mart by diminishing the welfare 
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state, thereby handing private capital, and Wal-Mart in particular, an unbreak
able hold on service provision in the absence of any viable alternative sources. 

A weaker version of this argument is also available. It is to advocate telling 
the unvarnished truth against the comforting fog of ideology about the pro
gressive promises of liberal world order. Beneath the stories of human suffering 
are causes and relationships between persons (the core intuition of “human
ity”). The logic of capital is to make us see one another as partners in a variety 
of instrumental exchanges. The very logic of humanitarianism is to reject this 
idea precisely by helping those with whom no exchange is possible, whatever 
the Global Compact may say. 
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Humanitarian Organizations 

Accountable—Why, to Whom, for What, and How? 

Janice Gross Stein 

It is inconceivable that, fifty years ago, humanitarian organizations operating 
in war zones would spend any time at all considering “outputs,” “outcomes,” 
and “benchmarking.” Today, leaders within the humanitarian community are 
intimately familiar with codes of conduct, humanitarian charters, minimal 
standards for the delivery of relief, an active learning network gathering and 
sharing the lessons learned from humanitarian operations, outcome mapping, 
evaluation methodology, and “professional” accreditation. 1 In the United 
Kingdom, the biggest nongovernmental organizations have begun a joint ex-
amination of standards and “quality assurance.” For instance, Oxfam Inter-
national is the largest in funding and personnel and has agreed on common 
program standards across its eleven-member organizations. 

In this chapter I examine this substantive shift in the “culture” of humani-
tarian organizations by first looking at the language of accountability among 
humanitarian agencies. I explore the counterintuitive discomfort that many hu-
manitarian organizations have with this conversation about accountabilities. 

1 Sphere, Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response (London: 
Oxfam, 2000); Humanitarian Accountability Project, Humanitarian Accountability: Key Elements 
and Operational Framework  (Geneva: HAP, 2001). 
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I then interrogate the difficulties in determining obligations and examine the 
competing ethical traditions that inform this discussion. I move to the challeng-
ing nuts and bolts of ensuring accountability before concluding that account-
ability is no panacea. 

The Language of Accountability: Is It New 
within the Humanitarian Community? 

That humanitarian language is significantly different today than it was a half 
century ago is obvious. The language of humanitarians, although not necessar-
ily of humanitarianism, has changed. Whether that change in language—the 
emergence of a contested discourse of accountability—has transformed norms, 
ideas, and practices within humanitarian organizations is open to question. 
Does the new language layer over deeply entrenched norms and practices with 
only marginal changes in practice, or has this language penetrated deeply to 
enable substantive change? And the normative question—whether and how 
practices should change to become more accountable—is deeply disputed 
among humanitarians who work in war zones. 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, I treat accountability as a question rather 
than a clear and unequivocal goal for humanitarian organizations. I also treat 
accountability as a window that opens into contestation. The debate about 
accountability within humanitarian organizations reveals deep divisions about 
principles and practices that are entangled with shifting currents of ethics, 
power, and politics. These currents have shifted repeatedly in the history of 
humanitarian organizations, largely in response to structural changes in the 
environment. The last twenty-five years have seen yet another such shift of 
power, politics, and ethics that is reshaping humanitarian language. This de-
bate about accountability is largely a response to globalization and all it brings 
with it. Although the subject is accountability, what is at stake is humanitarian 
ethics, humanitarian practice, and humanitarian identity as they evolve within 
a changing political dynamic. 

How do we generally understand accountability? Accountability is by defi -
nition relational: one party is accountable to another. Standards are determined 
in negotiation with another, or imposed by one on another, rather than inter-
nally established. I am accountable to you. I am also accountable to you for 
something—a process, an output, an outcome, an impact. You must be able to 
monitor what I provide—what I am doing must be visible, at least to you. And 
you must be able to sanction me if I fail to meet mutually agreed expectations. 
The essence of accountability is captured in a simple set of sentences. To whom 
am I accountable? For what? How is my performance monitored or measured? 
What are the consequences of a failure to meet expectations? 

The accountability of humanitarian organizations can be construed in dif-
ferent ways. It can be constructed to mean accountability for the processes 
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humanitarian organization use, the objectives they set themselves, or the out-
comes that humanitarian organizations achieve. Each of these meanings has 
different consequences for humanitarian norms and practices. Both the glo-
balization and politicization of humanitarian space and the growing power 
that humanitarian organizations exercise is bound up and constitutive of an 
understanding of humanitarian accountability as outcome. Accountability 
constructed as outcome, framed conceptually as a principal-agent relationship, 
is an exercise in instrumental rationality that will prove to be a project that is 
largely unachievable. 

Why Is Accountability the Emergent Language? 

Why the language has changed is an analytically separate question from whether 
changing language transforms ideas and practices. The openness to this kind of 
“professional” language grows in the first instance out of the rationalization 
and institutionalization of humanitarian organizations that are now embed-
ded within wider processes of globalization. 2 Along with organizations in the 
private and public sectors, organizations operating in humanitarian space in-
creasingly need specialized training and skills, specialists in human resources, 
business, and fi nance officers, and all the other attributes of large and complex 
organizations that deliver services through global networks. Paradoxically, it 
was in part the success of humanitarians on the ground in delivering emer-
gency food, water, and medical care and running refugee camps that increased 
the scope of humanitarian space and led to increased demand for the services 
of humanitarian organizations. With the growth in the size and complexity of a 
small number of the largest humanitarian organizations came professionaliza-
tion, institutionalization, and measurement. 

It was not only the success of humanitarian organizations but also their 
failures—or their alleged failures—that pushed forward a language of account-
ability. Alex de Waal and David Rieff have pointed to the shortcomings of 
humanitarian assistance, to its damaging consequences, to the disruption of 
local societies and economies, to its capacity to break the social contract on the 
ground, to the tendency to concentrate on the highly visible emergencies that 
will “sell in the humanitarian marketplace,” and to ignore the less visible, the 
long-lasting, the more difficult to reach. 3 Whatever credence attaches to these 

2 See, for instance, Michael Barnett, “Humanitarianism Transformed,”  Perspectives on Politics 
3, no. 4 (December 2005): 723–40. 

3 Alex de Waal,  Famine Crimes: Politics and the Disaster Relief Industry in Africa (Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 1997); David Rieff, A Bed for the Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis 
(London: Vintage, 2002); Fiona Terry,  Condemned to Repeat? The Paradox of Humanitarian 
Action (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002). 
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allegations—all need careful attention in the context of available alternatives— 
the language of “do no harm” shifted the terrain toward a conversation about 
accountability for outcomes. To identify “harm” the network of humanitarian 
organizations had to identify the broad set of consequences fl owing from their 
actions. 

The growth of humanitarian organizations and the demand for accountabil-
ity cannot be separated from the withdrawal of states in an era of globaliza-
tion. Today, emergency assistance is channeled almost exclusively through hu-
manitarian organizations. States have withdrawn from “service delivery” and 
have become “donors,” either directly through national development agencies 
that fund their “own” nationally headquartered nongovernmental agencies or 
through their funding of international agencies that, in turn, support humani-
tarian organizations. From 1990 to 2000 development assistance trebled, and 
humanitarian assistance as a proportion of development aid doubled from ap-
proximately 5 percent to 10 percent. 4 It is difficult to separate analytically the 
changing dimensions of humanitarian space in war zones from the absence of 
states. Put another way, humanitarian organizations are now filling the space 
in ways they did not three decades ago. As states have retreated, however, 
and contracted out the delivery of emergency assistance, they have increased 
their monitoring and regulation of nationally headquartered humanitar-
ian nongovernmental organizations. Even as they became physically absent, 
they became increasingly present as regulators, interested in “outcomes” and 
“accountability.” 

Part of what we now see inside humanitarian space is a principal-agent rela-
tionship that looks somewhat like domestic public-private and public- voluntary 
partnerships as states retreat from program and service delivery. These kinds 
of relationships have inherent tensions; agents always seek to maximize their 
autonomy, and the principals seek to constrain the agents as much as possible 
so that their preferences are maximized. That is why accountability is so at-
tractive to principals. They specify outcomes, establish benchmarks, and hope 
to constrain their agents. 

States are the principals and humanitarian organizations are the agents in 
the delivery of assistance. States no longer row; they steer. The disbursement 
of large amounts of public money by humanitarian organizations increased the 
tendency for states to steer those who were rowing a boat of signifi cant size. 5 

In this sense, the new language in the relationship between states and humani-
tarian organizations reflects structural changes in the way states behaved at the 
end of the twentieth century. 

4 Joanna Macrae, ed., The New Humanitarianisms: A Review of Trends in Global Humanitarian 
Action (London: Overseas Development Institute (ODI), 2002), 15. 

5 Joanna Macrae et al., Uncertain Power: The Changing Role of Official Donors in Humanitarian 
Action, Humanitarian Policy Group Report 12 (London: ODI, 2002). 
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The first fault line in the discussion of accountability of humanitarian organi-
zations grows out of the changing state, its physical retreat and its reemergence 
as regulator and monitor, one step removed. Paradoxically, when the state was 
present, the degree of separation between state and humanitarian organization 
in “the field” was greater. As the state retreated physically but reemerged as 
a principal funder, the demand for professionalization and accountability of 
organizations delivering assistance has deepened. Accountability was embed-
ded within a framework of principal and agent and expressed in a language of 
technical rationality. In this sense, the language of accountability refl ects the 
deep risk aversion of the regulatory state in a globalizing economy. 

The emergence of a language of accountability was not wholly externally 
driven. It is too simple to see funders—states and international fi nancial 
institutions—as the only source of the drive for accountability. In the wake of 
the Rwandan genocide, it became clear to many humanitarian organizations 
that their best and “most professional” efforts in the management of refugee 
camps were producing unanticipated and, at times, pernicious consequences. 

These “negative externalities,” as they are described by analysts steeped in 
the new public management, were not the result of technical failures or a lack 
of professionalism. They were the consequences of operating in a radically 
changed political context that altered the boundaries of humanitarian space. 
Groups engaged in violent conflict with one another understood humanitar-
ian space as explicitly political and treated it as a political arena for action. 
Humanitarian reiterations of the neutrality and impartiality of their space 
avail little when humanitarian resources are large in relation to local resources 
and potentially determining of the political as well as the military outcome of 
confl ict. 

Humanitarian organizations have traditionally been very reluctant to ac-
knowledge that they are powerful, that they dispose of proportionally very 
large resources in the contexts in which they operate, and that they shape 
social and economic processes—subtly or unsubtly—through this disposition 
of resources. The language of power fits very uneasily with the core ethics of 
service that shape humanitarian culture, with the deep normative commitment 
to help those who suffer, and with the long-standing tradition of impartiality, 
neutrality, and independence. The self-image of a commitment to impartial ser-
vice to those in need is jarred by an explicit recognition of the signifi cant power 
and resources that humanitarians command and control in an environment of 
acute scarcity and insecurity. 

With power comes a politics that shapes both choices and responsibilities. 
Politics, power, and ethics have repeatedly shaped and reshaped humanitarian 
thinking and practice, which is one of the justifications for this set of essays. 
Nevertheless, the shift in power toward humanitarian organizations, not nec-
essarily of their own seeking, is again reshaping their ethics and politics. The 
construction of humanitarian space as essentially political is acknowledged 
openly by very few humanitarian organizations. Yet it is structural and likely 
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to be ongoing in the face of accelerating retreat by states and prolonged civil 
wars. The language of accountability also grows out of this ecology of humani-
tarian space, an ecology that is premised on the explicitly political, even as 
humanitarian organizations reject the political contours of the space in which 
they work. The second fault line in the discussion of accountability is the on-
going tension between the explicitly political surround of humanitarian space 
and the insistence on neutrality by humanitarian organizations. 

Why the Allergy to Accountability? 

A discussion of accountability has not been easier within the humanitarian 
community than a conversation about power. Why has the discussion about 
accountability been so difficult? Why the allergy to this question? Although 
accountability is almost always contested in the public and private sectors, the 
contest tends to revolve around its particular dimensions, its measures, and 
its capacity to compensate for political and regulatory deficits. The debate is 
different within the humanitarian community. It is about the appropriateness 
of having a discussion about accountability at all. There is almost a sense of 
moral outrage among some humanitarians when the subject is raised. 

Humanitarian organizations approach their work within a historical con-
text of principled action in neutral space. Inheritors of the Dunantist tradition, 
they are morally committed to provide assistance to all the victims of a confl ict 
and self-governed by principles of impartiality and neutrality. These principles 
served humanitarians reasonably well when combatants followed the rules of 
war and structured space between them. 

War zones in the last three decades do not look much like space that is 
structured according to shared norms and rules. As civil wars stretched over 
decades and states were made, unmade, and remade, it became more and more 
difficult to maintain a restrictive set of parameters for humanitarian work. 
What assistance should be, where in the chain of transformative logic hu-
manitarian organizations should focus their energies, and how humanitarian 
assistance should be delivered so that it does not create undesirable political 
consequences are all now hotly contested. What was once unproblematic is 
now problematized, in large part because what was once only implicitly politi-
cal is now explicitly political. 

The conversation about accountability is so difficult in part because the hu-
manitarian community is only reluctantly beginning to grapple seriously with its 
power and with its political roles and responsibilities. Humanitarians cling to the 
label of “apolitical,” a label that has foreclosed a discussion of accountability for 
outcomes that were politically driven. At most, humanitarians could be held ac-
countable for the processes that they used. Impartiality was not only principled, 
it was functional: on the ground, it helped to facilitate access to all sides in a 
confl ict zone, and it avoided explicit discussion of difficult political choices. 
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That the ground no longer permits impartiality, that humanitarians are now 
witnesses on behalf of the voiceless, that they intervene in political processes, 
that their resources are appropriated and misappropriated to shift the terms of 
the conflict, and that humanitarian organizations exercise power—all of this 
changes the terms of the debate. The broader emerging discussion of account-
ability problematizes the practices of humanitarians and challenges the most 
deeply embedded norms of humanitarianism. This discussion of accountability, 
often tense, speaks directly to the norms and practices of humanitarians. Some 
leaders within humanitarian networks interpret a demand for accountability 
as an implicit allegation of failure or, even worse, as a charge of immorality. It 
is not surprising, then, that accountability strikes at the identity of humanitar-
ians, at the way they construct who they are and the meaning of what they do. 
The discussion of accountability is now enmeshed in identity politics. 

To Whom Are Humanitarians Accountable? 
The Language of Obligation 

Although the changing ecology has prompted calls for accountability, there is 
no meaningful consensus regarding accountability in the humanitarian sector. 
How accountability is constructed, what it means, how it is translated into 
policy systems, programs, and projects, how it is measured, and how humani-
tarian organizations report are all contested. Accountability in humanitarian 
relationships can be thought of along two generic dimensions, representative-
ness and effectiveness. Interestingly, debates about voice and representation 
take place almost independently of discussions about the effectiveness of hu-
manitarian assistance and its outcomes. The two conversations seem to run 
along parallel lines that rarely connect, although they are hardly independent 
of each other. 

Humanitarian groups, like many other organizations, struggle with multiple 
accountabilities. Accountabilities to funders, national and international, are the 
easiest to trace, in part because donors increasingly make their demands explicit. 
The capacity of humanitarian organizations, working in a sharply skewed mar-
ketplace that often looks like a monopsony, to shape the terms of the account-
ability discussion are often very limited. 6 Functioning as agents, they constantly 
struggle to enlarge their space for action while their principals seek to narrow 
their space to ensure that, as agents, they serve their principals’ purposes. 

Much of the scholarly literature on principal-agent relationships focuses on 
the distortion of principals’ interests by agents. It pays less attention to the 

6 Alexander Cooley, “The Marketplace of Humanitarian Action: A Political Economy Perspec-
tive,” presented to the SSRC series “The Transformation of Humanitarian Action,” New York, 
November 9, 2004. 
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quite different analytic problem of the challenge to agents’ autonomy when 
they are dependent on a few powerful principals. Although these principals 
broadly support the purposes of humanitarian organizations, important dif-
ferences emerge when principals make their purposes more specifi c and give 
them shape and meaning through agreements. In the deeply symbiotic relation-
ship between funders and humanitarian organizations, funders exercise power 
largely by controlling the language of the conversation. It is not by happen-
stance that the focus of the contemporary conversation is on accountability 
for outcomes and that this conversation is carried on largely in a language of 
instrumental rationality. 

Humanitarians assert strongly that they are accountable not only to their 
funders and donors but to the people whom they help and that this account-
ability takes precedence over all others. Here humanitarian organizations are 
trying to shift the terrain of contestation away from accountability constructed 
as outcome to accountability construed as process. How an accountability re-
lationship works when it is framed this way is often not obvious, especially 
when people in war zones are terrorized by militias and lose their “voice.” 
Practitioners and scholars debate whether humanitarian organizations speak 
as the victims, with the victims, for the victims, or about the victims of violence 
in war-torn societies. 7 

Only those humanitarian organizations that are led by people from within 
war-torn societies can be construed as speaking as the victims. Those organiza-
tions that work closely, on the ground, with victims of violence and have devel-
oped long-standing relationships with communities in war zones can describe 
themselves as working with victims. When victims of conflict lose their voice, in 
whole or in part through dislocation, abuse, or terror, humanitarian organiza-
tions describe themselves as speaking for victims. Those organizations without 
roots on the ground, with no effective working relationships, with no represen-
tatives of those who are abused or violated can, at best, claim to be speaking 
about the victims of war. At each level, humanitarian organizations are further 
removed from the victims of violence, and their claims to represent the suffering 
of war-torn societies must be interrogated with greater and greater care. 

The claims of humanitarian organizations to represent victims matter in 
three important ways. First, they matter because humanitarian organizations 
derive their legitimacy and their authority in large part from their claims of 
representation. Their authority derives not from what they do—as in most 
models of accountability—but rather from whom they represent. It is impor-
tant to unpack these claims of representation. Second, when the language of 
accountability is process, then what victims want matters a great deal. It is 

7 Hugo Slim, “By What Authority? The Legitimacy and Accountability of Non-governmental 
Organisations,” Journal of Humanitarian Assistance (March 2002): http://www.jha.ac/articles/ 
a082.htm. 

http://www.jha.ac/articles/a082.htm
http://www.jha.ac/articles/a082.htm
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often very difficult, given the extreme conditions, for humanitarian organiza-
tions to consult the people who are trapped in the throes of violence and war. 

Third, the claim to representation matters in a less obvious way. What vic-
tims want may sometimes compete with the core values of humanitarian or-
ganizations. Traditional elites, for example, may not want to devote scarce 
resources to rebuilding schools and clinics that serve women. Or they may 
oppose the fair division of resources among majority and minority elements 
of a community. Here the strongest claims to working with victims compete 
directly with other values and create acute dilemmas of accountability. Ac-
countability as representation, in other words, is only one of several values in 
humanitarian culture and not necessarily the most important. 

These kinds of challenges are certainly part of the ecological landscape of 
every humanitarian organization working in a war-torn society. It is this ecol-
ogy that shifts the terrain of the debate about accountability to the normative 
principles that shape humanitarian space. The third fault line in the debate 
about humanitarian accountability is the tension between representing the pref-
erences of victims who often have little voice and imputing these preferences 
from outside, expressed through the language of ethics, duties, and responsi-
bilities. It is a debate about accountability and the processes that humanitarian 
organizations use in their work with those who suffer from war and violence. 
It is also, of course, a debate about the identity of humanitarian organizations, 
about who they are as a function of whom they represent. 

Accountability for What? Consequentialist Logics 

Before I consider how the meaning of the second term of accountability, “ef-
fectiveness,” is constructed, I will first examine the ongoing debate about the 
appropriate scope of humanitarian action in war-torn societies, a fi ercely con-
tested discussion. In the last decade, if not before, humanitarians have become 
aware that significant amounts of the resources that they delivered to those in 
need were being appropriated by militias and armies to prolong the confl ict. 
Humanitarian organizations discussed monitoring what they did so that they 
would “do no harm.”8 This criterion is minimalist, yet it involved identify-
ing the consequences of humanitarian action, specifying chains of logic, and 
monitoring systems so that harmful trends could be tracked. The logic of “do 
no harm” was deeply consequentialist and engaged practitioners conceptually, 
if not in practice, in the identification and monitoring of outcomes that were 
closely connected to their work. Concern to do no harm begins to shift the logic 
of humanitarian action away from an exclusive emphasis on needs and rights. 

8 Mary B. Anderson, Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support Peace—or War (Boulder, Colo.: 
Lynne Rienner, 1999). 
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The change in humanitarian language went beyond the inclusion of a logic of 
consequences in their templates of practice. Rwanda, Bosnia, Kosovo, southern 
Sudan, and Darfur made clear that humanitarians could save people who were 
at risk, but as the conflict continued over time, these same people would fi nd 
themselves at risk again. As UNHCR famously put it, there were no humanitar-
ian solutions to humanitarian problems. Some organizations now began explic-
itly to try to change the structural conditions that made people vulnerable. Any 
attempt to change structural conditions is, of course, an inescapably and deeply 
political exercise of power, irrespective of the official orthodoxies of humani-
tarian organizations. This kind of work is also consequentialist in logic. 

We should not exaggerate either the timing or the scope of the change. 
CARE, a humanitarian organization that began by delivering food packages 
during wartime, broadened its scope fifty years ago to work on reconstruc-
tion and conflict resolution. MSF acquired its distinctive identity through its 
commitment to témoinage, to stand as witness for those who could not speak 
for themselves. New organizations concentrate on human rights in war-torn 
societies but still consider themselves part of the humanitarian family. Others 
expanded the continuum from relief to development and work to make the 
transition as quick and as seamless as possible. None of this work was with-
out controversy. All of it required an explicit political sensibility to complex 
interconnections in the societies in which practitioners worked, a willingness 
to temper a language of needs and rights with a language of consequences, and 
ongoing iterative movement between principle and practice. Practice was re-
fracting back through humanitarian principles that fit less and less neatly with 
what was happening on the ground. 

The concept of effectiveness, along with representativeness, is at the core of 
the conversation about humanitarian accountability. What does effectiveness 
mean? How is it construed in the dialogue among humanitarians, states, do-
nors, and war-torn communities? There is no single construction of effective-
ness: it can refer, for example, to the global impact of humanitarian assistance 
on a community; to the specific impact of a specific project; to the effi ciency 
with which resources are used—the relationship of inputs to outputs; and to 
the achievement of humanitarian objectives, however these objectives are es-
tablished. Each of these choices is politically loaded, informed by the values 
and purposes of those who are setting the standard; each might well yield quite 
different conclusions within the same context. In any evaluation, the level of 
analysis matters as does the time span of evaluation. Even though the question 
is the same, results can differ across levels and over time. 

The narrowest construction of accountability looks, quite reasonably it 
seems, at whether humanitarian action achieves its objectives. 9 Many critics 

9 James Darcy, “Thoughts on the Effectiveness of Humanitarian Action,” presented to the 
SSRC series “The Transformation of Humanitarian Action,” New York, April 12, 2005, 6. 
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consider an evaluation that is limited to the objectives that humanitarians set 
themselves as too narrow, overly subjective and self-referential, and “insuf-
ficiently rigorous.” Consequently, the current discussion of accountability fo-
cuses on the more difficult and demanding criterion of the effectiveness of the 
outcomes of humanitarian assistance.10 

Within this construction of accountability, the meaning of effectiveness 
defined within the conceptual architecture of “outcome” is bitterly contested 
among humanitarians. First, accountability defined as effectiveness forces a dis-
cussion about consequence. At its most extreme it can substitute a logic—and 
an ethic—of consequence for an ethic of obligation. This is no longer cohabi-
tation of the two logics, but the substitution of one for the other, a signifi cant 
change in the terrain on which humanitarians stand. To draw the most extreme 
conclusion, a consequentialist logic would argue that humanitarians should 
only give assistance when it is effective, irrespective of whether it is needed.11 

This is no longer humanitarian assistance as a need, much less as a right, but 
assistance when and where it is effective. Put this way, this kind of proposition 
challenges the fundamentals of humanitarian identity. Arguably, consequen-
tialist ethics always inform decisions to some degree when needs are great 
and resources are inadequate and scarce. Nevertheless, for most humanitarian 
organizations, needs and rights continue to trump the likely effectiveness of as-
sistance in the judgments they make. The right to assistance bumps up squarely 
against accountability understood as an effective outcome. 

Many within the humanitarian community would also resist the logic of 
“outcome” as a discrete result that can be separated and identifi ed. Within 
a framework of needs and rights, humanitarians increasingly link project to 
program to system. More and more mindful of the interconnectedness of what 
they do to larger systems, they look not only at what they do but at how what 
they do fits into the larger ecology. In complex interconnected systems, this 
larger perspective makes it even more difficult to link cause to effect neatly 
at discrete moments in time. The life of a single project—a single moment 
in time—is almost always arbitrary as a point of evaluation from a systems 
perspective. Yet it is often projects, rather than programs or systems, that are 
evaluated by funders and donors. Donors tend to narrow accountability to 
project evaluation precisely because evaluation of whether specific projects are 
effective in producing specific outcomes is far more tractable than the evalua-
tion of programs that span longer time periods, and evaluation of programs is 
more tractable than an analysis of the trajectories of complex systems. There 
is, however, a price for this artificial concretization and reification of outcomes 

10 Ibid., 7. 
11 De Waal comes close to this kind of argument. If the marginal value of humanitarian assistance 

is low, as he alleges, and there are significant negative consequences, then the logical conclusion is 
that humanitarian assistance should not be given at all, irrespective of need. 
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as specifi c and discrete within time frames that are arbitrarily demarcated. Al-
most all of what matters in complex societies gets lost in this kind of sectioned 
operation. 

How does this fairly abstract argument translate into operations on the 
ground? When causal knowledge is robust and the drivers are relatively insen-
sitive to context, the effectiveness of an outcome can be fairly easily, and appro-
priately, measured. We can judge the outcomes of projects to inoculate children 
against polio or smallpox. We can count the number of people receiving anti-
retroviral medications as a proportion of those who need the medication, and 
measure proportional increases or decreases. As problems and programs be-
come more complex, however, criteria of effectiveness are infused with political 
values that shape policies and practices. An argument about food aid to popu-
lations in war-torn societies exemplifi es this kind of not-so-subtle process. 

The assertion that prolonged food aid is “ineffective” because it is “ineffi cient”— 
it creates “dependency”—is now fiercely debated among donors and humanitar-
ian organizations. In this lexicon, the negative outcome to be avoided is “depen-
dency” and the desirable results are “self-sufficiency” and “self-reliance.” The 
proposition provides useful description but poor quality explanation. Descrip-
tively, it is accurate to say that some communities, particularly refugee com-
munities, have become dependent on food aid over time.12 

The broader question is, of course, why communities depend on external 
assistance for food. What is driving what? Are governments, relieved by hu-
manitarian assistance of their responsibilities to feed their populations, then 
freed up to abuse, rape, and pillage? This kind of argument is being made 
about humanitarian assistance to seven hundred thousand people forced out 
of Zimbabwe’s cities by President Robert Mugabe. The assistance provided by 
humanitarian organizations, the argument goes, allows Mugabe to consolidate 
power and continue to displace precisely those impoverished urban dwellers 
who pose the gravest threat to his regime.13 As a last resort, then, humanitar-
ian organizations should withhold assistance from those without shelter or 
means. Implicit in this argument is that the dispossessed, without food or shel-
ter, would rise in a successful revolt against Mugabe. It goes without saying 
that this causal sequence is not intuitively obvious. Often, the poorest and the 
weakest are unable to mobilize the resources needed to overthrow a govern-
ment. Withholding food aid would only further deprive those who are already 
badly deprived. 

It is equally plausible to reverse the chain of logic in the argument about 
dependency. It is not that food aid creates dependency, but rather that corrupt 

12 Paul Harvey and Jeremy Lind, Dependency and Humanitarian Relief: A Critical Analysis, 
HPG Report 19 (London: Humanitarian Policy Group, July 2005). 

13 Michael Wines, “When Doing Good Aids the Devil,”  New York Times, December 25, 
2005. 
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governments fail to meet their responsibilities to provide the basic security 
envelope within which communities can safely invest in agriculture. Without 
social protection, local agriculture is unlikely to thrive so that it can sustain 
communities. Disentangling the causal threads is complex when community 
behavior is unlikely to be a function of a single driver. 

Further complicating the estimation of the outcome, a concept such as “de-
pendency” often has no unambiguous empirical referents. How much food aid 
as a proportion of a family’s consumption constitutes “dependence” is ana-
lytically unclear. Perhaps the issue is neither absolute nor relative amounts of 
assistance but, rather, the predictability of food aid so that families and com-
munities can retain the initiative and the resources to plan livelihood strategies. 
Or the issue may not be the community reaction to food assistance at all but the 
alternatives available to them. Those confined to refugee camps by fearful host 
governments, denied the opportunity to move and to work, cannot develop 
viable livelihood strategies whether or not predictable amounts of food aid 
are provided by humanitarian organizations. “The persistence of the idea of a 
dependency syndrome says more about the attitudes of aid providers toward 
recipients than it does about the attitudes of the recipients themselves,” con-
cludes a recent review by the Humanitarian Policy Group. “Discourses around 
dependency often blame the symptom, rather than the cause.”14 

Evaluating a project or a program of food aid as a discrete outcome without 
specifying the conditions would be deeply misleading. Measuring the length 
of time, for example, that communities require “emergency food aid” is only 
useful if what humanitarian organizations do contributes directly to lengthen-
ing or shortening the time. It is far from obvious how important the pattern 
of humanitarian assistance is in prolonging the need for food aid. Yet as do-
nors enforce these arguments about food aid in the name of “accountability,” 
“value-for-money,” and other “value-neutral” performance measures, human-
itarian organizations, albeit reluctantly, change what they do and, inevitably, 
how they see themselves. These changes go to the essence of humanitarian 
principles and practices. 

In stylized discussions of accountability, we look only at what we mea-
sure. When we measure how much food aid residents from Darfur continue to 
need in the refugee camps where they now live, in abstraction from the larger 
context which has forced people into these camps, that measurement tells us 
very little. It is always useful to examine arguments prospectively rather than 
retrospectively, when we can indulge in the wisdom of hindsight. A prospec-
tive evaluation of the effectiveness of humanitarian assistance to the refugees 
from Darfur puts into stark relief the dangerous terrain an evaluation focused 
on a discrete outcome can touch. James Darcy suggests that in a prospective 
evaluation of an outcome we ask counterfactual questions: Is the object [of 

14 Harvey and Lind, Dependency, 4 and 1. 
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sustaining the refugees from Darfur] the “right” objective? Would another 
form of intervention have greater effect? And could the same result be deliv-
ered more cheaply? 

Considering these counterfactuals as humanitarian organizations struggle 
to sustain and protect the refugees from Darfur, it is difficult to conclude that 
humanitarian organizations could have done anything but continue to pro-
vide assistance and protection. This conclusion holds even when appropriate 
weight is given to the deliberately provocative strategy of at least one of the 
rebel groups and when we understand the conflict between rebel and govern-
ment forces as a bitter internecine conflict in which the parties are successfully 
exploiting local fears and differences. 

A retrospective evaluation of humanitarian action in Darfur was completed 
by the Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance in Hu-
manitarian Action (ALNAP) in 2004. I look in detail at their construction of 
accountability in the next section, but they conclude that humanitarian organi-
zations should have mobilized earlier, more visibly, and more vocally, operating 
at night as well as during the day. 15 The report acknowledges that states and 
international organizations controlled the political and diplomatic resources 
for the kinds of intervention that were necessary to forestall the dislocation 
of hundreds of thousands of people caught in the crossfire. Nevertheless, the 
MSF-Holland evaluation concluded, “The distinguishing feature of the Darfur 
crisis has been the lateness and inadequacy of the humanitarian response. It 
has been so serious that it amounted to ‘systemic failure.’ ”16 When humani-
tarian organizations balance the risks of doing nothing—failing to try to pro-
tect and sustain—against doing something that is not terribly effective, they 
weight the costs of failing to try far more heavily than they do ineffectiveness. 
That weighting can only be understood within their normative construction of 
obligation. 

It is difficult to imagine that a prospective evaluation done today to hold hu-
manitarian organizations accountable would recommend terminating food aid 
and other kinds of assistance to the internally displaced peoples and refugees as 
long as they remain in the camps. If it did, humanitarian organizations would 
reject the conclusion as inconsistent with their most basic principles of need 
and rights. Moreover, humanitarian organizations would insist that judgments 
about whether keeping the internally displaced and the refugees in camps is in 
their best interests is not for them to make. 

The danger may be elsewhere. We do not have good evidence of the impact 
of the heightened awareness of accountability on delivery of humanitarian as-
sistance. Several reports have warned, however, that an emphasis on effective 

15 ALNAP, ALNAP Review of Humanitarian Action in 2004, www.alnap.org. 
16 MSF-Holland, Darfur 2004: A Review of MSF-H’s Responsiveness and Strategic Choices, ed. 

F. Stevenson (Amsterdam: MSF, January 2005). 
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outcomes may lead to a reluctance by humanitarians to act at all. Although 
greater preoccupation with different dimensions of accountability is certainly 
positive, the ALNAP report concludes that in Darfur preoccupation with ac-
countability “undermined an essential aspect of humanitarian risk-taking.”17 

The emphasis on standards and codes of conduct was especially limiting, 
warned the Office of the Coordinator for Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in its 
report. Accountability taken too literally or too far represents “a strategy for 
humanitarian containment, not humanitarian action.”18 

Humanitarian organizations are not unique in sounding the alarm about 
the costs of accountability. In both the public and the private sector, analysts 
are beginning to worry actively about the risk aversion inherent in the pursuit 
of greater accountability. Accountability is not cost free, and it is important 
therefore to balance the need for accountability with the need for risk taking, 
innovation, experimentation, and openness to learning. At its best, account-
ability fits modestly within a larger architecture that gives it both scope and 
boundaries. 

Accountability: How? 

There is no consensus on how to embed accountability within the larger ar-
chitecture of humanitarian principles and practice. At best, there is an uneasy 
fi t between the languages of humanitarianism and accountability, in large part 
because the normative principles of humanitarianism create a framework and 
template for doing good. The taken-for-granted assumption of many humani-
tarians and of many who give to humanitarian causes is that these organiza-
tions are doing good. 

Yet the best humanitarian organizations want to understand more about 
the consequences of what they do. A shift in language from accountability 
to learning, from the search for explicit causal chains to an understanding 
of interaction and unintended effects in complex environments, helps to ease 
the conversation. It also helps to join up thinking across sectors on complex 
problems and bring partners to the table. It is especially useful in the absence 
of strong theory—the absence of robust, reliable knowledge about the complex 
drivers of outcomes—to generate “joined-up thinking” from multiple partners. 
We simply do not know enough about how and why systemic improvement 
in outcomes occurs; why some societies recover from emergencies and move 

17 ALNAP, Review of Humanitarian Action in 2004, 113. 
18 B. Broughyton, S. Maguire, and S. Frueh, Inter-Agency Evaluation of the Humanitarian Re

sponse to the Darfur Crisis (New York: OCHA, February 2005). See also H. Young, A.M. Osman, 
Y. Aklilu, R. Dale, B. Badri, and A. J. A. Fuddle, Darfur 2004—Livelihoods under Siege, December 
2005. 
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forward and others do not; and why some social and economic systems are 
resilient and absorb serious shocks, while others do not have the capacity to 
absorb much lesser shocks. 

There is a paradox here. We know very little, in part because funders— 
private as well as public—often forbid investments in research with the monies 
that they provide. A great deal of money is invested on an ongoing basis in 
project evaluation, but very little to generate the knowledge that is necessary to 
inform that evaluation. I have heard donors insist that basic research increases 
overhead beyond what is acceptable. Donors encourage humanitarian organi-
zations to cut overhead, to deliver assistance at the lowest possible cost, and 
consequently preclude investment in the kind of research and learning that can 
improve performance. This kind of message systematically discourages serious 
research into the consequences of humanitarian action. 

Even were donors to end the dysfunctional competition to deliver services 
at the lowest possible administrative cost, it is possible that we are a long way 
from the kind of robust knowledge that is fundamental to better and more 
meaningful systems of humanitarian accountability. Certainly it does not exist 
now. Epidemiological analysis and diffusion models can help to some extent, 
but the uncertainties still remain large. Wars continue to occur, populations are 
uprooted and in danger, and humanitarians respond, making strategic choices, 
not under conditions of risk where at least the probability distributions are 
known, but under the much more diffi cult conditions of uncertainty. 

There is already now within the humanitarian community the building 
blocks that are connected in a very loose architecture of accountability. The 
early first response by humanitarian organizations to the awareness of unin-
tended consequences and harmful effects was to develop codes of conduct and 
charters to standardize rules for the delivery of humanitarian assistance.19 The 
ALNAP evaluation of Darfur found, contrary to expectation, that practitioners 
were preoccupied with the need to measure up to these professionally agreed-
upon standards.20 A UN interagency review team visited Darfur in September 
2004 and made its expectations of where organizations could do better in 
meeting standards explicit; it returned to monitor these changes three months 
later. Evaluations were done in real time so that midcourse corrections could 
happen as quickly as possible. The ALNAP evaluation found, however, that 
codes of conduct were inhibiting and not very helpful in helping organizations 
to learn. Especially when uncertainty was high, OCHA observed the tendency 

19 The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and 
NGOs in Disaster Relief was adopted at the 26th International Conference of the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent, Geneva, December 3–7, 1995. The Providence Principles, a set of standardized rules 
for delivering relief, were followed by SPHERE, a set of minimal standards in delivery of water, 
sanitation, nutrition, shelter, site planning, and health. These codes of conduct were followed by 
the Humanitarian Charter, which standardized the rules of humanitarian action. 

20 ALNAP, Review of Humanitarian Action in 2004, 113. 
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to interpret standards as “absolutes, rather than indicators,” to treat standards 
as targets that “can serve to inhibit rather than facilitate action.”21 

More promising are cross-sectoral approaches to active learning and coali-
tions of voluntary organizations that join together to self-regulate. Human-
itarian organizations, national and international donor agencies, and inter-
national organizations came together for the first time to create and support 
ALNAP. The network collects and shares data bases and evaluation reports 
and produces annual reports for its members on some aspect of performance 
monitoring, evaluation, and accountability. The Humanitarian Accountability 
Partnership International (HAP-I) was created by a group of humanitarian 
agencies committed to making humanitarian action more accountable to its 
benefi ciaries. 

At its best, ALNAP approximates “open source learning,” modeled on the 
open-source software movement, which is organized around a shared problem. 
This kind of learning network privileges a system of continuous feedback and 
continuous iterative problem solving that builds on shared experience. The 
most successful mechanisms of accountability are likely to be those that build 
in the greatest possible opportunity for feedback and ongoing course correc-
tions. When practitioners can see the immediate relevance to their work on the 
ground, they are more likely to be open to new research and new approaches. 

Humanitarian organizations are committed, at least in principle, to drawing 
to the greatest extent possible on local knowledge as they seek better outcomes. 
Local knowledge is especially important when knowledge is contingent and 
context dependent. It is this constant checking against local knowledge that al-
lows humanitarian organizations working on the ground to get early warning 
of missteps, suggestions for course correction and change, and validating in-
formation about performance. This kind of dialogue is important not only for 
corrective information about performance but also as an early warning system 
about unintended—and negative—consequences, and as a rough causal map of 
interactions on the ground that are likely to infl uence outcomes. 

Yet OCHA found little participation by the beneficiaries of assistance in the 
management of issues that were of immediate and direct relevance to them.22 

Another way of framing that evaluation is that humanitarian organizations 
were demonstrating little accountability to the people on the ground that they 
were trying to help.23 A radical handover of responsibilities to local partners is 
unlikely, the ALNAP review concluded, as long as humanitarian organizations 

21 OCHA, Inter-Agency Evaluation of the Humanitarian Response to the Darfur Crisis, 10–11. 
22 Ibid., 11. 
23 An evaluation by CARE International reported that CARE was successful in “setting up 

highly participatory water/sanitation committees within the IDP camps that have taken an in-
creasingly active role in site planning and latrine design. . . . Other sector interventions by CARE 
have been less proactive in promoting empowerment.” CARE, Care International’s Humanitarian 
Response to the Darfur Crisis, Real-Time Evaluation, Phase 2,  J. Baker, December 2004, 6, 17. 
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are held accountable by donors for their operational performance and are 
dependent on a funding structure that emphasizes what they themselves have 
accomplished.24 Here the trade-offs among accountability to different stake-
holders are real and visible: accountability constructed as outcome competes 
with accountability understood as process. These trade-offs are present in any 
architecture of accountability and cannot be designed away. Humanitarian 
leaders can only become more self-conscious about their choices and work 
with donors to structure different kinds of expectations. 

An area that has received relatively less attention among humanitarian orga-
nizations is governance, both of their own organizations and of the institutions 
that they help to run with the beneficiaries of assistance. The performance 
of boards of international humanitarian organizations has lagged behind the 
boards of other voluntary sector organizations. The HAP-I is a partnership 
among several humanitarian organizations to encourage peer review processes 
for accreditation and certification of compliance with the HAP-I Accountabil-
ity Principles. These principles emphasize the design and implementation of 
consultative processes with benefi ciary communities. 25 One of the criteria for 
accrediting and certifying a humanitarian organization is the appointment of 
independent board members. An accreditation process that emphasizes board 
independence and board education will put humanitarian organizations on 
the same trajectory as many other private- and voluntary-sector organizations. 
Although better governance does not guarantee better processes or outcomes, 
neither is likely without better governance. 

Accountability: No Panacea 

Although the emphasis on the accountability of humanitarian organizations 
is understandable in an era of globalization, accountability is no panacea. An 
assessment of its immediate practical benefits should be appropriately modest. 
Reforms in the corporate sector in the wake of extensive fraud and corruption 
by several high-profi le corporate leaders do not make the corporate world im-
mune from ruthless people determined to exploit a relative advantage. Political 
theorists today write less about democratic accountability and more about the 
democratic deficit in our political systems. At best, accountability remains a 
norm, an aspiration, and a moving target in every sector of local and global 
society. 

Accountability is always expensive. I do not refer here to its fi nancial costs. 
ALNAP refers apologetically to the $3 million annual cost of all the efforts 
to improve humanitarian accountability, quality, and performance—a tiny 

24 ALNAP, ALNAP Review of Humanitarian Action in 2004, 3. 
25 www.hapinternational.org. 
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percentage of the approximately $10 billion annual global humanitarian 
spending. It is not the financial costs that are significant but the cost in scarce 
time, effort, human resources, and, most important, risk aversion. Too much 
accountability—whatever too much is—can cripple the initiative and com-
mitment of an organization. When it does, accountability exacts a price that 
is exorbitantly high. Accountability is most likely to cripple when it becomes 
mechanical, technical, and routinized, more and more divorced from the pur-
poses of an organization, its challenges, and its opportunities; organizations 
become mired in an endless cycle of evaluation and reporting. These kinds of 
organizations are beautifully transparent and transparently mediocre. 

A culture of accountability is most helpful when it is framed as an oppor-
tunity to learn, to reflect on the larger systems in which particular programs 
are embedded, to identify constraints and to discover assets, and to experiment 
with different ways of doing things. The conversation about accountability 
works well when there is acknowledgment of uncertainty, of what is not known 
and of what cannot be known with precision. The most resilient cultures of ac-
countability tolerate and indeed expect failures, for without failures there is no 
room for experimentation. In the best organizations this kind of environment 
of continuous learning across sectors can help to produce knowledge that is 
both contextualized and shared. 

Accountability works best when it is used as an opportunity to widen the 
conversation about the politics, power, and ethics that defi ne humanitarian 
space. Accountability is always exercised within a context of politics, power, 
and interests, and humanitarian accountability is no exception. Yet the con-
versation about power and its exercise has been badly stunted almost from the 
earliest days of modern humanitarian organizations. If that stunted and stilted 
conversation continues, the understanding of accountability within humani-
tarian organizations will at best be superficial and at worst badly distorting. 
Any concept of accountability also needs to be joined up to the larger system 
of ethics that shapes the terrain of action. Humanitarian space is triangulated 
as humanitarian organizations juggle their obligations to those whom they try 
to help and to those who fund, even as they try to meet their own standards 
in the exercise of power. Accountability, in other words, is at the apex of the 
humanitarian triangle of politics, power, and ethics. 
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The Grand Strategies 
of Humanitarianism 

Michael Barnett and Jack Snyder 

Much of the discourse of humanitarian action is couched in the very strong 
language of moral duties, obligations, and responsibilities. There is a duty to 
aid. 1 Most humanitarian agencies declare that their moral responsibilities to 
others are premised on their common humanity; they express the philosophical 
maxim that we have an obligation to do something to help others in need if we 
can. Although we should not be too surprised that humanitarian organizations 
embrace such language, even states talk this way, too. The French government 
now declares that “emergency humanitarian aid is a new duty incumbent on 
the international community. . . . It obeys the principle that it is a moral duty to 
help civilian populations in distress wherever they may be.”2 Most recently, the 
UN General Assembly accepted a “responsibility to protect” that announces 
that when states fail to carry out their responsibilities to protect their popula
tions then the international community inherits that responsibility. 

Although the language of moral duties and responsibilities underlies much 
of the discussion on humanitarian aid, over the last decade aid agencies are 
increasingly espousing an ethic of consequences. Several factors are driving this 

1 For the classic philosophical statement on these duties, see Peter Singer’s utilitarian-based anal
ysis in his “Famine, Affl uence, and Morality,”  Philosophy and Public Affairs 1 (1972): 229–43. 

2 http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/france_159/discovering-france_2005/france-from-to-z_1978/ 
france-and-the-world_1989/humanitarian-aid_1474.html. 

http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/france_159/discovering-france_2005/france-from-to-z_1978/france-and-the-world_1989/humanitarian-aid_1474.html
http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/france_159/discovering-france_2005/france-from-to-z_1978/france-and-the-world_1989/humanitarian-aid_1474.html
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consequentialist turn. In response to the growing recognition that noble actions 
can have negative and unintended consequences, many aid workers argue that 
as they enact their moral duties they also must consider whether their actions are 
having their intended effect and, if not, how they might adjust their behavior to 
improve the circumstances of those that are the objects of their assistance. 3 The 
growing desire of international actors to address the root causes of confl ict—to 
include as part of their moral responsibilities not only a duty to aid but also a 
duty to remove the causes that have rendered populations vulnerable—forces a 
consideration of those policies that are hypothesized to dissolve the underlying 
causes of conflict, how aid might be linked to these broader goals, and where 
their limited resources will have the greatest impact. 4 

States and other donor agencies are encouraging this development; they 
want evidence that their money is being well spent, and thus they demand 
that the deliverers of aid provide evidence that they are being as effective as 
they can be. But it is not only donors that want evidence—so, too, do relief 
agencies. Many aid workers were shaken, demoralized, and haunted by their 
experience in Rwanda where their aid prolonged the suffering of those in the 
camps that were controlled by the genocidaires. Aid workers want to know 
how they can do their jobs better and how to make the most of their limited 
resources. In general, during the 1990s the explosion of new service providers, 
the attempt to deliver aid in a variety of confl ict and postconfl ict situations, 
and the desire to see whether, which, and how the actions of aid providers save 
lives and societies has helped to create an explicit connection between an ethic 
of consequences and humanitarian action. 

The ethic of consequentialism requires strategic action. Strategic analysis at
tempts to identify those means that can most efficiently and effectively achieve 
the stated objectives under an identified set of constraints. 5 Aid workers are 
increasingly articulating a strategic orientation. They are asking whether they 
can achieve their most preferred outcome and, if not, whether they might settle 
for the second- or third-ranked outcome. They are attempting to systemati
cally identify the various available means, assess which means are more likely 
to achieve their desired objective, and consider in their assessments the poten
tially negative side effects associated with these means. They are attempting to 
accurately assess the strategic environment—all those factors that will affect 
the ability of aid agencies to achieve their goals and save lives. 

3 Two classic statements are Mary B. Anderson,  Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support Peace— 
Or War (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1999), and Fiona Terry,  Condemned to Repeat? The 
Paradox of Humanitarian Action (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002). 

4 For instance, the ICISS argues that the international community has not only a responsibil
ity to protect but also a responsibility to help rebuild in such a manner that it helps eliminate the 
recurrence of violence. International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty,  The Re-
sponsibility to Protect (Ottawa: International Development Research Centre, 2001). 

5 David Lake and Robert Powell, introduction to Strategic Choice in International Relations, 
ed. Lake and Powell (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 20. 
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Arguably, thinking strategically comes more naturally to states than it does 
to international organizations or international aid agencies. States are sup
posed to be strategic actors (not that they always are or always choose the right 
strategies). International organizations and aid agencies, on the other hand, 
have demonstrated little inclination toward strategic analysis, perhaps because 
they see themselves as having few choices to enact their duties and because 
they are instinctively attracted to an ethic of duty and allergic to an ethic of 
consequentialism.6 Yet they must make choices, and sometimes they do engage 
in strategic choice, even when they are in denial or they don’t do it very well. 

In this chapter we examine the grand strategies of humanitarianism. First, 
we outline four different ideal types of humanitarian action that differ on two 
dimensions: whether they are apolitical or political and whether their goals 
are modest or ambitious. This taxonomy generates four humanitarian strate
gies: bed for the night, do no harm, comprehensive peace building, and back a 
decent winner. Then we explore some of the tensions between these strategies 
in cases of armed intervention and how state agendas shape the policies and 
circumstances of aid agencies in ways that potentially harm relief efforts. The 
case of Kosovo illustrates how both states and aid agencies followed something 
close to a bed for the night, but how the states providing those beds shaped 
what NGOs were able to do. In the case of post–September 2001 Afghanistan 
we examine how, at the outset, both NGOs and states made a declaratory com
mitment to comprehensive peace building, and then how the preference of the 
United States for defeating the Taliban and al Qaeda led it down the tortuous 
path of “back a decent winner,” which negatively affected the ability of NGOs 
to deliver relief. We conclude by reflecting on the prescriptive lessons of this 
analysis. We pay particular attention to the postconflict peace-building phase, 
the adjustments that might need to be made by both states and aid agencies if 
they are to improve the lives of vulnerable populations, and the likelihood that 
states, international organizations, and nongovernmental organizations will be 
able to integrate their policies and strategies in order to further their collective 
goals. 

Kinds of Humanitarianisms 

One of the striking features of humanitarian actions over the last several de
cades is the increase in both their number and kind. To better conceptualize 
the kinds of humanitarian actions we have seen, we propose to differentiate 
them along two dimensions. The first dimension is whether they are apolitical 
or political. Following the discussion in the introductory chapter, we defi ne 

6 On the importance of strategic analysis by aid agencies, see Peter J. Hoffman and Thomas G. 
Weiss,  Sword and Salve: Confronting New Wars and Humanitarian Crises (Lanham, Md.: Rowman 
& Littlefi eld, 2006), 196. 
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“apolitical” as those actions that are not intended to alter the governance ar
rangements that are hypothesized to be the cause of suffering, and political 
those actions that are intended to do so. Humanitarian action can also be 
categorized according to whether its goals are modest or ambitious. Some try 
to change the incentives for and constraints on local actors in signifi cant ways; 
others work largely within the parameters of the existing circumstances. These 
two dimensions produce a fourfold taxonomy of kinds of humanitarianism: 
bed for the night, do no harm, comprehensive peace building, back a decent 
winner (see table 6.1). 

Although this taxonomy can accommodate interventions provoked by natu
ral and man-made events, we are particularly concerned with its utility for 
understanding trends in the international community’s response to confl ict. 
This taxonomy has several distinctive advantages. First, it does not turn on 
the means that are used. In contrast to many scholars and practitioners who 
associate humanitarian action with the use of military force to protect human 
rights, we are interested in capturing the variety of means that are used to ac
complish a variety of ends. For instance, states might use military force as they 
pursue any of the four strategies. The military might be used to help deliver 
relief to victims of man-made and natural disasters; to provide armed protec
tion for aid workers who find themselves harassed and threatened by warlords, 
militias, and bandits; to help apprehend war criminals that represent a threat 
to the rule of law; and to bolster the new armed forces of a newly established 
government.7 This taxonomy also allows us to discriminate between phases 
of a humanitarian operation—at different points different actors are likely to 
favor different strategies. Finally, it allows us to trace changes over the last 
twenty years in the kinds of interventions that are most prevalent, to discrimi
nate between strategies used in different phases of a humanitarian operation, 

TABLE 6.1. 
Kinds of humanitarianisms 

Apolitical Political 

Accept constraints Bed for the Night: unqualifi ed 
short-term emergency relief 
to those in life-threatening 
circumstances. 

Change constraints Do No Harm: provide relief 
while minimizing the negative 
side effects. 

Back a Decent Winner: deploy 
resources to achieve a stable 
political bargain that will halt 
gross violations of human 
rights. 

Peacebuilding: eliminate the root 
causes of confl ict and help 
promote a more peaceful, 
stable, and legitimate political 
and economic system. 

7 For a good overview of the different kinds of roles performed by the military in humanitarian 
situations, see Larry Minear,  The Humanitarian Enterprise: Dilemmas and Discoveries (Bloom
fi eld, Conn.: Kumarian Press, 2002), chap. 6. 
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to discern whether differences in the strategic preferences of different types of 
actors are more likely to fall into one cell or another, and thus to identify where 
mismatched strategies might emerge and to assess their consequences. 

Bed for the Night 

This kind of intervention is so named for the title of the (in)famous book by 
David Rieff, A Bed for the Night, where he asserts that aid agencies should 
limit themselves to the impartial, independent, and neutral provision of relief 
to victims of conflict and natural disasters. 8 This strategy is modest in its ambi
tions because it is about relief and nothing but relief. It is apolitical because 
it cleaves to the principles of neutrality, impartiality, and independence, and 
therefore attempts to avoid any engagement with the political world (even as 
it recognizes that its interventions can have political consequences). Rieff and 
others who advocate this position argue that although providing relief is mod
est in its ambitions, its very modesty makes it ethically appealing; although it 
cannot do a lot, what it does it can do very well; it can make a huge difference 
to those whose lives hang in the balance; and the attempt to do more might 
very well undermine the very essence of humanitarian action—saving lives. If 
there is a “classical” approach to humanitarian action, this is it. 

This classical approach has a lot of consequentialism in it. To be sure, aid 
agencies present impartiality, neutrality, and independence as nonnegotiable 
values that are connected to the principle of humanity, and while this might 
be true for impartiality in the delivery of aid to victims, it is less so for neu
trality between sides in a conflict and for independence. Being perceived as 
neutral and independent can help create a “humanitarian space” that protects 
aid workers in the field and facilitates their access to populations at risk on all 
sides of a conflict. Conversely, the moment that relief workers deviate from 
these principles, they will be seen as “political” and thus will have diffi culty 
delivering aid. The upshot, then, is that although many scholars and practi
tioners suggest that this classical approach rests on a noninstrumental logic, in 
fact consequentialist elements are part of its very foundation. 

Beginning in the 1990s those favoring a bed-for-the-night humanitarianism 
found themselves increasingly on the defensive. The strategy of strict neutral
ity, impartiality, and independence made sense in some contexts and for some 
issue areas: in natural disasters where those in charge seek outside assistance; 
in inspections to insure that parties are observing the rules with respect to pris
oners of war; and in settings where taking sides is impractical, such as when 
aid workers lack military backup and there is no decent local ally to support. 
Yet a strategy that delivers aid first and asks questions later (if ever) might be so 
focused on the highly visible short term that it can cause more harm than good 
to the populations that it seeks to serve. This was the situation faced by many 

8 David Reiff, A Bed for the Night (New York: Simon and Shuster, 2002). 
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aid workers in complex humanitarian emergences. Aid not only saved lives, 
it also fueled conflict and repression by supporting repressive governments, 
feeding warring factions through theft or gatekeeping access to aid, helping 
to militarize refugee camps, enabling warring groups to exercise control over 
populations, legitimizing governments and rebels, and allowing outside states 
to appear to be doing something about a crisis without having to intervene in 
more effective ways. These unsavory and unintended outcomes are not distinc
tive to post–cold war humanitarianism; they have been present whenever aid 
and confl ict mix. 9 Aid, moreover, can increase distortions of the local economy, 
displace or discourage local economic activity, create a short-term hothouse 
aid economy, produce new kinds of dependencies, and reinforce existing politi
cal and economic inequalities.10 

Although these negative externalities were always present, deliverers and 
observers of humanitarian assistance began to focus on them during the 1990s 
in part because of the nature of the humanitarian emergencies they encoun
tered. Many of these emergencies were being produced by perverse political 
patterns in situations of war and repression. In these contexts, powerful local 
actors developed fairly astute strategies that enabled them to benefit from the 
emergency by hijacking international benevolence for their own political, mili
tary, and economic agendas. Aid agencies that did not adjust became either 
unwitting accomplices or followed their existing principles into moral dead 
ends.11 Remaining neutral and independent can come at a high cost to those 
whose lives are at risk. In response to the report documenting the UN’s failure 
to protect the local population of Srebrenica, UN secretary-general Kofi Annan 
wrote of “an institutional ideology of impartiality even when confronted with 
attempted genocide.”12 Where an autocrat has the power to repress opposition 
and sees an incentive to exploit subjects in ways that create a humanitarian 
crisis, apolitical humanitarians face a Hobson’s choice between providing aid 
that may prop up the regime and perhaps not even reach the needy, or doing 
nothing. The North Korean famine and the food crisis in Zimbabwe provide 
powerful examples. 

The recognition of the limits of bed-for-the-night humanitarianism and of 
the need for humanitarian workers to acknowledge how their actions might be 
contributing to unsavory outcomes led many to try to identify new tactics that 
might reduce negative side effects. Mary Anderson’s famous credo of “do no 

9 A good example is Cambodia, deftly chronicled by William Shawcross,  The Quality of 
Mercy: Cambodia, Holocaust and Modern Conscience (New York: Norton, 1982). 

10 See, for instance, Terry,  Condemned to Repeat? 
11 On the related concept of moral hazard, see Dave Rowlands and David Carment, “Moral Haz

ard and Conflict Intervention,” in  The Political Economy of War and Peace, ed. Murray Wollson 
(Norwell, Mass.: Kluwer, 1998), 2. 

12 “Genocide Is a Threat to Peace Requiring Strong United Action, Secretary-General Tells 
Stockholm International Forum.” Press Release SG/SM/9126 26/01/2004. 
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harm,” inspired by the Hippocratic oath, urged aid agencies to develop new 
policies that acknowledged the unintended consequences of aid.13 In response, 
Fiona Terry observed that all aid does some harm and will have some unfore
seen consequences, and that the best that aid agencies can do is try to mini
mize the harmful effects of aid. Toward that end, she advised that aid agencies 
eschew the seduction of becoming more political and instead put into place 
monitoring mechanisms to reduce the siphoning off of aid, and if political au
thorities will not comply, then aid agencies should be prepared to suspend as
sistance.14 Relatedly, an emerging literature on moral dilemmas acknowledges 
that pursuing one highly desired goal might hurt the prospects of another. 15 

These criticisms of bed-for-the-night humanitarianism led many donors and 
aid agencies to look for alternatives. 

Do No Harm 

Do-no-harm humanitarianism occurs when external actors have as their main 
goal the provision of relief to those in life-threatening circumstances but ad
just their policies to minimize overly negative consequences. It shares with 
bed-for-the-night humanitarianism the desire to remain apolitical to the ex
tent possible. Yet it is slightly more ambitious than this strategy because of its 
explicit willingness to examine the effects of assistance and consider whether 
those outcomes require the deliverer of aid to manipulate the incentives and 
constraints facing local parties. Although practitioners of the do-no-harm 
strategy try to reduce incentives for the exploitation of aid by the parties to 
violent conflict, they do not try to use aid to support any side in the confl ict. 
They anticipate and try to prevent the unintended consequences of aid, but 
they aim to remain neutral and apolitical. 

To minimize the harm done by aid, humanitarian practitioners have worked 
along several lines, including a consideration of how to bargain more cleverly 
with warlords, which local intermediaries to deal with, how to keep camps 
from falling into the hands of fighters that perpetrate atrocities, when to rely on 
military protection from one of the sides or from hired security forces, when and 
how to fl ood the market with aid, and how to create local environments where 
aid can work even if the overall problem is not resolved. In general, this strategy 
tries to maintain the principles of neutrality, impartiality, and independence to 
the fullest extent possible, but it attempts to reduce negative consequences. 

Those advocating do-no-harm humanitarianism confront three critical is
sues. The first is assessing whether, in fact, their aid is doing more harm than 
good. Following Fiona Terry’s insight that all aid does some harm, the challenge 

13 Anderson, Do No Harm.
14 Terry, Condemned to Repeat?
15 See, for example, Jonathan Moore, Hard Choices: Moral Dilemmas in Humanitarian Inter-

vention (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefi eld, 1998). 



  

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

    
 

     
 

 
 

    
 

150 Humanitarianism in Question 

is to identify how much harm is the result of aid. The second issue concerns the 
threshold for withdrawing aid if perverse incentives for local actors cannot be 
eliminated through do-no-harm adjustments. Aid workers will draw the line 
in different places. MSF-France withdrew from the militarized refugee camps 
following the Rwandan genocide on the grounds that aid was being used to 
embolden the genocidaires and thus to prolong the suffering, but it is less well 
known that several MSF chapters stayed behind in the camps and continued to 
provide relief. The third issue concerns whether to make aid conditional and, 
if so, based on what conditions.16 Many aid agencies are adamantly opposed 
to the very idea of making basic needs conditional on good behavior, but  do
no-harm humanitarianism does just that—the provision of aid depends on the 
good behavior of those who are obstructing its delivery and thus holding the 
victims captive to others. 

Comprehensive Peace Building 

Although peace building can have various definitions, former UN secretary-
general Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s original formulation has considerable staying 
power: peace building is “action to identify and support structures which will 
tend to strengthen and solidify peace in order to avoid relapse into confl ict.” 17 

Peace builders aspire to remove the root causes of violence and create this 
pacifi c disposition by investing postconfl ict societies with various qualities, in
cluding democracy, to reduce the tendency toward arbitrary power and give 
voice to all segments of society; the rule of law, to reduce human rights viola
tions; a market economy free from corruption, to discourage individuals from 
believing that the surest path to fortune is by capturing the state; confl ict man
agement tools; and a culture of tolerance and respect. 

States, international organizations, and international aid agencies have 
helped to make and also have jumped on this ambitious peace-building 
agenda. Its attractions are many. It aspires to address not only symptoms but 
also causes. It is consistent with the existing interests of both international and 
domestic actors that want to try to help states emerging from civil wars, soci
etal breakdowns, and a violent past.18 International actors increasingly view 

16 See Nicholas Leader and Joanna Macrae, Terms of Engagement: Conditions and Condition-
ality in Humanitarian Action, Humanitarian Policy Group Report 6 (London: Overseas Develop
ment Institute, July 2000). 

17 Agenda for Peace, para. 21. In his Supplement to an Agenda for Peace, Boutros-Ghali ex
panded on the basic ideas behind peace building and then defined its essential goal as “the creation 
of structures for the institutionalization of peace” (1995, para. 49). A few years later the Report 
of the Panel on UN Peace Operations (the Brahimi Report) further refi ned the definition of peace 
building, which it termed as “activities undertaken on the far side of conflict to reassemble the 
foundations of peace and provide the tools for building on those foundations something that is 
more than just the absence of war.” 

18 On the conditions under which local actors invite in peacekeepers, see Page Fortna, Peace-
keeping and the Peacekept (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008). 
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peace building as instrumental to the broader humanitarian and international 
peace and security agenda. Its comprehensiveness is presumably one of its at
tractions, allowing many existing actors to envision how their activities are 
contributing to something that is bigger than they are. 

This peace-building agenda became quickly linked to humanitarianism and, 
indeed, helped to define a “new humanitarianism.” Many aid agencies that were 
increasingly working in conflict and postconflict settings were forced to think 
about both their relationship to multilateral organizations that were providing 
aid and protection and how their relief-oriented activities might be linked to 
the postconflict setting and the broader goal of creating a stable peace. 19 Claire 
Short, who served as Britain’s secretary of state for international development, 
argued that strategically obtuse aid could do harm, that aid should be based 
on rights as well as need and should involve political advocacy, that humani
tarianism should dovetail with conflict resolution and peace building, and that 
neutrality should be abandoned in some circumstances. 20 According to her, 
aid agencies should work with states and international organizations that 
are seeking to establish a democratic, law-abiding, rights-observing, market-
oriented, economically rational state that provides improved conditions for all 
of its citizens.21 

The idea that relief and other forms of assistance to those in life-threatening 
circumstances must be treated as part of a broader strategy for removing the 
root causes of conflict gains support not only from practitioners but also from 
scholars. A systematic study of UN comprehensive peace-building efforts by 
Michael Doyle and Nicholas Sambanis includes timely humanitarian assistance 
on their list of seven key steps to peace, taking second place only to military 
security: “Quick ‘wins’ will win support and time. Distributing food, medicine, 
turning the electricity back on, cleaning up the rubble: all send the message 
that a new order means a better life. It builds temporary support that is needed 
for longer term changes.”22 

Peace building does not have an impressive track record. Although outsid
ers have been able to help reduce the probability that states will return to war 
five years after a peace agreement, they have been less successful at creating a 
stable peace. Perhaps the simplest explanation for this disappointing record 

19 For discussions of this new humanitarianism, see Thomas G. Weiss, “Principles, Politics, and 
Humanitarian Action,” Ethics and International Affairs 13 (1999): 1–42; Joanna Macrae, ed., The 
New Humanitarianisms: A Review of Trends in Global Humanitarian Action (London: Overseas 
Development Institute, 2002). 

20 Joanna Macrae and Nicholas Leader, “Apples, Pears, and Porridge: The Origins and Impact 
of the Search for ‘Coherence’ between Humanitarian and Political Responsiveness to Chronic 
Political Emergencies,” Disasters 25, no. 4 (2001): 290–307. 

21 For an overview of how different states and international organizations have defi ned and 
operationalized peace building, see Michael Barnett, David Kim, Madalene O’Donnell, and Laura 
Sitea, “Peacebuilding: What’s in a Name?”  Global Governance 13, no. 1 (2007): 35–38. 

22 Michael W. Doyle and Nicholas Sambanis,  Making War and Building Peace: United Nations 
Peace Operations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 339. 
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is that peace builders are expected to achieve the impossible. Peace-building 
operations, after all, confront highly difficult conditions, including a lack of 
local assets, high levels of destruction from the violence, continuing confl ict, 
and minimal support from powerful donors and benefactors.23 The goal of 
sweeping transformation to a stable democracy is too hard to reach for many 
of the states where humanitarian emergencies occur. 

Moreover, the attempt to transplant a liberal democracy to war-torn soil 
has allowed former combatants to aggressively pursue their existing interests 
to the point that it rekindles the conflict. In their effort to radically transform 
all aspects of state, society, and economy in a matter of months, peace build
ers are subjecting these fragile societies to tremendous stress. States emerging 
from war do not have the necessary institutional framework or civic culture to 
absorb the potential pressures associated with political and market competi
tion. Consequently, as peace builders push for instant liberalization, they are 
sowing the seeds of conflict, encouraging rivals to wage their struggle for su
premacy through markets and ballots.24 International pressures to democratize 
have gone hand in hand with rising ethnic and sectarian confl ict in Burundi in 
1993 and Iraq today. This is not accidental: statistical studies show that partial 
democracies and incomplete democratic transitions are more likely to break 
down into civil war than are autocratic states. 25 Shock therapy, peace-building 
style, undermines the construction of the very institutions that are instrumental 
for producing a stable peace. 

Furthermore, peace builders lack the knowledge to transform crisis-prone 
countries into stable, liberal, free-market societies.26 At present, many peace 
builders escape their uncertainty by relying on general models that frequently 
are developed from their most recent experiences in the fi eld. 27 But universal 
models are not only a false sanctuary, they can lead to misguided policies that 
have a variety of unintended and negative consequences. Finally, peace builders 

23 Simon Chesterman, You, the People: The United Nations, Transitional Administration, and 
State-Building (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); Doyle and Sambanis, Making War and 
Making Peace; and Robert C. Orr, “The United States as Nation Builder,” in  Winning the Peace: 
An American Strategy for Postconfl ict Reconstruction, ed. Robert Orr (Washington, D.C.: Center 
for Strategic and International Studies, 2004), 12. 

24 Roland Paris, At War ’ s End: Building Peace after Civil Confl ict (New York: Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 2004); Fareed Zakaria, The Future of Freedom: Illiberal Democracy at Home and 
Abroad (New York: Norton, 2003). 

25 Havard Hegre, Tanja Ellingsen, Scott Gates, and Nils Peter Gleditsch, “Toward a Democratic 
Civil Peace? Democracy, Political Change, and Civil War, 1816–1992,”  American Political Science 
Review 95, no. 1 (2001): 33–48. 

26 Noah Feldman, What We Owe Iraq: War and the Ethics of Nation Building (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2004), 69. 

27 In a report on Liberia and Sierra Leone, the International Crisis Group writes that peace 
builders possess an “operational checklist” that does not recognize the underlying political dynam
ics. ICG, “Liberia and Sierra Leone: Rebuilding Failed States,” Africa Report 87 (Brussels: ICG, 
December 8, 2004): 21–22. 
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tend to accumulate power as they attempt to establish liberal democracies, un
dermining their own legitimacy and the ability of transnational governments to 
develop their own credibility and authority. Yet, historically, stable democracy 
has been most likely to emerge in those postcolonial settings where the colonial 
power allowed its subjects to play the largest possible role in self-administration; 
today, proconsuls chafe at giving the teenager the keys to the car. 

State transformation seems most promising in “easy” cases (countries that 
have been democracies before, have fairly high GNP and literacy, and where 
the spoilers have been decisively defeated) or small nations where an over
whelming and perhaps long-term international presence is feasible (Bosnia, 
Kosovo, East Timor). Since donors intervene—or limit their intervention—for 
reasons that are only partly humanitarian, their willingness to stay the course 
for purely humanitarian reasons is always in doubt. Even in little East Timor, 
for example, the departure of peacekeepers and the scaling back of aid turned 
out to be very premature. Where the scale of the challenge is larger, as in 
Zaire/Congo, the level of effort may fall far short of what is needed to provide 
security and meet basic needs, let alone establish democracy. 28 

But is full-bore peace building-cum-neotrusteeship really necessary to produce 
stable outcomes? Among fourteen post–cold war cases where the peacekeepers 
eventually packed up and left the country, 29 Doyle and Sambanis find that seven 
are successes in establishing a “participatory peace” with the state intact, no 
residual fighting, an end to massive rights abuses, and at least minimal political 
openness.30 The UN undertook “multidimensional peacekeeping operations” in 
four of the successes by these criteria (El Salvador, Guatemala, Mozambique, 
and Namibia), a successful “peace enforcement” mission in Croatia, and a suc
cessful traditional “observer” mission in Nicaragua.31 Among these, the 2006 
Freedom House democracy score remains at the level of fully “free” for Croatia, 
El Salvador, and Namibia, and “partially free” for Mozambique and Nicaragua. 
Multidimensional efforts failed in Haiti and East Timor (fi ghting broke out and 
peacekeepers had to come back) and led to an ambiguous result in the Central 

28 Against this skepticism, Doyle and Sambanis, Making War and Building Peace, argue that 
the most spectacular failures of international peacekeeping, nation building, and humanitarian 
intervention were the consequence of outmoded cold war peacekeeping models in places such as 
Somalia, Bosnia, and Rwanda during the early post–cold war period. As a result of these trials and 
errors, they claim, multilateral peace operations have developed a more comprehensive and much 
more effective strategy, which includes humanitarian assistance among a whole set of mutually 
supportive tools. 

29 Fortna, Peacekeeping and the Peacekept, chap. 4. 
30 Doyle and Sambanis, Making War and Building Peace, table 3.1, 75–81. An eighth case, 

Rwanda, is mysteriously coded as a success by Doyle and Sambanis, but as a failure by George 
Downs and Stephen John Stedman, “Evaluation Issues in Peace Implementation,” in Ending Civil 
Wars: The Implementation of Peace Agreements, ed. Stephen John Stedman, Donald Rothchild, 
and Elizabeth Cousens (Boulder, Colo.: Lynn Rienner, 2002), 59, table 2.1. 

31 Doyle and Sambanis, Making War and Building Peace, table 3.1. 
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African Republic. Doyle and Sambanis code Cambodia as a multidimensional 
“participatory peace,” but its 2006 Freedom House score of “not free” should 
demote it to what they call a “sovereign peace.”32 

Notwithstanding the label “multidimensional peacekeeping,” it is notewor
thy that none of the unambiguous successes where peacekeepers left the coun
try were cases of international military occupation with a transformational 
agenda along the lines of Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, Sierra Leone, and Iraq. 
Rather, they were all cases in which the local parties to the conflict were ex
hausted by war, perceived incentives to settle it, and got some international 
help to facilitate a transition to a somewhat more open society where the bel
ligerents could lay down their arms. In all these cases, including Cambodia, 
elites with blood on their hands and a questionable track record remained in 
power, but decided to behave better for practical reasons of their own. There 
was no internationally imposed social revolution—indeed no social revolu
tion of any kind. The good news, therefore, is that less ambitious strategies of 
change have sometimes been successful in creating the basis for political stabil
ity that reduces the risk of future humanitarian disasters. 

Back a Decent Winner 

The combination of these criticisms of peace building—the growing recogni
tion that a “second-best” outcome of workable stability might be better than 
the preferred but infeasible outcome of a fully liberal society, and the natural 
inclination of resource-sensitive states who want a “cheap peace” to balk at 
the long-term commitment needed to produce a liberal peace—have paved the 
way for a strategy of back-a-decent-winner. The thrust of this strategy is to 
negotiate with those who are capable of ending the violence, creating a stable 
cease-fire and improving the local conditions so that human rights abuses are 
reduced. It shares with peace building the desire to stop the causes of suffer
ing. It differs because it is modest in its goals; it aims to promote those who 
are willing to favor an enlightened stability but does not attempt to radically 
transform political, economic, and cultural structures. 

There are two defining aspects of this strategy. To begin, international ac
tors are willing to negotiate with and make deals with those who once held 
or who currently hold power: patrons of traditional patronage networks; 
defensive-minded regional leaders and authoritarian state leaders who want 

32 Doyle and Sambanis, Making War and Building Peace, 76, code Cambodia as a multidi
mensional “participatory success.” Downs and Stedman code Cambodia not as a success but as a 
mixed outcome. Even more sobering is the analysis of Jeremy Weinstein in “Autonomous Recov
ery and International Intervention in Comparative Perspective,” Working Paper 57 (Washington, 
D.C.: Center for Global Development, 2005), who finds little discernible difference in terms of 
outcomes between those countries that hosted a multilateral operation and those that were ignored 
by the international community. 
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to defeat ruthless resource-dealing rebels; internationally oriented technocrats; 
holders of property in legitimate business enterprises; or any organized groups 
that have an interest in using pragmatic bargaining and limited use of force 
to maintain a stable social order. Second, in order to promote this outcome, 
they use various tools and resources: the occasional show of force; economic 
incentives; and the conferral of international recognition on those elites that 
will make the bargain. 33 

This strategy is not without its controversies or its problems. How indecent 
can the winner be and still be considered a “decent” outcome? According to 
some, the threshold for a decent winner does not have to be very high in order 
to succeed as long as the incentives are auspicious. In the Doyle and Sambanis 
success cases, international cooperation with “decent” winners included a 
Communist dictator in Cambodia, a repressive agrarian oligarchy shifting to 
a neoliberal export strategy in El Salvador, warlords whose source of foreign 
support dried up in Mozambique, heirs to a genocidal regime in Guatemala, 
and victorious, war-weary ethnic nationalists in Croatia. This low threshold 
will leave some aid agencies, states, and international organizations wondering 
whether they have completely compromised their values. 

Back-a-decent-winner strategies require making tough assessments on both 
values and consequences. For example, Colombia’s freely elected President 
Álvaro Uribe runs a regime that is controversial for its lenient treatment of the 
criminal paramilitaries that the regime’s predecessors had relied on to wage a 
dirty war against the drug-dealing Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
(FARC) rebels—while incidentally expropriating the land of innocent peas
ants. The human rights community has denounced Uribe’s amnesty policies 
for both rebels and paramilitaries. Moreover, Uribe’s strategy of bargaining 
for peace with the FARC has yielded mixed results at best. Notwithstanding 
these serious reservations, Colombia has huge humanitarian needs after years 
of violence and displacement, as well as a competent, elected government to 
work with, so backing Uribe as a decent winner looks promising compared to 
the alternatives. An even tougher case is the undemocratic Pervez Musharraf 
regime in Pakistan, struggling to maintain its balance amid threats from ethnic 
rebellions, jihadi terrorism, tribal al Qaeda hideouts, and hostile neighboring 
states. Like Indonesia’s tsunami, Pakistan’s 2005 earthquake triggered massive 
foreign emergency aid, but unlike Indonesia, neither Musharraf nor the donors 
exploited this as an opportunity for political stabilization. Compared to the 
alternatives, a strategy of backing Musharraf as a decent winner deserves some 
systematic thought among humanitarian donors. 

33 Michael Barnett and Christoph Zuecher call this the “peacebuilder’s contract,” wherein 
peace builders achieve the cooperation of local elites for some of their agenda and local elites re
ceive resources and promise protection in return. “The Peacebuilder’s Contract,” in  Statebuilding 
after Civil War: The Long Road to Peace, ed. Roland Paris and Tim Sisk, forthcoming. 
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Variations in Strategy and Differences in Strategic Preference 

This taxonomy of humanitarian action can help assess whether there has been 
a shift in the strategic patterns over the last several decades. We must begin, 
though, with a mea culpa: we do not have the necessary systematic data to 
support the claims we will now advance. That said, our reading of the volu
minous literature on post–cold war intervention and the policy statements, 
memorandum, and internal reviews conducted by states, international orga
nizations, and aid agencies does provide grounds for our observations. Three 
trends stand out. As pointed out in chapter 1, there has been an explosion of 
international actors that are involved in the delivery of relief and aid in confl ict 
and postconflict settings. Whereas prior to the end of the cold war a hand
ful of international aid agencies and international organizations had a virtual 
monopoly, today it is a crowded field, and aid agencies face a new strategic 
environment. Second, the goals of humanitarian action have become more am
bitious; they extend beyond relief to include postconflict reconstruction. Third, 
there have been some decisive shifts in the grand strategies of states, interna
tional organizations, and international aid agencies. 

States have become central players in humanitarian action over the last 
twenty years. Although some resist the very notion that states and humanitari
anism belong in the same sentence (except as binaries), states are now involved 
in all facets of humanitarian action. Because states are quintessentially political 
they are more likely to consider how aid is connected to their broader ambi
tions. Indeed, their past interventions, especially during the cold war, probably 
do not qualify as “humanitarian” in part because much of this aid went to prop 
up friendly regimes and there was little if any desire to make sure that aid was 
allocated based on need or that it might be leveraged in order to bring about 
progressive reforms. Yet Western states have become big players in humanitar
ian action, not only as funders but also as service deliverers. Moreover, nearly 
all states have declared strong support for peace building, especially when the 
end goal is a liberal democratic state.34 Although states might declare their 
fealty to peace building, it is less comprehensive than the version promoted by 
aid agencies and more inclined toward stabilization than toward transforma
tion. This suggests that there are powerful, pragmatic, and strategic forces that 
pull states back in the direction of back a decent winner—especially when the 
winner has the decency to protect the interests of the powerful. 

The handful of international organizations that were part of the humani
tarian sector before the end of the cold war, most notably the United Na
tions High Commissioner for Refugees, the World Food Programme, and the 
United Nations Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), were firmly in the 
bed-for–the-night camp. To some extent this placement was not necessarily 
of their own choosing. As international organizations that pledged allegiance 

34 For a review, see Barnett, Kim, O’Donnell, and Sitea, “Peacebuilding.” 
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to the sovereignty of their members and foreswore any interest in domestic 
politics, they were apolitical through and through. The end of the cold war, 
though, encouraged more international organizations to become involved in 
different aspects of conflict and postconflict situations, including the United 
Nations Development Programme and the World Bank, and to become keenly 
interested in helping states remove the causes of conflict. This scaling up and 
out led to a new class of concerns, including whether the sum of all these 
policies added up to a whole, whether there was a strategy behind these new 
strategic ambitions, and whether it would be possible to coordinate the array 
of actors that were now involved in the mix. Most tellingly, a new buzzword 
emerged at the United Nations, “integration,” which reflected the need to cre
ate a greater “coherence” among and between all these international players 
that were involved in different aspects of postconfl ict transformation. 

Aid agencies have shifted from bed-for-the-night to do-no-harm humani
tarianism and peace building, that is, from the desire to provide unconditional 
relief to relief that both is calibrated to minimize the negative effects and de
signed to transform states and societies in order to eliminate the root causes of 
conflict. One of the central characteristics of the cold war interventions into 
complex emergencies, including Biafra, Cambodia, Ethiopia, and the Sudan, is 
that there was little ambition beyond providing life-saving relief. There were 
few if any statements regarding the desirability of tackling the root causes of 
conflict, and certainly nothing comparable in number or kind that routinely 
accompany many of today’s interventions. Another characteristic was the gen
eral absence of debate regarding how to minimize the negative effects of aid, 
including the possibility that aid might fuel the conflict. In Biafra there was 
little registered concern. In Cambodia some aid agencies worried about this 
possibility and attempted to take countermeasures, but they were few in num
ber and had little impact. Cambodia’s pattern repeated itself in Ethiopia. There 
was greater awareness in the Sudan, which was one of the reasons why the UN 
and aid agencies created Operation Lifeline Sudan. 

Since the end of the cold war international aid agencies have moved deci
sively from bed for the night to do no harm and comprehensive peace building. 
Aid agencies have become much more attentive to the negative effects of aid. 
Rwanda was the wake-up call, and then Mary Anderson’s book  Do No Harm 
captured the concerns and offered countermeasures that started a near revolu
tion among aid agencies. Since then, the development of new forms of policy 
evaluation and real-time evaluations have allowed aid agencies to monitor the 
general impact of their aid, to assess whether they are doing more harm than 
good, and to identify possible policy adjustments. Moreover, many aid agen
cies are becoming better at tailoring their objectives and their tools to the situa
tion; the dilemmas faced by aid agencies in natural disasters, politically created 
famines, war zones, and postconflict processes differ, and increasingly so too 
do their strategies. In short, dynamics on the ground, including the actions of 
other agencies, can alter the selection of strategies. 
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There also is a decisive trend toward comprehensive peace building. Except 
for a handful of agencies—such as MSF, which defines itself as a medical relief 
organization, and the ICRC, which limits itself to the conduct of war—many 
of the largest and most powerful aid agencies, including CARE, World Vi
sion International, and Catholic Relief Services, have accepted the challenge 
of attempting to transform societies and have become comfortable with their 
political intentions. It is this very pronounced trend toward peace building that 
caused David Rieff to write his missive and ICRC and MSF to try to save hu
manitarianism from these new humanitarians and to plead with other aid agen
cies to return to the good old days.35 In general, there is a greater acceptance 
among aid agencies regarding the legitimacy of a strategy of do no harm and 
comprehensive peace building, there is greater interest in addressing the root 
causes of conflict and becoming fully invested in postconfl ict transformation, 
and there is greater interest in linking their relief and postconfl ict activities. 

The strategic environment that affects aid agencies includes not only the 
circumstances on the ground but also the policies of states and international 
organizations. International aid agencies must take into account the prefer
ences of their donors. This is especially true when states and the UN are de
ploying force and when states believe that their economic, political, or military 
interests are at stake. Under such circumstances, aid agencies and other imple
menting partners will have to consider the preferences of these actors, actors 
that often are the primary donors. This new strategic environment raises a 
host of concerns for the strategies of aid agencies, the implementation of these 
strategies, the circumstances of aid workers on the ground, and, ultimately, the 
welfare of vulnerable populations. These patterns, and especially the tendency 

35 Cornelio Sommaruga, “Humanity: Our Priority Now and Always,” Ethics and International 
Affairs 13 (1999): 23–28; Joelle Tanguy and Fiona Terry, “Humanitarian Responsibility and Com
mitted Action,” Ethics and International Affairs 13 (1999): 29–34; Nicholas de Torrente, “Hu
manitarian Action under Attack: Reflections on the Iraq War,”  Harvard Human Rights Journal 17 
(1999): 1–30; Rieff, Bed for the Night. Yet, like all memories, these recollections of the apolitical, 
impartial, good old days can be driven by romantic nostalgia. Even MSF, the guardian of the 
past, had its checkered, highly politicized, moments. Anne Vallaeys,  Médecins Sans Frontières: 
La biographie (Paris: Fayard, 2004). In addition, aid agencies often allied themselves with one of 
the parties to the confl ict. For instance, Catholic Relief Services worked with the U.S. government 
to support the Diem regime during the Vietnam War; the International Rescue Committee oper
ated on the Pakistani side to help Afghan refugees with massive financing from the U.S. govern
ment to assist those fleeing the Soviet-supported regime in Kabul; and in El Salvador, many Euro
pean NGOs operated only in areas controlled by the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front 
(FMLN) while many U.S. NGOs operated in areas controlled by the government. For the case of 
Vietnam, see Christopher Kauffman, “Catholic Relief Services in Vietnam, 1954–1975,”  Catholic 
Historical Review 91, no. 2 (2005): 223–50; for Afghanistan, see Frédéric Grare, “The Geopoli
tics, Programs, and Protests: Politics of Afghan Refugees in Pakistan,” in Refugee Manipulation: 
War, Politics, and the Abuse of Human Suffering, ed. Stephen John Stedman and Fred Tanner 
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings, 2003), 57–94; and for El Salvador, see Cristina Eguizábal, David 
Lewis, Larry Minear, Peter Sollis, and Thomas G. Weiss,  Humanitarian Challenges in Central 
America, Occasional Paper 14 (Providence, R.I.: Brown University, Watson Institute, 1993) 
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of aid agencies and states to prefer different strategies, raise various empirical 
and normative questions. 

Strategies in Motion and in Mismatch 

The growing involvement by states in humanitarian action presents both chal
lenges and opportunities for aid agencies. Many aid agencies look to states to 
help them realize their ambitions of saving lives and addressing the root causes 
of suffering. Yet states arrive with their own agendas, which in turn can signifi 
cantly shape the strategic environment for aid agencies, the tactics available to 
agencies, and, ultimately, the provision of relief. To illustrate the possibilities 
and problems, we briefly examine the 1999 Kosovo intervention and the 2001 
U.S-led intervention in Afghanistan. In Kosovo, many NGOs lobbied for an 
intervention and then lined up behind a NATO that was interested in saving 
lives and saving the organization. This highly politicized environment hindered 
aid agencies from pursuing their own do–no-harm strategy because NATO’s 
tactics constrained their own. In Afghanistan, the coalition forces began by 
advancing shades of both comprehensive peace building and back a decent 
winner—supporting the government of Hamid Karzai and pledging their com
mitment to a transformed Afghanistan—but then their military goals shaped 
the delivery of relief and led to deals with not-so-decent regional warlords. In 
commenting on these cases, we focus on the opportunities and diffi culties that 
arise for aid agencies when states use force, as in the case of Kosovo, and when 
states’ grander geostrategic and political interests tremendously complicate the 
ability of aid workers to provide relief and reconstruction, as in the case of 
Afghanistan. 

Kosovo 

Kosovo had been an autonomous province of the Yugoslavian Republic until 
1990, when Serbian president Slobodan Milosevic formally abolished its au
tonomy and then steadily took control of its political, economic, and cultural 
affairs.36 In response to this tightening noose, the Albanian population, which 
formed the vast majority of Kosovo’s population, began to resist and, in Sep
tember 1991, conducted an underground plebiscite that overwhelmingly chose 
independence. Although Kosovo remained fairly stable during the Yugoslavian 
wars, once they ended with the Dayton peace accord in 1995, the situation 
there deteriorated. In response to continuing repression by Serbia, the Kosovo 

36 The background is informed by Noel Malcolm, Kosovo: A Short History (New York: Harp
erPerennial, 1999); Julie Mertus, Kosovo: How Myths and Truths Started a War (Berkeley: Uni
versity of California Press, 1999); and Tim Judah,  Kosovo: War and Revenge (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2002). 
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Liberation Army (KLA) carried out a series of attacks in April 1996, and Serbia 
retaliated in kind. In reaction to this increasingly violent situation there was 
greater involvement by the UN and other actors. In September 1998 the Secu
rity Council declared that Kosovo was a “threat to peace and security in the 
region.” Although Russia voted for the resolution, it signaled that it would 
oppose any authorization of military force because it would be directed at its 
Serbian ally. Stymied by the Russian position, Western states shifted their ef
forts to NATO. Citing “humanitarian intervention” as the legal justifi cation 
for any possible use of force, on October 9, 1998, NATO secretary-general 
Javier Solana warned of future military action if Belgrade did not comply 
with international demands. 37 After a particularly grisly incident in January 
1999 NATO threatened airstrikes. Against this backdrop, the combatants and 
outside parties undertook negotiations beginning on February 6, 1999, at 
Rambouillet, France. The talks collapsed on March 19. 

Following through on its threat, NATO launched airstrikes on March 24. 
Although NATO claimed that Kosovo was a “humanitarian war” that would 
protect the Kosovar Albanians, this was only part of NATO’s motivation. 38 

As President Clinton explained, this military action would preserve European 
stability by ensuring that violence in Kosovo did not destabilize the region and 
it would help maintain NATO’s credibility at a particularly diffi cult moment 
in the organization’s history. 39 Notwithstanding these more base interests, it 
would be unfair to dismiss the presence of humanitarian motivations. Given the 
precedent of mass killings of civilians by Serbian forces in Bosnia, Western offi 
cials had good reason to fear the worst, either in the immediate or the medium-
term future.40 And, after having been criticized for their anemic and halfhearted 
response to Bosnia and Rwanda, they were determined to act decisively. 41 

NATO’s bombing, however, seemed to trigger the very humanitarian emer
gency it was designed to prevent. Milosevic responded to NATO’s air cam
paign by causing the largest refugee flight in Europe since World War II, nearly 
a half million Kosovars fleeing to Albania and toward the Macedonian bor
der. This spectacle—mass displacement caused by a humanitarian war—was 

37 UN secretary-general Kofi Annan apparently approved of this tactic. See “Letter from Secretary-
General Solana to permanent representatives of North Atlantic Council, 9 October 1998.” Cited 
in Bruno Simma, “NATO, the UN and the Use of Force: Legal Aspects,”  European Journal of 
International Law 10 (1999): 7. 

38 Many NATO members cited the humanitarian circumstances for providing legal and moral 
justification for military action absent a UN Security Council authorization. See Simma, “NATO, 
the UN and the Use of Force,” 11–13, for some of these statements. 

39 “Statement by President Bill Clinton Confirming NATO Air Strikes on Serb Military 
Targets,” Federal News Service, March 24, 1999. See also “Press Statement of Javier Solana, 
Secretary-General of NATO,” NATO press release (1999) 040, March 24, 1999. 

40 W. Michael Riesman, “Kosovo’s Antimonies,”  American Journal of International Law 93–94 
(1999): 860. 

41 Adam Roberts, “NATO’s ‘Humanitarian War’ over Kosovo,”  Survival 41, no. 3 (1999): 
102–23. 
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quickly becoming a major public relations disaster for an organization that had 
initially seen this humanitarian war as a public relations savior. Accordingly, 
NATO decided that relief was too important to be left to the relief agencies. 42 

After some brief but intense negotiations with UNHCR, on April 3 UNHCR 
High Commissioner Sadako Ogata requested NATO’s assistance. This was 
an unprecedented and highly controversial decision because never before had 
UNHCR “approached” a combatant for direct assistance. Although many 
UNHCR staff objected on the grounds that any temporary benefi t UNHCR 
might receive from NATO’s assistance would be outweighed by the cost to its 
independence and ability to work in the fi eld, Ogata overruled them, claiming 
that UNHCR needed NATO to help overcome Macedonia’s unwillingness to 
permit the entry of refugees (the government feared destabilizing the ethnic 
balance) and logistical problems in Albania.43 

NATO took control of the relief operation largely for political reasons. Al
though NATO did make a critical contribution at the outset of the refugee crisis, 
it then transformed what was supposed to be a temporary and supporting role 
into a permanent and commandeering role throughout the war and long after its 
assistance ceased to be needed.44 NATO became a “full-service” relief agency, 
helping to build camps, distribute relief, ensure security, coordinate the actions 
of relief agencies—and set the agenda. 45 Its decision to outstay its welcome and 
extend its activities into unauthorized areas had relatively little to do with the 
needs of the refugees and everything to do with NATO’s need to maintain sup
port for the air campaign.46 Simply put, its decision to take on this larger role on 
a more permanent basis was driven by its desire to paint its actions as humani
tarian and thus to legitimate the war. For instance, NATO’s Albanian force that 
was dedicated to relief (AFOR), commanded that “all activities undertaken by 

42 Astri Suhrke, M. Barutciski, P. Sandison, and P. Garlock,  The Kosovo Refugee Crisis: An 
Evaluation of UNHCR’s Emergency Preparedness and Response, January 2000. James Orbinski, 
“Kosovo: Aid under Siege Once Again: The Principles, Roles, and Responsibilities of Humanitar
ian Action Were Challenged at a Fundamental Level during the Kosovo Crisis,” no page. Accessed 
via www.nato.int. 

43 Nicholas Morris, “UNHCR and Kosovo: A Personal View from within UNHCR,”  Forced 
Migration Review 5 (1999): 14–17; Sadako Ogata, The Turbulent Decade (New York: Norton, 
2005), 144–48. For a general discussion of the military’s role in the Kosovo conflict, See Larry 
Minear, T. van Baarda, and M. Sommers, “NATO and Humanitarian Action in the Kosovo Cri
sis,” Occasional Papers (Providence, R.I.: Brown University, Watson Institute for International 
Studies, 2000); on NATO’s initial contribution, see P. Krähenbühl, “Conflict in the Balkans: 
Human Tragedies and the Challenge to Independent Humanitarian Action,”  International Review 
of the Red Cross 837 (2000): 11–29. 

44 Toby Porter, “The Partiality of Humanitarian Assistance—Kosovo in Comparative Perspec
tive,” Journal of Humanitarian Assistance (2000): 5. Available at http://www.jha.ac/articles/a057. 
htm. Ogata, Turbulent Decade, 149, negatively reflects on the experience, writing, “NATO had 
decided to engage in humanitarian assistance even before the NATO-UNHCR agreement of April 
3 and had gone beyond the defi ned areas of cooperation.” 

45 Rieff, Bed for the Night, 204. 
46 Porter, “Partiality of Humanitarian Assistance,” 5. 

http://www.jha.ac/articles/a057.htm
http://www.jha.ac/articles/a057.htm


  

 
  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

    
 

  
     

 
 

    
     
    
    

 
 

162 Humanitarianism in Question 

AFOR should contribute to the enhancement of NATO’s public image and the 
undermining of critics of the NATO air campaign.” 47 

NATO’s decision to take the lead in providing the bed for the night affected 
the strategies and tactics of aid agencies. Although many aid agencies resented 
NATO’s heavy-handed presence, there was surprisingly little overt outrage or 
outright rebellion. After all, the same agencies that had strenuously guarded 
their humanitarian space (their independence, impartiality, and neutrality) in 
places such as the Congo and Sudan were now working alongside, getting 
assistance, from, and being directed by a combatant—and doing so with rela
tive ease. 48 MSF was one of the few organizations that refused to participate 
on the grounds that doing so violated basic principles of humanitarian ac
tion and placed refugees at risk.49 In general, while some NGOs attempted 
to distinguish themselves from governments, “most were happy to go along 
with these arrangements.”50 Why? Certainly some believed that they had little 
choice because of their financial dependence on states. Although MSF’s fi nan
cial independence might allow it to walk away, because many agencies were 
highly dependent on governments for funding they believed that they might 
suffer a heavy price if they protested loudly or declined to participate.51 More
over, many agencies were being handsomely rewarded for going along, being 
showered by funds for the relief effort. And Kosovo was not some forgotten 
emergency in the middle of Africa—because it was a heavily covered crisis in 
Europe many agencies had the opportunity to demonstrate to the world and 
their donors what they could do. In general, their material interests tilted to
ward compliance and away from resistance. 

Their willingness to ally themselves with NATO also owed to their percep
tion that they were on the same side. Human rights organizations and relief 
agencies that had integrated a rights discourse into their operations were more 
open to the idea of coercive humanitarianism. And, like NATO, many aid 
agencies read Kosovo with Bosnia-colored glasses. 52 In the months leading 

47 Quoted from Minear, van Baarda, and Sommers, “NATO and Humanitarian Action in the 
Kosovo Crisis,” 64. They also note that NATO’s working definition of civilian military coordi
nation as it applies to Kosovo and elsewhere is “a military operation, the primary intention and 
effect of which is to support a civilian authority, population, international or non-governmental 
organization, the effect of which is to assist in the pursuit of a military objective.” 

48 Tony Vaux,  The Selfi sh Altruist (London: Earthscan, 2001), 66–67; B. Roggo, “After the 
Kosovo Conflict, a Genuine Humanitarian Space: A Utopian Concept or an Essential Require
ment?” International Review of the Red Cross 837 (2000): 31–47; Porter, “Partiality of Humani
tarian Assistance.” 

49 Roggo, “After the Kosovo Confl ict.” 
50 Porter, “Partiality of Humanitarian Assistance,” 5. Also see Vaux,  Selfi sh Altruist, 28. 
51 Porter, “Partiality of Humanitarian Assistance,” 5. 
52 The claim that agencies somehow lost their impartiality in this instance overlooks the simple 

fact that it has always been difficult for aid agencies and staff “to maintain a neutral and impartial 
stance in conflicts in which one party may have strong claims (including legal ones) to interna
tional sympathy and support.” Roberts, “NATO’s ‘Humanitarian War’ over Kosovo,” 37. 
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up to the war, many agencies had continuously reminded the NATO coun
tries of what their impotence had led to in Bosnia, how the endgame required 
the threat and use of military force, and directed them to apply these lessons 
learned to Kosovo. InterAction, the association of American NGOs, wrote to 
the U.S. National Security Council as early as June 1998 to encourage a mili
tary intervention to protect Kosovar Albanians.53 As the violence continued 
with no political settlement in sight, more agencies made more urgent appeals 
for a more forceful response. Accordingly, once the diplomatic talks collapsed 
and the bombing began, they saw themselves as allied with NATO and part of 
a humanitarian operation designed to protect civilians. 54 

Yet this alliance between NGOs and NATO was not cost free. To begin, 
NATO decided that it would not use multilateral organizations such as UNHCR 
and instead used bilateral mechanisms to direct the relief effort. Toward that 
end, NATO delegated different zones to different governments and their mili
taries, a decision driven by their desire for good press.55 NATO and other 
troop-contributing countries directly funded their “national” camps and their 
national NGOs to work in their camps.56 Under this arrangement, UNHCR, 
still formally the lead agency, became a big loser and began to experience a 
well-publicized shortfall, while NGOs became flush with funds, an outcome 
NATO justified on the grounds that it enhanced the efficiency of the relief 
effort.57 

Moreover, now that humanitarian agencies and NATO were on the same side, 
many agencies felt the need to self-censor their views regarding NATO’s conduct 
of the war. They had lobbied NATO to use force, and once the war began they 
were reluctant to protest when NATO’s wartime conduct potentially increased 
civilian casualties and violated international humanitarian law. 58 Aid agencies 
also were remarkably quiet when NATO was rumored to be using cluster bombs; 
Human Rights Watch was one of the few rights-based agencies to vocally ob
ject to this purported development. Although some agencies protested NATO’s 

53 Minear, van Baarda, and Sommers, “NATO and Humanitarian Action in the Kosovo 
Crisis,” 63. 

54 Although international lawyers and commentators focused on whether the NATO action was 
legal because it did not receive Security Council approval, aid agencies exhibited little concern with 
such legal niceties, preferring to judge the legitimacy of the action not on whether it followed the 
proper legal procedures but on whether its ends were consistent with human rights goals. 

55 Roggo, “After the Kosovo Conflict,” 3; Toby Porter, “Coordination in the Midst of Chaos: 
The Refugee Crisis in Albania,” Forced Migration Review 5 (1999), 19, 21. 

56 Peter Morris, “Humanitarian Interventions in Macedonia: An NGO Perspective,” Forced 
Migration Review, no. 5 (1999): 19; Toby Porter, “Coordination in the Midst of Chaos,” 22; 
Minear, van Baarda, and Sommers, “NATO and Humanitarian Action in the Kosovo Crisis,” 
34–45. 

57 Porter, “Coordination in the Midst of Chaos,” 21. 
58 Peter Wiles, “The Kosovo Emergency: The Disasters Emergency Committee Evaluation,” 

paper presented at “Kosovo and the Changing Face of Humanitarian Action,” Uppsala, Sweden 
(May 2001), 12. 
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bombing of Belgrade and targeting of nonmilitary facilities, the decibel level was 
noticeably low. Oxfam, for one, did not vocalize its concerns because it wanted 
to avoid confronting NATO governments at a critical moment during the war. 59 

This alliance also may have cost NGOs their impartiality and the principle 
of aid based on need.60 Aid agencies defend impartiality, in part, on the conse
quentialist grounds that it facilitates their access to populations at risk.61 Yet in 
Kosovo impartiality served no immediate purpose because NGOs were guaran
teed access—impartiality became an unnecessary luxury. Indeed, in Kosovo the 
traditional incentive for impartiality became inverted: “Working in the camps 
actually required agencies to set aside impartiality. That they were prepared to 
do so with such dispatch creates the strong suspicion that the value of humani
tarian principles for many agencies is a means more than an end.”62 

Although NATO justified this relief architecture as being better for the refu
gees and the victims of the war, this was not necessarily the case. NATO’s 
lack of experience showed as it made various mistakes, including choosing 
sites that had been previously rejected by NGOs because of their unsuitabil
ity. 63 Bilateralism also led to varying standards, inequalities among camps, 
the failure of specific militaries to meet the basic needs of the populations, 
and the attempt by beneficiaries to play one national authority off another 
in order to get the best aid package.64 The failure of NGOs to preserve im
partiality also affected the other victims in the war—Serbian civilians. Serbia 
had been hosting a very large refugee community, many of whom had fl ed the 
Croatian province of Krajina in the last act of ethnic cleansing of the Bosnian 
war. It then experienced civilian casualties as a result of the NATO bomb
ing. In response to these perceived humanitarian needs, in May the UN Inter
agency Needs Assessment Mission called for more assistance to Serbia, but 
none came. Although impartially guided aid agencies should have shown up 
on both sides of the border and attempted to treat all those in need according 
to the same allocation principles, “political considerations seem to have given 
rise both to humanitarian excesses on one side of the conflict, and a equally 
dramatic shortfall on the other.” 65 Finally, this alliance between aid agencies 
and NATO also might have undermined the former’s safety. From Serbia’s 
perspective, NATO’s humanitarian and military activities were one and the 

59 Vaux, Selfi sh Altruist, 23. 
60 Porter, “Partiality of Humanitarian Assistance,” 4. 
61 Nicholas Leader,  The Politics of Principle: The Principles of Humanitarian Action in Practice

(London: Overseas Development Institute, 2000), 2. 
62 Nicholas Stockton, “In Defence of Humanitarianism,” Disasters 22, no. 4 (1998): 352–60. 
63 Porter, “Coordination in the Midst of Chaos,” 21. 
64 Ogata, Turbulent Decade, 149–50. Also see N. Morris, “UNHCR and Kosovo,” 17; Minear, 

van Baarda, and Sommers, “NATO and Humanitarian Action in the Kosovo Crisis,” 25. 
65 Porter, “Partiality of Humanitarian Assistance,” 6; Institute, O.-O. D., D. E. Committee, 

et al., Independent Evaluation of Expenditure of DEC Kosovo Appeal Funds phases 1 and 2, April 
1999–January 2000 (London: Disasters Emergency Committee, 2000), 78. 
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same.66 Indeed, because NATO had militarized the camps, they became a le
gitimate target in Serbia’s eyes. 67 

Kosovo represented a moment when aid organizations were willing to align 
themselves with states. For a mixture of motives, NATO launched a humani
tarian war, a military intervention that was designed to protect human rights. 
When that humanitarian war contributed to a humanitarian emergency, NATO 
quickly took control of the relief effort in order to maintain public support for 
the war. Most aid agencies accepted this development as the price of doing 
business with an organization that was acting in a way that was consistent 
with their principles and their interests. Although there is evidence that aid 
agencies and NATO were able to collaborate in ways that benefi ted the refu
gees, this new strategic environment affected which strategies were available 
to aid agencies and potentially diminished the protection of refugees. As many 
of the postevaluation studies of Kosovo have suggested, this “coordination” 
between aid agencies and NATO—which purportedly had the same goal, of 
saving lives—betrayed the fact that they had a mixture of motives, that the co
ordination between NATO and NGOs reflected their differential powers, and 
that it might have compromised the protection of some of the victims. 

Afghanistan 

Afghanistan offers similar and additional lessons. Prior to the 2001 campaign 
and in the absence of much interest from the NATO countries, aid agencies were 
moving toward a do-no-harm humanitarianism, but after 2001 Afghanistan’s 
clear geopolitical importance to powerful states changed this calculus. After 
unseating the Taliban, the United States threw its support behind Hamid Karzai, 
pledged comprehensive peace building, and then supported the regional war
lords in return for their assistance in fighting the Taliban and al Qaeda. These 
diverse and contradictory strategies undermined its strategy of back a decent 
winner and risked the ability of aid agencies to work in the fi eld. 

Antonio Donini observes that there have been four phases of humanitarian 
action in Afghanistan since the late 1970s. In these phases, he argues, there has 
been an inverse relationship between the degree of interest on the part of the 
international community and the “politicization” of aid.” When aid became 
more political, aid agencies faced more difficulties in helping vulnerable popu
lations.68 The first phase occurred between 1979 and 1992 and was defi ned 
by the Soviet invasion and the end of the cold war. The Soviet invasion led 
to a tremendous displacement of refugees, many of whom settled in city-size 

66 Devon Curtis, “Politics and Humanitarian Aid: Debates, Dilemmas, and Dissension,” Hu
manitarian Policy Group Report 10 (London: Overseas Development Institute. 2001), 10. 

67 Krähenbühl, “Confl ict in the Balkans,” 4. 
68 Antonio Donini, “Principles, Politics, and Pragmatism in the International Response to the 

Afghan Crisis,” Nation-Building Unraveled? Aid, Peace, and Justice in Afghanistan, ed. A. Donini, 
N. Niland, and K. Wermester (Bloomfi eld, Conn.: Kumarian Press, 2004), 117–42. 
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refugee camps in Pakistan. Because of Afghanistan’s centrality in cold war poli
tics, the United States became an important donor of relief activities and was 
quite willing to see the camps become militarized. Politics trumped principles. 
The second phase occurred during the civil war from 1992 to 1996, when 
relief agencies began to openly wonder whether aid was fueling the confl ict; 
consequently, relief agencies began to debate whether they should move from 
a bed-for-the-night to a hardheaded do-no-harm humanitarianism. The third 
phase corresponds to the rise and demise of the Taliban regime. At this point 
aid agencies attempted to coordinate their activities in such a manner that 
helped to secure some basic human rights. According to Donini, the retreat 
of the interest of the “international community,” that is, the United States, 
in Afghanistan created the space for a more principled, but still conditional, 
humanitarian strategy. 

The defining symbol and material manifestation of this new approach was 
the Strategic Framework for Afghanistan—a pathbreaking initiative that was 
designed to provide a more coherent, synthetic, and integrated approach to 
humanitarian assistance. Perceived necessity was the mother of invention. Re
sponding to the recognition that they did not know whether aid was making 
things better or worse, that the lack of coordination and consultation among 
the aid agencies was probably diluting their potential impact, and that it would 
be easier for the Taliban to divide and rule the aid agencies if they remained 
separate, the UN agencies came together to form the Strategic Framework. 
Although its accomplishments were mixed, it did present a more coherent and 
principled framework that strengthened the ability of the international com
munity to work in Afghanistan. 

The fourth phase commenced with September 11 and the U.S.-led coalition 
attacks on the Taliban and al Qaeda. 69 The U.S. military agenda shaped two 
parallel, historically concurrent, and connected developments: the politiciza
tion of aid to the detriment of the ability of relief workers in the field, and the 
desire to promote stability even at the expense of producing a decent outcome. 
With the commencement of hostilities in October 2001 one of the major con
cerns was the delivery of relief—and for the United States it was to make sure 
that humanitarian relief contributed to its military and political goals, leading 
to the politicization of humanitarianism and a blurring of the roles of the mili
tary and aid agencies. The United States was hardly coy about its intentions 
and its view of the relationship between aid and the war. Much to the hor
ror of aid agencies, U.S. secretary of state Colin Powell called NGOs “force 
multipliers” and part of U.S. combat operations. Humanitarianism, in short, 
was part of U.S. hearts-and-minds policy, intended to legitimate the American 
presence and bolster the stabilization process. During these first months the 
United States engaged in various actions that blurred the roles of the mili
tary and humanitarian organizations, including parachuting relief boxes in 

69 The following analysis draws heavily from Barnett and Zuecher, “Peacebuilder’s Contract.” 
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the packages that resembled those that carried ordinance and having combat 
troops shed their uniforms in favor of civilian clothing as they delivered relief. 
Perhaps most controversially, the U.S. assembled provincial reconstruction 
teams (PRT), units that combined military personnel and humanitarian objec
tives. The United States was hoping to win over the Afghan population, but it 
also blurred the roles played by military and aid personnel. 

According to many aid agencies, this blurring of boundaries, especially vis
ible with the PRTs, cast all aid workers as part of the U.S. military effort, jeop
ardizing their access to those in need and their very safety. 70 Although there re
mains considerable controversy regarding the motives of those who attacked aid 
workers, for those operating in the field there was little doubt that the confusion 
of roles diminished the humanitarian space and endangered their lives. After the 
tragic killing of five MSF workers in northern Afghanistan in summer 2004, 
MSF announced its withdrawal after twenty-four years in Afghanistan, blaming 
the U.S. government for politicizing aid and thus making aid workers part of the 
U.S. coalition.71 But it is not clear that even had the U.S. military honored the 
boundaries between itself and the aid agencies, it would have altered the percep
tions of those on the ground. According to one survey, the local population does 
not necessarily differentiate between Western military forces and aid workers. 
Because they are all foreigners, aid agencies are guilty by association.72 

The second track was the attempt to broker a new set of political arrange
ments in Afghanistan that would produce some semblance of stability and cre
ate the conditions for a more peaceful, democratic, and legitimate government. 
After the defeat of the Taliban, the immediate challenge was to construct a 
process to establish a new Afghan government. Under the auspices of various 
international sponsors, four central Afghan factions met in Bonn, Germany, to 
discuss the country’s interim political authority and the process of establish
ing a new government. Although the meeting fell far short of any measure of 
inclusion, the Bonn agreement of December 5, 2003, did create a process that 
met minimal standards of participation as it established the emergency Loya 
Jirga (Grand Assembly of Elders), which was to be responsible for selecting a 
transitional government until the country held national elections for a perma
nent government. 73 Moreover, while the delegates to the emergency Loya Jirga 

70 Michael J. Dziedzic and Colonel Michael K. Seidl, “Provincial Reconstruction Teams: Mili
tary Relations with International and Nongovernmental Organizations in Afghanistan,” USIP 
Special Report 147, August 2005; Save the Children, Provincial Reconstruction Teams and 
Humanitarian-Military Relations in Afghanistan, 2004. 

71 “After 24 Years of Independent Aid to the Afghan People Doctors Without Borders Withdraws 
from Afghanistan Following Killings, Threats, and Insecurity.” MSF Press Release, July 28, 2004. 
http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/pr/2004/07–28–2004.cfm. Accessed January 5, 2007. 

72 Antonio Donini, Humanitarian Agenda 2015: Afghanistan Country Study (Medford, Mass.: 
Tufts University, Feinstein International Center, June 2006), 4. 

73 Bonn, formally known as the Agreement on Provisional Arrangements in Afghanistan Pend
ing the Reestablishment of Permanent Government Institutions, was brokered by the four major 
Afghani factions, and thus fell far short of any measure of representativeness. 
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were not formally elected, it was accorded tremendous legitimacy and thus was 
generally accepted by the population as a reasonable start. 74 

Yet the agreement also made significant concessions to illiberal forces. Al
though the agreement did contain transitional benchmarks and a time frame, 
they were vague and disconnected from formal conditionalities, a direct re
flection of the U.S. preference for stability and fear that these conditionali
ties might exacerbate the already existing divisions within the government and 
alienate the warlords and militaries. 75 For instance, in contrast to the very 
detailed political agenda, the security protocols were fairly vague, content with 
a “declaration of intent” and leaving out details about the mechanisms for the 
transfer of authority, the composition of the future state apparatus, or clear 
timelines. 76 Such omissions were justified on the grounds that it would help 
produce stability and that any attempt to more precisely defi ne the security 
protocols would have made it impossible to reach an agreement. 

The goal of stability over progressive change became ever clearer with the 
establishment of the UN’s integrated mission, the United Nations Assistance 
Mission in Afghanistan. One of its defining principles was to make sure that 
humanitarian and human rights concerns were subordinated to political deci
sions, that is, to security and stability. The consequence was that the UN mantra 
became “we are here to support the government.”77 Although some compro
mises can be justified on consequentialist grounds, there were strong suspicions 
that a culture of impunity was being sustained and that basic considerations of 
the rule of law, human rights, and participation were being lost. 

These fears became amplified and reinforced as U.S. combat operations and 
military goals undermined any effort to get a “decent winner.” To further its 

74 For discussions of the Loya Jirga, see Daud Saba and Omar Zakhilwal, Security with a 
Human Face: Challenges and Responsibilities, Afghanistan National Human Development Re
port 2004 (Islamabad: United Nations Development Program), 124–27; J. Alexander Thier and 
Jarat Chopra, “The Road Ahead: Political and Institutional Reconstruction in Afghanistan,” 
Third World Quarterly 23, no. 5 (2002): 893–907; Antonio Giustozzi, “ ‘Good’ State vs. ‘Bad’ 
Warlords? A Critique of Statebuilding Strategies in Afghanistan,” Working Paper Series No. 51 
(London: London School of Economics, Crisis States Programme, October 2004); and J. Alexander 
Thier, “The Politics of Peacebuilding Year One: From Bonn to Kabul,” in  Nation-Building 
Unraveled? Aid, Peace, and Justice in Afghanistan, ed. Antonio Donini, Karin Wermester, and 
Norah Niland (Bloomfield, Conn.: Kumarian, 2004), 39–60. For a critical commentary, par
ticularly concerning the centralization of power in the hands of a few cliques, see International 
Crisis Group (ICG), Afghanistan: The Constitutional Loya Jirga, Asia Briefing No. 29 (Brussels: 
ICG, December 12, 2003), 11; and Chris Johnson and Jolyon Leslie, Afghanistan: The Mirage of 
Peace (New York: Zed, 2004), chaps. 7 and 8. 

75 Astri Suhrke, “The Limits of Statebuilding: The Role of International Assistance in 
Afghanistan,” paper presented at the International Studies Association annual meeting, San 
Diego, March 28, 2006. 

76 Astri Suhrke, Kristian Berg Harpviken, and Arne Strand, Confl ictual Peacebuilding: 
Afghanistan Two Years after Bonn (Bergen, Norway: Chr. Michelsen Institute, Development 
Studies and Human Rights, 2004). 

77 Donini, Humanitarian Agenda 2015, 20. 
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security interests and maintain stability, U.S. officials and military planners 
attempted to “pick winners” that were on the “right” side in the war against 
terror and then gave them nearly unconditional support.78 This frequently ne
cessitated military and monetary support of warlords and autonomous mili
tias. This policy fell short of what might have been required to effectively back 
a decent winner or execute a viable peace-building policy. 

The Possibilities and Consequences of Strategic Thinking 

We want to conclude with several prescriptive observations. Before doing so, 
though, we must emphasize that whatever the errors in judgment that have 
been made in various instances, unseemly or unsatisfactory outcomes are not 
simply the result of poor strategy on the part of aid organizations. Far more 
important are the underlying causes of the political crises in countries with 
weak or perverse institutions that are incapable of providing public order and 
a predictable framework for peaceful political bargaining. In such settings, 
predation, ethnic rivalry, and market failure are common, and public goods 
are scarce. Putting things right sometimes requires imposing a political solu
tion, which demands more will, wallet, wisdom, and welcome than outsiders 
normally have. Except in the smallest countries and those that have the high
est salience for powerful international actors, stable solutions that conform to 
outsiders’ preferences cannot be externally enforced. 

The recognition that there are limits on what outsiders can accomplish is 
no excuse for avoiding strategic thinking. The consequences of the failure of 
NGOs to engage in strategic analysis have been extensively chronicled by Peter 
Hoffman and Tom Weiss, and we can only second their observations and call 
for more savvy and strategic thinking.79 The UN also lacks a “strategic cul
ture,” and its ability to develop one is crippled by bureaucratic politics, an 
inadequate strategic planning capacity, and a culture of reaction. 80 Although 
states are supposed to be born strategists, strategic thinking all too often be
comes hijacked by tactics, short-term expediency, and political considerations. 
All international interveners have much room for improvement. 

Strategy must be tailored to the circumstances on the ground. It is all well 
and good to desire a liberal democracy in which a culture of nonviolent confl ict 
resolution prevails, but long-term hopes can be the enemy of cool, strategic 
analysis that ranks possible outcomes, assigns probabilities of their occurrence, 

78 Jonathan Goodhand and Mark Sedra, Afghanistan Peace Conditionalities Study (London: 
Department for International Development, 2006). 

79 Hoffman and Weiss,  Sword and Salve, 182–213. 
80 Espen Barthe Eide, Anja Therese Kaspersen, Randolph Kent, and Karin von Hippel, “Report 

on Integrated Missions: Practical Perspectives and Recommendations,” Independent Study for the 
Expanded UN ECHA Core Group, May 2005, 20. 
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and then identifi es the means needed to achieve them. Because different politi
cal settings require different stabilization strategies and different approaches 
to humanitarian situations, it is imperative to avoid a “one size fits all” men
tality. States need to pick strategies that are appropriate to the circumstances 
and avoid making expedient choices. International organizations need to be 
more fully aware that different circumstances require different strategies and 
that form must follow function.81 Humanitarian organizations need to have 
a menu of strategies—some based on traditional neutrality, some based on 
explicit cooperation with international occupation forces, and some based on 
implicit collusion with nondemocratic agents of stability. Attentiveness to the 
conditions on the ground also entails recognizing that there are different phases 
to a conflict cycle. Although there are no clear boundaries between the confl ict 
and the postconflict phase, and different parts of a country might be in differ
ent phases at the same moment, interveners must adjust when circumstances 
demand and not allow their existing strategies to defi ne what they see. 

Even if all intervening actors became strategic, there is no guarantee that the 
outcome on the ground would dramatically improve because of the generalized 
tendency of these organizations to engage in “parallel play.” The recognition 
that states, international organizations, and NGOs need to coordinate their 
strategies in order to avoid working at cross purposes, undermining each oth
er’s actions, creating inefficiencies, and having inferior outcomes has resulted 
in a decadelong insistence on the need for “coordination,” “coherence,” and 
“integration.” A major reason collaboration remains elusive is that NGOs fear 
that it will jeopardize their principles and their ability to reach those in need. 82 

In short, these seemingly neutral terms mask relations of power, and, as we saw 
in the cases of Kosovo and Afghanistan, NGOs are understandably wary. 83 

Yet this desire to remain at a safe distance is arguably more justifi ed dur
ing the emergency than during the postconflict phase. Relief agencies de
veloped the principles of impartiality, independence, and neutrality in order to 
facilitate their access to populations in need during times of war. Consequently, 
they fear that “integration” and “coherence” will allow “political aims [to] take 
precedence over meeting humanitarian needs—to the detriment of the popu
lation.”84 That said, even a member of the stridently independently minded 
MSF acknowledged that because there are times when coordination with 
states and international organizations can improve the ability to deliver relief, 

81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. For a good compilation of statements that reflect a range of positions on coherence, see 

the articles in Ethics and International Affairs 82, no. 2 (2004) by Antonio Donini, Nicholas de 
Torrente, Joanna Macrae, Arthur Dewey, and Joel Charney. 

83 For a detailed analysis and cases of coherence, see Antonio Donini, Larry Minear, et al., 
Humanitarian Agenda 2015: Principles, Power, and Perceptions (Medford, Mass.: Tufts Univer
sity, Feinstein International Center, September 2006), 22–26. 

84 Patrice Vastel, “MSF and the UN Integrated Missions,”  My Sweet La Mancha (Geneva: MSF 
International, 2005), 331. 
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evaluating the pros and cons of collaboration must be evaluated on a case-by
case basis.85 

During the postconflict phase, opposition from NGOs becomes less justi
fied. As conflict recedes the need for principles arguably recedes as well. Simply 
put, during the postconflict phase when NGOs are attempting to foster devel
opment, rebuild schools, repair infrastructure, and help communities heal, it is 
arguable whether they are still “humanitarian” organizations.86 Furthermore, 
many NGOs, such as CARE International and Catholic Relief Services, are 
quite public about their political ambitions. If so, then the demand by aid agen
cies that states and international organizations respect their principles looks 
like little more than an attempt to protect their autonomy. 

Because comprehensive peace building is an elusive goal and, in our judg
ment, a decent winner is an acceptable outcome, states, international organiza
tions, and NGOs must give serious consideration to how they might organize 
and coordinate their strategies and policies toward shoring up potentially de
cent, but not fully democratic, political coalitions in states that continue to be at 
risk of humanitarian crises. 87 Toward that end, international organizations and 
NGOs should aim for the institutionalization of a set of principles—including a 
distribution of political power that encourages groups to negotiate and compro
mise, mechanisms of deliberation that include publicity principles, and formulas 
for ensuring representation—that might help create a more stable and mutually 
consensual outcome. 88 If so, all interveners have to make some changes. States 
must ensure that principles constrain their instincts toward expediency and in
discriminate deals with local elements in order to protect their base interests.89 

Aid agencies, for their part, must accept some politicization of aid and consider 
how their policies are related to broader political goals. If postconfl ict recon
struction is going to deliver a normatively superior outcome in which lives are 
improved, then it will be important that aid agencies, states, and international 
organizations begin to consider the consequences of their policies in relationship 
to what is possible. 

85 Ibid., 334. 
86 Eide, Kaspersen, Kent, and von Hippel, “Report on Integrated Missions.” 
87 Joanna Macrae and Nicholas Leader,  Shifting Sands: The Search for Coherence between 

Political and Humanitarian Action, Humanitarian Policy Group Report 8 (London: Overseas De
velopment Institute, August 2000). 

88 These principles are developed in Michael Barnett, “Building a Republican Peace: Stabilizing 
States after War,”  International Security 30, no. 4 (2006): 87–112. 

89 Minear, Humanitarian Enterprise, chap. 6. 
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The Power of Holding 
Humanitarianism Hostage and 
the Myth of Protective Principles 

Laura Hammond 

In many of today’s armed conflicts, attacks against aid workers are a frequent, 
if still shocking, occurrence. When attacks happen, statements from members 
of the global humanitarian community are immediately issued condemning 
the violence, but very few of them try to analyze why the attacks were carried 
out. Those who do look for causes refer to the increasing militarization of hu
manitarian aid, whereby soldiers act like aid workers distributing relief sup
plies and reconstructing the very places they have destroyed, and “real” aid 
workers are seen by those living in the theater of conflict as agents of Western 
imperialism. This is a well-trodden path of inquiry, and most analyses con
clude that the best way to reduce the risk of attack is to strengthen the basic 
humanitarian principles—neutrality, impartiality, and independence—that 
appear to have been eroded or misunderstood. These explanations do not 
fully explain why aid workers are targeted and what the motivations of the 
attackers are. From the perspective of those who carry out the attacks, what 
is to be gained in bombing a UN office or executing an aid worker? Individu
als and organizations may be targeted for allegedly acting in concert with the 
enemy, not acting in the best interests of recipients, or representing a political 
or ideological ideal that the attacker finds objectionable, but this does not 
explain everything about why violence is meted out in this way. 

In this chapter I examine the gruesome theater in which aid workers, militant 
armies and groups, and aid beneficiaries are involved. Attacking  humanitarian 
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organizations is intended to be a symbolically potent act, a purposeful rejec
tion of humanitarian principles and the self-righteous claim that aid providers 
lay to those principles. The attacks, committed in a public, highly visible way, 
are intended to demonstrate the might of the attacker, the weakness of the vic
tim, and the inability of the opposing force to prevent such attacks. 

Many observers have argued that the risks that humanitarians now face are 
the result of mass “confusion” over the proper role, function, and mandate 
of humanitarian workers. This is seen as resulting from a weakening of the 
humanitarian enterprise through its co-optation and politicization by (usually 
Western) governments that have a vested interest in confl icts. 1 I reject the no
tion of confusion and instead suggest that this manipulation of reputation, 
mandates, and identities is an explicit military tactic. The tactic is effective 
because it is rooted not in the weakness of humanitarianism as an enterprise 
but in its very strength. Because of the power of humanitarianism, its subver
sion, either through co-optation or attack, becomes a powerful way of sending 
a message not only to civilians trapped in the conflict but also to those living 
in safer places who might be in a position to offer their public, material, or 
fi nancial support to the war effort. 

Ultimately, I argue that impartiality, neutrality, and independence should 
not be pursued as a means of reducing the risk faced by those who provide 
assistance. These principles should not be referred to as protective armor in 
violent settings. In some cases, adhering to these principles may, in fact, in
crease the risk faced by aid providers. There are other reasons for adhering 

1 In this chapter I refer specifically to attacks on aid workers in combat zones. According to 
King, and Buchanan and Muggah, who have documented the threats that aid workers face, most 
fatalities result from accidents (especially road accidents) and criminal assaults, or as Krähenbühl 
says, being “in the wrong place at the wrong time.” However, the nature of these hazards is 
qualitatively different from those deliberate attacks in which aid workers are targeted by armed 
combatants. Stoddard, Harmer, and Haver (2006) cite studies by Sheik et al. (2000) and Rowley 
and Burnham (2005) as showing that violence against aid workers (including both criminal assault 
and attacks in conflict zones) accounts for the majority of fatalities. See Dennis King,  Paying the 
Ultimate Prince: Analysis of the Deaths of Humanitarian Aid Workers (1997–2001), January 15, 
2002, available at http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/lib.nsf/db900SID/LGEL-5E9FXV?OpenDocument; 
Cate Buchanan and Robert Muggah, No Relief: Surveying the Effects of Gun Violence on Hu-
manitarian and Development Personnel (Geneva: Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, 2005); 
Pierre Krähenbühl, “The ICRC’s Approach to Contemporary Security Challenges: A Future for 
Independent and Neutral Humanitarian Action,” International Review of the Red Cross 86, 
no. 855 (2004): 505–14; Abby Stoddard, Adele Harmer, and Katherine Haver, “Providing Aid in 
Inse cure Environments: Trends in Policy and Operations” (London: Overseas Development Insti
tute, Humanitarian Policy Group, 2006), 4, and citing Mani Sheik, Maria Isabel Gutierrez, Paul 
Bolton, Paul Speigel, Michel Thieren, and Gilbert Burnham, “Deaths Among Humanitarian 
Workers,”  British Medical Journal 321 (July 15, 2000); Elizabeth Rowley and Gilbert Burnham, 
Mortality and Morbidity of Humanitarian Workers Narrative Report (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University, Bloomberg School of Public Health, 2005). Fabrice  Weissman, ed., In the Shadow of 
“Just Wars”: Violence, Politics and Humanitarian Action (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004); 
Tony Vaux, “Humanitarian Trends and Dilemmas,” Development in Practice 16, nos. 3–4 (2006): 
240–54. 
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to the principles that involve reducing the impact of aid on the conduct of the 
war, responding to real needs no matter whose they are, and minimizing co
optation of the humanitarian enterprise by militaries. A more profi table way 
of minimizing risk in some contexts is to derive accountability from recipients 
themselves. 

A New Level of Risk? 

The practice of injuring, kidnapping, or murdering aid agency staff working 
in conflict zones is not new. Aid workers were targeted in the war in Biafra, 
Nigeria from 1967 to 1970, during the civil war in Ethiopia in the 1980s, and 
in Afghanistan throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Nor are the risks limited 
to places in which the sole superpower funds both the conflict and the relief 
and reconstruction efforts, as in the contemporary examples of Afghanistan 
and Iraq, although given that these two cases provide vivid illustrations of 
many points, I examine them in some depth in this chapter. In Chechnya in 
1996, the murder of six staff members of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross as they slept was at the time the worst attack in the organization’s 
130-year history; the same number of ICRC staff were shot and hacked to 
pieces five years later in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). 2 Other 
countries with high numbers of attacks against aid workers since 1997 in
clude Angola, Sudan, Rwanda, Burundi, the Occupied Palestinian Territories, 
Uganda, Serbia (including Kosovo) and Montenegro, and Liberia. 3 Somalia 
holds the unenviable honor of being the country with the most violent inci
dents involving aid workers. 4 

Data on attacks on aid workers are difficult to analyze due to the use of differ
ent definitions, the lack of reporting of some forms of attack (particularly rape), 
and the invisibility of failed or foiled attacks. Abby Stoddard, Adele Harmer, 
and Katherine Haver’s analysis of violence against aid workers between 1997 and 
2006 found some 408 incidents of major violence involving 941 victims, 434 of 
which were fatalities.5 Although this represents a 77 percent increase in abso
lute numbers, it has been accompanied by a major increase in the numbers of 
humanitarian workers operating in insecure environments, and thus the ratio 
of attacks to overall numbers of aid workers is essentially constant (5/10,000 
in the first half of the study period and 6/10,000 in the second). As the authors 
point out, and as will be discussed below, however, this  relatively stable fi gure 

2 Reuters, “Chronology—the Worst Recorded Attacks on Aid Workers,” August 8, 2006, avail
able at http://www.alertnet.org/thenews/newsdesk/SP184761.htm. 

3 Buchanan and Muggah, No Relief, citing Dennis King, The Year of Living Dangerously: At-
tacks on Humanitarian Aid Workers in 2003 (Washington, D.C.: Humanitarian Information Unit, 
U.S. Department of State, 2004). 

4 Stoddard, Harmer, and Haver, “Providing Aid in Insecure Environments,” 17. 
5 Ibid., 1, 17–19. 
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masks the fact that the risk to national staff of humanitarian organizations has 
grown disproportionately as compared to expatriate staff. 

While Stoddard, Harmer, and Haver argue that there is no statistical correla
tion between the level of violence in a country and the likelihood of aid work
ers being attacked, there was a marked (208 percent) increase in the number of 
incidents attributable to political motivations. Thus, they state, “international 
military interventions are often a feature of (and can contribute to) extremely 
volatile environments for aid work, where political targeting is increasingly a 
tactic of choice.”6 

Although the relative risks to aid workers may not have increased on an 
aggregate level, what has changed is the perception of insecurity and victimiza
tion by aid workers themselves. 7 This may come not from an increase in the 
incidence of attacks but from the changing nature of humanitarian work and 
the challenges that aid workers face as part of their daily duties. A European 
Community Humanitarian Office report,  Security of Humanitarian Personnel, 
notes that “the increased number and diversity of organizations carrying out 
humanitarian work, and the increasing presence of military forces in humani
tarian contexts, has created complications for humanitarian organizations, for 
whom acceptance of their humanitarian mission has historically been central 
to their security.” 8 

The perception of greater risk appears to be related to the concern that 
agencies’ neutrality and impartiality has been compromised and thus no longer 
offers the protection that it once did. The extent to which these principles ever 
protected aid workers is debatable; it is more likely that protection came from 
the fact that aid agencies’ apparent association with parties to the confl ict was 
not as much a concern and that belligerents did not find targeting them to be 
useful. The value of the performative violence that these attacks represent has 
become more salient in recent years. 

Who Is Confused? 

Many observers have argued that the erosion of humanitarian principles has 
followed from the role that countries that traditionally have funded humanitar
ian action have taken on as aggressors in conflict. This has led to a dangerous 
alignment (whether real or perceived) of the relief industry with Western or 
Northern political interests. 9 This trend arguably can be traced to the period 

6 Ibid., 1. 
7 Buchanan and Muggah, No Relief, 9. 
8 European Commission Humanitarian Offi ce (ECHO), Report on Security of Humanitarian 

Personnel: Standards and Practices for the Security of Humanitarian Personnel and Advocacy for 
Humanitarian Space (Brussels: European Commission, 2004), 1. 

9 Vaux, “Humanitarian Trends and Dilemmas”; Peter J. Hoffman and Thomas G. Weiss, 
Sword and Salve: Confronting New Wars and Humanitarian Crises (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & 
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during and in the aftermath of World War II. In its current incarnation, how
ever, militarized humanitarianism began with the U.S. involvement in Iraq 
and particularly Iraqi-controlled Kurdistan in the early 1990s. Since 2001, the 
U.S.-led military operations carried out in the context of the “war on terror” 
have seen uncomfortable humanitarian-military relationships in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, as well as other lower-profile areas of conflict including Somalia and 
Indonesia. Writing about the ongoing occupation in Iraq, Antonio Donini, 
Larry Minear, and Peter Walker observe, “As in other crises, elements of the 
local population are unable to discriminate among international players. 
The military anti- terrorist [occupation] forces are unwilling to do so and use 
the confusion to their advantage.”10 The distinction here between the confu
sion of the recipients and the motivations of the attackers must be unpacked, 
for the two may have very little to do with one another. The trope of confusion 
can be found in nearly every account of military/humanitarian interaction. 11 

It is this confusion that is most often blamed for the increasing vulnerability 
of, and corresponding presumed rise in violent attacks against, aid workers. 

Casting a cloud of confusion around such attacks leads to the false assump
tion that the perpetrators’ actions can be explained as a misunderstanding or 
mistake. The implication is that clarifying roles and objectives, and defense of 
so-called humanitarian space by which providers of relief demand or are guar
anteed access to civilians in conflict areas, will end confusion in the minds of 
would-be attackers, thereby making aid workers safer. If, this line of reasoning 
goes, those who target aid workers could only see that most humanitarian agen
cies are neutral, impartial, and independent, and as such have the interests of 
civilians in mind, then the targeting would stop. This thinking is rooted in what 
Kenneth Anderson terms “humanitarian inviolability,” whereby relief agencies 
are able “to act in situations of extreme human need and suffering, particularly 
in circumstances of armed conflict, with the assurance that their personnel, 
their property, and their activities will not be made the object of attack.” 12 

The assumption that violence stems from confusion, and that as such it is 
not purposeful or meaningful, is naïve and dangerous. As tempting as it may 

Littlefield, 2005); Kenneth Anderson, “Humanitarian Inviolability in Crisis: The Meaning of Im
partiality and Neutrality for U.N. and NGO Agencies Following the 2003–2004 Afghanistan and 
Iraq Confl icts,” Harvard Human Rights Journal 17 (2004): 41–74; Katarina West, “Humanitar
ian Action in a New Security Environment,” Occasional Paper No. 5 (Paris: Institute of Security 
Studies, 1998). 

10 Antonio Donini, Larry Minear, and Peter Walker, “The Future of Humanitarian Action: Im
plications of Iraq and Other Recent Crises, Report of an International Mapping Exercise” (Med
ford, Mass.: Tufts University, Feinstein International Center, 2004), 6. 

11 In addition to those sources cited earlier, see Bristol, “Military Incursions into Aid Work 
Anger Humanitarian Groups,” and Jöelle Tanguy, “When Intervening in the Name of Human
ity, Be Cautious,”  Public Affairs Report 41, no. 1 (Berkeley: University of California, Institute of 
Governmental Studies, January 2000). 

12 Anderson, “Humanitarian Inviolability in Crisis,” 41. 
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be to condemn extreme forms of violence as barbaric, senseless, pathological, 
unfathomable, or based on misunderstanding, and then to look away from 
the horror, a glance at the daily newspapers reveals the uncomfortable reality 
that human beings are capable of, and do commit, atrocious yet deliberate acts 
against one another. Neil Whitehead cautions, “Our moral rectitude in con
demnation of such acts cannot stand in for the professional commitment to 
understanding all human behavior, no matter how challenging and repulsive 
to our personal sensibilities.”13 The many forms that violence takes invite us 
to consider why the perpetrators choose to use violence in this form, in this 
place. Why did genocide in Rwanda involve use of machetes to dismember vic
tims? What was the significance of necklacing (killing suspected collaborators 
with the regime by wrapping them in burning tires) in apartheid South Africa, 
the practice of rape and other forms of sexual violence during the Bosnian war, 
and abduction of children in many places, particularly northern Uganda and 
southern Sudan? The particular forms that violent expression takes must be 
understood in order to be confronted. 

Attacks against aid agencies should be seen in this light. Not only the kind 
of attack but the very selection of the target and the message that the attack 
carries are meaningful. Such forms of violence should be considered as part 
of a military strategy. 14 Far from misunderstanding the role of humanitarian 
organizations, those who carry out attacks against them are only too aware of 
the principles that humanitarian agencies espouse and of the image that they 
would like to project of themselves and the work that they do to members of 
the global public as well as to their beneficiaries. Their attacks should be seen 
not as the result of extreme confusion but as deeply conscious acts aimed at 
exploiting humanitarian symbols and garnering as much attention as possible 
for the cause that the perpetrators believe they are serving. Attacks against aid 
workers are carried out not because people do not understand the power of 
humanitarianism, or because humanitarianism is weaker than ever before, but 
precisely because they do comprehend it and seek to gain power for themselves 
through the very act of targeting such a potent symbol. It is thus perhaps aid 
agencies themselves who are most confused about their own role in armed 
confl ict and unable to prevent themselves from being implicated in it. 

Violence as Performance 

To understand why armed groups attack aid workers, it is useful to think of 
violence itself as a performative act. In this sense, the objective of violence is 

13 Neil Whitehead, “Introduction: Cultures, Conflicts, and the Poetics of Violent Practice,” in 
Violence, ed. Neil Whitehead (Oxford: James Currey, 2004), 10. 

14 Peter R. Neumann and M. L. R. Smith, “Strategic Terrorism: The Framework and Its Fallacies,” 
Journal of Strategic Studies 28, no. 4 (2005): 572. 
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not only to inflict harm on an individual or group (causing pain, suffering, or 
death may not even be a primary objective), but also to deliver a shockingly 
powerful message about the capabilities of the perpetrators to audiences that 
may be both near to and far from the site of the act. 

The analysis of violence and war as performance has lately been gaining 
attention from anthropologists.15 David Riches first proposed a model of the 
violent act as involving a triangular relationship between the performer (the 
perpetrator), the observer (the witness), and the victim.16 An essential element 
of the attack is that the infliction of pain (physical or otherwise) or damage is 
noticed. Thus, to Riches, the act is “deemed legitimate by the performer and 
illegitimate by (some) witnesses.”17 It is the attention that the violence attracts 
by being seen as illegitimate to some that gives it its power and thus its effec
tiveness. Scholars of terrorism as a particular form of violence note that what 
makes the violent act meaningful is its symbolic character. Thus, according to 
Peter Neumann and M. L. R. Smith, acts of terrorism “transcend established 
ethical barriers” by instilling fear in the public and doubts about the abilities 
of the state and its agents to provide protection.18 

Attacks against aid workers may be seen as a particular form of terrorism 
that follows this basic format. A grim illustration was the beheading of CARE’s 
Iraq country director Margaret Hassan in November 2004. On the surface, 
Hassan would appear to have been less vulnerable than other expatriate aid 
workers in Iraq. Despite her British and Irish citizenships, she was married to 
an Iraqi, had converted to Islam, spoke Arabic, and had lived in Iraq for more 
than thirty years. The few extremists who have sought to justify the action say 
that she was a legitimate target by virtue of “aiding the occupying power,” 
however indirectly. To understand this action, however, it is necessary to con
sider not only the stated reasons but also the potential strategic or tactical 
benefi ts to be gained from it. 19 Hassan’s killers must have understood that her 
brutal murder, documented on video, would not only shake the humanitarian 
establishment to its foundations, it would also draw public attention to the 
insecurity in Iraq. It would show the counterinsurgency to be much stronger 
than the Western military machine had portrayed it and the occupation forces 

15 David Riches, The Anthropology of Violence (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986); Mark Juer
gensmeyer,  Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2000); Bettina Schmidt and Ingo Schröder, eds.,  The Anthropology of Violence 
and Confl ict (London: Routledge, 2001); Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew Strathern, Violence: The-
ory and Ethnography (New York: Continuum, 2002); Göran Aijmer and Jon Abbink,  Meanings of 
Violence: A Cross-Cultural Perspective (Oxford: Berg, 2000); Whitehead, “Introduction.” 

16 Riches, Anthropology of Violence. 
17 Ibid., 8. 
18 Neumann and Smith, “Strategic Terrorism.” 
19 Radical Islamic activist Anjem Choudary, interviewed in the  Observer, explained why Hassan’s 

murder was justified. Henry McDonald, “Hostage Taking ‘Legitimate’: Irish Muslims Condemn Rad
ical Who Condones Kidnapping of Women Aid Workers in Iraq,”  Observer (November 7, 2004). 
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to be powerless to prevent such violence. Hassan’s murder sent a message to 
people everywhere that if she was not safe, then no one was, not least the in
ternational staff working in Iraq whose ties to the place and the people were 
generally much more tenuous. 

This way of expressing the relationship between those who carry out hor
rifying acts of violence, their victims, and those who witness (either in person 
or through the media) their crimes helps to reveal the rationale for what might 
otherwise seem to be incomprehensible cruelty. Thus, Neil Whitehead argues: 

The attacks of 9/11 were stunning precisely in their lack of “rational” 
instrumentality, and that was the cultural force of the performance—to 
confound our explanation and undermine our sense of knowing and con
trolling. This does not mean that meaning is absent, only that the mean
ing that might make such acts more immediately intelligible to us is not 
given in the act itself.20 

Such attacks, suggests Mark Juergensmeyer, “are dramas designed to have an im
pact on the several audiences that they affect. Those who witness the violence— 
even at a distance, via the media—are therefore a part of what occurs. More
over, like other forms of public ritual, the symbolic signifi cance of such events is 
multifaceted; they mean different things to different observers.”21 On one hand, 
the attacks are meant to repel the enemy by showing its vulnerability despite its 
apparent military might. Thus, says Nicolas de Torrente, “the attack on the UN 
compound in Baghdad and other serious security incidents seem part of a strat
egy by extremists to sharpen divisions and intimidate anyone not espousing their 
cause.”22 On the other hand, the demonstration of might is intended to attract 
those looking for a channel for their own hatred of the enemy. 

It may be argued that terrorism is even more performative than other forms 
of violence, so conscious does it appear to be of the presence of the witness, so 
intent on grabbing headlines and provoking reaction. In fact, response to the 
violence may be even more valuable to the attacker than the act itself.23 The 
political objective of terrorist tactics, Fred Halliday argues, is “to demoralize 
the enemy and to mobilize supporters.”24 It seeks to do this by choosing highly 
public targets or those that will attract the attention of the global media. 

Following the killing of five Médecins Sans Frontières staff members, a 
Taliban spokesman justified the murders by saying, “Organizations like Médecins 

20 Whitehead, “Introduction,” 58. 
21 Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God, 124. 
22 Nicolas de Torrente, “Humanitarian Action under Attack: Reflections on the Iraq War,” 

Harvard Human Rights Journal 17 (2004): 1–29. 
23 Neumann and Smith, “Strategic Terrorism.” 
24 Fred Halliday,  Two Hours That Shook the World: September 11, 2001; Causes and Conse-

quences (London: Saqi Books, 2002), 47. 
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Sans Frontières work for American interests and are therefore targets for us.”25 

One week before the UN compound in Baghdad was bombed, Mullah Omar, 
the most powerful Taliban leader, issued a statement identifying as the “worst 
enemies of Islam and humanity . . . Jews and Christians, America, Great 
Britain, the United Nations and all Western humanitarian organizations.” 26 Do 
these statements represent confusion, or are they a deliberate political align
ment of the aid industry for the benefit of those who seek to gain maximum 
effect by targeting them? 

Orchestrating surprise attacks leaves some observers wondering nervously, 
will it happen again? Could it happen to me? How can one be protected? Why 
was my government or the actor in the conflict to whom I have been pledging 
my support unable to prevent this from happening? The effectiveness of the at
tack is increased by the inability of the observer to find any defi nitive answers 
to these questions, and thus to feel vulnerable. 

Militarization of Humanitarian Action 

Although militarized humanitarian action is a common feature of confl icts in 
many parts of the world, Iraq and Afghanistan since 2001 provide examples 
of this phenomenon in its starkest form. From the simultaneous dropping of 
bombs and relief food rations, both in yellow packages, in Afghanistan in 
2003 to the use of USAID funds to support relief and reconstruction efforts 
in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Lebanon, the United States and its allies are acutely 
aware of the potential for humanitarianism to help win civilian supporters. 
Winning hearts and minds is important not only in countries where military 
operations are being conducted but also at home to persuade constituencies 
of the righteousness of continued involvement in these countries and of the 
moral superiority of their positions in the war on terror. When George W. 
Bush warned, “either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists,”27 he 
was deliberately dividing the global populace into two camps: patriots and 
enemies. In this way the war on terror is being fought everywhere at once, in 
violent and no-so-violent ways. Humanitarian agencies play a major, if some
times unwitting and usually unwilling, part in this battle. 

The power of humanitarianism, which rests on legitimacy and authority of 
various sorts, helps to distinguish humanitarian actors as being apart from the 

25 Fabrice Weissman, “Military Humanitarianism: A Deadly Confusion,”  MSF Annual Activity 
Report 2003/2004 (2004), 7–9. 

26 Marco Lombardi, Maurizio Martellini, and Riccardo Redaelli, Comments on Al-Qaeda ’ s 
Terrorism and the Nuclear Threat, Landau Network-Centro Volta (LNCV) and International 
Working Group (IWG) General Secretariat Policy Paper (Como, Italy, 2004). 

27 Echoing the words of U.S. secretary of state John Foster Dulles, speaking in 1955 in response 
to the founding of the Non-Aligned Movement. See Christian Aid, The Politics of Poverty: Aid in 
the New Cold War (London: Christian Aid, 2004), 1. 
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conduct of the war but also adds to their attractiveness as targets. An attack 
against an aid worker is seen in the eyes of those who support the notion of 
humanitarian action as an assault against the moral foundation (which itself 
is rooted in political, religious, and ideological convictions) that gives rise to 
legitimacy and authority. 

The power of humanitarian agencies to mobilize popular support both in 
the confl ict zone and in the global arena is no secret to the world’s only super
power. Many organizations and analysts cringed when U.S. secretary of state 
Colin Powell referred to international NGOs as a “force multiplier, such an 
important part of our combat team” in the war on terror. 28 Such statements 
make preservation of a neutral, impartial humanitarian space virtually impos
sible. Yet it was not an accident on the part of the U.S. military to snuff out 
this space. In war zones throughout the world, not only in those most visible 
(thanks to twenty-four-hour live news coverage) in Iraq and Afghanistan, the 
U.S. military justifies its intervention by reference to humanitarian imperatives. 
In Somalia in the early 1990s, the United States declared that the motivation 
for the intervention was to save people from famine. In Afghanistan the stated 
goal was to rescue people from tyranny and oppression and even to improve 
women’s access to education and health care and to facilitate the return of 
refugees.29 Although the assistance that a military force provides to civilians is 
referred to as “humanitarian,” in fact, as Rony Brauman and Pierre Salignon 
point out, what the military is often doing is upholding its obligations under 
international law to meet the essential needs of civilians affected by confl ict. 30 

Such action should not be considered to be primarily motivated by moral con
science when in fact it is mandated by law. 31 

Crises in which militarized humanitarianism makes independent action dif
ficult or impossible have presented a conundrum to humanitarian agencies. 
Some have felt it essential to remain “in country” to address the humanitarian 
needs that would inevitably result from the conflict regardless of the inevita
bility of being perceived as nonneutral. Some NGOs, whose funds typically 
come from the United States and its allies, have believed that they could not 
afford not to be involved in the relief effort given the needs that were likely 
to develop. At this writing, CHF International and Christian Aid are work
ing in Iraq; Save the Children-US withdrew from the country in 2006 and its 
sister organization Save the Children–UK left in early 2007. Others withdrew 
earlier, citing security risks and the likelihood that they would be seen as being 

28 Colin Powell, “Remarks to the National Foreign Policy Conference for Leaders of Nongov
ernmental Organizations,” October 26, 2001. 

29 Weissman, “Military Humanitarianism.” See also de Torrente, “Humanitarian Action under 
Attack,” 15. 

30 Rony Brauman and Pierre Salignon, “Iraq: In Search of a Humanitarian Crisis,” in In the 
Shadow of “ Just Wars ”, ed. Weissman, 269–85. 

31 The Fourth Geneva Convention on the Treatment of Civilians in armed confl ict obliges war
ring parties to meet the basic needs of civilians affected by confl ict. 
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complicit with the occupiers. De Torrente, executive director of Médecins Sans 
Frontières–USA, summarized the conundrum faced by aid agencies in Iraq: 

When governments drape their military and political actions in the cloak 
of humanitarian concerns, they undermine humanitarian action’s essen
tial purpose: the unconditional provision of assistance to those in need. 
When all aid efforts are presented and perceived as being at the service 
of political and military objectives, it is more difficult and dangerous for 
independent humanitarian organizations to carry out their work.32 

In the vacuum created by departed NGOs, UN agencies and private contrac
tors are carrying out relief and reconstruction works, funded in many cases by 
occupation force governments. 

The co-opting of humanitarian assistance by the military plays into the hands 
of those who object to foreign assistance on the grounds mentioned above. To 
would-be attackers, humanitarian agencies may represent not only complicity 
with military forces and Western military or political domination but also op
posing religious views or lack thereof, lavish lifestyles, cultural insensitivity, 
and an inappropriate claim to a right to access. Donini and Minear note that in 
Afghanistan (to cite just one example among many), “in many ways, expats are 
seen as inhabiting another world, one that is protected from the problems and 
realities of ordinary Afghans.”33 This leads to the erosion of trust of outsiders 
and imperils them. It is important in looking for the meanings behind such 
violence to recognize the many different motives that can lead to its commis
sion. Whatever the stated reasons, those who carry out these attacks do so not 
because they are confused but because they reject the principles and images em
bodied by humanitarian workers. Moreover, they know that such attacks will 
cause outrage. Thus, in Somaliland, the objective of an attack on a World Food 
Programme vehicle, one in a series of attacks against foreign aid workers (some 
of whom had been working in the area for many years), was explained in the 
local press as being “to score local and international publicity from the kidnap
ping and execution of at least one of the WFP’s foreign expatriate staff.” 34 

Relief and Reconstruction: An Uncomfortable Alliance 

In situations where aid agencies are involved in postconfl ict reconstruction, 
nation building, demobilization, and disarmament, and the like, the nature of 

32 de Torrente, “Humanitarian Action under Attack,” 29. 
33 Antonio Donini and Larry Minear, “Humanitarian Agenda 2015: Principles, Power, and Per

ceptions: Preliminary Report” (Medford, Mass.: Tufts University, Feinstein International Center, 
2006), 15. 

34 “Foreigners among Extremists Receiving Training in Mogadishu’s Terrorist Camps,”  Somaliland 
Times 203, December 10, 2005. 
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the work is inherently political and cannot, by definition, be seen as neutral. 
Yet agencies involved in such work continue to protest that they are neutral 
and impartial, and thus that they have a legitimate right to demand inviolabil
ity from all whom they encounter. 35 In regard to post-Saddam Iraq, Kenneth 
Anderson explains that “in an effort to claim a place in the post-war circum
stances, the U.N. and NGOs effectively moved back and forth between these 
two concepts of relief work, the neutral and the non-neutral, hoping to claim 
the inviolability of the genuinely neutral for the activities of the non-neutral. 
Iraqi terrorists, with greater political clarity, attacked.” 36 

Seen in this light, it seems incredible that UN deputy secretary-general 
Mark Malloch-Brown could actually have asked, “Why us?” after the bomb
ing of the UN compound in Iraq. The attacks, Malloch-Brown warned, were 
a “blow at the neutrality and the impartiality of the U.N. fl ag.” 37 Yet is it 
hard to see how the organization could consider itself to be impartial and 
apolitical when it is involved in the highly political act of state building, as 
Anderson asks: 

How could the reconstruction authorities anywhere, whether the U.N.’s 
Sergio Vieira de Mello in Kosovo or East Timor, or the United States 
and coalition occupation authorities in Afghanistan or Iraq, not directly 
involve themselves in these matters, ranging from the decision that these 
societies shall be political democracies, to giving the vote and the rights 
to women, to requiring some measure of separation of religion and state, 
to protecting the rights of ethnic or religious minorities. Of course recon
struction agencies have views and mandates on these issues which they 
must carry out in their efforts. 

Those who attacked the U.N. and ICRC headquarters surely under
stood this. They surely understood it better than those who, relying on 
what they believed to be a shared anti-Americanism, on the one hand, 
and a puerile multiculturalism that erected a faux relativistic neutrality 
on the other, believed themselves immune from attack. The problem is 
that the U.N. wanted—and wants—it both ways.38 

From the perspective of the attackers and the general public, an agency is 
judged by the sum of the work that it does and the symbols that it represents. 
If it is not inviolable in its state building, then it is unlikely to be seen to be 
inviolable in its narrow relief work. The involvement in the former taints per
ceptions of the latter. 

35 Anderson, “Humanitarian Inviolability in Crisis,” 41. 
36 Ibid., 42. 
37 Felicity Barringer, “Questions about Role of World Agencies in Hot Spots,”  New York Times,

August 20, 2003, quoted in Anderson, “Humanitarian Inviolability in Crisis,” 52. 
38 Anderson, “Humanitarian Inviolability in Crisis,” 58. 
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Subversion of Symbols 

During the cold war, NGO humanitarian logos and emblems were often not 
used.39 In the post–cold war era, they have been more widely used by aid provid
ers not only to advertise their contributions but as a form of protective armor 
when traveling through or working in insecure areas. Agencies display their 
logos on fl ags flown over their office compounds, tied to and posted on vehicles, 
worn on T-shirts, and emblazoned on luggage. The first aid agency to use its 
emblem for protective purposes was the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, established in 1864 to provide assistance to those involved in confl ict 
and to work for the humane conduct of war. Restrictions on the use of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent emblems are contained in the First Geneva Convention 
of 1949.40 So important are these emblems to ensuring access that the move-
ment—the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
(IFRC) and national societies—has a campaign to prevent their misuse by NGOs 
and other organizations.41 In the mid-1990s, MSF modified its logo in a conces
sion to concerns that it was too similar to that of the Red Cross Movement. 

Other organizations’ logos and emblems are not legally protected in the 
same way that the Red Cross is. However, the UN Security Council has passed 
several resolutions calling on member states to provide access to organizations 
providing humanitarian relief, and the statute of the International Criminal 
Court (ICC) identifi es attacks on aid workers in confl ict zones as war crimes. 

The protective power of such symbols is increasingly threatened. Gil Loescher, 
a political scientist who has worked with refugees in humanitarian crises for 
more than thirty years, and who was seriously injured in the bombing of the UN 
headquarters in Baghdad in August 2003, warns: 

The attack on the U.N. headquarters and on the International Commit
tee of the Red Cross (ICRC) offices there a few weeks later brought a 
new and unprecedented degree of anti-U.N. and anti-NGO hostility to 
the surface. . . . In Iraq the United Nations and NGOs quickly learned to 

39 Vaux, “Humanitarian Trends and Dilemmas.” ICRC and UN logos were more widely used 
and carried with them specific connotations that NGO emblems did not. The former’s emblem 
was treated with some respect due to its codification in international humanitarian law. The latter, 
because of its association with peacekeeping forces and with the political agenda of member states, 
attracted deliberate attacks in, for instance, Somalia in the early 1990s. NGOs working in the 
same country were not as vulnerable, though they were targeted for robberies and other banditry. 

40 Articles 38, 44, 53, and 54 of the First Convention concern the use of the symbol for protec
tive and indicative purposes. In 2006, a third symbol—the Red Crystal, indicating alliance with 
neither Christian nor Muslim faiths or movements—has been added, through the passage of an 
additional protocol to the Geneva Conventions. 

41 The Red Crescent was introduced during the wars of the Ottoman Empire and was codifi ed 
into international humanitarian law in Article 19 of the Geneva Convention of July 27, 1929. 
In 2005–6, a third universal emblem, the Red Crystal, was introduced that has allowed Israel’s 
Magen David Adom society to join the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement. 
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their dismay and horror that their humanitarian flags and symbols are 
no longer enough to provide for their protection or for the protection of 
civilians caught in the crossfi re of confl ict. 42 

Although it may be true that the level of anti-UN and NGO sentiment is at 
an unprecedented high, it would be wrong to say that such antagonism began 
with these conflicts. Humanitarian agencies in many parts of the world have 
for many years been subject to increased vulnerability as a result of displaying 
their emblems prominently. In Somalia, many UN workers were attacked and 
kidnapped during the 1990s while traveling in vehicles displaying their agency 
logos. Somalis associated the UN with the U.S.-led military intervention, while 
NGOs were more frequently the targets of banditry and armed robbery. The 
symbols identified the vehicles as being foreign owned, and they were thus 
immune from the society’s rules about respect for clan property. Because the 
vehicles were not owned by a clan member, they could be attacked without 
fear of retribution. Many agencies do not import vehicles to Somalia at all, but 
instead travel in unmarked vehicles that have been hired from clans. The clan 
identity of the owner of the vehicle lends added protection to the aid worker, 
since an attack on the vehicle would be seen as an attack on the owner’s clan. 

Risks associated with being identified as a humanitarian worker have 
prompted some organizations to adopt more “low-profile” tactics. For the 
first time in its history, ICRC operates “incognito”—that is, without using its 
symbols—in Iraq. Many organizations now use removable signs, to allow for 
greater flexibility in deciding whether a security situation is conducive to such 
publicity. Some donors have also allowed implementing partners to forego dis
playing their logo on project sites, buildings, and vehicles for security reasons.43 

MSF is in the process of reopening its Iraq program, albeit by working with 
local Iraqi doctors to launch a small surgical support project inside Amman, 
Jordan, for both Palestinians and Iraqis. As this NGO reestablishes its pres
ence, staff must consider difficult questions about how they are perceived by 
local people, how to establish themselves as being distinct from the military 
occupiers, how to deflect attention away from themselves and the work that 
they are doing, and how to build up trust. Confidence is required not only 
among those who may be in need of their services but also among belligerents, 
on whom those requiring medical care will depend in order to be able to travel 
to Amman to receive treatment. 

Use of Local Staff 

Another low-profile strategy is for international organizations active in confl ict 
zones to use exclusively (or very nearly exclusively) local staff. This approach 

42 Gil Loescher, “Threatened Are the Peacemakers,”  Notre Dame Magazine, Spring 2005. 
43 ECHO, “Report on Security of Humanitarian Personnel,” 25. 
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is most common where it is considered too dangerous for international staff 
to work and travel. The rationale is that national staff know the local context 
better, are known and trusted by their compatriots, and are therefore better 
able to navigate the risks and hazards that they may face. Although this may 
be true in some contexts, the reverse may also be true: Donini and Minear’s 
study of perceptions about aid workers shows that in parts of Sudan, Uganda, 
Burundi, and Liberia expatriate aid staff may be seen as being less corruptible 
and more impartial than local staff.44 The implication for local staff is often 
that they face increased risk of being targeted for violent attack. 

There is increasing evidence that local aid workers face risk levels that are 
often greater than those that their international colleagues might face. Bu
chanan and Muggah found that national staff that they surveyed were three 
times more likely than their expatriate counterparts to report having been 
personally victimized in the previous six months. In their analysis of violence 
against aid workers, Stoddard, Harmer, and Haver note that “national staff 
represent the majority of victims (79 percent) in all countries, and their risk 
relative to international staff is increasing in the most violent contexts.”45 

Yet national staff are less likely to have received any security training, and 
they are usually exempt from provisions allowing for evacuation from danger 
zones.46 As Peter Hoffman and Thomas Weiss warn: 

Local staff . . . run higher risks than do outsiders in coming to the rescue 
of their compatriots; they literally have nowhere to run or hide. Indeed, 
agencies that attempt to minimize security threats (or promote indigenous 
capacity) by opting for a “go local” strategy may end up simply shifting 
the burden to locals, who are then seen as “collaborators.”47 

In August 2006, seventeen local staff of the French aid agency Action contre la 
Faim were murdered in Sri Lanka. All were wearing T-shirts that clearly identi
fied them as ACF employees. All but one (a Muslim) were Tamil. In a statement 
immediately after the killings, ACF president Jean-Christophe Rufi n said that 
the killings “should not be seen as a ‘professional risk’ or a ‘humanitarian dan
ger.’ This is in fact a turn in the history of humanitarian action. The values that 
we uphold have not been respected by the murderers.”48 The values Rufi n was 
referring to included working directly with communities and bearing witness 

44 Donini and Minear, “Humanitarian Agenda 2015,” 15. 
45 Stoddard, Harmer, and Haver, “Providing Aid in Insecure Environments,” 1. 
46 Buchanan and Muggah, No Relief; Nouria Brikci, “Is Cultural Proximity the Answer to 

Gaining Access in Muslim Contexts?” Humanitarian Practice Network (London: Overseas Devel
opment Institute, March 29, 2005). 

47 Hoffman and Weiss,  Sword and Salve, 173. 
48 Action Against Hunger, “Action Against Hunger Demands Full Inquiry into Muttur ‘War 

Crime,’ ” Press Statement, August 10, 2006, available at http://www.actionagainsthunger.org/ 
news/press/release_aug10_06.html. 

http://www.actionagainsthunger.org/news/press/release_aug10_06.html
http://www.actionagainsthunger.org/news/press/release_aug10_06.html
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to the conduct of war. These killings are a dreadful reminder that local staff 
may be targeted due to their ethnicity, religion, or access to greater wealth than 
other local inhabitants. 

The Sri Lanka killings also show that the kinds of performative violence 
seen in Iraq and Afghanistan are not limited to those contexts and may even 
be harbingers of trends likely to be seen in confl icts with a lower international 
profile. Perceptions about aid workers and agencies, and about the strategic 
value of attacking them, are derived not only from the local dynamics of in
dividual conflicts but from the increasingly internationalized images that they 
acquire in the media. Negative images of humanitarian action being militarized 
in one theater of war may influence decisions about how to treat them in a very 
different sociopolitical context. Thus, says ICRC’s Pierre Krähenbühl, “from 
an ICRC perspective, what is new in the present context is the global nature of 
the threat, the fact that it is not necessarily geographically circumscribed.”49 

Security risk assessments can no longer be carried out by looking only at local 
dynamics. The possible influence of international stakeholders and the dynam
ics of international affairs affecting humanitarianism must also be taken into 
account. 

Working with Islamic NGOs in Confl ict Zones: 
A Model for Reducing Risk? 

Increasingly, Western-based aid agencies are working in countries with large 
Muslim populations. It is estimated that “more than half of all current ICRC 
operations are aimed at helping Muslim victims.”50 In many of these countries, 
Western aid is delivered alongside aid from local and international Islamist or
ganizations. Islamist NGOs are often well received because they provide both 
material and spiritual support that people are in need of, though to be sure 
there are many different types of Islamic organizations and NGOs. Some focus 
on narrow provision of relief, while others combine this work with education 
and conversion and a few others merge assistance with more militaristic agen
das. In fragile states where service-providing infrastructure has collapsed or is 
nonexistent, people often turn to religion to provide the structure and order 
that they are lacking in their lives.51 The fusing of charitable work with spiri
tual duty is a central tenet of Islam, and those following this approach may be 

49 Krähenbühl, “The ICRC’s Approach to Contemporary Security Challenges,” 507. 
50 Andreas Wigger, “Encountering Perceptions in Parts of the Muslim World and Their Impact 

on the ICRC’s Ability to be Effective,”  International Review of the Red Cross 87, no. 858 (2005): 
343–65. 

51 Laura Hammond, Stephen Anderson, Julius Holt, and Waddington Chinogwenya,  Confl ict 
and Livelihoods: A Toolkit for Action (Washington, D.C.: United States Agency for International 
Development, 2005). 
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accorded more trust by Muslim communities because it is more familiar than 
the self-declared secular approach to humanitarianism that many international 
aid agencies espouse.52 

Islamic humanitarian organizations began to emerge in the late 1970s, re
sponding to drought and famine in the Greater Horn of Africa and to the war 
in Afghanistan, which began when the Soviet Union invaded in 1979.53 Like 
their Western counterparts, Islamic NGOs are increasing in professionalism 
and are confronting problems of demonstrating financial transparency and ac
countability. 54 Several have signed the Code of Conduct for the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief and 
work together with Western NGOs in situations of conflict and natural disas
ters worldwide. Islamic Relief, one of the largest, has a budget of £35.4 million 
from voluntary contributions alone. In 2005, it became a member of the Disas
ters Emergency Committee (DEC).55 Alliances with Islamic NGOs are increas
ingly seen as essential to working in Muslim countries. According to Kenneth 
Anderson, “Relations and legitimacy in the Muslim world are a high priority. 
Many aid workers have told me that they believe that nothing less than univer
salism of the international humanitarian movement is at stake.”56 

Nuria Brikci argues that nothing about Islamic NGOs is inherently opposed 
to the principles of humanity, impartiality, and neutrality. She makes the point, 
however, that Islamic NGOs come in many different forms, and that some do 
indeed find these concepts to be “in profound opposition to their understand
ing of their religion.”57 Even some of these groups have found common ground 
with Western aid agencies and donors. In the 2005 Pakistan earthquake emer
gency, several so-called  jihadi groups developed working relationships with 
the UN and donors, running camps, coordinating distributions, and providing 
medical support.58 This had positive results in the short term, since many of 
these groups were able to draw on their existing base of support in the com
munities, but as Jawad Hussain Qureshi argues, it may also have helped to 

52 Abdel-Rahman Ghandour, “Humanitarianism, Islam and the West: Contest or Cooperation,” 
Humanitarian Practice Network (London: Overseas Development Institute, 2003). The mistrust 
between some Islamists and Western-oriented humanitarians is also influenced by a history of 
disagreement over the form that international humanitarian law has taken. See James Cockayne, 
“Islam and International Humanitarian Law: From a Clash to a Conversation between Civiliza
tions,” International Review of the Red Cross 84, no. 847 (2002): 597–626. 

53 Jerome Bellion-Jourdan. “Islamic Relief Organisations: Between Islamism and Humanitari
anism,” ISIM Newsletter, no. 5 (2000): 15. 

54 Jonathan Benthall, “Humanitarianism and Islam after 11 September,” Humanitarian Policy 
Group Report 14 (London: Overseas Development Institute, 2003), 37–47. 

55 Islamic Relief, Annual Report and Financial Statements, Year Ending Dec. 31, 2005 
(Birmingham, U.K.: Islamic Relief). The DEC comprises thirteen of the largest and most infl uential 
NGOs in Britain, including Oxfam, Save the Children, and the British Red Cross. 

56 Anderson, “Humanitarian Inviolability in Crisis,” 62. 
57 Brikci, “Is Cultural Proximity the Answer?” 
58 Jawad Hussain Qureshi, “Earthquake Jihad: The Role of Jihadis and Islamist Groups after 

the October 2005 Earthquake,” Humanitarian Exchange, no. 34 (2006): 6–8. 



   

  

 

 

 

  
 

 

  

 

 

   
    

    

The Power of Holding Humanitarianism Hostage 189 

contribute “to building the capacity and legitimacy of Islamist groups . . . and 
has raised their profi le as humanitarian actors.” 59 

Sacred Secularism 

Current debates in both international humanitarian as well as peace and se
curity circles about the need to preserve humanitarian space have elevated so-
called humanitarian principles, particularly impartiality and neutrality, to the 
level of the secular-sacred. So firmly do those espousing humanitarian ideals 
cling to them that they are often given priority over other sacred values rooted 
in religious precepts of morality. The clash between the two can be seen by 
some as an attempt to elevate one at the expense of the other. Thus, humani
tarianism is interpreted as an opposing force to religion. This may seem ironic 
to many NGOs that have themselves originated from—and however secular 
may still be aligned with—religious foundations.60 

Abdel-Rahman Ghandour argues that many individuals and groups with 
strong religious alliances cannot accept organizations that claim to be secular 
or even atheistic. They may consider such groups to be even more offensive to 
their sense of moral righteousness than those organizations that openly adhere 
to a religious foundation different from their own. Thus, Ghandour says: 

Whatever the situation even when the atmosphere is extremely tense, the 
Islamic volunteer will always prefer to deal with a ‘Christian’ rather than 
an atheist ‘possessing neither faith nor law.’ Because their concept of so
ciety is governed by religious precepts, Islamics cannot easily accept the 
idea that secular international NGOs are the products of Western socie
ties in the process of shedding their Christian faith. This they would regard 
as a terrible consequence of the radical loss of essential moral values.61 

By this reasoning, it might be argued that organizations that adhere to some 
kind of faith-based morality may face less risk than those whose primary al
legiance is to humanitarian ideals that are shown in practice to be impossible 
to maintain. Available evidence does not permit us to evaluate whether this is 
indeed the case. 

This argument suggests that defending or clarifying humanitarian principles 
is unlikely to increase the security of those who seek to work in their shelter. 

59 Ibid. 
60 In addition to the more obvious NGOs whose religious background guides their work (e.g., 

Christian Aid, Islamic Relief, and World Vision), some of the agencies seen as being more secular 
(e.g., Oxfam and Save the Children) were founded by groups united by a common religious faith. 
For a description of ICRC’s Christian roots, see Cockayne, “Islam and International Humanitarian 
Law,” 597–626. 

61 Ghandour, “Humanitarianism, Islam and the West.” 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  
 

    
    

190 Humanitarianism in Question 

In many cases the strategic selection of aid workers as targets seems to refl ect 
a keen understanding of what these principles mean and how they are used. 
Those who attack aid workers are confident that a great number of people 
throughout the world also hold these principles to be sacred, so that attacks 
will attract attention in a more powerful way than violence directed at a clearly 
military target would. The public attention focused on the counterinsurgency 
in Iraq following the murder of CARE country director Margaret Hassan and 
the bombing of the UN and ICRC headquarters did much more to call atten
tion to those opposed to the U.S.-led occupation than attacking a convoy of 
soldiers would have done. The execution of the ACF workers did more to let 
the world know that the confl ict in Sri Lanka had reignited than any other act 
could have. Attacking the symbolism that humanitarian agencies lay claim to 
amounts to a rejection of the principles so many pages (this book included) 
have been dedicated to elucidating. 

A Problem of Perception? 

Ultimately, the goal of manipulating humanitarian symbols, through either at
tack or militarization, is to win over public support and loyalty, not only within 
the country where the conflict is being fought but also and increasingly in the 
global arena. The disaggregation of the notion of “public” here is crucial. Ac
cording to Andreas Wigger, “A humanitarian organization needs to know as 
precisely as possible what matters to the various segments of a population. 
It needs to know for whom the radical Islamists’ anti-western slogans make 
sense, and whose opinions are shaped by them.”62 Very often the recipients of 
humanitarian assistance are not the primary intended focus of public relations 
tactics carried out in their name. Kenneth Anderson argues that in Iraq 

what matters is not so much the general Iraqi public perception of the 
relationship between international aid groups and the occupation. In
stead, what matters is that Iraqi terrorists correctly understand that these 
groups, whether the aid groups and agencies admit it or even understand 
it, contribute to rebuilding an Iraq in the long term that aims to have no 
place in it for terrorists and guerrillas.63 

By their actions, those hostile to humanitarian actors seek to undermine sup
port for them, with the ultimate goal of eroding support for the new regime 
in Iraq. 

Civilians thus are symbols too, even if their own agency may be limited 
by those who profess to act in their defense or interest. As symbols, the 

62 Wigger, “Encountering Perceptions in Parts of the Muslim World,” 359–60. 
63 Anderson, “Humanitarian Inviolability in Crisis,” 62. 
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demonstration by one or another party to the conflict that civilians are not 
protected, assisted, or respected by the opposing side becomes a valuable 
tactic. However, such demonstrations are rarely made by aid recipients them
selves. Like most other discussions about humanitarian assistance and how 
it should be delivered, the recipients are rarely seriously consulted. They are 
not the primary audience at whom performative violence against aid workers 
is aimed. Rather, the goal is to attract the attention of those further afi eld. 

Does this mean that concerns about accountability, participation, and the 
empowerment of so-called beneficiaries of aid are not relevant? These terms 
have come to be sprinkled liberally throughout funding proposals and agency 
publicity. As Bill Cooke and Uma Kothari 64 and Mary Anderson65 have shown, 
however, the rhetoric of participatory relief and development remains largely 
a fiction even in contexts in which the organization of the developmental pro
cess is not highly militarized, since true decentering of authority and owner
ship of the terms of assistance does not occur. Indeed, as the killings of ACF 
staff in Sri Lanka show, agencies that have a base of popular support within a 
community may be more at risk if that community is targeted. 

The study by Donini et al. of the perceptions of security held by peace-
support organizations, aid agencies, and local communities in Afghanistan, 
Kosovo, and Sierra Leone revealed that many people see physical safety and 
access to resources as essential elements of overall security. In each of these 
countries, access to food, health care, education, employment, and political 
participation was seen as vital to an overall sense of security. Security was thus 
rooted in a “sense of well-being,”66 a definition that was surely at odds with 
not only humanitarian actors’ definitions but with those of the military forces 
present in the country as well. 

Obviously, perceptions of aid actors vary from one place to the next, and, 
as Hugo Slim has argued, it is important to understand which perceptions 
are held by which actor. 67 In another study of the perceptions of aid recipi
ents, based on interviews in six conflict-affected countries, Donini and Minear 
found that “cultural insensitivity, poor accountability, and bad technique” had 
led to the perception that humanitarian agencies represented a Northern rather 
than a universal ethos of assistance. This has led in some cases to a distrust of 
the humanitarian enterprise, a neglect of the value of local coping strategies, 
and an insistence that indigenous NGOs must adopt “copycat” tactics rather 

64 Bill Cooke and Uma Kothari, Participation: The New Tyranny (London: Zed Press, 2002). 
65 Mary Anderson, Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support Peace—or War (West Hartford, 

Conn.: Kumarian Press, 1999). 
66 Antonio Donini, Larry Minear, Ian Smillie, Ted van Baarda, and Anthony C. Welch,  Mapping 

the Security Environment: Understanding the Perceptions of Local Communities, Peace Support 
Operations, and Assistance Agencies (Medford, Mass.: Tufts University, Feinstein International 
Famine Center, June 2005), 5. 

67 Hugo Slim, “How We Look: Hostile Perceptions of Humanitarian Action,” presentation to 
the conference on “Humanitarian Coordination,” Montreux, Switzerland, April 21, 2004. 
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than their own approaches to providing humanitarian assistance if they are to 
receive funding from Northern donors.68 

The immediate experience of war for civilians who survive it is that it is an 
assault on their livelihoods.69 People may be unable to continue farming or 
herding, may not be able to travel to work or trade, and may be displaced such 
that they can no longer rely on the support of their family and community net
works. Survival in the short to medium term becomes a preoccupation, and aid 
agencies’ ability to respond to civilians’ perceptions of what their basic needs 
are is the principle criteria by which they are judged. It is conceivable that an 
agency that holds strictly to the principle of impartiality (assistance given with 
regard only to need) may in fact decide to respond to some needs and not oth
ers, and thus be condemned by local people for its position. Similarly, those 
who stick too closely to neutrality may find themselves unable to speak out 
about clear violations of international humanitarian law. 

Agencies perceived to be genuinely responding to and providing for people’s 
needs are more likely to be accorded trust and protection at the local level, al
though it is possible to overstate this possibility. Brikci calls for greater efforts 
to understand the cultural, religious, and political climate in which aid workers 
are operating: 

“Cultural proximity” is not the answer to the problems of access and 
insecurity that Western NGOs currently face in countries like Afghanistan 
and Iraq. What is needed instead is investment in training to infuse in hu
manitarian workers an interest in learning about frameworks other than 
their own. This would go some way towards ensuring that anyone could 
work anywhere.70 

While risks would still remain, they might be mitigated by such an approach 
that involves alliances with local NGOs and an appreciation of the priorities 
of local communities. This might ultimately involve the relaxation, in some 
contexts, of the deliberate use of humanitarian principles and symbols as pro
tective shields and a recognition that other principles such as cultural respect 
may bring greater security if pursued in collaboration with legitimate and rec
ognized counterparts. 

In Afghanistan, agency staff reported that they faced less risk working in 
project areas because of the “social contract” that they had worked to estab
lish with local communities than they faced while traveling to those areas. 
The risk was perceived to come from communities and individuals that were 
not part of the relationship of trust. Informants cautioned that even when aid 
agencies are valued and trusted, individuals may still face a considerable degree 

68 Donini and Minear, “Humanitarian Agenda 2015”, 15. 
69 Hammond et al., Confl ict and Livelihoods.
70 Brikci, “Is Cultural Proximity the Answer?” 
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of risk at the hands of those who have an interest in an unstable environment 
or in perpetuation of the confl ict. 71 Because of the value of committing perfor
mative violence, those who attack may disregard local support for providers 
of assistance. As Slim points out, “Acceptance can only work [i.e., minimize 
risk] where those who accept us can influence or control the threat.” 72 Civil
ians held hostage by the same people who pose a threat to humanitarians are 
powerless to protect those who work to help them, even if they clearly see them 
as being forces of good. 

A Crisis of Accountability 

If aid recipients are not easily impressed by, or do not see the relevance to 
their lives of, agency claims of impartiality, neutrality, and independence, then 
what criteria do they use to evaluate the actions of their benefactors? It should 
not perhaps be surprising to find that people tend to evaluate the effective
ness, good intentions, and trustworthiness of aid providers on the basis of 
the kind of criteria that they also judge development projects in nonconfl ict 
conditions. Even when recipients of aid have a nuanced understanding of 
the work of the humanitarian agencies operating in a conflict situation, op
position to the ways that individual organizations work may be based on a 
mismatch between the affected population’s real needs and outsiders’ under
standings of those needs. 

Recipients of aid are often critical of international aid agencies because of 
the mismatch of lifestyles referred to previously. I asked a former colleague of 
mine in Somaliland, himself Somali, to gather some information about peo
ple’s opinions about international aid agencies working there. In an e-mail, he 
responded: 

The beneficiaries generally feel that international western organizations 
spend more funds on themselves than on providing humanitarian assis
tance to the beneficiaries. The UN system has come under criticism for 
spending the lion’s share of the foreign aid [allocated to Somalia and 
Somaliland] in Kenya and not on the ground in Somaliland. 

Local communities’ impressions of international aid agencies are hardly 
ever expressed in terms of the organization’s commitment to impartiality, neu
trality, or independence. Agencies that typically receive the best reviews are 
those whose projects attempted to address the reduced access to essential re
sources that the conflict had brought about. 73 Even in countries where distrust 

71 Donini et al., Mapping the Security Environment. 
72 ECHO, “Report on Security of Humanitarian Personnel,” 24. 
73 Donini et al., Mapping the Security Environment. 
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of humanitarian secularism prevails, international organizations are accorded 
greater trust when their work responds to the livelihood needs of affected 
communities. 

The Need to Rethink the Role of Humanitarian Principles 

If recipients support the work of aid providers but are unable to protect them, 
because they may be under attack themselves, then what is the relationship 
between being accountable to beneficiaries and minimizing risk? To what ex
tent, if any, does a positive or negative evaluation of humanitarian work by 
recipients influence the level of risk that aid workers face? It is not possible to 
answer these questions with a prescriptive equation that identifies which fac
tors necessarily increase or reduce risk. 

What is needed to reduce risk is a self-conscious analysis of who could po
tentially benefit from performative violence meted out to humanitarian work
ers, whether or not humanitarian principles are likely to be respected such 
that humanitarian space can be created for delivery of relief, and whether re
cipients of assistance are in any position to provide even limited protection to 
humanitarian staff operating on their behalf. Such analyses will change over 
time and with the shifting dynamics of the conflict, so they must be constantly 
interrogated and updated. What is essential, however, is not to be lured into a 
false sense of security that comes from believing in the clarity of one’s image, 
message, or principles, which have the inherent power to provide protection 
or to minimize risk. Hoffman and Weiss note that “with a few exceptions, 
humanitarians have yet to factor [the demise of independence, impartiality, 
neutrality] into their standard operating procedures.”74 What humanitarians 
have to come to terms with is not, I suggest, the demise of these principles but 
the possibility that they may be co-opted by forces that present a real danger to 
the lives and work of those who seek to assist civilians in confl ict zones. 

I do not want to advocate abandoning humanitarian principles. Despite the 
best efforts of militaries, counterinsurgents, and some NGOs that oppose the 
idea of safe humanitarian space, promoting impartiality, neutrality, and indepen
dence can in many settings help to open up or maintain access to people in need. 
However, if aid agencies are to successfully carry out their missions, then just as 
important as—and more important than in some cases—defending principles is 
the need to promote good practice in the areas of transparency, accountability, 
and responsiveness to local needs. Paying more attention to operational princi
ples requires understanding the ways in which conflict and disaster have affected 
civilians, and developing assistance projects through consultation and participa
tory needs assessments that are not mere window dressing but that really make 
people feel included in designing and managing their own assistance. Such an 

74 Hoffman and Weiss,  Sword and Salve, 173. 
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approach may involve collaboration with local NGOs, including Islamic chari
ties and organizations in many areas of conflict. This should be done to provide 
a better quality of service, not to reduce risk to aid workers. 

The prognosis for minimizing the dangers to aid agency staff is not good. As 
the scale and number of international armed conflicts continues to be high, aid 
workers will continue to face great dangers. Staff will continue to be targeted. 
However, if they want to avoid being entirely co-opted by military forces, or 
shut down by those who would take advantage of their presence to stage a 
public attack, they should also engage in a new compact with those in whose 
name they profess to be serving. 
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Sacrifice, Triage,
and Global Humanitarianism 

Peter Redfield 

“Are all these deaths necessary?” is the question we systematically address 
to political powers. Why? Because we have taken the arbitrary and radical 
decision to help the people society has decided to sacrifi ce. 

Jean Hervé Bradol, president of MSF-France 

Everyone, it seems, is a humanitarian now. At least, concern for human life 
serves as a key value in international moral discourse, referenced by advocacy 
groups, states, and even military forces. Rarely, however, is the ethical logic 
of this humanitarian goal delineated in public beyond categorical injunctions, 
calls to arms, and recriminations. And not infrequently, the media glow of 
successive crises overshadows the topography of human agony. Rather than 
occur in a vacuum, humanitarian action now transpires amid a wide fi eld of 
humanitarian expectations and abstractions, as well as specific local condi
tions. How then, to defend life in the particular, when it is already rhetorically 
defended in universal terms? A would-be humanitarian faces a signifi cant 
problem of selection, particularly if seeking to act on a global stage. Amid a 
world of endless needs, what causes should be taken up, and what let go? 

In this chapter I address part of this problem via an exploration of humani
tarian assertions of value. My starting point is a theme introduced by the presi
dent of the French section of Médecins Sans Frontières, Jean-Hervé Bradol, 
namely that humanitarianism works “against” the sort of human sacrifi ce rou
tinely practiced by an international political order that accepts that certain 
populations may die.1 I will take this claim seriously, for I find it potentially 

1 Jean-Hervé Bradol, “The Sacrificial International Order and Humanitarian Action,” in  In 
the Shadow of “Just Wars”: Violence, Politics, and Humanitarian Action, ed. Fabrice Weissman 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 5. 
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revealing. Certainly humanitarianism categorically refuses to sanction suffer
ing for any end. The term “sacrifice,” however, evokes a much broader fi eld of 
reference, from giving to self-denial, and recalls a longer tradition of anthro
pological analysis of ritual offering or strategic forfeiture. Most fundamentally, 
sacrifice represents a deep engagement with religious or political forces. Any 
claim to oppose sacrifice in general, then, suggests a signifi cant rupture with 
the system of value maintained by them. 

In the first part of this chapter I lay out the logic of sacrifi ce implied 
in Bradol’s position. Although endorsing his oppositional definition of the 
humanitarian moral stance, I suggest that the position of any humanitarian 
organization grows more complicated at the level of operational practice. If 
matters of life and death play a central role in contemporary politics, such 
that effective government now entails monitoring and caring for a popu
lation, then humanitarianism hardly escapes this broader norm by oppos
ing suffering. Rather, humanitarians seek to humanize and reform political 
power, so that it will live up to its rhetorical promise of promoting wel
fare. At the same time, humanitarian organizations operate across national 
boundaries, actively running projects of their own to promote the creation of 
healthy subjects. Humanitarianism thus maintains a complex relationship to 
sovereignty, seeking to restrict and redirect it even while engaging in parallel 
activities. 

In the second part of the chapter I turn from humanitarian principles to the 
messier terrain of humanitarian projects and their inherent problem of selec
tion. Alongside categorical denunciations of suffering, groups such as MSF 
must continually decide how to allocate their available resources and whether 
to let certain projects and populations go. Here we encounter the dilemma 
of prioritization. To outline this in more formal terms, I refer to the medical 
tradition of prioritization in crisis settings known as “triage.” Triage has the 
advantage of representing a system of prioritization based on the facts of suf
fering themselves. As such, it rejects all other claims to value, disengaging with 
social, political, or religious criteria that might distinguish one victim from 
another. Unlike sacrifice, triage is not about exchange, strategy, or passionate 
connection of any sort. Rather, it emphasizes dispassionate separation and a 
pragmatic focus on immediate action. At the same time, however, selection 
necessarily entails loss, giving some things up by virtue of putting others fi rst. 
Moments of triage thus confront humanitarians with a potential conundrum 
of designating their own sacrifice, even while opposing the sacrifices of oth
ers. A widening field of concerns addressed by humanitarian organizations, 
combined with the global scope of contemporary media and humanitarian 
action, has exacerbated the problem of selection over the last two decades. 
Although the potential range for action has expanded, the duration of media 
attention has not, blurring different crises into a single form. And the more 
humanitarians respond to inherently social conditions such as AIDS or sexual 
violence, or recognize root problems such as poverty, the more they confront 
the problem of triage and the disconcerting shadow of sacrifi ce. 
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The last part of the chapter examines MSF as a particularly revealing case 
study—a relatively affluent and independent humanitarian group suffused 
with a distinctly global ambition. I give two examples of the organization’s 
choice of action that reveal tensions within humanitarian triage, and then 
a third that marks its limit. MSF’s adventures in Uganda, a long-term fi eld 
location, illustrate the manner in which humanitarianism incorporates a form 
of triage at the level of practice by opening and closing projects, and resisting 
or embracing issues such as HIV/AIDS. Although MSF’s self-designated pur
view has expanded, references to fundamental principles plays a signifi cant 
role in defining and limiting projects. From a local perspective, however, the 
end of engagement is less clearly justifiable, and appears akin to abandon
ment or sacrifi ce of that population. MSF’s outspoken rejection of continued 
fund- raising in response to the Indian Ocean tsunami, on the other hand, 
illustrates the possibility of a more public form of triage, one that confronts 
the logic of sacrifice directly in order to disrupt it. In an era of rhetorical 
humanitarianism, such gestures may grow increasingly vital to ethical claims 
to humanitarian action, which now must confront not only specifi c forms 
of suffering but also widespread symbolic promises of assistance. Finally, 
MSF’s efforts to protect its own personnel illustrates a limit to its ability to 
stand apart from sacrifice or to evaluate life solely through facts of suffering. 
In extreme circumstances, its operational response is to restrict or give up a 
mission. 

“Against Sacrifi ce” 

In 2003–04, MSF released the latest volume of its irregular book series on the 
theme of “populations in danger.”  In the Shadow of “Just Wars”: Violence, 
Politics, and Humanitarian Action addressed dilemmas confronting humani
tarianism in an era of warfare justified by humanitarian goals. 2 In the book’s 
introduction, Bradol denounces what he calls “the sacrifi cial international 
order,” a political logic that inevitably produces victims in its quest for stability 
and a “better world.”3 Although recognizing that legal efforts to “humanize” 
warfare might offer tempting situational benefits, he stresses that humanitari
anism’s investment in law must remain opportunistic, as law itself can also be 
a form of violence. When law is violence there is a categorical moral imperative 
to relieve suffering and oppose its sources. Organizations devoted to preserv
ing human life and dignity thus define a refusal of political order that is itself 
fundamentally oppositional: 

2 Weissman,  Shadow of “Just Wars.”
3 Bradol, “Sacrifi cial International Order,” 4–5. 



   

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  
  

   
     

 

Sacrifi ce, Triage, and Global Humanitarianism 199 

Humanitarian action, as we understand it, directly challenges the logic 
that justifi es the premature and avoidable death of a part of humanity in 
the name of a hypothetical collective good. “Are all these deaths really 
necessary?” is the question we systematically address to political powers. 
Why? Because we have taken the arbitrary and radical decision to help 
the people society has decided to sacrifi ce. . . . Consequently, if humani
tarian action is to be consistent, it will inevitably clash with the estab
lished order. 4 

The humanitarian spirit, according to this rendering, rejects both realpolitik 
and political utopianism by resisting the suffering that each might justify. 

However grandiose in the scope of its articulation, Bradol’s recourse to sac
rifice as a thematic point of opposition is revealing and helpful for a discussion 
of the humanitarian ethical problem of selection. In place of the superfi cial 
redemption through self-sacrifice projected onto humanitarianism, it suggests 
a more absolute and obstinate commitment to defend actually existing life. 
The sacrifice that Bradol refuses is not only the classic surrender of valued be
ings for a greater cause, but also the callous extermination of devalued beings 
whose life represents an obstacle, or the thoughtless neglect that allows people 
in precarious circumstances to perish. Beyond the immediate victims of politi
cal conflict, he cites AIDS patients lacking drugs, North Korean refugees, and 
famine victims in Angola. Overlooking any of these suffering populations to 
focus on a “just war” violates fundamental humanitarian principle. All who 
are currently living deserve attention, and no death should be justified for other 
ends. In this sense, Bradol’s proclamation represents a break not only with 
both utopian illusions and realist cynicism but also with the larger pattern 
of ritual expression that anthropology has understood under the category of 
ritual sacrifi ce. 

Sacrifice is an old topic for anthropology, so old in fact that it rarely fea
tures in contemporary debates. For my purposes here, I turn to a classic work 
by Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, Sacrifice: Its Nature and Functions, origi
nally published in 1898. Recognizing the complexities of this central form 
of religious ritual, Hubert and Mauss examine a wide range of rites before 
finally providing a definition focused on the relational and transformative sig
nificance of destruction. 5 Following Hubert and Mauss’s functionalist schema, 

4 Ibid., 5–6. 
5 “But if sacrifice is so complex, whence comes its unity? It is because, fundamentally, beneath 

the diverse forms it takes, it always consists in one same procedure, which may be used for the 
most widely differing purposes. This procedure consists in establishing a means of communication 
between the sacred and the profane worlds through the mediation of a victim, that is, of a thing 
that in the course of the ceremony is destroyed.” Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, Sacrifi ce: Its 
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the sacrificial victim serves as a conduit between the realm of sacred value and 
the profanity of ordinary existence, and in that sense offers redemption. A vic
tim is chosen and offered up with the expectation of a return. For Hubert and 
Mauss, struggling to encapsulate a broad swath of human traditions, ritual 
acts are necessarily significant in social terms. In this sense the loss involved in 
sacrifice is never absolute, but always relational and ultimately generative. In 
the case of human sacrifices, these would be deaths that inherently matter. No 
victim can die in vain, in the sense that the act itself reinforces social bonds 
for those participating and believing in the rite, even as it may symbolically 
fertilize the earth. Moreover, classic ritual sacrifice stems from willful action, 
not carelessness or oversight, and the thing lost necessarily commands value. 
Whatever sacrifice has been in various times and places, it has always en
tailed signification extending beyond the being or thing sacrificed. And like 
any ritual, it would implicate other times than the current moment of action: 
a past to be taken as precedent and a future to be taken as a promised return. 
Refusing sacrifice, then, would constitute a radical insistence on the present 
and disrupt any cyclical renewal of social bonds. It would, as Bradol suggests, 
be a fundamentally oppositional act, valuing life above all else. 

When Bradol refers to a “sacrificial” international order, however, he means 
something both more and less than traditional sacrifi ce. The far-fl ung victims he 
cites are not all intentional ones, let alone carefully selected to represent an of
fering. Some are casualties of active devaluation, others of passive neglect. What 
they share is the fact of their destruction and the suggestion that their lives are 
expendable, mattering little if at all. The scope of this sacrifice is thus quite ex
pansive, and its significance relatively weak. At the same time the collective good 
putatively achieved in exchange—political order—remains at best a limited, and 
relatively profane, variant of the sacred.6 Moreover, Bradol implicates a wide 
range of actors of a greater aid system within the logic that would submit human
itarian concerns to political interests.7 Many of these actors (such as UN agencies 
and NGOs) share MSF’s concern for life, and the system as a whole presents itself 
in the name of alleviating suffering. His humanitarian position is thus hardly ex
ternal to the international order, however oppositional it may strive to be. 

The work of Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben offers an analytic con
text for locating contemporary political values of life and death. In discussing 
the growing significance of life in political discourse and practice, Foucault 
proposes a key break between an era where a sovereign paid no attention to 

Nature and Functions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, [1898] 1964), 97, emphasis in origi
nal. I am indebted to Christopher Roberts, “Machining the Sacred: A Critical Exploration of 
‘Sacrifice: Its Nature and Functions,’ ” MA thesis, Department of Religious Studies, University of 
North Carolina–Chapel Hill, 2003, for a lucid and provocative reading of this passage. 

6 It is also one inverted variant of a longer French tradition connecting sacrifi ce with revolution
ary violence. See Jesse Goldhammer,  The Headless Republic: Sacrificial Violence in Modern French 
Thought (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005). 

7 Bradol, “Sacrifi cial International Order,” 21. 
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the bodily affairs of subjects and one where facts of existence could become the 
focus of specific operations of government. Thus the emergence of state inter
est in such things as birth rates, issues of public hygiene, and the regulation of 
sexual acts in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe redefines the relation
ship of those governing with those who are governed: “One might say that the 
ancient right to take life or let live was replaced by a power to foster life or dis
allow it to the point of death.”8 What Foucault’s formulation makes clear is the 
extent to which political rule now involves the domestic welfare of populations. 
Functioning states are expected to maintain not only order but also ministries 
of health, education, and the like. The breakdown implied in the terms such as 
“failed state” thus extends far beyond the simple rule of law. Moreover, the ex
ercise of productive forms of power fostering life implies the inverse possibility 
of withholding care, of “indirect killing” through expulsion or rejection. The 
absence of a government clinic or international neglect can therefore represent 
a violation of political responsibility. In this sense the humanitarian worldview 
is thoroughly biopolitical, even in its oppositional form. 

Political concern for the facts and details of living produces death as well as 
life. Foucault suggests that justifi cations for war shift from protecting the sov
ereign to protecting the population through the adoption of political racism. 
Race politics introduce a break between “what must live and what must die” 
in biological terms, suggesting that the death of others may enhance survival.9 

Giorgio Agamben follows a related theme in a different direction, reading back 
through Roman law to fi nd homo sacer, the “sacred” man who paradoxically 
can be killed but not sacrificed, because he stands outside the bounds of the 
law. 10 Embodying the dual nature of sacer as both sacred and accursed, this 
victim escapes the logic of sacrifice altogether, being excluded from ordinary 
social relations and the constraints of taboo, murder, and contamination. For 
Agamben, this obscure figure helps define the possibility of “life that does not 
deserve to live” and the nonsacrificial death of the genocide victim, whose de
struction is an act undertaken en masse precisely in rejection, rather than rec
ognition, of its value. Embedded in the legal power of sovereignty to abrogate 
law, he suggests, lies the capacity to reduce human life to existence, replacing 
the full political citizen with a bundle of basic needs and physical states. Far 
from being limited to totalitarian regimes, this attribute of sovereignty runs 
deep and wide through the liberal form of government. Agamben’s dark vi
sion thus features an international order that looms as ominously as Bradol’s, 

8 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1 (New York: Vintage, 1990), 138; see also 
Foucault, Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1975–1976, ed. Mauro 
Bertani and Alessandro Fontana (New York: Picador, 2003), 240–41. 

9 Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, 254. 
10 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford: Stanford Univer

sity Press, 1998), esp. 71–86. See also Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive (New 
York: Zone Books, 1999),  States of Exception (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), Hannah 
Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), and Carl Schmitt, Polit
ical Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1985 [1922]). 
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although it produces bare existence and extermination rather than meaning
ful sacrifice. It also calls humanitarianism into question, inasmuch as the hu
manitarian emphasis on human existence, health, and states of crisis ultimately 
contributes to this larger historical trajectory. Whatever the relative merits of 
Agamben’s larger argument, it serves to highlight the complex contemporary 
politics of exception and the ambiguities of survival.11 

What then to make of Bradol’s humanitarian with respect to the problem 
of sacrifice? On the one hand, humanitarianism lies symbolically embedded 
in a landscape of altruism and giving, and popular imagination positions the 
humanitarian worker as a figure of virtuous self-denial. On the other hand, hu
manitarian morality cannot sanction the loss of human life or dignity, or yield 
them up in a ceremony of destruction. Classic ritual sacrifice—and a range of 
traditional rites involving physical pain—would be unthinkable for a proper 
humanitarian. Secular understandings of life in particular limit the availabil
ity of spiritual redemption or meaningful participation in religious ritual.12 

The justification of suffering for utopian ends—a common feature of political 
ideology—is likewise unavailable because it would betray the fundamental 
moral value of human life and dignity. For humanitarian thought does not 
permit the possibility of truly meaningless suffering. Any claim that overwrites 
misery with a higher principle runs the risk of erasing the meaningfulness of 
that human life, a prospect that the worldview of any humanitarian organiza
tion axiomatically rejects. This rejection extends well beyond formal geno
cide to include all manner of ordinary tragedy. There are no worthless human 
beings in the humanitarian universe, and thus no one should be written off. 
To quote a blanket statement that I have encountered in multiple forms and 
contexts, “People should not die of stupid things.” The category of “stupid 
things” here corresponds to a vast universe of avoidable misfortune, including 

11 Agamben, Homo Sacer, 133–34. Although skeptical of aspects of Agamben’s sweeping analy
sis, anthropologists addressing humanitarianism have found it generative, e.g., Didier Fassin and 
Paula Vasquez, “Humanitarian Exception as the Rule: The Political Theology of the 1999 Tragedia 
in Venezuela,”  American Ethnologist 32, no. 3 (2005): 389–405; and Miriam Ticktin, “Where 
Ethics and Politics Meet: The Violence of Humanitarianism in France,”  American Ethnologist 33, 
no. 1 (2006): 33–49. For a broader suggestion of humanitarian “migrant sovereignty,” see Mariella 
Pandolfi, “L’industrie humanitaire: Une souveraineté mouvante et surpacoloniale,”  Multitudes 3 
(2000): 97–105. 

12 Although individual humanitarian actors might have various and complex motivations, they 
inhabit a system that assumes a separation between collective politics and private belief. In this 
sense, secularism is not simply the absence of religion but an interpretive prism for actions and 
events that redistributes them into a distinct legal and moral framework. For a secular worldview, 
the sacred could never transcend the profane, but remains bound up in worldly terms. Life itself, 
therefore, takes on a heightened significance in defining value, while suffering represents depriva
tion rather than a path to posthumous virtue. See Talal Asad,  Formations of the Secular: Chris
tianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2003), and James Faubion, 
“Religion, Violence, and the Vitalistic Economy,”  Anthropological Quarterly 76, no. 1 (2003): 
71–85. 
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otherwise treatable diseases and the by-products of violence. As in Hubert and 
Mauss’s classic understanding of sacrifice, the humanitarian defines death in a 
manner such that it is always inherently meaningful. 

When the president of MSF-France writes in opposition to what he terms 
“the sacrificial international order,” the real violation is the eradication of lives 
that ultimately do not count in their particularity, even when they are defended 
in the name of abstract values and “just wars.” Like Agamben’s  homo sacer, 
they stand outside the boundaries that define social significance. But their deaths 
may not even derive from the focused attention of a certain and powerful state; 
as well as being killed, they can also be simply left to die or not noticed at all. 
For whether political powers intervene militarily, pursue political involvement, 
or abstain completely, their response to crises inevitably involves a political 
logic that can always justify death and divide those who may live from those 
who must die. Humanitarian action, Bradol believes, must fundamentally “re
fuse to collaborate with this fatal selection process.”13 Faced with multiple 
outrages and the suffering they generate, MSF and similar organizations seek 
to reclaim the value of life by loudly defending human “dignity.” In this con
text dignity stands in as a baseline of value inherent in human existence.14 By 
appealing to it, even deaths otherwise without weight can be rendered sacred 
again, “sacrifi ced” in the etymological sense of the term. 

Humanitarian action thus represents a complicated reworking of sacrifi ce, 
one extending beyond a gift economy or a volunteer ethos. On the one hand, 
humanitarians resist the practice of destruction inherent in sacrificial rites, re
fusing any exchange whatsoever for life. On the other hand, they resist the 
devaluation of life by others and, in that resistance, effectively reconsecrate 
nonsacrificial killing by recasting it as tragic destruction. This double logic 
becomes apparent in the enumeration of victims, a practice in which humani
tarians routinely engage even while resisting its potential dehumanization.15 

Counting bodies to measure suffering, they simultaneously demand that each 
death register as a categorical loss, all equally precious. At a rhetorical level 
at least, the significance of death remains incalculable, even when it is used to 
enumerate. 

Actual interventions undertaken in the name of humanitarianism, however, 
face an inherent problem of selection of their own. Amid a landscape of di
saster, where should aid be provided, and to whom? To address this second 
problem, I take a closer look at Bradol’s own organization and the medical 
tradition of triage. 

13 Bradol, “Sacrifi cial International Order,” 9. 
14 See Paul Rabinow,  French DNA: Trouble in Purgatory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1999), esp. 102–3 on the emergence of “human dignity” as a category of international concern in 
the aftermath of World War II. 

15 Bradol’s essay, for example, closes with a figure of twenty thousand children saved by MSF 
in Angola in 2002. Bradol, “Sacrifi cial International Order,” 22. 



  

 

 

 
 
  

   
 

 

 

 

 

    
 

 

  
 

 
      

204 Humanitarianism in Question 

Triage without Borders 

Amid the wider landscape of aid organizations, MSF is a particularly promi
nent and interesting case. Although hardly typical of the aid community, the 
group nonetheless embodies the very ambition of global humanitarianism in 
name and mobility. Furthermore, its complex organizational structure (a loose 
federation of largely independent national sections), its contentious organi
zational history, its medical focus, and its continuing goal of self-refl ection 
make MSF a particularly apt case for this discussion. Thus, I present it here 
as less example than exemplar of the dilemmas of humanitarian selection rela
tive to sacrifice. Like MSF itself, I also alternate between presenting the group 
as a unified public presence and recognizing its considerable divisions on the 
ground.16 

Founded in 1971 as a French effort to create an independent and daring 
medical humanitarianism, MSF expanded into a multinational fixture of emer
gency responses to international health crises during the 1980s and especially 
the 1990s, winning the Nobel Peace Prize in 1999. Along the way, it fostered 
an image of antiheroic heroism, combining an air of urgency with a critical 
sensibility. The group has also developed a distinctly global portfolio of opera
tions, defining its mission in terms of “populations in danger” rather than any 
regional geography. By the time it received its Nobel Prize, MSF was a con
siderable operation, incorporating some two thousand volunteers and fi fteen 
thousand locally hired staff in some eighty countries.17 In the ensuing years, 
the organization continued to grow, and its total income in 2004 reached over 
450 million euros. Although the majority of MSF’s projects address needs amid 
the debris of former empires in Africa and parts of Asia, it also works in Latin 
America and Europe, and its rhetoric regularly addresses human life at large. 
To echo an early advertisement produced on the group’s behalf, this waiting 
room stretches worldwide. 

Relying largely on its own private fund-raising and acknowledging an ever-
expanding set of health concerns (now including such things as psychosocial in
terventions, AIDS treatment, and pharmaceutical advocacy alongside emergency 

16 MSF is a highly decentralized NGO composed of nineteen largely autonomous “national” 
sections, the five most prominent in operational terms being MSF-France, MSF-Belgium, MSF-
Holland, MSF-Switzerland, and MSF-Spain. For my purposes here, however, I will gloss over 
sectional differences in telling a singular history. I began an intermittent ethnographic and histori
cal study of MSF in 2000, concentrating on central nodes in Europe and fi eld projects in Uganda. 
For more of this project, see Redfield, “Doctors, Borders, and Life in Crisis,” and “A Less Mod
est Witness: Collective Advocacy and Motivated Truth of a Medical Humanitarian Movement,” 
American Ethnologist 33, no. 1 (2006): 3–26. For a more expansive history of the original French 
section, see Anne Vallaeys,  Médecins Sans Frontières: La biographie (Paris: Fayard, 2004); for a 
portrait in English including more on the Dutch section, see Dan Bortolotti, Hope in Hell: Inside 
the World of Doctors Without Borders (Buffalo: Firefl y Books, 2004). 

17 Figures drawn from the Médecins Sans Frontières Activity Report for 1999–2000, 82–85. 
Later reports are found at http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/publications/ar/index.cfm. 
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medicine), MSF must continually consider which projects to begin or maintain 
and which to close. MSF is a fully operational nongovernmental organization, 
actively planning and running projects. At the same time, it has a long legacy of 
advocacy and willingness to speak out. Indeed, the group’s internal and external 
claim to authenticity derives not only from daring and high-profi le interventions 
but also from agonized withdrawals. In contexts it deems beyond the humani
tarian pale, MSF reserves the right to withdraw, or agitate until it is evicted. The 
examples are few, but the occasions when sections of MSF have chosen to speak 
out and leave have played a major and controversial role in the organization’s 
history. 18 

Any decision to withdraw or defer response disrupts the fundamental hu
manitarian ethic: that all humans deserve aid. Rony Brauman, Bradol’s de
fining forerunner as the French section’s president, underscores that under 
humanitarianism’s “ethic of emergency” the fact of victimization transcends 
political affiliation, such that the grim fate of the 1970s “boat people” could 
unite political opponents Jean-Paul Sartre and Raymond Aron in common 
protest.19 But, in practice, victims of different crises have varying degrees and 
kinds of need. However symbolically taxing, in operational terms the humani
tarian faces a constant problem of choice among victims. 

To examine the larger issue of selection, I turn to the medical practice of 
sorting known as triage. Like modern humanitarianism, triage derives from 
the experience of war and a medical logic of crisis. The term “triage” derives 
from the French verb trier (to pick or cull). Its historical lineage (like that of the 
ambulance) extends to a surgeon in Napoleon’s army, Dominique-Jean Larrey, 
who recognized the importance of battlefield evaluations and the categoriza
tion of wounded soldiers by the severity of their condition rather than their 
rank or familiarity. The term became standardized in World War I as a principle 
of military medicine.20 With the rise of emergency medicine in the second half 
of the twentieth century, it grew into a routine feature of hospital admissions; 
with the emergence of new technologies it also became a reference in ethical 
debates about the allocation of medical care.21 Triage can signify either a sort
ing that emphasizes survival (prioritizing those who have a chance to live) or 
one that emphasizes severity of need (prioritizing those who need more imme
diate attention). I use the term to gloss the general problem of humanitarian 

18 MSF-France’s eviction from Ethiopia at the height of the Live Aid era of famine response in 
the 1980s, and its withdrawal from refugee camps following the Rwandan genocide, represent 
two such watershed events. The French section’s project to document these events with a bilingual 
series of “casebooks” (collectively entitled Prises de parole publiques de MSF/MSF Speaking Out) 
has generated its own controversy within the organization. 

19 Rony Brauman, L’action humanitaire (Paris: Flammarion, 2000), 65; see also Didier Fassin, 
“La cause des victims,” Les Temps Moderne, no. 627 (2004): 73–91. 

20 Richard Gabriel and Karen Metz, A History of Military Medicine, vol. 2, From the Renais
sance through Modern Times (New York: Greenwood Press, 1992), 158. 

21 C. R. Blagg, “Triage: Napoleon to the Present Day,”  Journal of Nephrology 17, no. 4 (2004): 
629–32. 
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prioritization, which categorizes suffering in order to confront it more effec
tively. I also stress the potential significance of Larrey’s ethical innovation: the 
tradition of triage assigns value on the basis of immediate bodily states, not 
previous social identity. It expects dispassionate professional judgment. 

Aid agencies generally do not refer to triage except as a technical term. 
However, they increasingly deploy techniques that mobilize the larger logic of 
triage, perhaps none more continuously and pervasively than MSF. Because the 
organization has achieved a degree of financial independence while claiming to 
impartially treat the entire world, it bears a particular burden of responsibility 
for choosing where and how to expend its resources. To balance its voluntary 
ethos and the constantly shifting makeup of its personnel, the group began to 
establish a framework of standardized equipment and guidelines, bearing such 
titles as “Rapid Health Assessment of Refugee or Displaced Populations.”22 

The French section also created a nonprofit subsidiary known as Epicentre to 
conduct epidemiological research related to humanitarian issues and crises. 
Epicentre allows MSF to buttress its advocacy documents with numbers as 
well as clinical stories (rendering them more legible in bureaucratic settings), 
and to a certain extent helps guide its decision making, particularly in relation 
to disease-specific programs. The group may oppose the logic of cost-benefi t 
analysis dominant in public health, preferring to center its ethics on the clinical 
scale of “one patient at a time” (to quote a phrase that appears frequently in 
recent literature). Yet it regularly generates and deploys epidemiological data. 
These data allow MSF to represent the biomedical condition of “populations 
in danger” (another frequent point of reference) and to proclaim and enact a 
technically appropriate response. At the same time they provide an additional 
mechanism for project selection and evaluation. 

Over the three decades of its existence, MSF has expanded the scope of 
its operations far beyond its initial emergency response. The categorical logic 
of humanitarianism is, by its very nature, inflationary. If defending life and 
alleviating suffering are the goals, then cause matters less than condition.23 

An expanded range of potential duties, however, only further complicates the 
essential problem of which to actualize. Moreover, issues such as HIV/AIDS, 
sexual violence, and mental health have inherent social dimensions and do not 
lend themselves to quick or mobile solutions. Although the group’s assets and 
organizational capacity continue to grow, they are finite. A few of the many 
potential patients can be treated, but the vast majority must continue to wait. 
In contrast to sacrifice, triage focuses on salvation rather than destruction. 
Nonetheless, it involves selection, and thus giving up anything not chosen. 

22 Médecins Sans Frontières, Rapid Health Assessment of Refugee or Displaced Populations 
(Paris: Médecins Sans Frontières/Epicentre, 1999). 

23 “In terms of the destruction of human life, what difference is there between the wartime 
bombing of a civilian population and the distribution of ineffective medicines during a pandemic 
that is killing millions of people?” Bradol, “Sacrifi cial International Order,” 8. 
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Uganda amid Global Humanitarianism 

To better ground the larger problem of operational triage, I briefl y outline 
MSF’s shifting pattern of missions in one national setting, Uganda. Although 
any long-term field site would illustrate the general point, Uganda has the ad
vantage of being located at the uncertain edge of several crises, rather than 
being the center of one. North of Rwanda, south of Sudan, and east of the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (formerly Zaire), Uganda has at various points 
served as a base for humanitarian operations elsewhere. Prominently featured 
in HIV/AIDS research and policy debates, the country represents a front line 
in the broader field of international health. Uganda also struggles with a large 
displaced population of its own, uprooted by a simmering insurgency in the 
north. At the same time, international NGOs have found Uganda a relatively 
easy place in which to operate due to its use of the English language, climate, 
and relative stability in recent decades. Consequently, the country incorporates 
a large NGO sector, and the different sections of MSF rub shoulders with many 
potential substitutes and competitors. Uganda thus presents the organization 
with a complex of ongoing choices.24 

MSF-France first arrived in Uganda in 1980 amid episodes of famine ac
companying the fall of Idi Amin. At the time, the group was still quite small 
and somewhat disorganized, one of several private and state organizations en
deavoring to provide a measure of assistance in and around the multiple parts 
of the United Nations system. Over the following years, it maintained a series 
of projects, largely located in northern Uganda, serving refugees from neighbor
ing countries. When the refugee situation became relatively stable in 1986, the 
group reoriented its mission and began to combat sleeping sickness in the north
ern town of Moyo. By the early 1990s, MSF-France had been joined by teams 
from other sections of the expanding organization. MSF-Holland opened a ref
ugee project and ran programs in Zaire from Kampala, while MSF-Switzerland 
joined MSF-France in Moyo to begin an AIDS program and also helped start 
two local NGOs, one devoted to training traditional healers in combating the 
disease. At the end of the decade MSF-France began an AIDS-related program 
in Arua, while MSF-Switzerland was on the Kenyan border at Amudat, treating 
pastoralists with kala-azar (a chronic and potentially fatal parasitic infection 
of the viscera). In 2000, the group also responded to the Ebola outbreak in 
Gulu. The last sleeping sickness site closed in late 2002, even as the Arua AIDS 
program began offering antiretroviral therapy. The next year the French, Swiss, 
and Dutch groups opened major new projects to assist populations displaced 
by the country’s shadowy northern war around Soroti, Gulu, and Lira. And 

24 The French have the longest track record in Uganda, and a number of infl uential fi gures 
within MSF-France have spent time in one or another Ugandan mission. Although beyond the 
scope of this chapter to explore, transnational NGOs have geographies and traditions shaped in 
relation to particular places. 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

    

208 Humanitarianism in Question 

in 2004 that crisis won the country a mention in MSF-USA’s annual top-ten 
list of “underreported crises,” a humanitarian barometer of sorts.25 The wheel 
had come full circle, and MSF was back to monitoring nutrition and providing 
basic health care in camps, albeit now keeping an eye on such things as AIDS, 
mental health, and sexual violence in these contexts as well. 

Even such a cursory survey of projects illustrates the degree to which MSF 
has confronted different problems over time. Although all its efforts address 
perceived medical needs, the group’s selection process involves considerable 
contingency beyond the facts of suffering itself. Individual biography can play 
a significant role: the doctor who headed MSF’s Ugandan operations at the start 
of the sleeping sickness program happened to have written a thesis about the 
disease. So too can organizational history: the group located an AIDS program 
in Arua partly because it had worked there before. At earlier points, funding 
played a significant role in project selection, given that MSF ran its refugee proj
ects with funds from the UN and other institutional donors. After emphasizing 
contributions from individual donors in the 1990s, the group had more fi nan
cial leeway to determine its course of action. This was especially apparent in the 
antiretroviral AIDS initiative, an experiment it could simply decide to launch 
worldwide. Some of the recent refugee projects, however, have again involved a 
greater measure of European institutional funding. Project selection thus stems 
from a more heterogeneous set of influences than humanitarian rhetoric might 
suggest, and it can represent quite different rationales and priorities. 

MSF’s record in Uganda also reveals that it is not entirely immune from the 
larger logic of sacrifice. Alongside the group’s frequent announcement of new 
missions and projects, it also makes quieter decisions to close old ones. Even as 
the Arua AIDS effort began to expand, the nearby sleeping sickness program 
wound down. Incidence rates had fallen, and after eighteen years MSF sought 
to hand the operation over to the Ugandan government. When I visited in 2003 
the project lingered only as a small follow-up study, along with a dwindling 
supply of donated pharmaceuticals and bicycles, as well as a once-adopted, 
now-abandoned dog. MSF is hardly alone in shutting up shop or allowing a 
project to dissipate. But because the organization defines itself in terms of hu
manitarianism rather than development, and because it specializes in frontline 
medicine and agitation rather than long-term care, the life span for many of 
its operational endeavors is quite short. Inevitably, people are left behind; once 
stabilized, the crisis patient returns to daily life, however unappealing that may 
be. The continuing emergence of new concerns—a general pattern reinforced 
by MSF’s antibureaucratic ethos and continual turnover of personnel—only 
amplifies the number of potential choices. Whether the fi nal selection appears 
as triage or sacrifice depends partly on perspective. When shifting its attention 

25 “Top Ten Most Underreported Humanitarian Stories of 2004,” http://www.doctorswithout 
borders.org/publications/reports/2005/top10.html. The history assembled here derives from col
lected documents and the author’s fi eld notes. 

http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/publications/reports/2005/top10.html
http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/publications/reports/2005/top10.html
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to suffering elsewhere, MSF breaks social ties, and for those left behind it is 
harder to achieve professional distance. 

Decisions to leave are often painful for the organization as well, particularly 
for staff in the field whose all-consuming world of activity dissolves to reveal 
continuing deprivations. Withdrawals are also disturbing at a more conceptual 
level, for they remind humanitarians that they themselves participate in the 
selection. As a head of mission in Uganda noted to me in 2006, “it’s diffi cult to 
admit that we choose, that we make decisions, that we decide.” Trained as a 
nurse, however, she had encountered the necessity of frontline triage following 
bombing in Chechnya, and found that experience a helpful point of reference 
in recalling the need for distance. 

In keeping with this principle, it falls to the central office of each section— 
which juggles multiple world areas at a remove—to make the fi nal call whether 
to end a particular operation and shift resources elsewhere. Individually and 
collectively, these offices wrestle with the difficult question of determining 
priorities and limiting MSF’s potentially limitless mission. In a characteristic 
remark, a member of the Paris office told me in 2005, “Fighting poverty, or 
something like that, that’s way beyond our reach. We’re like rescue workers 
on a highway after a car crash. Should they stop just because tomorrow there 
will be another crash?” The formulation is apt in identifying crisis response as 
the thematic key to MSF’s sense of action, however much the group’s portfolio 
may have expanded. But it skirts the corollary problem facing the organiza
tion: how to locate the most serious accidents amid a worldwide pileup, and 
how to determine when to move on. For all the group’s assemblage of guide
lines and principles, this is not always clear, and Uganda is precisely the sort of 
borderline context where such decisions prove diffi cult. 

Before setting up an emergency mission, MSF usually sends an exploratory 
team to quickly evaluate the situation. I met one such team in northern Uganda 
at the end of 2004. A multinational trio working for MSF-Spain, they spent 
several days driving about the area, visiting camps and clinics, and talking to 
local officials and the staff of other NGOs. In the evenings they discussed the 
situation among themselves, debating whether the situation was suffi ciently 
dire to warrant intervention. They all agreed it was bad, but they remained 
uncertain whether it was bad enough. Medical needs were signifi cant but did 
not constitute an obvious emergency. The Spanish team also noted that other 
groups (including a mission from MSF-Switzerland) were providing some ser
vices in the area and recommended against starting a project. Such an assess
ment hardly reassures a humanitarian sensibility, however. Six months later 
another team returned and produced a different recommendation. In the end 
MSF-Spain did open a mission, justifying the effort in part by a need to further 
assess and monitor the situation.26 

26 I returned to visit this mission in July 2006. At that point the project remained only partly 
realized, and its staff chafed under what they saw as excessive security restrictions. 
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Other moments in the continuing adventure of MSF in Uganda likewise illus
trate the fundamental edge of uncertainty beneath the group’s mode of decisive 
action. In the span of just a few years, MSF-Holland decided to cease all opera
tions in the country and then came roaring back after an upsurge of violence 
in the north. Viewed from Amsterdam, a convincing case could be made either 
way at different points: to avoid collaboration in a protracted situation subject 
to political manipulation, or to alleviate the medical needs of people living in 
camps. Similarly, MSF-France resisted involving itself in AIDS work for many 
years before dramatically committing itself to pharmaceutical equity and the 
provision of antiretroviral drugs at the end of the 1990s. Viewed from Paris, a 
convincing case could be made either way at different moments: to leave a well-
publicized and complex condition to others, or to promote a more general cause 
and the expansion of a new treatment protocol. From the perspective of north
ern Uganda, or even Kampala, the continual change of direction might appear 
less sanguine. But MSF always reserves the right to decide whether to stay or 
leave, or where to go in the fi rst place. In this sense it differs from some similar 
organizations that maintain a long-term focus on particular project sites, such 
as Partners in Health.27 And in this sense it regularly participates in determining 
what constitutes an exception, if less comfortably than Agamben’s sovereign. 

Unsurprisingly, MSF’s focus tends to rest on initiating projects rather than 
their closure or stillbirth. The practice of any sort of selection disrupts the 
categorical moral logic usually deployed by humanitarianism by distinguishing 
among victims. Even if neglect and suffering stem from a “sacrifi cial interna
tional order” as Bradol suggests, it is difficult not to echo its sacrifi cial logic 
when choosing to withdraw or declining to intervene. MSF may strive to main
tain a realist sensibility about what it can and cannot accomplish. It may favor 
a medical rationale over a political one. But its actions still involve uncomfort
able tasks of selection and prioritization, the act of giving up alongside that of 
reclaiming. Moreover, like all aid organizations, MSF operates within a wider 
political and economic context, the same one that produces and reproduces 
international order. Likewise, humanitarian action depends heavily on media 
presence, given that even private funds derive from public sentiment. In this 
sense, aid agencies remain ever partial and limited in their ability to choose 
a consistent course of action, let alone care for populations. Any triage they 
practice occurs within a broader field of selection around the value of life, one 
hardly confi ned to bodily states or medical criteria. 

Following the Wave 

Here I turn from Uganda, an “underreported” crisis, to one that occupied the 
spotlight. The Indonesian earthquake and Indian Ocean tsunami at the end of 

27 For an overview of the history of Partners in Health, see Tracy Kidder,  Mountains: The Quest 
of Dr. Paul Farmer, a Man Who Would Cure the World (New York: Random House, 2003). 



   

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

    

    

Sacrifi ce, Triage, and Global Humanitarianism 211 

2004 prompted an unexpectedly large secondary wave of humanitarian con
tributions. In response to appeals for help, money poured in—well over $1.5 
billion from the United States alone.28 Commentary on tsunami giving noted 
several factors that may have contributed to this outbreak of contributions. 
Not only was the event a dramatic natural disaster in its own right whose 
victims could appear innocent of any wrongdoing, but also it affected areas 
involved in international tourism. Furthermore, the tsunami occurred at a high 
point on the religious calendars of wealthy Christian nations, amid a holi
day identified with gift exchange. Thanks to both professional and vernacular 
fund-raising, giving opportunities proliferated through commercial contexts. 
In a surprisingly short period of time, tsunami response defined the very cur
rency of humanitarianism. 

On New Year’s Eve, MSF announced that it would no longer seek donations 
earmarked for that cause. Coming a mere week after the event itself and at a 
moment of heightened public concern and record fund-raising in Europe and 
the United States, the group’s statement took both the professional aid commu
nity and members of the contributing public by surprise. The moral moment 
seemed to demand the generosity of contribution and self-sacrifice, at least 
in the minimal but calculable form of alms. However, MSF had already far 
exceeded its fund-raising goals and foresaw only a limited role for its medical 
expertise in this form of natural disaster, which produced considerable death 
and destruction but relatively little disease. The organization asked contribu
tors to allow it to redirect donations to less well-publicized projects elsewhere 
and otherwise offered to return the money. 

Although private donations represent a significant source of independence 
for MSF that free it from the potentially compromising control and funding 
cycles of donors, they also fluctuate according to publicity and the emotive 
power of crises. In general, major natural disasters produce the greatest waves 
of charitable donations, as well as graphic visuals of suffering that obviate the 
need for advocacy or advertising. By contrast, longer-term campaigns address
ing specific diseases or health inequities at a structural level—the very sort of 
thing that private funding has permitted MSF to address—require substantial 
investment of time, money, and image making. They also yield relatively less 
income and are not likely to have a tidy closure.29 The tsunami was an extreme 
case of natural disaster, and MSF’s decision to halt its fund-raising not only 
provoked considerable criticism from many quarters but also confused some 
of its own contributors. How could a humanitarian organization refuse dona
tions for a worthy cause? Others, however, were impressed by what they took 
to be the organization’s renewed commitment to its moral authenticity. After 

28 “Tsunami Relief Giving,” http://www.philanthropy.iupui.edu/tsunami_relief_giving_1–18– 
05.html. 

29 Médecins Sans Frontières and Factnova, “Resultats Etude Qualitative Phase Entretiens Do
nateurs,” MSF-France report, 2004. 

http://www.philanthropy.iupui.edu/tsunami_relief_giving_1%E2%80%9318%E2%80%9305.html
http://www.philanthropy.iupui.edu/tsunami_relief_giving_1%E2%80%9318%E2%80%9305.html
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all, MSF had long embraced controversy in the name of a greater good, and 
part of its stature derived from appearing rigorously virtuous.30 

According to MSF, its decision making in this case derived less from careful 
accounting than a stark recognition of problems of scale. As a key member of 
the Paris offi ce described it to me informally in 2005: 

With such a catastrophe, the first three days are all about life saving, so 
that’s mostly local people who are on the spot. By week three or four 
you’ll have more therapists than patients, otherwise it’s all postemer
gency work, and that’s slow and takes a lot of time. Yes, there is a need 
for mental health, mental health is important. But it’s not life saving in 
the direct sense. Reconstruction, something like the Marshall Plan in 
Europe after World War II, that wasn’t NGOs—most of it will have to be 
state to state. If the west coast of France were suddenly hit by something 
like that we wouldn’t be waiting for NGOs, but for something like the 
U.S. military. The scale is just different. We were out of our depth; it’s 
really the responsibility of the state. But it became this big fiesta of aid 
world fund-raising, and we opposed that. I mean, forty million euros 
in ten days, what we spend for a whole year in Darfur. Niger will be 
financed with unearmarked tsunami money. Ten million euros can save 
twenty-five thousand children. But we can’t pretend we need to keep rais
ing money for the tsunami itself. . . . You can do things with NGOs and 
be effective, but not total reconstruction of a large area. 

From this viewpoint, MSF’s public unwillingness to make claims beyond its 
technical capacity represents a most ethical inflection of triage. Yes, suffering 
will continue, but by halting fund-raising, MSF rejected that part of the greater 
“sacrificial international order” that confuses charitable donations with the 
alleviation of widespread material destitution in the first place, promising far 
more than it will ever deliver. 

A cynic might point out that MSF’s public refusal of further funds in this 
case surely benefited the group’s iconoclastic reputation, and in that sense it 
could ultimately prove self-serving. At the same time, however, it also repre
sents a clear example of the medical logic of triage: prioritization on the basis of 
suffering and need. Public commentary notwithstanding, this was a simple de
cision for the organization, according to the director of MSF-USA. But relative 
to the wider patterns of geopolitical selection and generosity, MSF’s response 

30 See comments collected in MSF-France’s house journal: “Following the Wave,”  Messages, 
no. 134 (March 2005): 25–27. To quote two contrasting examples: (1) “I don’t understand this 
decision. It would have been easier to make a donation to a less media-savvy NGO than MSF. I 
won’t be donating to your association again. . . .” and (2) “The criticisms [of MSF] aren’t justifi ed; 
on the contrary, it’s your attitude that persuades me to donate to other operations of yours in the 
future to the best of my ability.” 
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represents a reflexive possibility of self-limiting humanitarianism. When a par
ticular gesture comes to define the humanitarian norm, a humanitarian agency 
exercises financial triage by refusing the wrong gift. This action disrupts an 
established moral narrative, revealing the larger pattern of destruction that 
surrounds it. The result promises no easy redemption. Like most of the group’s 
projects, it features only a negative impression of full political life. But it does 
illustrate the ethical potential of strategic refusal, amid a continuing effort to 
confront suffering. 

Triage amid Sacrifi ce 

It is too simple to suggest that humanitarianism works “against” sacrifi ce. 
Rather, humanitarian values rework the logic of sacrifice by resisting justifi ca
tions for human suffering and insisting on the significance of life. At the same 
time, however, humanitarian practice involves a form of triage. This grows 
acutely obvious with the emergence of entities such as Médecins Sans Fron
tières that operate on a global scale, engaging and disengaging with specifi c 
populations and specific conditions. Project selection may derive from internal 
rationales and contingent infl uences, but it continually fi lters through external 
forces, such as the availability of funds and media exposure. MSF operates 
with a relative degree of autonomy in this regard, having a well-established ap
paratus for private fund-raising and communications. But it remains bounded, 
in a deeper sense, by its self-defined limits as a humanitarian organization, and 
by its fundamental attachment to the value of life. 

The tensions within MSF’s ethical project grow clear amid actions under
taken by military forces in the name of humanitarianism. The group’s with
drawals from Iraq and Afghanistan mark a newly bitter form of enforced 
selection, determined by larger forces and events on the ground. When human
itarianism serves as a rhetorical norm, it grows more difficult to distinguish one 
action from others that appear related, let alone to clarify its oppositional na
ture. Such is the context in which the president of MSF-France wrote his essay 
against the “sacrificial international order.” The threat of violence beneath 
humanitarian norms delineates an operational limit. For when MSF confronts 
intolerable conditions in the field its main strategic response is withdrawal. To 
withdraw under protest constitutes another form of sacrifice. In giving up a 
mission, MSF reaffirms larger ethical principles, but at the cost of practical ac
tion. Moreover, when humanitarians withdraw to protect personnel (or restrict 
missions to reduce their risk), their decision acknowledges fields of value that 
determine which lives count for more and which for less, in terms other than 
states of suffering. 

MSF became famous in part for its self-proclaimed willingness to test 
boundaries, to denounce and risk expulsion. Even if these actions are histori
cally rare, they have played a defining role for the organization’s ethos and 
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generate a disproportionate amount of its internal and external controversy. 
They also raise the uncomfortable realities of selection and refusal to a level of 
ethical recognition, suggesting that humanitarian virtue might limit humani
tarian action. Facing the more ordinary moments of selection, MSF practices 
a form of triage. For all its local ambiguities, this insistence on actual states of 
suffering can prove a strategic resource, particularly in an era when appeals to 
humanitarianism saturate public rhetoric. MSF’s halt to tsunami fund-raising 
reveals the inequities of media attention, challenging the singularity of any 
one disaster. Such triage finds its limit, however, in the threat of violence. Here 
humanitarians are forced to consider not only which forms of sacrifi ce they 
oppose but also which they will accept. 
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The Distributive Commitments 
of International NGOs 

Jennifer C. Rubenstein 

For the past several years, international nongovernmental organizations such 
as Oxfam and Doctors Without Borders have spent over $4 billion annually 
assisting people affected by earthquakes, famines, epidemics, violent group 
conflicts, and other disasters. 1 This sum is significant, but it is nowhere near 
adequate to aid all disaster-affected people whom NGOs wish to assist. Al-
though a few high-profile disasters, such as the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, 
have elicited more contributions than NGOs can effectively utilize, for the 
most part there is not enough money to go around. NGOs must therefore 
make wrenching decisions about how to distribute the scarce resources at their 
disposal.2 In this chapter I examine the moral and ethical commitments that 
inform these decisions. 

The principles that NGOs use to allocate disaster relief might at fi rst seem 
readily apparent. Since it was created in 1994, more than four hundred NGOs 

1 Development Initiatives, “Global Humanitarian Assistance 2006,” 2006, 47. Available at 
http://www.globalhumanitarianassistance.org. This figure is a conservative estimate for “NGOs” 
in 2005 (most of which are probably international). The estimate for 2003 was $3 billion. Al-
though there are millions of local NGOs, I will here use “NGO” to refer to international NGOs, 
unless otherwise indicated. 

2 I exclude religiously based distributive commitments. This focus on (international) NGOs 
and on disasters might seem narrow: NGOs are engaged in many activities other than disaster 
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(both international and domestic) have signed the Code of Conduct for the In-
ternational Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Re-
lief (henceforth, “the Code”).3 This Code has principles that pertain directly to 
aid distribution. Not every NGO that has signed the Code agrees with or con-
sistently abides by all of its principles. Nonetheless, the existence, prominence, 
and widespread acceptance of the Code suggests that its principles are seen by 
many in the NGO community as plausible, important, and not deeply contro-
versial (yet also not so self-evident that their inclusion would be ridiculous). 

Although it is a significant source of information, the Code does not begin to 
exhaust the morally relevant considerations that NGOs incorporate into their 
distributive decisions. At one level, this is not surprising because the Code con-
sists of only general principles; it does not incorporate the myriad contextual 
judgments that NGOs must make when they apply these principles to specifi c 
situations. Nor does the Code say anything about how NGOs should decide 
among several courses of action, all of which are consistent with the Code. If 
this were all that was left out of the Code, there would be no compelling reason 
to look beyond it. Yet, actual NGO practices, along with the explanations of 
those practices that NGOs offer, suggest that many NGOs allocate aid in part 
on the basis of general, normatively important distributive commitments that 
are not included in the Code. 

The bulk of this chapter is devoted to elucidating these distributive commit-
ments. I describe them, discuss how widespread and explicit they are, identify 
various justifications for them, and consider their propensity to confl ict with 
other commitments and principles. The bases on which NGOs distribute inter-
national disaster aid are far more numerous, subtle, and diverse than the Code 
implies (and than outsiders generally suppose). 

There are two primary reasons why uncovering this diversity is worthwhile. 
One is that it adds breadth, depth, and texture to our understanding of NGO 
distributive practices. In so doing, it contributes to normative debate about 

relief, and disaster relief is provided by many kinds of actors other than NGOs. Yet, even when we 
fix our sights “narrowly” on NGOs and disaster relief, a multitude of distributive commitments 
emerge. Moreover, as many aid professionals point out, the categories of “international NGO” 
and “disaster relief” are themselves far more internally diverse than an outsider might suspect. 
That said, and while I do not offer evidence to support this claim here, many of the distributive 
commitments that I discuss in this chapter are recognized by actors other than NGOs, and by 
NGOs in contexts other than disaster relief. 

3 Online at http://www.ifrc.org/publicat/conduct/index.asp. Retrieved July 22, 2007. All other 
citations of the Code are to this document. Although several such codes have been proposed, the 
Red Cross Code is the most prominent and widely accepted. The Code was originally written to 
guide aid provision in the aftermath of “natural” disasters, but it is often invoked in the context 
of man-made disasters as well, particularly situations of violent group conflict. In addition, sev-
eral principles in the Code are similar to the principles of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, which were originally written to guide aid provision during and immediately after armed 
conflict. See Jean Pictet,  The Fundamental Principles of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (Geneva: International Committee of the Red Cross, 1979). 
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how NGOs should distribute their resources. Like the chef who takes an inven-
tory of the kitchen before beginning to cook, in this chapter I offer an inventory 
of the distributive commitments that NGOs actually have, so as to contribute 
to ongoing collective debate about the commitments that they should have. Of 
course, just because a particular distributive criterion is embraced by NGOs 
does not mean that that it is normatively defensible; conversely, just because 
NGOs reject or overlook a particular criterion does not mean that it ought to 
be excluded. However, there is good reason to think that the experience of pro-
viding aid, while it might have warped their perspective in some respects, has 
also given NGOs moral and ethical insights into aid distribution that outsiders 
do not have. My objective here is to elucidate these insights, using the tools of 
political theory and philosophy to disentangle and conceptually clarify them. 
Implicit in this approach is the idea, which I do not explicitly defend, that 
NGOs should make decisions in part on the basis of general guidelines—as 
opposed to having their response to particular situations turn only on the spe-
cifi cs of those situations. 

In addition to enriching debates about how NGOs should distribute re-
sources, a second reason to identify the full range of their distributive commit-
ments is that doing so contributes to a better descriptive understanding of aid 
provision itself. This might seem counterintuitive, because theorists usually 
move from the descriptive to the normative. That is, they usually describe 
a particular set of practices, such as the distribution of international aid by 
NGOs, and then ask what principles and commitments should guide those 
practices. I am suggesting that the opposite approach is also fruitful: examin-
ing actors’ normative principles and commitments can generate an improved 
description of the practices that are the context for those principles and com-
mitments. For example, many NGOs are committed to distributing resources 
fairly between refugees and host communities. This brings out a descriptive 
feature of international aid—refugee settlements are often located in popu-
lated areas—that might otherwise have been deemed irrelevant or overlooked 
entirely. 

In response to my focus here on morality and ethics, one might argue that 
the real determinants of how aid resources are distributed are the constraints 
that external actors impose on NGOs: the restrictions that donors place on 
their donated funds, the demands of government officials, attacks by combat-
ants on aid workers, and so forth. These constraints do help shape how NGO 
resources are distributed, but that does not obviate the need to identify the 
distributive commitments that NGOs should have. These constraints are, after 
all, not impervious to change: NGOs have successfully negotiated with govern-
ments for access to populations that had previously been deemed off-limits, 
and they have persuaded donors to change their funding priorities. Having a 
clear sense of how NGOs should distribute their resources can help to guide 
decisions about which external constraints NGOs should most forcefully resist 
or try to alter. 
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In the next section, I argue that the Red Cross Code is not only an incom-
plete account of NGO distributive commitments, it also makes distributive 
commitments that are not in the Code more difficult to see. Next, I discuss a 
wide range of NGO distributive commitments, moving, roughly, from those 
that are publicly stated, widely held, and explicit to those that are much more 
implicit. I conclude by asking why, given the willingness of NGOs to pub-
licize detailed information about so many aspects of aid provision, they are 
not more forthcoming about the range and complexity of their distributive 
commitments. 

Limitations of the Code 

The Code’s failure to capture all of the distributive commitments that NGOs 
have is neither surprising nor problematic. One feature of the Code that is 
somewhat troubling for our purposes, however, is that it elides some of the dis-
tributive commitments that are not in the Code, making them diffi cult to see. 

The principle in the Code most directly concerned with distribution (prin-
ciple 2) states that “aid is given regardless of the race, creed or nationality of 
the recipients and without adverse distinction of any kind. Aid priorities are 
calculated on the basis of need alone.” The context suggests that the second 
sentence of this principle, “aid priorities are calculated on the basis of need 
alone,” is a restatement or clarification of the first sentence. But the two sen-
tences make very different claims. The first sentence commits signatories to 
nondiscrimination. Nondiscrimination is consistent with a range of distribu-
tive commitments, such as chance, desert (worthiness), or maximally reducing 
harm.4 In contrast, providing aid “on the basis of need alone” excludes all 
bases for distribution other than need.5 

One might argue that this reading is too literal. Perhaps “aid priorities are 
calculated on the basis of need alone” should be taken to mean “aid priorities 
are calculated on the basis of morally relevant criteria alone.” If we adopt this 
interpretation, then NGOs that are nondiscriminatory but take morally rele-
vant considerations other than need into account do not thereby defy principle 
2. But if this principle only commits signatories to nondiscrimination, then it 
does not provide much guidance regarding how NGOs should distribute re-
sources. In short, if we adopt the more literal reading and interpret principle 2 
to mean that need is the only acceptable distributive criterion, we fi nd ourselves 
with an implausibly demanding and monistic account of the distributive com-
mitments of NGOs. Alternatively, if we adopt the looser reading and interpret 
principle 2 to prohibit only discriminatory distributive practices, we end up 

4 Brian Barry,  Justice as Impartiality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 19. 
5 Michael Walzer,  Spheres of Justice: A Defense of Pluralism and Equality (New York: Basic 

Books, 1983), 75. 
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knowing very little about signatories’ distributive commitments. Whichever we 
choose, principle 2’s conflation of nondiscrimination with aid based on need 
elides the very possibility of nondiscriminatory distributive commitments other 
than need. But as we shall see, NGOs have many such commitments. 

A second way in which the Code elides the diversity of NGO distributive 
commitments is by focusing attention on two related debates that seem to re-
peat themselves endlessly in the NGO literature. One is about whether NGOs 
should be “political” as opposed to “neutral”; the other is about whether they 
should be “consequentialist humanitarians” who focus on maximizing good 
outcomes or “deontological humanitarians” who focus on the duty to provide 
aid (especially to the worst off).6 The Code reinforces these debates by provid-
ing some evidence for both sides of each debate, and by supporting the under-
lying categories that help to structure the contrasts on which the two debates 
are based. The problem is not that the Code fails to resolve these debates but, 
rather, that it foregrounds them at the expense of other issues. As I will show in 
the following sections, the political/neutral and consequentialist/deontological 
dichotomies are far from being the only tensions that NGOs must navigate. 

Distributive Principles beyond the Code 

Given the Code’s limitations, it is necessary to look to other sources of infor-
mation about the distributive commitments of NGOs. Before turning to this 
task, it is worth specifying what we mean by “moral and ethical,” “distribu-
tive,” and “commitments.” By “commitments,” I mean general considerations 
that are seen as weighty by those who have them. They include principles, stan-
dards, and criteria, as well as more informal and implicit (but still substantial) 
considerations. The distinction between “moral and ethical” commitments 
and other (e.g., self-interested) commitments is that the former directly invoke 
principled or other-regarding reasons. Finally, even though many decisions that 
NGOs make affect who gets how much of what, my focus is on “distributive” 
commitments, by which I mean commitments that pertain to distribution di-
rectly. For example, NGO safety regulations affect how aid is distributed, but 
these effects are indirect. In contrast, a policy endorsing a wide geographic 
spread of aid programs affects resource distribution directly. 

Aid according to Need 

Principle 2 of the Code (the principle that commits signatories to providing aid 
“on the basis of need alone”) is echoed in the organization-specifi c principles of 

6 Thomas G. Weiss, “Principles, Politics, and Humanitarian Action,”  Ethics and International 
Affairs 13 (1999): 3; David Rieff, “Moral Imperatives and Political Realities,” Ethics and Inter-
national Affairs 13 (1999); Mary B. Anderson, Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support Peace—Or 
War (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner), 38. 
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several NGOs and the International Committee of the Red Cross. For example, 
the International Rescue Committee states that in conflict zones “relief of the 
suffering must be guided solely by their needs and priority must be given to the 
most urgent cases of distress.”7 The ICRC states that it “makes no discrimination 
as to nationality, race, religious beliefs, class, or political opinions. It endeavours 
only to relieve suffering, giving priority to the most urgent cases of distress.”8 

Both of these statements are referred to as principles of “impartiality.” Just as 
principle 2 of the Code confl ates aid according to need with nondiscrimination, 
these principles conflate aid according to need with impartiality. As a result, they 
also help to elide the existence of impartial distributive criteria other than need. 

Moreover, the text of the principles just cited strongly suggests that pro-
viding aid according to need requires doing more than making need the only 
relevant distributive criterion (such that no one gets more or less aid than they 
need). It also entails prioritizing the worst off. As the ICRC’s principle states, 
“priority must be given to the most urgent cases of distress.” A principle that 
identifies need as the only relevant distributive criterion is more determinate 
than a principle of nondiscrimination or impartiality. A principle that identifi es 
need as the only relevant criterion and gives priority to those with the great-
est need is more determinate still. Such a principle is best understood not as a 
form of impartiality but rather as an expression of what the philosopher Derek 
Parfit calls the “Priority View,” which is that “benefiting people matters more 
the worse-off these people are.”9 As Parfit states, “Distribution according to 
need is better regarded as a form of the Priority View.” 10 

This clarification grounds two important features of aid according to need. 
First, it is distinct from concerns about equality. Benefi ting people matters 
more the worse off they are because it is bad to be badly off in absolute terms, 
not because it is bad to be worse off than others. Increased equality of outcome 
is an effect of making worst-off people better off, not the objective. Thus, the 
Sphere Handbook (a handbook of technical standards for disaster assistance) 
is misleading when it states that the “humanitarian aims of proportionality 
and impartiality mean that attention must be paid to achieving fairness be-
tween women and men and ensuring equality of outcome.”11 

Second, according to Parfit, the Priority View is not absolute: “benefi ts to 
the worse off could be morally outweighed by suffi ciently great benefi ts to the 
better off.”12 This possibility is not acknowledged in the principles cited above. 

7 International Rescue Committee, “Guidelines for Interacting with Military and Belligerent 
Parties,” April 9, 2003. On fi le with the author. 

8 Pictet, Fundamental Principles of the International Committee of the Red Cross, 37. 
9 Derek Parfi t, “Equality and Priority,”  Ratio 10, no. 3 (1997): 202–21, 213. 

10 Ibid., 216. 
11 Sphere Handbook on Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Response. 

2004 Revised handbook. Online at http://www.sphereproject.org, p. 12. The  Sphere Handbook’s 
Humanitarian Charter includes the Red Cross Code. Retrieved July 22, 2007. 

12 Parfi t, “Equality and Priority,” 213. 
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However, as we will see, NGOs do in fact often make trade-offs between aid 
according to need and other distributive commitments, such as maximally re-
ducing harm. 

Maximizing Harm Reduction 

Insofar as it focuses more on undertaking the right action than on achiev-
ing the best outcome, the principle of aid according to need fits most easily 
into a duty-based conception of ethics. In contrast, because it focuses more 
on achieving particular consequences, a second distributive commitment— 
maximally reducing harm—is more consistent with what philosophers call 
“consequentialist” approaches to ethics. Although this distinction can be a 
useful way of distinguishing among different types of distributive commit-
ments, I will offer, at the end of this section, one reason not to put too much 
weight on it. 

Thomas Pogge uses the term “harm reduction” to capture the intuition that, 
above a certain point, the “benefits” of aid cease to have moral value because 
they no longer guard against or help to ameliorate morally important harms.13 

I shall follow this approach here. The idea that it is better to achieve greater 
rather than lesser reductions in harm is implicit in the annual reports of almost 
all NGOs, particularly in claims about the number of people whom they have 
assisted. Different NGOs seek to reduce different types of harm: mortality, 
morbidity, indignity, exclusion, destruction of livelihoods, insecurity, vulner-
ability, and so forth. 

When the worst-off people can be assisted cheaply, there is no confl ict be-
tween providing aid according to need (with priority for the worst off) and 
maximally reducing harm. In some cases, however, NGOs must make trade-
offs between prioritizing the worst off and reducing harm as much as pos-
sible. In those cases, different NGOs make different choices. MSF-Holland, 
for example, states that it “will aim to reach those most abused and/or most in 
need in any given context—over attempts to have the greatest impact for the 
greatest numbers.”14 In contrast, a CARE white paper on food aid states that 
“CARE is committed to maximizing efficiency and impact.” 15 These trade-
offs can be made at different scales, for example, among individuals, villages, 
regions, or type of disaster. A given NGO might make different trade-offs at 
different scales. For example, it might direct resources to the worst-off village 
it can fi nd but within that village do triage among individuals. 

13 Thomas Pogge, “Moral Priorities for International Human Rights NGOs,” in Ethics in Ac-
tion: The Ethical Challenges of International Human Rights Nongovernmental Organizations, ed. 
Daniel A. Bell and Jean-Marc Coicaud (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 218–56. 

14 Médecins Sans Frontières—Holland, Middle-Term Policy, 1/2003–12/2005, 5, 9. On fi le with 
the author. 

15 CARE, “White Paper on Food Aid Policy”, 3. Available at http://www.care.org/newsroom/ 
articles/2005/12/food_aid_whitepaper.pdf. Retrieved July 22, 2007. 

http://www.care.org/newsroom/articles/2005/12/food_aid_whitepaper.pdf
http://www.care.org/newsroom/articles/2005/12/food_aid_whitepaper.pdf
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Although they adjudicate them in different ways, virtually all NGOs face 
conflicts between prioritizing the worst off and maximizing harm reduction. 
Even MSF-Holland, for example, declines to provide some expensive medical 
treatments such as dialysis, chemotherapy, or heart surgery in some situations. 16 

This is because numbers of lives matter, even if they matter less to some organi-
zations than others. The debate, then, is not about which of these principles is 
valid, but rather about how much weight to put on each at different scales.17 

There is, however, another way to look at this trade-off. It might be that 
acting on a principle of “aid according to need” is the best way for NGOs to 
maximally reduce harm. It is possible that, if NGOs intentionally tried to max-
imally reduce harm in every decision that they made, they would miscalculate, 
cut corners, fi nd the process overly psychologically taxing, or spend too much 
time and money collecting information. Paradoxically, therefore, it might be 
that NGOs will do more to reduce harm if they comply with the principle of 
prioritizing the worst off than they would if they straightforwardly tried to act 
on principle of maximally reducing harm. 

This dynamic might reduce the tension between prioritizing the worst off 
and maximizing overall benefit in some cases, but I do not think that it erases it 
entirely; the trade-off is real. Nonetheless, the possibility that compliance with 
a publicly stated principle is the best way to achieve a different, unstated dis-
tributive objective raises the issue of publicity: How important is it that NGOs 
are transparent about their distributive commitments? 

Effi ciency 

Maximally reducing harm is often confl ated with efficiency (as in the quota-
tion from CARE cited above). Although efficiency is a necessary component 
of maximally reducing harm, they are not identical. Like maximally reducing 
harm, providing aid efficiently entails using resources in a way that maximally 
achieves some outcome. But in the case of efficiency, that outcome can be any-
thing, including doing heart surgery or assisting the worst off. 

Some aid workers bristle at the economistic thinking that, in their view, 
the term “efficiency” implies. For example, one aid worker stated that “some 
business approach[es to aid provision] . . . make it less meaningful. [Avoiding 
that approach is] very much a choice of not so much effi ciency.” 18 This worry 
about a “business approach,” however, is better directed at maximizing harm 
reduction than at effi ciency: efficiency can be understood as an uncontroversial 

16 Kenny Gluck, MSF-Holland, interview 2003. 
17 See James Ron, Howard Ramos, and Kathleen Rogers, “Transnational Information Politics: 

NGO Human Rights Reporting, 1986–2000,” International Studies Quarterly 49, no. 3 (2005): 
557–87; Stephen Hopgood, Keepers of the Flame: Understanding Amnesty International (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2006). 

18 Interview with MSF employee, 2003. 
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commitment to avoiding waste, regardless of the ends for which unwasted 
resources are utilized. Although efforts to efficiently pursue any narrow objec-
tive can generate a destructive single-mindedness or tunnel vision, it is possible 
to retain a commitment to efficiency while not construing aid only in terms of 
lives saved or liters of water provided. 

Priority to Victims of Intentional Violent Harm 

A fourth distributive commitment—one that is explicitly endorsed by some 
NGOs but not others—is a commitment to prioritizing victims of intentional 
violent harm. For example, MSF-Holland writes that it is “best suited to re-
spond to needs created by: violent confl ict, flagrant and intentional abuse of 
peoples’ freedoms and dignity.” 19 The IRC “helps people fleeing racial, re-
ligious and ethnic persecution, as well as those uprooted by war and vio-
lence.”20 NGOs that make statements along these lines nonetheless sometimes 
respond to “natural” disasters: the IRC and numerous MSF sections provided 
aid to victims of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and the 2005 earthquake in 
Pakistan, for example. However, both at least claim to put extra weight on 
intentional violent harm. Of course, this might mean being especially atten-
tive to the needs of populations that are disliked by their government and so 
discriminated against in the aftermath of natural disasters. (It also might entail 
providing aid to victims of high-profile natural disasters so as also to be able to 
assist victims of lower-profi le situations of chronic violence.) 

There are at least four distinct reasons why an NGO might prioritize victims 
of intentional violent harm over other potential aid recipients. First, it might 
conclude that people affected by intentional violent harm are worse off than 
others, always or on average. This reason collapses into aid according to need. 
Second, an NGO might think that it can maximally reduce harm by providing 
aid in violent contexts—for example, because it has special expertise or because 
it can simultaneously work to strengthen institutions (such as the International 
Criminal Court) that will help to avoid future harm. This reason collapses 
into maximally reducing harm. Third, an NGO might simply prefer assisting 
victims of intentional violent harm. This is a nonmoral reason—although it, 
too, might also collapse into other reasons. For example, aid workers might be 
more effective if they are allowed to pursue their preferred projects. Fourth, an 
NGO might think that there is something independently bad about intentional 
violent harm. It might argue that the viciousness or vileness of such harms is a 
reason for NGOs to address them, even if those harmed are not the worst off 
and/or even if assisting them does not maximize harm reduction overall. 

Of these four reasons, the last is the only one that is a moral consideration 
and does not collapse into any of the other distributive commitments discussed 

19 Médecins Sans Frontières—Holland, Medium-Term Policy 2003–05.
20 IRC website, http://www.theirc.org/what/, accessed August 30, 2006. 
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so far. I doubt that there is a compelling reason to prioritize intentional violent 
harm over other sources of suffering without recourse to claims about who is 
worst off and/or who can be assisted most effectively. Even if some amount 
of priority to victims of intentional violent harm can be defended, there is a 
persistent danger that features of these situations that are not morally relevant 
(such as their visual drama) will lead NGOs and/or donors to give them more 
priority than is warranted. In addition, while priority to victims of intentional 
violent harm can be consistent with prioritizing the worst off or maximally 
reducing harm, it can also confl ict with these other distributive commitments. 

Participation 

A fifth distributive commitment about which many NGOs are relatively ex-
plicit is a commitment to having aid recipients and potential recipients partici-
pate in decisions about how aid will be distributed. This principle is actually 
in the Code, although it has received much less attention in discussions of aid 
distribution than principle 2. Principle 7 of the Code states that “ways shall be 
found to involve programme beneficiaries in the management of relief aid.” So 
long as “management” is taken to include decisions about allocation, this prin-
ciple is a distributive commitment, albeit a procedural rather than a substan-
tive one. As the Code’s commentary on this principle makes clear, however, it 
refers to local decisions about the distribution of aid within communities, not 
to large-scale decisions about aid distribution among communities.21 

There are at least three reasons why aid recipients’ participation in local 
distributive decisions is morally valuable. One is that it can improve NGO 
compliance with other principles: involving community members in discus-
sions about who is the most vulnerable can enable NGOs to better identify 
the worst-off individuals; involving aid recipients in decisions about how to 
distribute aid can enable NGOs to distribute aid more cost-effectively. The 
Code invokes this type of consequentialist reasoning when it states that “ef-
fective relief and lasting rehabilitation can best be achieved where the intended 
beneficiaries are involved in the design, management and implementation of 
the assistance programme.” 

A second reason to value participation is that it can have normatively im-
portant benefits distinct from the outcome of decision-making processes. For 
example, participating in decisions about aid distribution can enhance the so-
cial status of women and increase aid recipients’ self-esteem. As one NGO 
staff member stated, “Just the process [of having recipients participate] gets 
buy-in from the community and gives them ownership. And it serves to main-
tain their dignity; you’re respecting and valuing their input.”22 A third reason 

21 This is in some tension with the statement under the Code’s “purpose” that “it is not about 
operational details, such as how one should calculate food rations or set up a refugee camp.” 

22 Interview with Frank Broadhurst, IRC, 2003. 
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to value participation is that, according to democratic ethics, it is intrinsically 
good for people to have some say in decisions that directly and signifi cantly 
affect them.23 

But while participation can be conducive to compliance with other principles, 
it can also conflict with them. Despite widespread agreement that participation 
is valuable, a frequent complaint among aid recipients, outside observers, and 
aid workers is that NGOs have failed to put their commitment to participation 
adequately into practice. Thus, one way that participation can confl ict with 
other distributive commitments is in the form of competition over resources 
between training aid workers in how to better foster aid recipient participation 
and other components of aid provision. When such conflicts occur, attentive-
ness to the various reasons why participation is important might improve judg-
ments about how to adjudicate them. 

Equality 

The distributive commitments discussed so far—aid according to need, maxi-
mally reducing harm, efficiency, priority to victims of intentional violent harm, 
and aid-recipient participation in distributive decisions—are all commitments 
about which at least some NGOs are quite explicit. With equality we turn our 
attention to commitments that are somewhat less explicit. 

The idea that aid should be provided according to need does not entail the 
view that equality of outcome is valuable. Some NGOs do, however, view 
equilizing outcomes among individuals as independently valuable. In particu-
lar, some NGOs are committed to what I will call “local equality,” by which 
I mean equality among individuals who live near each other but who belong 
to different social (often different ethnic or national) groups. One reason why 
this sort of equality is valuable is because of its effects on social and political 
relationships. As the Sphere Handbook states: 

In situations where the vulnerability of local populations to disaster is 
high or where there is widespread poverty or prolonged conflict, it can 
be the case that the Minimum Standards exceed normal everyday living 
conditions. Since this can give rise to resentment, local conditions must 
be taken into account, and programmes should always be designed with 
equality of the affected and surrounding populations in mind.24 

In these kinds of situations, the size of the “affected and surrounding popula-
tions” can be significant compared to the size of the IDP or refugee popula-
tion that is the original intended recipient of aid. For example, in 2003 the 

23 Iris M. Young,  Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1990), 34. 

24 Sphere Handbook, 14. 
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International Rescue Committee provided aid not only to thirty-fi ve thousand 
Sudanese refugees in the Kiryondongo refugee camp in Uganda but also to ten 
thousand Ugandan nationals who lived near the camp.25 

The foregoing quotation from the Sphere Handbook is, however, ambigu-
ous on a crucial point: Is the purpose of equality to avoid resentment and/or 
disruptive manifestations thereof, or is it to avoid an unfair state of affairs to 
which resentment is a justified response? How one answers this question turns 
in part on whether one views NGOs as voluntary actors or as having more 
robust, quasi-governmental responsibilities to all of those affected by their ac-
tions.26 I cannot resolve this question here; I only note that it also arises in 
the context of other aspects of aid provision, such as how NGOs manage and 
respond to aid’s negative effects. 

Quite apart from local equality, some NGOs are committed to various forms 
of equality at the global level, as Thomas Pogge explains: 

Many NGO managers are strongly committed to a particular ideal of 
fairness across countries: They think it unfair to spend more resources on 
protecting people in some countries than on protecting people in other 
countries merely because resources can be employed more cost-effectively 
in the former than in the latter. They believe that, so long as resources can 
achieve some harm protection in a country, a fair share thereof should be 
allocated to this country even if the same resources could achieve much 
more elsewhere.27 

This kind of commitments to large-scale equality among groups can crop up 
not only among countries but also among continents, nationalities, regions, 
and other large groupings. Pogge argues that there is no basis for diverging 
from a harm-minimizing distributive scheme in the direction of more equality 
among different countries.28 I think that this is correct. Among other things, 
shifting resources to or away from a group only because of its national identity, 
for example, appears to conflict with impartiality and nondiscrimination, as 
NGOs use those terms. 

Diversity and Number of Recipient Countries 

When it comes to large-scale distributions among groups, however, I do not 
think that equality among countries is the only, or even necessarily the primary, 
issue. In addition to equality among countries, NGOs also put weight on two 

25 Simon Worrall, IRC employee, personal communication, 2003. 
26 Anderson, Do No Harm.
27 Pogge, “Moral Priorities,” 228. 
28 As Pogge notes in “Moral Priorities” and as I discuss elsewhere, one exception might be di-

vergences in favor of those who are expensive to assist because they are victims of injustice. 
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slightly different distributive commitments: providing aid in a diverse array 
of recipient countries and providing aid in a large number of recipient coun-
tries. Many major NGOs have (emergency and/or development) programs in 
twenty to fi fty countries and three to fi ve continents at any given time. The set 
of countries in which a given NGO works tends to be diverse with regard to 
geographic location, race, ethnicity, religion, and other factors. 

It is possible that these distributive patterns can be attributed at least in part 
to one or more of the distributive commitments discussed so far. In particular, 
providing aid in a large number or diverse array of countries might be condu-
cive to maximally reducing harm. Oxfam UK, for example, argues that “with 
a programme spread across the world, Oxfam has a greater understanding of 
the many causes of poverty, and we can achieve greater impact.” 29 NGOs that 
provide aid in many countries are also potentially more likely to be perceived 
as a “global force” by donors, governments, and intergovernmental organiza-
tions than are NGOs that provide aid in only a few geographically contiguous 
countries. NGOs also might be able to respond to rapid-onset emergencies 
more quickly and effectively if they have programs up and running in places 
where emergencies frequently occur than would be possible otherwise. 

NGOs might also find themselves providing aid in a diverse array of coun-
tries as a by-product of their efforts to distribute aid according to need. Al-
though this depends on many factors (e.g., the amount of money available and 
the cut-off above which aid is no longer provided), it seems unlikely that aid 
provided only on the basis of need would be allocated to fifty different coun-
tries. In interviews, numerous aid practitioners stated that if aid were being 
provided according to need it would be concentrated in only a few places (such 
as in 2002 and 2003 the Democratic Republic of Congo and Chechnya).30 

What seems more likely is that at least some NGOs place some independent 
value on providing aid in a large number and/or a diverse array of countries. 
The International Rescue Committee, for example, has a principle of “diversity” 
that states that “the IRC provides relief, resettlement and repatriation services 
to diverse populations of refugees, displaced persons and victims of war, confl ict 
or persecution.” One motivation that some NGOs seem to have for doing this is 
that they want to show that they do not discriminate against anyone. By assist-
ing people in many places, they wish to illustrate their willingness to assist peo-
ple anywhere. This approach is, however, in a sense self-undermining: NGOs 
that are willing to provide aid anywhere can maximally pursue their other dis-
tributive commitments without being limited by geographic or other barriers. 
However, distributing aid so as to  illustrate a willingness to provide aid any-
where conflicts with simply being willing to provide aid anywhere. Some NGOs 
might view this kind of “performance” of inclusion as a form of advocacy, and 

29 Oxfam, Annual Report and Accounts 2003/4, 4. Online at http://www.oxfam.org.uk/about_ 
us/downloads/report2004.pdf. 

30 Anne Fouchard, MSF-France, interview, spring 2003. 

http://www.oxfam.org.uk/about_us/downloads/report2004.pdf
http://www.oxfam.org.uk/about_us/downloads/report2004.pdf
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it might well have salutary effects. Even if it does, however, conflicts can arise 
between the best distribution of resources for this type of advocacy and the best 
distribution for the purpose of complying with other principles. 

Special Duties 

The term “special duties” refers to duties that actors have to other actors by vir-
tue of a particular relationship or connection. Although there are many types of 
special duties, two are particularly relevant to NGO distributive practices: as-
sociative duties that “members of significant social groups and the participants 
in close personal relationships have to each other,” and role-based obligations, 
such as the duties of doctors to their patients or lawyers to their clients.31 

NGOs that view themselves as having associative or role-based duties often 
take themselves to have heightened distributive commitments to aid recipi-
ents and to people who live nearby to aid recipients. For example, one NGO 
stated that “the decision to continue an intervention is weighed by different 
standards than the initial decision to intervene. Once we are working in an 
area and engaging a population we develop responsibilities to those people.”32 

With regard to people who live nearby to aid recipients, one aid worker stated 
that “if you come across a second big problem among the population you are 
working with, you have to deal with it. When MSF was setting up a feeding 
programme in southern Sudan and came across a huge epidemic of kala-azar, 
it dealt with it.”33 Expatriate NGO managers might also take themselves to 
have heightened role-based or associative obligations to their local staff, many 
of whom are aid recipients themselves. 

Fulfilling special duties is often consistent with other distributive commit-
ments that NGOs take themselves to have. For example, providing additional 
aid in a place where it is already working is likely to reduce an NGO’s start-
up costs; NGOs that fulfill their role-based duties are likely to inspire greater 
participation among aid recipients than they otherwise would. Yet, compliance 
with special duties can also conflict with other distributive commitments, in 
particular, the commitment to maximally reduce harm. 

In everyday life we tend to think of duties as actions that we should do 
but sometimes do not want to do. However, it is likely that the most salient 
danger with regard to special duties is not that NGOs will fail to respond to 
them adequately, but rather that they will put  too much weight on them vis-
à-vis other responsibilities. For example, an NGO might continue to assist a 
particular group because of a sense of loyalty and attachment, even when that 

31 Samuel Scheffl er, Boundaries and Allegiances (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 
49–50. 

32 Médecins Sans Frontières—Holland, “Medium Term Policy 2003–05,” 11. 
33 Médecins Sans Frontières, “Justice and MSF Operational Choices,” 25. (No date). Report 

on fi le with the author. 
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group no longer has a pressing need for aid. Ironically, this worry about priori-
tizing those groups with whom an NGO already has a connection is precisely 
the lament of cosmopolitans who argue that people in wealthy countries put 
too much emphasis on assisting compatriots rather than on donating to inter-
national NGOs.34 In other words, the partiality toward those nearby that in-
ternational NGOs are meant to overcome can reassert itself—albeit with much 
different connotations and political effects—on the part of NGOs themselves, 
even when they are “far from home.” 

Coup de Coeur 

The line between partiality and what some French aid organizations call coup 
de coeur (which in this context can roughly be translated as an intense but 
fleeting passion or interest and partiality) is even more difficult to draw than 
the line between special duties and partiality. A recent survey of forty-four 
European international humanitarian organizations (IHOs) found that “in 
more than half of IHOs, the decision-making process for starting and ending 
a field mission also includes a place for projects close to the heart. It is above 
all the management, in 42% of IHOs concerned, which authorizes these proj-
ects.”35 Similarly, one aid organization wrote that “the debate [about where 
to intervene] should be grounded in strong information on the nature of the 
crisis and open to the subjective passions and outrage felt by field teams and 
our association members as they come into contact with populations that suf-
fer.” 36 Finally, in his study of how the World Health Organization distributes 
resources, John Roemer quotes an internal WHO document that is suggestive 
of a gentler version of a coup de coeur: 

The definition of need is itself a subjective process, and it is not at all clear 
that criteria applicable to one population apply with equal force to all 
populations. The answer of the modern public health planner to the prob-
lem of allocation of resources would be to set up a mathematical model, 
using as objective, quantitative criteria as possible but agreement on the 
parameters of such a model would be hard to reach. . . . In view of the 
complexity of the matter and the great number of largely unquantifi able 
factors involved, it has been a matter of “feeling one’s way” over the years 
in arriving at the allocations of WHO resources between regions.37 

34 Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,”  Philosophy and Public Affairs 1, no. 1 
(1972): 229–43. 

35 Institut Bioforce Développement, 2002, “Governance in European International Humanitar-
ian Aid Organizations,” 34–35. Report on fi le with the author. 

36 Médecins Sans Frontières—Holland, “Medium-Term Policy 2003–05,” 10. 
37 John Roemer, “Distributing Health: The Allocation of Resources by an International Agency,” 

in The Quality of Life, ed. Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1993), 347. 
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Like the commitment to participation discussed above, coup de coeur is a 
procedural rather than substantive basis for decision making. Although some 
NGOs deliberately make distributive decisions in part on this basis, for others 
the main reason to have explicit distributive principles is to avoid making deci-
sions on this basis. 

As with some of the other distributive commitments discussed above, dis-
tributing aid in accordance with aid workers’ feelings of coup de coeur might 
be defended as simply a means of complying with other distributive commit-
ments. For example, the degree of urgency or outrage felt by experienced aid 
workers might be the best way for NGOs with limited resources to gauge the 
degree of need in a particular place. On this view, there is a cognitive com-
ponent to aid workers’ feelings of coup de coeur that is an irreducible part 
of good moral judgment.38 In addition, NGOs might be more effective and 
efficient if managers allow workers to pursue projects that move them. Others 
might counter these claims by arguing that such reliance on sentiment biases 
aid distribution toward those to whom aid workers already have some sort of 
(perhaps subconscious) connection or attraction. In any case, insofar as NGOs 
do incorporate coup de coeur into their decision making—and it might be 
impossible for them to avoid it entirely—it is crucial that the workers whose 
feelings are consulted are not biased, and that they have enough experience to 
make informed judgments about the relative severity of different cases.39 

Desert 

I turn now to a distributive commitment that NGOs, perhaps surprisingly, 
reject: moral worthiness, or what philosophers call “desert.” In his essay “Na-
tional Responsibility and International Justice,” David Miller suggests that 
there is less of an obligation to assist those whose needs are due to their own 
blameworthy action or inaction than those who are in need due to misfortune 
that befalls them or injustice inflicted on them by others. 40 Miller backs away 
from this claim by the end of his essay, but he is not the only one to raise it. 
Thomas Pogge also notes that needs that are due to an agent’s past “reckless-
ness” are “morally less important” than other needs.41 

Given that the needs that NGOs seek to address so greatly outstrip avail-
able resources, it is understandable that theorists ask why, if someone has to go 

38 Martha Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
39 Michael Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics and Other Essays (London: Methuen, 1962), 

chap. 1; also see James Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 
Condition Have Failed (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1998), 313–14. 

40 David Miller, “National Responsibility and International Justice,” in  The Ethics of Assis-
tance: Morality and the Distant Need, ed. Deen K. Chatterjee (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), 123–46. 

41 Pogge, “Moral Priorities,” 222. 
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without aid, it should not be those who are less deserving. In particular, why 
should NGOs assist the very people who intentionally or negligently caused or 
continue to cause the suffering that NGOs now seek to redress? Although the-
orists have been willing to at least investigate the idea that aid agencies should 
distribute humanitarian aid in part on the basis of merit or desert, NGOs have 
roundly rejected this notion (at least in theory).42 

One reason NGOs reject desert as a distributive criterion is practical: it is 
simply too difficult for them to determine guilt on an individual basis. Efforts 
to do so would likely sap valuable resources and undermine their access to in-
nocent people in need of aid. Efforts to avoid assisting alleged human rights 
violators by bypassing entire groups that include those violators smack of col-
lective punishment and create incentives for groups to frame their enemies or 
“report” them to NGOs. 

In addition to these practical arguments against incorporating consider-
ations of desert into aid allocation, there is a more principled argument. This 
argument states that, because all persons have rights and inherent dignity, they 
should all have access to basic necessities. This principled argument seems to 
be more difficult to defend than the practical argument. In particular, it seems 
to conflate what people are owed by their governments with what NGOs have 
an obligation to provide, especially when resources are limited. A more plau-
sible principled argument might be that there is an important moral difference 
between a person dying because he has been denied aid as a result of being 
falsely accused of a crime and a person dying because fair distributive proce-
dures did not result in him getting enough resources to live. Both situations are 
arguably unjust, but the former is more so. 

Drawing on the practices of NGOs, their explanations of those practices, 
and conspicuous divergences between the views of NGOs and some theorists, 
I have argued that the distributive commitments of many NGOs are more var-
ied and subtle than the Red Cross Code suggests. They include commitments 
to providing aid according to need; maximally reducing harm; being effi cient; 
prioritizing victims of intentional violent harm; including aid recipients in dis-
tributive decisions; promoting local and large-scale equality; responding to 
special duties; providing aid in a diverse array and large number of countries; 
incorporating the coup de coeur of aid workers; and avoiding distributing aid 
on the basis of desert. Of course, not all of these commitments are embraced 
by all NGOs—not to mention by all of their employees. Crucially, there are 
several possible justifications for several of these commitments. In particular, 
some can be endorsed either as means for complying with other distributive 
commitments or as ends that are valuable in their own right. This distinction 
matters because if complying with one commitment (e.g., local equality) is 

42 Fiona Terry accuses NGOs of providing aid in part on the basis of desert by favoring the 
more “deserving” recipients in Honduras in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Terry,  Condemned to 
Repeat? The Paradox of Humanitarian Action (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), chap. 3. 
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simply a means of attaining compliance with another commitment (e.g., maxi-
mally reducing harm), then there is no problem replacing the former commit-
ment with another means of achieving compliance with the latter commitment 
if circumstances warrant. This is not the case if the former commitment is 
valuable in its own right. 

I noted at the outset that the Code’s conflation of nondiscrimination and 
need elides nondiscriminatory distributive commitments other than need. 
Many of the commitments that I have discussed here are of this kind. Thus, one 
problem with debates about whether NGOs are or should be “political” versus 
“neutral,” or “consequentialist” versus “deontological,” is not that they exag-
gerate the differences among NGOs, but that they understate these differences: 
more precisely, they understate the range of axes on which NGOs can differ 
from one another. 43 These two tensions—particularly the consequentialist-
deontological tension—do capture real trade-offs between possible distributive 
schemes. But these are only a small part of what any normative theory of aid 
distribution by NGOs must address. 

I also noted at the outset that examining the normative commitments of 
NGOs can help to paint a thicker description of aid provision itself. The fore-
going discussions of local equality, special duties, coup de coeur, and the priori-
tization of victims of violent intentional harm help to bring out the normative 
implications of descriptive features of international aid that might otherwise 
go unnoticed: the tension created by proximity among different social groups, 
the attachments that can develop between NGOs and those they assist, and the 
deep and intense emotional response that aid workers can have to the plight of 
those they want to assist or are already trying to assist. 

Publicity about Distributive Commitments 

A brief perusal of the website of any major Western relief NGO reveals exten-
sive documentation of its history, activities, finances, and approach to aid pro-
vision. Most of these organizations also provide detailed information about 
their use of donated funds. For example, a report from MSF-USA about its 
activities in Sri Lanka after the 2004 tsunami states that “MSF staff distrib-
uted mats, jerry cans, buckets, blankets and soap to 6,000 families living in 
camps or with relatives in 18 villages of the Ampara district. MSF also built 
1,100 temporary shelters with water and sanitation facilities in the towns of 
Kalmunai, Pottuvil and Tirukkovil.” 44 

43 Hugo Slim, “Claiming a Humanitarian Imperative: NGOs and the Cultivation of Humanitar-
ian Duty,” in  Human Rights and Conflict: Exploring the Links between Rights, Law and Peace-
building, ed. Julie Mertus and Jeffrey Helsing (Washington, D.C.: United States Institute of Peace, 
2006). Nicholas Stockton, “What Are the Most Significant Current Trends and Challenges—Positive 
as well as Negative—to International Humanitarian (Refugee) Action Assistance?” presentation to 
CARE International, no date. Online at http://www.hapinternational.org. Retrieved July 22, 2007. 

44 http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/publications/ar/i2005/srilanka.cfm. 
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Many NGOs view this kind of publicity as ethically important. Indeed, the 
Code’s principle of “accountability” states that “all our dealings with donors 
and beneficiaries shall reflect an attitude of openness and transparency.” 45 

More precisely, there are at least three reasons why publicity about the dis-
tributive commitments of NGOs might be morally valuable. First, it can make 
NGOs more predictable: if NGOs say what their commitments are, and then 
follow through on them, then aid recipients and potential recipients have a 
better idea of what they can expect—which can be, for them, a matter of life 
and death. Second, as I mentioned at the outset, publicity about how NGOs 
actually distribute resources can enrich debate about how they should distrib-
ute resources. This debate, in turn, can produce better policies and practices. 
Third, as the quotation from the Code cited above suggests, publicity about 
distributive commitments can promote accountability, by enabling actors 
to identify cases in which NGOs have failed to live up to their stated com-
mitments. These three benefits of publicity—predictability, deliberation, and 
accountability—can be quite significant. Although it is likely that the publicity 
about some commitments will end up being more beneficial than others, this 
is difficult to determine in advance: it is only by publicizing a given commit-
ment that NGOs can find out, for example, how much it contributes to public 
debate or to aid recipients’ ability to plan for the future. 

Given that NGOs recognize publicity’s moral importance, and given that 
they publicize so many other aspects of aid provision, why do they say rela-
tively little (at least on their websites) about the diversity of moral and ethical 
commitments that guide their distributive practices? There are several possible 
explanations. NGOs might think this information unimportant. Donors might 
not ask for it. If the information were provided, it might confuse individual 
donors; the picture of aid provision that it paints they might also fi nd unset-
tling. More information about NGO distributive commitments might also en-
able large-scale donors to exercise even more control over NGOs than they 
do currently. Finally, the process of deciding what, exactly, to say about their 
distributive commitments might create rancor within NGOs, by exposing dis-
agreements and creating a need for consensus about what are otherwise decen-
tralized decisions. 

Finally, there might be operational drawbacks to NGOs publicizing their 
distributive commitments. For example, combatants looking to gain the upper 
hand in battle, procure additional resources, or get NGOs into or out of their 
territory can use information provided by NGOs to manipulate them. On the 
one hand, if an NGO states that it will distribute aid according to specifi c 
criteria no matter what, then combatants know that, for example, the NGO 
will continue to aid civilians in a given area even if some of its supplies are 

45 I use the term “publicity” rather than “transparency” because it implies more proactivity 
than transparency. Transparency might not achieve all of the benefits that publicity achieves, be-
cause even when an organization is transparent, barriers to accessing information about it might 
remain high for some groups. 
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stolen. On the other hand, if an NGO states that it will provide aid in response to 
certain empirical conditions, such as cost-effectiveness, combatants can change 
those conditions—for example, by imposing taxes or travel restrictions—thereby 
manipulating distributive outcomes. In these sorts of contexts, NGOs have 
good reason to remain somewhat unpredictable and inscrutable at least to 
those trying to manipulate them. Sadly, it would seem that the specifi c, con-
crete information about distributive commitments that is likely to be most 
practically helpful to aid recipients and potential recipients is also the most 
likely to make NGOs vulnerable to manipulation. 

Given that publicity about distributive commitments has these (and other) 
benefits and costs, NGOs must make trade-offs between procuring the benefi ts 
and avoiding the costs. Large-scale donors—those that can effectively demand 
increased publicity from NGOs—must make these trade-offs as well. I do not 
think that we can say in general or in advance what trade-offs NGOs and do-
nors should make with regard to publicity. There are myriad reasons, having 
to do with deliberation, transparency, accountability, and respect for donors 
and aid recipients, why the default position of NGOs should be to publicize 
their distributive commitments. Yet, given the contexts in which NGOs work, 
it is entirely possible that the costs of such publicity will outweigh the benefi ts 
at least some of the time, especially in the short term. In such cases, NGOs 
can search out compromises: for example, second-order publicity about the 
fact that not all of their commitments are being publicized. Although such a 
compromise signals respect for the norm of publicity, it is unclear how many of 
the substantive benefits of publicity (predictability, deliberation, and account-
ability) it can deliver. 

Over the long term, efforts should be made to reduce confl icts between 
publicity about NGO distributive commitments and other values. In the short 
term, attention to what specifically is at stake in a given trade-off is likely to be 
conducive to adjudicating that trade-off as well as can possibly be done. 
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Humanitarianism as a 
Scholarly Vocation 

Michael Barnett 

Humanitarianism confronts scholars with two challenges—creating a body of 
critical knowledge on humanitarianism and reconstructing scholarship as a 
way of life. In this chapter I reflect on these challenges and propose ways in 
which scholars can begin to address them. An ever-present danger in writing 
about humanitarianism, and nearly any aspect of international ethics, is the 
seductive pull of a Whiggish view of history. It is difficult to avoid writing a 
highly sympathetic, nearly sycophantic account of humanitarianism or inter
preting its evolution and expansion as a sign of moral progress. In this book 
we have resisted this temptation because we refused the conventional binary of 
humanitarianism and ethics, on the one hand, and power and politics, on the 
other. Instead, we used the debate about humanitarianism’s transformation to 
probe the multilayered, knotty, and unstable relationship between humanitari
anism and politics, ethics, and power. 

In the same critical spirit, in this chapter I explore how some of humanitar
ianism’s tensions, contradictions, and dilemmas are not only a consequence of 
the constraining and constituting effects of the world it aspires to transform 
but are intrinsic to humanitarianism. After beginning with a brief consideration 
of the relationship between humanitarianism and community, I argue that hu
manitarianism contains two practical tensions—the politics of community in 
a world of difference and diversity (community/diversity) and the politics of 
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emancipation in a world of power, control, and domination (emancipation/ 
domination). The concepts of humanitarianism and international community 
are connected by the concepts of humanity, universalism, and cosmopolitan
ism. Yet this quintessential expression of international community is histori
cally and culturally produced and thus is not necessarily coterminous with a 
“view from nowhere.”1 It can reflect existing cultural fault lines and reproduce 
boundaries of indifference even as it attempts to break down these barriers 
in the service of humanity. Accordingly, humanitarian organizations are con
stantly confronting and negotiating across moral and political boundaries, and 
are frequently attempting to erase diversity in those areas that they believe 
are a cause of suffering. Humanitarianism also presents itself as an emancipa
tory project, intending to liberate individuals from the causes of suffering and 
to increase their capacity to determine their fates. Yet emancipatory projects, 
especially once they are institutionalized, demonstrate tendencies to disregard, 
ride roughshod over, and assert forms of rule over their benefi ciaries. 

In the subsequent two sections, I explore some of the ways in which these 
two tensions accompany and are potentially exacerbated by humanitarianism’s 
internationalization and institutionalization. Its internationalization is evident 
in three domains. The scope of assistance and protection activities have ex
panded and globalized, now including such disparate activities as development 
assistance, antipoverty programs, emergency aid, democracy promotion, in
ternational humanitarian law, refugee relief and repatriation, and postconfl ict 
reconstruction and peace building. It has developed an extensive, multisto
ried global architecture, comprising a growing number of states, international 
organizations, and nongovernmental organizations, linked through variable 
hierarchies and networks. And, it has developed a global reach. Although the 
development of a sense of international community and the internationaliza
tion of humanitarianism are frequently viewed as moving in lockstep, with one 
pushing forward the other, the scaling upward and outward of humanitarian
ism can intensify the politics of community in a world of difference, especially 
as humanitarianism’s ambitions expand from saving lives to removing the 
causes of harm and vulnerability. The study of humanitarianism offers a win
dow into the changing politics of international communities, their evolution, 
and their articulation, rearticulation, and possible disarticulation. 

Humanitarianism also has become institutionalized, with an increasing 
number of permanent organizations that are now primed to respond to a world 
of permanent emergencies. Humanitarian organizations have worked hard to 
improve their operations, to calculate their effectiveness, and to be more ac
countable to their donors and their benefi ciaries, developments that enable aid 
agencies to help more people in need than ever before. Yet all organizations, hu
manitarian and otherwise, are prone to various kinds of dysfunctionalities and 
pathologies, and there is evidence that such tendencies heighten as they grow 

1 Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
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in size, complexity, and institutionalization. Aid agencies are sites of power 
that are conferred authority to intervene in different areas of human existence. 
Although ethics institutionalized can enhance a project of emancipation, it also 
can lead to new forms of domination. 

Although much of this chapter reflects on the first challenge of producing a 
critical understanding of humanitarianism, the concluding section takes up the 
second challenge: scholarship as a way of life. As noted in the introduction, 
humanitarian agencies have searched for purity and unity, a search that can 
never be fulfilled because it presupposes that humanitarianism can be ethically 
chaste, devoid of power, and outside of politics. Social scientists have also 
searched for a different kind of purity and unity, a purity of a knowledge that 
is generalizable to the ages and a unification with the logic of inquiry that de
fines the natural sciences. This search has encouraged social scientists to try to 
purge themselves of the political by reaching for an epistemological objectivity 
and by distancing themselves from practical engagement. But just as the moral 
weight of humanitarianism has compelled practitioners to refl ect continuously 
on their relationship to those in need, similarly the study of humanitarianism 
compels scholars to reconsider the contemporary fable of social science inquiry 
premised on a distant, dispassionate, and indifferent stance to the world that 
they study. 

Humanitarianism’s Tensions 

Humanitarianism concerns the attempt to alleviate the suffering of distant 
strangers.2 It cannot alleviate all suffering, because suffering is part of the 
human condition. Instead, it typically concentrates on suffering that can have 
long-term debilitating consequences for, or can significantly affect the life 
chances of, distant strangers. By limiting the object of humanitarianism to dis
tant strangers, my intention is to highlight when assistance goes beyond what is 
expected and crosses geographic, political, and even moral boundaries. People, 
organizations, and governments provide assistance on a daily basis, and we do 
not always label such acts as “humanitarian.” We expect parents to provide 
food, clothing, and shelter for their children, individuals to send remittances to 

2 I will use the concept of humanitarianism in this generic formulation, which, unfortunately, 
blurs the debate, noted in the introduction, over the meaning and relationship between humani
tarianism, aid, development, and other forms of assistance. In addition, humanitarianism, charity, 
and philanthropy are themselves socially constructed distinctions that are defi ned historically by 
different kinds of social goals in different cultural contexts. Norman Fiering traces modern hu
manitarianism to late eighteenth-century notions of humanity and defines humanitarianism as the 
“widespread inclination to protest against obvious and pointless suffering,” and further defi nes 
pain as physical pain and pointless in terms of pain that is not self-infl icted. “ Irresistible Compas
sion: An Aspect of Eighteenth-Century Sympathy and Humanitarianism ,”  Journal of the History 
of Ideas 37, no. 2 (1976): 195–218. 
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their relatives, and governments to create temporary shelter for the homeless 
after floods. Instead, we typically reserve the label “humanitarian” for when 
individuals aid those with whom they have had little or no prior connection 
and when they go beyond the call of duty. 3 

Humanitarian action has strong roots in notions of “community.” There is 
a vibrant debate over the definition of community and whether it even exists, 
and doubts over its existence and effects grow with its imagined geographic 
scale. If community is to have any meaning or relevance for my purposes here, 
then it must include the possibility that members of the community have a sense 
of obligation to one another (and attenuate or deny those same obligations 
to outsiders). More to the point, the community frequently contains mutual 
obligations and moral responsibilities for its members; reciprocal obligations 
defi ne the community and the community generates reciprocal obligations. 4 

These obligations are most evident when individuals are at grave risk. Villages 
often have a moral economy that becomes particularly evident during periods 
of famine, destitution, and hardship.5 The nation is an “imagined community” 
that is defined by a shared identity; members often have responsibilities to one 
another in the form of safety nets, welfare provisions, and emergency aid.6 Al
though there is a spirited debate regarding whether nationalism necessarily ex
tinguishes feelings of cosmopolitanism or instead might nourish them, national 
identities can generate forms of charity, assistance, and obligations to those out
side of the nation.7 The general reaction to national declarations of concern 

3 Robert Wuthnow, Acts of Compassion: Caring for Others and Helping Ourselves (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1991), 279. For studies that attempt to understand why individuals 
demonstrate compassion, and at times do so at tremendous personal risk, see Wunthow,  Acts of 
Compassion; Kristen Renwick Monroe, The Heart of Altruism (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1998). 

4 For the relationship between responsibility and community, see Marion Smiley,  Moral Re-
sponsibility and the Boundaries of Community: Power and Accountability from a Pragmatic Point 
of View (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). Moral philosophers have given relatively 
little attention to practical ethics on these matters, largely limiting their analysis to the gap be
tween what makes moral sense and what individuals are prepared to do. See for instance, Deen 
K. Chatterjee, The Ethics of Assistance: Morality and the Distant Needy (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004). 

5 James Scott, Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Resistance in South East Asia 
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1977). 

6 For the classic statement on the imagined community, see Benedict Anderson,  Imagined Com-
munities (New York: Verso Press, 1991). At times these obligations are imagined in terms of 
formal and informal contracts (especially when considering the modern state and the relationship 
between the state and its citizens and among citizens). The boundaries between humanitarianism, 
ethics, politics, and the modern state are especially visible in debates over immigration. See Miria 
Ticktin, “Where Ethics and Politics Meet: The Violence of Humanitarianism in France,”  American 
Ethnologist 33, no. 1 (2006): 33–49; Didier Fassin, “Compassion and Repression: The Moral 
Economy of Immigration Policies in France,” Cultural Anthropology 20, no. 3 (2005): 362–87. 

7 See John MaCunn, “Cosmopolitan Duties,” International Journal of Ethics 9, no. 2 (1999): 
52–68. 
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for the welfare of others is to treat them as fig leaves for power. Although such 
suspicions are justified, national identity can generate not only a will to power 
but also a will to project a sense of goodness (however ill-conceived or oblivi
ous to its underside). A strong family resemblance in the United States exists 
between John Winthrop’s midvoyage proclamation that the New World should 
draw from principles of Christian charity to become a “city on a hill,” Woodrow 
Wilson’s Fourteen Points, Franklin Roosevelt’s Atlantic Charter, and a contem
porary foreign policy dedicated to the expansion of democracy and the rule of 
law. 8 A French humanitarian tradition links the French Revolution, nineteenth-
century colonialism and the tradition of mission civilisatrice, and the contem
porary “French doctors” movement personified by Medicines Sans Frontiers. 9 

Since World War II many countries have established extensive foreign aid pro
grams, and while one reason is to project influence abroad another is to express 
their moral responsibility and worth.10 

Transnational communities also exhibit sentiments of mutual obligation 
and responsibility. Diaspora groups collect money for the homeland, espe
cially when those at home suffer because of violence or natural disasters. Also 
prominent are religious communities. Most major religions contain principles 
of charity, and religious institutions frequently play a central role collecting 
donations and distributing them to those in need. Various religious denomina
tions and sects have created or designated agencies intended to be their agent 
of mercy. Although religious communities and faith-based organizations can 
and do operate according to nondiscriminatory principles, many will neverthe
less assert that, or act as if, they have special responsibilities to their fellow 
believers. 

Contemporary humanitarianism is closely associated with “international 
community” and linked by three connecting concepts: humanity, the belief that 
all are of equal worth because of the shared status as humans; universalism, 
the claim that there are values that transcend cultural, historical, and political 
divides; and cosmopolitanism, the belief that our obligations, loyalties, and 
responsibilities have no geographic limits.11 Humanitarianism is recurrently 

8 Merle Curti, American Philanthropy Abroad (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 
1988). 

9 Alice Conklin, A Mission to Civilize: The Republican Idea of Empire in France and West 
Africa, 1895–1930 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000); Bertrand Taithe, “Religious Re
sponses, Humanitarianism, and Colonialism from the Algerian Drought and Famine to the French 
Doctors,” in Natural Hazards: Responses and Strategies in Global Perspective ed. Christof Mauch 
and Christian Pfister (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007); “Reinventing (French) 
Universalism: Religion, Humanitarianism and the ‘French Doctors,’ ” Modern and Contemporary 
France 12, no. 2 (2004): 147–58. 

10 David Lumsdaine, Moral Vision in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1993). 

11 For statements on cosmopolitanism, minimal and otherwise, see G. Brock and H. Brighouse, 
eds., The Political Philosophy of Cosmopolitanism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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constructed as both expressive and productive of international community. 12 I 
am well aware of the spirited debate among scholars and policymakers regard
ing whether there is such a thing as international community, whether there 
are as many definitions as there are beholders, whether it is a contrivance used 
by the powerful to further their interests, and who are its members. 

I am less concerned with whether a team of experts can arrive at a consen
sus defi nition of this essentially contested concept than I am about the kind of 
work that this concept does. Specifically, discourse about international com
munity animates and helps to confer legitimacy on various kinds of activi
ties and projects, certainly evident in humanitarian action. The contemporary 
discourse of humanitarianism is constituted by a set of concepts that are con
structed as essential to any meaningful understanding of community, the in
ternational community provides the ethical foundation for providing to those 
in need, and humanitarian organizations use the discourse of the international 
community to establish their moral authority to intervene on behalf of others 
and transform local societies. 

One last observation: we reside in multiple and overlapping communities 
that impact the different kinds of obligations we feel toward distant strangers.13 

We have obligations to our children and parents, to our neighbors, to our fellow 
citizens, to those on the other side of the border, and to those on the other side 
of the world. But our felt obligations, empirically speaking, are not equally dis
tributed but rather vary with our community connections. Rare is the individual 
who lives up to Peter Singer’s demanding version of utilitarianism, according to 
which one must give to those in need to the point where our decrease in utility 
equals their increase in utility. One possibility is that felt moral obligations fade 
as the spatial distance expands.14 This inverse relationship between feelings of 

12 A range of terms have been invented that are not synonyms for international community, but 
are fairly close cousins, including world society and global society. See Hedley Bull,  Anarchical 
Society, 3rd ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002); Barry Buzan,  From International 
to World Society? English School Theory and the Social Structure of Globalisation (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004); Adam Watson,  The Evolution of International Society 
(Boston: Routledge, 1992); Robert Jackson, The Global Covenant: Human Conduct in a World of 
States (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); and Nicholas Wheeler,  Saving Strangers (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2000). 

13 Onara O’Neill, Bounds of Justice (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
14 There is a growing literature in geography regarding the relationship between space and 

obligations. See Benedikt Korf, “Antinomies of Generosity: Moral Geographies and Post-Tsunami 
Aid in Southeast Asia,” Geoforum 38, no. 2 (2007): 366–78; Robert Sack, Homo Geographi-
cus: Framework for Action, Awareness, and Moral Concern (Baltimore: John Hopkins University 
Press, 1997); John Silk, “Caring at a Distance: Gift Theory, Aid Chains, and Social Movements,” 
Social and Cultural Geography 5, no. 2 (2004): 229–51; James D. Proctor, “Ethics in Geography: 
Giving Moral Form to the Geographical Imagination,” Area 33, no. 1 (1998): 8–18; Richard 
Howitt, “Scale and the Other: Levinas and Geography,”  Geoforum 33, no. 3 (2002): 299–313; 
and Gillian Brock, “Does Obligation Diminish with Distance?” Ethics, Place, and Environment 
8, no. 1 (2005): 3–20. 
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obligation and spatial distance can either be an artifact of a sense of commu
nity (suggestive that feelings of community are a consequence of the intensity 
of interactions made possible by proximity) or offset by a sense of community 
(for instance, where a shared identity leads to boundaries of exclusion between 
oneself and other proximate actors and boundaries of inclusion with fellow 
nameless and faceless members). Because the forms of associational life are lay
ered, overlapping, and uneven so, too, will be the obligations felt by individuals 
toward distant strangers and the ethical underpinning of humanitarian action. 

Community amid Diversity and Emancipation amid Power 

Humanitarianism’s discourse and the desire to reduce the suffering of distant 
strangers contain two tensions. The first is the politics of community in a world 
of difference and diversity. Humanitarianism’s discourse of humanity, univer
salism, and cosmopolitanism is expressive of a politics of community—we 
should relieve the suffering of distant strangers regardless of their identity or 
location. Yet we live in a world of diversity and difference, which unravels the 
seams between humanitarianism and international community in two ways. 
Humanitarianism is a product of a particular community, not a universal com
munity. Modern humanitarianism’s roots are located in the West. Although 
these values might have universal appeal, or might have become universal as 
a consequence of interactions and cross-cultural dialogue, the history of hu
manitarianism reflects many of the tensions that exist between the “West” and 
the non-Western world. Indeed, one of humanitarianism’s defi ning traits is the 
attempt to spread the values and practices of the “international community” 
to places where they are either absent or dormant. 

Also, humanitarianism represents itself as acting in the name of the inter
national community as it crosses existing boundaries to transform societies 
in order to try to remove the causes of suffering. Arguably there is little ten
sion between the universal and the particular when aid agencies aspire to save 
lives; at such moments they probably are not violating any deeply cherished 
values.15 Yet when humanitarian agencies aim to attack the root causes of 
suffering, they engage in a politics of transformation and tend to draw from 
their culturally produced stock of knowledge to assess whether and how local 
institutions and community practices should be reformed. In short, we are on 
the terrain of the familiar tension between the universal and the particular. 16 

15 However, communities can hold different priorities regarding who should be saved, whether 
children are or are not sacred, whether those in some social positions are dispensable, and even 
whether some populations should be saved at all, for instance, because they are the enemy or 
are deemed to be responsible for their misfortunes. I thank Peter Redfield for this important 
observation. 

16 There is, of course, a well-developed literature on the tension between universalism and 
particularism, much of it focused on human rights and women’s rights. See, for instance, Susan 
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Although aid agencies frequently try to safeguard against their prejudices by 
constructing mechanisms of consultation and partnership with local popula
tions, there remains the constant danger that their “universal” knowledge will 
trump local knowledge and that they will judge their universal values as supe
rior to local values when the latter is judged to be a cause of suffering. 

The second tension owes to a humanitarianism that aspires to emancipate 
but that nevertheless is always related to and implicated in structures of con
trol and domination. Humanitarianism intends to have the power to produce 
outcomes that will allow vulnerable populations to gain greater control over 
their fates. Yet the same social relationship that provides the capacity to liber
ate also can contain the capacity to exert control over the very populations that 
are the objects of emancipation. Although the abuse of power is an ever-present 
danger, especially in situations of radical asymmetry, I am most concerned 
with what happens when benevolent action becomes institutionalized. Insti
tutionalization has its tragic quality: it can simultaneously increase effi ciency, 
objectivity, and rationality while generating its own “dark side.” 17 Specifi cally, 
those who staff bureaucratized organizations can exhibit indifference, privi
lege their knowledge over that of others, become less capable of demonstrat
ing genuine empathy, and substitute the organization’s rule-driven ethics for 
their own private morality. Humanitarian organizations are not immune to 
these features of bureaucratization, institutionalization, and rationalization, 
even if they demonstrate their own versions. In addition, organizations are 
embedded in networks of power, and one of the potential effects of institu
tions is to diffuse new forms of domination and control. In other words, the 
emancipatory projects of aid agencies might become (unwitting) accomplices 
to the subordination of these populations to new governance structures. These 
tensions—community/difference and emancipation/domination—raise deeply 
disquieting concerns regarding the relationship between deliverers and recipi
ents of assistance, concerns that might grow with internationalization and 
institutionalization. 

Okin, Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999); Martha 
Minow,  Making All the Difference (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991); Ken Booth et al., 
How Might We Live? Global Ethics in the New Century (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001), 155–78; Veena Das, “Communities as Political Actors: The Question of Cultural 
Rights,” Critical Events: An Anthropological Perspective on Contemporary India, ed. Veena 
Das (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1995), 84–118; Anna Tsing,  Friction: An Ethnography of 
Global Connection (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004); Seyla Benhabib, The Claims 
of Culture: Equality and Diversity in the Global Era (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2002); and Elizabeth Boyle, Female Genital Cutting: Cultural Conflict in the Global Community 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). 

17 Diana Vaughan, “The Dark Side of Organizations: Mistake, Misconduct, and Disaster,”  An-
nual Review of Sociology 25 (August 1999): 271–305. 
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Internationalization 

Explanations of the internationalization of humanitarianism must incorporate 
at least three elements. The first are the structural forces that make possible 
its internationalization. The introduction credited the relatively autonomous 
forces of destruction, production, and salvation and their interaction at critical 
moments for the expansion of humanitarianism. The forces of destruction and 
production help to account for the changing demands for different kinds of as
sistance, the timing of bursts of activity, and the step-by-step internationaliza
tion of humanitarianism. However, materialist theories alone cannot explain 
the secular and spiritual motivations that drive the desire to reduce the pain 
of others and remedy preventable harms. Any explanation of internationaliza
tion, therefore, must explore how the different dimensions of the forces of 
destruction, production, and salvation interact in different ways during differ
ent historical periods. The second element is a consideration of the actors that 
draw from existing institutional and discursive resources to mobilize collective 
action on behalf of others.18 The third is the politics of community in a world 
of diversity, including the changing boundaries of community, forms of inclu
sion and exclusion, and rudiments of difference and indifference; the kinds 
of obligations that exist among members of the community; and the desire 
to transform societies in the hope of reducing harm and producing human 
development. The brief discussion that follows does not attempt to construct 
a framework for understanding these features of the internationalization of 
humanitarianism but, instead, incorporates aspects of each in order to suggest 
avenues for future exploration. 

Although studies of international ethics are attentive to structural features 
of the modern world that might account for its expansion—including grow
ing interdependence as a consequence of changes in technology, communica
tion, economic exchange, and even security—they have neglected some very 
basic questions: What are the underlying causes of compassion toward distant 
strangers. How and why have these sources grown over the last two centuries? 
How and why have they become institutionalized and thus established a new 
benchmark for what counts as ethical action? To address these fundamental 
questions requires careful attention to secular and religious discourses.19 

18 For relevant frameworks, see Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink, “International Norms 
and Political Change,” in Explorations and Controversies in World Politics, ed. Peter Katzenstein 
et al. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1998), 894–905; Thomas Risse, Steven Ropp, and Kathryn Sikkink, 
eds., The Power of Human Rights (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999); and Daniel 
Thomas, The Helsinki Effect: International Norms, Human Rights, and the Demise of Commu-
nism (Princeton University Press, 2001). 

19 The distinction between religious and secular is itself problematic and requires further inter
rogation. See, for instance, Talal Asad,  Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003); and Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, The Politics of Secular-
ism in International Relations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007). 
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Various dimensions of Westernization and rationalization are connected to 
the growing sense of obligation to distant strangers. A Kantian rationalism 
and a progress in moral sentiments might be spreading, suggesting that En
lightenment processes have expanded our moral sensibilities, construction of 
humanity, empathic abilities, awareness of the vulnerability of populations, 
and confidence in our ability that we can do something about it. 20 Liberalism 
has strong connections to human dignity and the former’s expansion might 
bring the latter in tow. 21 Liberalism is also connected to a globalizing world 
culture, defined by principles of individualism, universalism, voluntary author
ity, rational progress, and world citizenship, which potentially creates new op
portunities for and might be partially productive of humanitarian action.22 In 
addition, the globalizing world culture facilitates forms of international com
munity that expand the boundaries of who is deemed entitled to assistance and 
the kinds of claims they can make.23 Nongovernmental organizations are not 
only imprinted by this culture, they also are its carriers, helping to spread its 
principles and generate new kinds of obligations and duties.24 These new kinds 
of connections, moreover, might be informing new kinds of solidarity. 25 

Religious discourses also have primed humanitarianism. Religion as a force 
in world politics has been relatively neglected over the decades but is expe
riencing a renaissance because of neosecularization theories; a recognition of 

20 Richard Rorty, “Human Rights, Rationality, and Sentimentality,” in  On Human Rights: 
The Oxford Amnesty Lectures 1993, ed. Stephen Shute and Susan Hurley (New York: Basic 
Books, 1993), 133–34; Annette Baier,  A Progress of Sentiments: Reflections on Hume ’ s Treatise 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991); and Lynn Hunt,  Inventing Human Rights (New 
York: Norton, 2007). An additional and highly relevant literature examines the relationship be
tween the representation of suffering and forms of action. See Arthur Kleinman and Joan Kleinman, 
“The Appeal of Experience; the Dismay of Images: Cultural Appropriations of Suffering in Our 
Time,” in  Social Suffering, ed. Arthur Kleinman, Veena Das, and Margaret Lock (Berkeley: Uni
versity of California Press, 1997), 1–24; Luc Boltanski, Distant Suffering: Morality, Media, and 
Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999). Relatedly, Margaret Keck and Kathryn 
Sikkink argue that those claims that involve the bodily integrity of “innocent” populations, par
ticularly when the relationship between cause and effect is perceived as immediate and direct, will 
have greater resonance. Activists beyond Borders (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998). 

21 Jack Donnelly and Rhoda Howard, “Liberalism, Human Rights, and Human Dignity,” 
American Political Science Review 80, no. 3 (1986): 801–17. 

22 John Boli and George Thomas, eds., Constructing World Culture: International Nongovern-
mental Organizations since 1875 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999); John Boli and Frank 
Lechner,  World Culture: Origins and Consequences (Boston: Basil Blackwell, 2005). 

23 For related arguments that are tied to conceptions of moral progress, see James Lee Ray, 
“The Abolition of Slavery and the End of International War,”  International Organization 43, no. 3 
(1989): 405–39; Neta Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics: Ethics, Decolonization, 
and Humanitarian Intervention (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 

24 For a related argument that draws from a different theoretical tradition, see Mark Duffi eld, 
Global Governance and the New Wars: The Merging of Development and Security (New York: 
Zed Press, 2001). 

25 For the case of socialism, see John Bowker,  Problems of Suffering in Religions of the World 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1970), chap. 4. 
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religion’s profound imprint on many dimensions of social, political, economic, 
and cultural life; and a general awareness that religion’s demise has been greatly 
exaggerated.26 Students of humanitarianism are among the converted regard
ing religion’s continuing impact on global affairs. Religious discourses are 
identified with the construction of exclusionary boundaries, thus demarcating 
special obligations for those who are part of the community of believers and 
proselytizing practices that are designed to save souls and transform societies. 
Yet religious discourses also have been directly and indirectly involved in the 
expansion of responsibilities to and rights for the vulnerable. The religiously in
spired abolitionists campaigned to outlaw the slave trade and slavery based on 
claims regarding who is “human”; a parallel shift in Islamic religious thought 
may well have led to a similar outcome.27 Various faith-based organizations 
have agitated for more public and private action on behalf of the world’s desti
tute and abused. Evangelical thought influenced the creation and evolution of 
charitable societies, the welfare state, and even welfare economics.28 In general, 
future considerations of the expansion of compassion must examine the impact 
of secular and religious discourses, how secular discourses have built on reli
gious discourses, and how religious discourses have help to produce feelings 
of obligation that become embedded in “secular” domestic and international 
organizations. 

The forces of destruction are closely associated with the development and 
expansion of forms of international protection and assistance to those ravaged 
by organized violence. One theme is a relationship between the expansion of 
new kinds of protections to new populations and debates over who is part of 
the international community. A spiritually and religiously motivated committee 
in Geneva, spearheaded by Henry Dunant, helped to establish an international 
humanitarian law that protected European soldiers during times of war—but 
not non-Christian soldiers. The subsequent debates among European states 
and within the International Committee for the Red Cross regarding whether 
to extend international humanitarian law to those outside the (European) so
ciety of states involved a consideration of standards of civilization and what 
were the boundaries of the international community. The ultimate extension 
of humanitarian law to include the Ottoman Empire and Japan, and to allow 
them to become part of the ICRC, was treated as a dramatic development in 
the expansion of international community and as a victory for “humanity.” 29 

The expansion of international humanitarian law from soldiers to civilians 

26 For the neosecularization thesis, see Peter Berger, ed.,  The Desecularization of the World: 
Resurgent Religion and World Politics (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1999). 

27 William Gervase Clarence-Smith,  Islam and the Abolition of Slavery (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2006). 

28 On the political economy, see Boyd Hilton,  The Age of Atonement: The Influence of Evan-
gelicalism on Social and Economic Thought, 1795–1865 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988). 

29 John F. Hutchinson,  Champions of Charity: War and the Rise of the Red Cross (New York: 
Westview Press, 2001). 
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during times of international war, and then to civilians during civil war, was 
connected to broader debates regarding who is a member of the international 
community—states or peoples—and whether and what kinds of responsibilities 
the international community has to civilians. The emergence of a “responsibil
ity to protect” arguably represents a deepening of the meaning (and hopefully 
the practice) of international community. 30 

The history of the laws of war and the forms of emergency relief provided to 
victims of violence is suggestive of a synchronized expansion of the boundaries of 
community and the kinds of obligations that members of the community have to 
one another during periods of violence. Yet how do we explain this relationship 
between the moments of destruction and the burst of energy toward responding 
and preventing unnecessary suffering? Is it only about heightened demand and 
the establishment of new expectations? Destruction appears to presage a desire 
to repair the world. What are the possible relationships between these periods of 
unmerciful destruction and acts of redemption and atonement? Is it a positive re
sponse to mourning and grief?31 Is humanitarianism a ritualized form of Enlight
enment politics, serving to reproduce vague and highly vacuous notions of the 
international community?32 Is it a form of theodicy, a way of explaining away 
and making sense of evil in a world that is deemed capable of perfection?33 

The forces of production also are tied to the changing boundaries of the 
community and forms of assistance that members of the community have to 
one another. Beginning in the early nineteenth century and then continuing 
through to early twenty-first century globalization, shifts in the domestic and 
global organization of capitalism, ideologies of the state, and discourses of 
development have greatly affected the demand for, direction of, and content 
of humanitarian action. The origins of modern humanitarianism might be the 
result of how capitalism, the Enlightenment, and religious thought combined 
in the early nineteenth century to generate new attitudes regarding one’s moral 
responsibility toward distant strangers. Thomas Haskell argues that structural 
forces produced a growing awareness of one people’s “causal involvement in 
the suffering, or its limitation, of others; and a heightened confidence that they 
can do something about it.”34 Capitalism in general and widening circuits of 

30 Anne Marie Slaughter, “Security, Solidarity, and Sovereignty: The Grand Themes of UN Re
form,” American Journal of International Law 99, no. 3 (2005): 619–32. 

31 Judith Butler,  A Precarious Life (New York: Verso Press, 2003). 
32 David Chandler,  From Kosovo to Kabul: Human Rights and International Intervention (New 

York: Zed Press, 2002). 
33 For one of the first systematic applications of Max Weber’s concept of theodicy to the secular 

world, see Michael Herzfeld, The Social Production of Indifference: Exploring the Symbolic Roots 
of the Western Bureaucracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993). In “ The UN Security 
Council, Indifference, and Genocide in Rwanda, ” Cultural Anthropology 12, no. 4 (1997): 551– 
78, I extended the notion of theodicy to the international realm. Also see David K. Chester, “The 
Theodicy of Natural Disasters,” Scottish Journal of Theology 51, no. 4 (1998): 485–505. 

34 Thomas Haskell, “Capitalism and the Origins of the Humanitarian Sensibility,” Part 1, 
American Historical Review 90, no. 2 (1985): 339–61. Also see his “Capitalism and the Origins 
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production and consumption in particular led individuals to imagine wider and 
deeper connections between social groups. This perception, in turn, shaped new 
moral duties based on sins of commission and omission.35 Yet these emotional 
and cognitive developments might have lain dormant without the catalytic ef
fect of religious doctrine and the Enlightenment. Evangelism provided a calling 
for public action and social reform. Modernity instilled greater confi dence in 
the possibility of using human reason and new social technologies to improve 
the lives of others. 

Contemporary forms of globalization might be following a similar course. 
Debates over who is entitled to various forms of economic assistance, includ
ing the state’s obligations to the poor at home and abroad, are conceivably 
related to shifts in the forms, cycles, and ideologies of capitalism. For instance, 
Thomas Pogge argues that economic assistance is justified on the basis of past 
harms done by the rich to the poor during earlier and contemporary periods of 
globalization, while Jeffrey Sachs argues that debt relief and the fi ght against 
poverty are not only ethical but will help stabilize a globalization in which the 
losers might eventually rebel against the winners.36 Bill Gates refl ected that he 
decided to give away one-third of his fortune when he read a story about how 
half a million children die every year from rotavirus, the most common cause 
of severe diarrhea in children, yet there were readily available medicines to 
prevent it; he could not escape the conclusion that in our world some lives are 
considered to be worth more than others and that some lives are worth saving 
while others are not. His website now states: “All lives—no matter where they 
are being led—are of equal value.”37 

The internationalization of humanitarianism and the existing global human
itarian architecture have been produced by a network of states, international 
organizations, international nongovernmental organizations, and nongovern
mental organizations. Of these actors, nongovernmental organizations and 
transnational movements are credited with being midwives to a snowballing 
cluster of humanitarian activities, the heartbeat of an emergent global civil 
society and the manifestation of international community. Specifi cally, these 
organizations are recognized for helping to develop, nurture, and expand hu
manitarianism by creating and carrying new ideas of moral obligation; mobiliz
ing cross-cutting coalitions for principled purposes; embedding humanitarian 
practices in global institutions, organizations, and law; compelling states to 

of the Humanitarian Sensibility, Part 2,”  American Historical Review 90, no. 3 (1985): 547–56; 
and Thomas W. Lacquer, “Bodies, Details, and Humanitarian Narrative,” in  The New Cultural 
History, ed. Lynn Hunt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 176–204. 

35 Haskell, “Capitalism: The Origins of the Humanitarian Sensibility,” Part 1. 
36 Thomas Pogge, “Assisting the Global Poor,” in  The Ethics of Assistance, ed. Deen Chatterjee 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 260–89; Jeffrey Sachs,  The End of Poverty: The 
Economic Possibilities of Our Time (New York: Norton Books, 2006). 

37 Peter Singer, “What Should a Billionaire Give—and What Should You?”  New York Times 
Sunday Magazine, December 17, 2006. 
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humanize their foreign policies; acting as the operational arm for the delivery 
of assistance; and infl uencing the ethical fabric of global life. 38 

Contemporary humanitarian organizations are associated with the expan
sion of the boundaries of the community and the obligations that the inter
national community has to states and peoples—and the humanitarian identity 
helps to explain why. A commitment to humanity means a world without ethi
cal boundaries. A commitment to relieving suffering can encourage expansion 
into new areas of activity. Suffering is endless. Consequently, organizations that 
are dedicated to the reduction of suffering will become overwhelmed by endless 
demands and thus encounter endless temptations to expand into new areas. 
As one aid worker wrote, “In terms of the destruction of human life, what dif
ference is there between the wartime bombing of a civilian population and the 
distribution of ineffective medicines during a pandemic that is killing millions 
of people?”39 Because the sources of risk can include authoritarianism, poverty, 
and conflict, many humanitarian organizations believe that they should advocate 
for human rights and democracy promotion, development, and forms of peace 
building. Individuals who initially volunteer to help the isolated individual will 
often develop a strong demand for social reform and social justice.40 The “dis
covery” of the structural forces of suffering invites a desire to eliminate them. 
After successfully campaigning to outlaw the slave trade and eliminate slavery, 
many abolitionists championed colonialism in order to help the “uncivilized” 
develop the mental technologies and institutions required for their improve
ment. Today humanitarian organizations adopt a multivariate approach to the 
causes of deprivation, violence, and poverty, creating a constant temptation to 
expand into new areas and to develop new epistemologies for imagining the re
lationship between these areas and new methodologies for integrating them.41 

38 For a range of approaches to transnationalism and nongovernmental organizations, see Keck 
and Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders; Sidney Tarrow,  The New Transnationalism (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004); Gerald F. Davis, Doug McAdam, W. Richard Scott, and Mayer 
N. Zald, eds., Social Movements and Organization Theory (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005); William DeMars,  NGOs and Transnational Networks: Wild Cards in World Politics 
(New York: Pluto Press, 2005), chap. 2; Sara Mendolsohn and John Glenn, eds.,  The Power and 
Limits of NGOs (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002); Sanjeev Khagram, James Riker, 
and Kathryn Sikkink, eds., Restructuring World Politics: Transnational Social Movements, Net-
works, and Norms (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002); Thomas Risse, ed., Bring-
ing Transnational Relations Back in: Non-State Actors, Domestic Structures and International 
Institutions (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Ann Florini, ed.,  The Third Force 
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 2003); and Richard Price, “Transnational Civil Society 
and World Politics,”  World Politics 55, no. 4 (2003): 579–606. 

39 Jean-Hervé Bradol, “The Sacrificial International Order and Humanitarian Action,” in  In 
the Shadow of “ Just Wars ” : Violence, Politics, and Humanitarian Action, ed. Fabrice Weissman 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 9. 

40 Wuthnow, Acts of Compassion, chap. 9. 
41 Marc Lindenberg and Coralie Bryant, Going Global: Transforming Relief and Development 

NGOs (Bloomfi eld, Conn.: Kumarian Books, 2001). 
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Yet, because humanitarian organizations are creatures of their environment, 
they will reflect the tensions of international community in a world of diversity 
and difference. Humanitarian organizations have a shared commitment to help 
distant strangers, but as resource-constrained organizations they must decide 
how to allocate their scarce money, staff, and time; whose suffering they attend 
to; and the kinds of assistance they are prepared to provide and under what 
conditions. Their organizational identity can play an important role in shaping 
these decisions and the ethical foundations for forms of indifference. Organiza
tions that orbit around an “apolitical” identity will be reluctant to get swept up 
into broader campaigns of transformation on the grounds that doing so might 
do more harm than good, while “political” organizations will feel less restrained 
and come to different conclusions. The organization’s mandate can shape its 
identity, practices, and limits of its assistance. The United Nations High Commis
sioner for Refugees successfully expanded its mandate over of the decades so that 
it could provide more assistance to more refugees, but it also refused to accept 
responsibility for all internally displaced peoples because of the fear that doing 
so would jeopardize its primary mission to bona fide refugees. The organization’s 
professional identity also might shape what kinds of assistance it is willing to 
provide. As a medical relief organization, MSF concentrates on health issues. 

The organization’s religious or secular identity also might matter. I stress 
might because we actually know very little about the connection between reli
gious identity and organizational structure, where an organization is willing to 
act, who it willing to help, and what kinds of assistance it is willing to provide 
and under what conditions. Some religious organizations appear to be nearly 
identical to their secular brethren. For instance, Catholic Relief Services and 
CARE International have been on parallel tracks for the past decade, have 
actively learned from each other’s experiences, and over the 1990s have de
veloped a substantively similar social justice lens and a rights-based approach, 
respectively. It is not clear whether religious identity, in this instance, leaves 
a different footprint on the ground. In addition, different religious branches 
might produce different assistance portfolios, as is hypothesized in the cases of 
fundamentalist and mainline evangelical Protestants.42 

We lack a sophisticated comparative understanding of the relationship be
tween different religions and different kinds of humanitarian action. Much 
of what we think we know about faith-based agencies concerns Christian or
ganizations; said otherwise, we have very little knowledge about religiously 
inspired organizations outside of Christianity. This ignorance is especially note
worthy in the cases of Islamic charitable and philanthropic organizations.43 

42 Frances FitzGerald, “The Evangelical Surprise,” New York Review of Books 54, no. 7 
(April 26, 2007); Walter Russell Mead, “God’s Country?”  Foreign Affairs 85, no. 5 (September/ 
October 2006): 24–43. 

43 However, see Carlo Benedetti, “Islamic and Christian Inspired Relief NGOs: Between Tac
tical Collaboration and Strategic Diffi dence?” Journal of International Development 18, no. 6 



  

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
 

 
    

   
 

  

    
 

250 Humanitarianism in Question 

For instance, while many of Islamic Relief’s most prominent fi eld offices are in 
Islamic and Arab communities, it is not clear how, if at all, an Islamic identity 
affects its activities. The Islamic world appears to be moving from “charity” to 
“philanthropy,” roughly paralleling the shift among Western aid agencies from 
relief to root causes. If so, is this shift being caused by the same forces and does 
it have the same meaning as in the Western context? The general presumption 
is that Islamic aid agencies differ from their Western and Christian counter
parts, but this observation seems largely based on speculation and suspicion 
and not on hard-boiled evidence. 

The identity of the organization also might be tied to ethical justifi cations 
for discriminatory principles. Humanitarian organizations, even those that sub
scribe to principles of impartiality and humanity, cannot and do not rely solely 
on an objective assessment of need to determine their allocation. One ethical 
defense is that through specialization the population of aid agencies can gener
ate a more complete and efficient coverage and something akin to a division of 
moral labor. 44 A moral argument for the state, for instance, is that greater effi 
ciencies and coverage can be generated through this territorial division of labor 
than through a universal organization with universal jurisdiction.45 Yet another 
ethical defense for targeting specific groups results from the existence of special 
responsibilities that might derive from the boundaries of international commu
nity. Some Jewish and Islamic charitable agencies, for instance, practice nondis
crimination in the field but do focus their energies on Israel and Arab countries, 
respectively. In general, humanitarian organizations will reflect the politics of 
community in a world of difference, and their identity will shape which strang
ers they prioritize and the kinds of assistance they are willing to provide. 

Because humanitarian organizations operate in the name of international 
community in a world of diversity they will constantly confront boundaries 
between “us” and “them.” How do they recognize, confront, and negoti
ate moral boundaries? Are certain kinds of ambitions suspended because of 
cultural diversity or a fear of political opposition? How do they interpret, in 
practice, the relationship between particularism and universalism, the respect 

(2006): 849 – 59; Jeremy Benthall,  “ The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and Islamic So
cieties, with Special Reference to Jordan, ”  British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 24, no. 2 
(1997): 157–77; Murat Cizakca,  A History of Philanthropic Foundations: The Islamic World 
from the Seventh Century to the Present Day (Istanbul: Bogazici University Press, 2000); Jonathan 
Benthall and Jerome Bellion-Jourdan, The Charitable Crescent: Politics of Aid in the Muslim 
World (London: I. B. Tauris, 2003). 

44 For the concept of division of moral labor, see Thomas Nagel, “The Moral Division of Labor,” 
Equality and Partiality (August 1995): 53–63; Samuel Scheffler, “Division of Moral Labor,”  Pro-
ceedings of the Aristotelian Society, suppl. vol. 79 (2005): 229–53. For an application to the inter
national realm, see Michael Barnett, Eyewitness to a Genocide: The United Nations and Rwanda 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), 169–70. 

45 For the general argument, see Robert Goodin, Protecting the Vulnerable: A Reanalysis of 
Our Social Responsibilities (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), chap. 1. 
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for diversity and the desire to transform?46 For instance, the “professional” 
health worker, whose identity is forged in advanced training and skills in the 
West, can be challenged when he or she confronts different understandings 
of health in emergency and non-Western settings. 47 To what extent, how, and 
when are aid workers and agencies transformed by the encounter? For some 
colonial philanthropists their very “humanitarian” identity was altered as a 
consequence of their encounter with the “other.” 48 At various historical mo
ments their engagement has led them to reflect critically on and even to alter 
their ethical orientations in ways that encourage cultural diversity. In the late 
nineteenth century various missionary movements that once aspired to convert 
began to lose confidence in the rightness of this activity because it violated 
their growing commitment to respect and tolerance. In the contemporary era, 
especially because of the greater awareness of cultural diversity, aid workers 
are increasingly sensitive to the charge of cultural imperialism and are attempt
ing to respond accordingly. 

Another challenge involved in a politics of international community in a 
world of difference and diversity is how to ensure that the discourse of “hu
manity,” which is supposed to be the fundamental basis for humanitarianism, 
does not erase meaningful difference. A humanitarianism that operates with 
the concept of a universal human subject has difficulty recognizing the cultural, 
historical, and political circumstances that produce subjectivity, thus removing 
the very humanity of individuals. As Hannah Arendt provocatively argued: 

The concept of human rights, based upon the assumed existence of a 
human being as such, broke down at the very moment when those who 
professed to believe in it were for the first time confronted with people 
who had lost all other qualities and specific relationships—except that 
they were still human. The world found nothing abstract in the naked
ness of being human. . . . If a human being loses his political status, he 
should, according to the implications of the inborn and inalienable rights 

46 Matthew Hunt, “Ethics beyond Borders: How Health Professionals Experience Ethics in 
Humanitarian Assistance and Development Work,”  Developing World Bioethics 7, no. 2 (2007): 
1–11; Markus Michael and Anthony B. Zwi, “Oceans of Need in the Desert: Ethical Issues Identi
fied While Researching Humanitarian Agency Response in Afghanistan,”  Developing World Bio-
ethics 2, no. 2 (2002): 109–30; David Lumsdaine, Evangelical Christianity and Democracy in Asia 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2006). 

47 Hunt, “Ethics beyond Borders.” 
48 Frederik Cooper and Ann Stoler,  Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997); Alan Lester, “Reformulating Identities: British 
Settlers in Early Nineteenth-Century South Africa,” Transactions of the Institute of British Ge-
ographers 23, no. 4 (1998): 515–31; Alan Lester, “Settlers, the State and Colonial Power: The 
Colonization of Queen Adelaide Province, 1834–37,” Journal of African History 39, no. 2 (1998): 
221–46; Alan Lester,  Imperial Networks: Creating Identities in Nineteenth-Century South Africa 
and Britain (London: Routledge, 1991); David Lambert, “Geographies of Colonial Philanthropy,” 
Progress in Human Geography 28, no. 3 (2004): 320–41. 
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of man, come under exactly the situation for which the declarations of 
such general rights provided. Actually, the opposite is the case. It seems 
that a man who is nothing but a man has lost the very qualities which 
makes it possible for other people to treat him as a fellow-man. . . . The 
paradox involved in the loss of human rights is that such loss coincides 
the instant a person becomes a human in general.49 

For a humanitarianism that aspires to provide dignity, how does a vague and at 
times vacuous conception of humanity erase the possibility of genuine recogni
tion? Do aid workers have difficulty seeing diversity in part because of a trope of 
humanity and the universal subject? Conversely, how does the recognition of his
torically produced subjectivity destabilize or complicate the trope of humanity? 

The study of humanitarianism offers the opportunity not only to interro
gate the politics of international community but also to address critical ques
tions regarding the relationship between international ethics and world order. 
There is a tendency among scholars to see humanitarianism as an expression 
and creator of an international community defined by principles of humanity, 
universalism, and cosmopolitanism. Yet humanitarianism has a paternity even 
as it claims to be part of the “family of man.”50 If so, perhaps we are, analyti
cally speaking, better served by considering the possibility of a world textured 
by international communities than by distinct bodies of world orders. In this 
view, different kinds of humanitarianisms are (potentially) rooted in various 
different cultural and world orders, even as they offer themselves as univer
salistic and cosmopolitan.51 Similarly, different kinds of humanitarianism are 
likely to draw boundaries of inclusion and exclusion in different places and 
offer different paths and possibilities for the simultaneous breaking down of 
existing boundaries and for absorbing them into an international society from 
which they originate. Following the history of humanitarianism illuminates the 
sinews of international ethics and international orders. 

Institutionalization 

Humanitarianism has inspired many specialized fields of practice that are 
dedicated to the alleviation of suffering. Many of the early humanitarians 

49 Hannah Arendt, Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Penguin Books, 1973), 336. Cited in 
Ira Katznelson, Desolation and Enlightenment: Political Knowledge after Total War, Totalitarian-
ism, and the Holocaust (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 109. For a provocative 
statement on the relationships among the Enlightenment, liberalism, and empire that focuses on 
those political thinkers that desire to locate all meaningful diversity, see Sankhor Mehta,  Enlight-
enment against Empire (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003). 

50 Roland Barthes, “The Great Family of Man,” in Mythologies, ed. Roland Barthes, trans. An
nette Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 1972). 

51 However, see Antonio Donini, Larry Minear et al.,  Humanitarian Agenda 2015: Principles, 
Power, and Perceptions (Medford, Mass.: Tufts University, Feinstein Center, 2006). 
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championed various kinds of social reforms and established charitable organi
zations to work with the urban poor; social work and welfare grew out of these 
activities and movements.52 The “rights of man” was an important statement 
and sentiment that gave inspiration to humanitarianism and human rights.53 

Humanitarianism underpinned the development of public health in the nine
teenth century, tropical medicine in the age of colonialism, and today’s global 
public health.54 The fi eld of development had various antecedents, including a 
desire to improve the lives of the world’s poor. 55 In general, humanitarianism 
has motivated action in myriad areas of social life and specialized fi elds. 

While fields such as public health, welfare, development, and human rights 
rationalized, bureaucratized, and professionalized decades ago, humanitarian
ism remained quaintly and stubbornly premodern—until recently. 56 Over the 
last two decades a community of practice among networked organizations has 
emerged that is exploring new forms of coordination and collaboration.57 This 
community of practice now constitutes a “field”: the members have regular 
interactions, exchange information, rely on specialized knowledge, and un
derstand themselves to be part of a common enterprise.58 In short, they are 

52 Gertrude Himmelfarb, Poverty and Compassion: The Moral Imagination of the Late Victo-
rians (New York: Vintage Press, 1992); Elizabeth Agnew,  From Charity to Social Work: Mary E. 
Richmond and the Creation of an American Profession (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003); 
Fred Reamer,  Social World Values and Ethics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999). 

53 Hannah Arendt, “The ‘Rights of Man’: What Are They?” Modern Review 3, no. 1 (1949): 
25–37; Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New York: Penguin Books, 1990). 

54 Dorothy Parker,  The History of Public Health and the Modern State (New York: Editions 
Rodopi, 1994); Jonathan Barry and Colin Jones, eds., Medicine and Charity before the Welfare 
State (New York: Routledge, 1994); Alison Bashford,  Imperial Hygiene: A Critical History of 
Colonialism, Nationalism, and Public Health (New York: Palgrave, 2005). 

55 Gareth Stedman Jones, An End to Poverty: A Historical Debate (New York: Columbia Uni
versity Press, 2004); Arturo Escobar,  Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking 
of the Third World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994); Fredrick Cooper and Randall 
Packard, introduction to International Development Studies and the Social Sciences, ed. Frederick 
Cooper and Randall Packard (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 1–41. 

56 Hugo Slim writes that “the formal system [of humanitarianism] has adopted many of the 
routine practices of the modern welfare provisions in Western states. It has become increasingly 
concerned about its principles and the quality of its services. It wants to make decisions fairly, do 
things well and be able to prove its results in some good scientific reporting. To this end, it has tried 
to adopt a modern bureaucratic model of management and organization to shape and sharpen its 
fast-growing organizations whose smaller antecedents were originally based on simpler notions of 
charity, volunteerism, activism, and service.” Hugo Slim, “Global Welfare: A Realistic Expectation 
for the International Humanitarian System?” ALNAP Review of Humanitarian Action (2007): 20. 

57 See Entienne Wegner,  Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999). For an extension of these and other literatures to NGOs, see 
Alnoor Ebrahim, NGOs and Organizational Change: Discourse, Reporting, and Learning (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 

58 For discussions of fields, see Paul DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell, eds.,  The New Institution-
alism in Organizational Analysis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991); Paul Dimaggio and 
Walter Powell, “The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in 
Organizational Fields,” American Sociological Review 48, no. 2 (1983): 147–60. 
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undergoing rationalization—developing standardized codes of conduct, ac
countability mechanisms, methodologies for calculating the consequences of 
their actions, abstract rules to guide standardized responses, and procedures 
to improve efficiency and identify the best means to achieve specifi ed ends; 
bureaucratization—developing specialized knowledge, spheres of competence, 
divisions of labor and areas of specialization, and rules for determining the 
optimal means for given situations; and professionalization—developing spe
cific knowledge, fixed doctrine, and vocational qualifications that derive from 
advanced training.59 

Why has a humanitarian sector emerged with these characteristics over the 
last two decades? Part of the answer owes to experiences in the fi eld that have 
caused aid agencies to develop “best practices” in order to improve their per
formance; respond to the growing confusion in the field caused by an exploding 
number of aid agencies through the creation of focal points and standardized 
expectations; and deal with demands from donors. Yet the fact that so many 
aid agencies are institutionalizing in much the same way, that is, exhibiting iso
morphism, at roughly the same time points in the direction of environmental 
forces.60 

Sociological institutionalism provides one possible explanation. It highlights 
how the socially constructed normative environment, which contains accept
able models, standards of action, goals, and logics of appropriateness, will im
print the organization. Organizations are constituted by, and will be compelled 
to adopt, this culture for a variety of reasons—though resource requirements 
fi gure centrally. Organizations depend on others for the resources they require 
to do their work. The willingness of others to fund their activities is contingent, 
in part, on their perceived legitimacy. As Scott and Meyer observe, this nor
mative environment contains the “rules and requirements to which individual 
organizations must conform if they are to receive support and legitimacy from 
the environment.”61 Because organizations are rewarded for conforming to 
rules and legitimation principles, and punished if they do not, they will tend to 
model themselves after those organizational forms that have legitimacy. 

There are three mechanisms of isomorphism. Coercive isomorphism oc
curs when powerful organizations, such as states, impose rules and standards 
on other organizations. States and other donors have imposed new reporting 
requirements that force aid agencies to adopt relatively similar kinds of ac
countability mechanisms. Mimetic isomorphism largely occurs in situations 

59 For definitions of rationalization, see Max Weber,  The Theory of Social and Economic Or-
ganization (New York: Oxford University Press, 1947); of bureaucratization, see David Beetham, 
Max Weber and the Theory of Modern Politics (New York: Polity, 1985), 69; of professionaliza
tion, see George Ritzer, “Professionalization, Bureaucratization, and Rationalization: The Views 
of Max Weber,”  Social Forces 53, no. 4 (1975): 627–34. 

60 Michael Barnett, “Humanitarianism Transformed,”  Perspectives on Politics 3, no. 4 (2005): 
723–40. 

61 Dimaggio and Powell, “Iron Cage Revisited,” 140. 
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of uncertainty, encouraging organizations to model themselves after others 
that they believe are successful. Aid agencies that have never systematically 
assessed whether their activities are linked to particular outcomes have fl ocked 
to fields such as development and public health that provide signature meth
ods for program evaluation. Normative isomorphism largely originates from 
professionalization and the attempt by members of an occupation to determine 
on their own the conditions and methods of their work and to establish the 
epistemic basis for their authority and the claim to occupational autonomy. 
Over the last fifteen years the leading aid agencies have established various 
kinds of collaborative projects that are designed to standardize behavior and 
expectations and to signal that they are experts, initiatives that are expected 
to demonstrate their ability to self-regulate and thus to discourage others from 
regulating them. There also is a temporal dimension. Once the most prominent 
and powerful aid agencies adopt new techniques others are likely to follow. In 
general, humanitarianism has rationalized, bureaucratized, and professional
ized over the last several decades, and the causes are likely to be similar to 
those that have led to comparable outcomes in other fi elds. 

Institutionalization is generally celebrated because it increases the ability of 
organizations to more efficiently pursue their collective goals—and thus to help 
more populations. We want organizations to apply objective, standard rules, 
to be staffed by professionals and experts, and to achieve effi ciencies through 
hierarchy, division of labor, and specialization. The good old days of unpaid 
individuals rushing into the field and improvising and reinventing the wheel 
as they go from one emergency to another, might appeal to romanticized im
ages of volunteerism, but arguably it did not do a lot for those in need. So, all 
for the better. Yet helping more people than ever does not dilute power. In fact, 
as students of modern organizations and bureaucracies know, rationalization 
and bureaucratization is associated with various maladies, and humanitar
ian organizations are not immune to them.62 Several of these maladies point 
to the disturbing possibility that organizations dedicated to the welfare and 
the emancipation of others will manifest their own forms of indifference and 
become complicit in forms of control. 

The intimate relationship between authority, knowledge, and power can 
negatively affect the practices of humanitarian organizations. In our introduc
tion to this book we noted that there are various kinds of authority and that 
humanitarian agencies tend to traffic primarily in moral and expert authority. 
Transforming information into knowledge by giving it meaning, value, and 
purpose is one of the major functions and objectives of authorities in social life; 

62 David Kennedy,  The Dark Sides of Virtue: Reassessing International Humanitarianism 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005); Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report 
on the Banality of Evil (New York: Penguin, 1994); Dimaggio and Powell, “Iron Cage Revisited”; 
Vaughan, “Dark Side of Organizations”; Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore,  Rules for the 
World: International Organizations and World Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004). 
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this process has the consequence of shaping action and social reality, which, 
of course, is a fundamental dimension of power. This is why Max Weber ar
gued that the heart of bureaucratic power is control based on knowledge.63 In 
this view, the power of humanitarian organizations is premised both on their 
material resources and, most fundamentally, their ability to use their authority 
to transform information into knowledge and thus to guide action and cre
ate social reality. 64 As humanitarian organizations have grown and become 
more fully institutionalized, ceteris paribus, arguably they have increased their 
capacity to help shape social reality. What are the effects of this power? How 
does their authority and hence their power allow them to determine what 
kind of social suffering deserves attention, to name different kinds of circum
stances “emergencies,” and to declare certain populations as more objectively 
vulnerable?65 

The institutionalization of ethics can lead to forms of indifference and new 
expressions of power. Hannah Arendt and Max Weber famously worried that 
private ethics can become distorted and transfigured as they are exposed to a 
bureaucratic culture that privileges rule-following over individual moral judg
ment.66 Has value rationality yielded to technical rationality and, if so, what 
are the implications? What happens when the rules themselves become viewed 
as a source of ethical guidance? How does ethics become embedded in and 
distorted by rule-driven organizational logics and organizational goals such 
as survival?67 How does the assumption of institutional authority generate a 
discourse that privileges the view of aid workers over those that are the objects 
of their aid? How does the institutionalization of ethics affect the ability of 
those on the ground to participate in their own liberation? How does it lead to 
the design of refugee camp life that controls fates in advertent and inadvertent 
ways?68 What kinds of ethics are being institutionalized within aid agencies? 
The concern with the effectiveness of aid has contributed to a consequentialist 

63 Max Weber,  From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, trans. Hans W. Gerth and C. W. Mills 
(Berkeley, University of California Press, 1958), 232–35. 

64 Burkhart Holzner and John Marx, Knowledge Application: The Knowledge System in Soci-
ety (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1979). 

65 See David Keen, The Benefi ts of Famine (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994); 
Mariella Pandolfi , “Contract of Mutual Indifference: Governance and the Humanitarian Appara
tus in Contemporary Albania and Kosovo,” Indiana Journal of Global Legal Studies 10 (2003): 
369–81; Didier Fassin with Paula Vasquez, “Humanitarian Exception as the Rule: The Political 
Theology of the 1999 Tragedia in Venezuela,”  American Ethnologist 32, no. 3 (2005): 389–405. 

66 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (New York: Penguin Press, 2006); and Max Weber, 
The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (New York: Free Press, 1997). 

67 Michael Barnett, Eyewitness to a Genocide; Tony Waters,  Bureaucratizing the Good Samari-
tan: The Limitations of Humanitarian Relief Operations (New York: Westview Press, 2001). 

68 Liisa Malkki, “ Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism, and Dehistoricization, ” 
Cultural Anthropology 11, no. 3 (1996): 377 – 404; J enny Edkins,  Whose Hunger? Concepts of 
Famine, Practices of Aid (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001). 
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ethics, perhaps to the detriment of an ethics of duty and dialogue.69 How might 
the development of a network of global institutions dedicated to forms of as
sistance and protection decrease the prospect of accountability and encourage 
a denial of culpability?70 

Institutionalization also might frustrate a politics of solidarity. When Hannah 
Arendt wrote of the “passion of compassion” she was not full of praise.71 

She worried that this passion might lead to domination and violence in the 
name of emancipation, and contrasted the negative of compassion with the 
positive of solidarity. The very emergence of global institutions that are de
signed to mobilize compassion and distribute relief might discourage practices 
that generate forms of solidarity. Henry Dunant hoped that by engaging in 
compassionate action run-of-the-mill citizens would discover new forms of 
solidarity; in short, practice leads to new social identities and the dissolv
ing of existing boundaries. Yet the development of the national Red Cross 
societies increased forms of national patriotism and had a deadening effect 
on transnational identification and solidarity. 72 Reflecting on the challenge of 
collecting donations for the Lebanese during the 2006 war with Israel, Heba 
Raouf, a professor of political science at Cairo University, noted that many 
individuals who had previously contributed now asserted that the presence of 
charitable organizations meant that their contribution was no longer needed. 
Her conclusion was that institutionalization can harm the spontaneity that is 
necessary for the creation and maintenance of transnational community and 
obligation.73 

Relatedly, these effects of power might increase, and thus the dangers might 
become amplified, the more decision making scales “up and away” from those 
who are affected by the decisions. In short, the institutionalization and inter
nationalization of aid replaces the possibility of face-to-face intimacy with 
detachment from afar. Consequently, even though field operations have con
siderable autonomy and frequently draw from local populations, those who 
have decisional authority might not ever encounter those who are affected 
by their decisions. Although these decisions will include a consideration of 
their possible effects on the beneficiaries, those in headquarters will often 
rely on abstract, generalized rules to make decisions and potentially express a 

69 For a start in the context of human rights organizations, see Daniel Bell and Jean-Marc 
Coicaud, eds., Ethics in Action: The Ethical Challenges of International Human Rights Nongov-
ernmental Organizations (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006). For the humanitarian 
context, see Desmond R. Gasper, “ ‘Drawing a Line’: Ethical and Political Strategies in Complex 
Emergency Assistance,” European Journal of Development Research 11, no. 2 (1999): 87–114. 

70 David Chandler,  Empire in Denial: The Politics of State-Building (Ann Arbor: Pluto Press, 
2006). 

71 Arendt, On Revolution, 72. 
72 Hutchinson, Champions of Charity. 
73 Conversation, Cairo, Egypt, April 16, 2007. 
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technocratic character that depreciates the importance of local knowledge 
and practical judgment.74 

Many aid agencies have recently attempted to counteract these trends to
ward the centralization of power and authority by introducing greater par
ticipation by and accountability to the recipients. What is the evidence of the 
effectiveness of these arrangements? Or have they only helped to legitimate 
unequal “partnerships”?75 Do they attempt to integrate the views of the local 
populations, to include their “participation” in the transformations that are 
designed for their benefit? If so, how do they do so, who participates, whose 
voice is privileged, and what sorts of views are deemed illegitimate or even im
moral? Does local participation simply help to reproduce local power relations 
and thus work against the politics of transformation?76 

Humanitarian organizations are embedded in broader networks of power 
and relations of control, and as they labor for emancipation they might also 
facilitate the introduction of other kinds of governance structures and power 
relations. Various movements that were ostensibly designed to improve the 
lives of peoples also have been bound up with mechanisms of governance and 
control, including medicine and welfare.77 The missionaries and the philan
thropists of the nineteenth century that viewed themselves as liberating indi
viduals from ignorance, disease, and destitution were nested in and at times 
helped to further colonialism and imperialism. Many of the great liberal think
ers of the nineteenth century, including John Stuart Mill, viewed colonialism 
as a path toward enlightenment and liberalism.78 In the contemporary age, 
humanitarian, human rights, and development organizations are connected to 
global governance projects that are intended to further a liberal world order 
that is viewed as producing stable, legitimate states linked by values of equality, 
rights, autonomy, and progress. Yet the liberal world order has structural rela

74 James Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition 
Have Failed (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1999). 

75 See, for instance, Rita Abrahamson, “The Power of Partnerships in Global Governance,” 
Third World Quarterly 25, no. 8 (2004): 1453–67. 

76 The discourse of root causes has seemingly encouraged aid agencies to adopt an almost 
grounded interpretation of “root” to the neglect of global causes of suffering. Reflecting on his 
experience in public health interventions and his decision to join the campaign to make generic 
drugs available to poor populations, Paul Farmer highlighted the systematic failure of many aid 
agencies to appreciate the global causes of local suffering and the necessity of global reforms to 
address that suffering. Paul Farmer, “On Suffering and Structural Violence: A View from Below,” 
in Social Suffering, 261–85. 

77 Alison Bashford, Imperial Hygiene; Douglas Haynes, Imperial Medicine: Patrick Monson 
and the Conquest of Tropical Disease (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001). For 
the classic statement regarding the welfare state, see Francis Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, 
Regulating the Poor: The Functions of Public Welfare (New York: Vintage Press, 1993). 

78 Uday Mehta, Liberalism and Empire: A Study in Nineteenth-Century British Liberal Thought 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); Mehta, Enlightenment against Empire. 
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tions of inequality and control.79 Consequently, although many humanitarian 
agencies strive to create the “sovereign” and autonomous individual, this indi
vidual is nevertheless constituted by a discourse that contains its own structural 
inequalities. Moreover, increasingly, humanitarian organizations are involved 
in governance, which includes regulating populations and transplanting insti
tutions that are intended to introduce new kinds of self-regulation linked to 
particular kinds of political orders.80 

Humanitarianism exists on a constantly shifting moral terrain that provides 
no stable ground. It was never immune to critical commentary, and aid work
ers were never oblivious to the negative effects of their actions. Yet in hindsight 
it is remarkable how much of a “free pass” it used to enjoy. To some extent this 
is a consequence of a discourse of humanitarianism that favored the experi
ences and refl ections of those doing the giving over the understandings, views, 
and reflections of the recipients. The ground is shifting, however slightly, to en
courage humanitarian actors to be more sensitive to the relationship between 
the politics of community in a world of diversity and the politics of emancipa
tion in a world of power. This recalibration is a consequence of many factors, 
among the most important of which are the critical self-evaluations of hu
manitarian actors. It is this readiness for critical inquiry and introspection that 
reduces the possibility that humanitarianism will become a mere facsimile of 
the world it attempts to civilize and keeps alive a meaningful commitment to 
the “enlightenment of those suffering at the hands of power in the interests of 
action on their part to escape suffering.”81 

Scholarship through the Humanitarian Looking Glass 

The social sciences share much with humanitarianism. It is not only humanitari
anism that exists on a shifting terrain that provides no stable ground. So, too, do 
the social sciences. Much like humanitarianism, the social sciences contain dif
ferent strands that express different kinds of purposes—problem solving, theory 
building, the search for truths and partial truths, explanatory power, under
standing and interpretation, and so on. Much like humanitarianism, “modern 
social science was born with a desire to understand and to change the world, and 
such desires have led to a series of ambivalences, uncertainties, and tensions.”82 

Much like humanitarianism, one way social sciences responded to these tensions 

79 Bhupinder S. Chimni, “International Institutions Today: An Imperial Global State in the 
Making,” European Journal of International Law 15, no. 1 (2004): 1–37. 

80 Duffi eld,  Global Governance and the New Wars. 
81 John Dryzek, “Policy Analysis as Critique,” in The Oxford Handbook of Public Policy, ed. 

Michael Moran, Martin Rein, and Robert Goodin (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 
191–92. 

82 Lisa Anderson, Pursuing Truth, Exercising Power: Social Science and Public Policy in the 
21st Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 3. 
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was by searching for a purity that removed the possibility of contamination from 
“politics” and the unity of a scientific method. Much like humanitarianism, the 
social sciences are once again confronting a series of tensions that have caused 
intense debates among scholars regarding the practice and purpose of scholar
ship. Although humanitarianism cannot save either the world or the social sci
ences, it can point to the necessity of critical social science, rigorous methods, 
and practical engagement for a rejuvenated and vibrant social sciences. 

The social sciences were born in the late nineteenth century with a com
fortable relationship to the world of ethics, the goal of harnessing science to 
improve society, and the purpose of educating citizens and training public ser
vants. Many of the first social science departments were established in insti
tutions of higher learning that had a strong religious identity and in which 
there was a foundational concern with the public good and moral engagement 
in public life. A scientific method, initially drawn heavily from the natural 
sciences and then influenced by the development of human sciences, offered 
the promise of being able to address systematically and rigorously the social 
problems of the day. Social science departments had a mission to help integrate 
citizens into and help prepare them for the demands of a rapidly changing 
society, economy, and polity, and to train the public servants who would be at 
the controls.83 These features were particularly evident in the fi rst generation 
of political science departments.84 

There was no golden age of social sciences any more than there ever was a 
golden age of humanitarianism, and the former’s tensions and limitations help 
explain its decades-long retreat from normative analysis, hyperattention to 
theory and methods to the neglect of social problems, and a wariness of public 
engagement.85 Scholars became wary of ethics and moral theory for various 
reasons, including a belief that normative concerns would corrupt objective 
value-free scholarship; the growing influence of behavioralism, which omitted 
motives, beliefs, and reasons from empirical analysis; and the ascendance of 
economic theories of action, which constructed an abstract, dehistoricized in
dividual. Scholars become attentive to the need for better theories and methods 
to produce superior explanations, yet too often theory and methods become 
their obsession, treating them not as means but rather as ends.86 A very real 
consequence of this development has been a pecking order in which theory 

83 Dorothy Ross, The Origins of American Social Science (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991); Anderson, Pursuing Truth, Exercising Power, 3. 

84 James Farr, John Dryzek, and Stephen Leonard,  Political Science as History: Research Pro-
grams and Political Traditions (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995). For the divorce 
in political science, see the essays by John G. Gunnell, David Kettler, and Benjamin Barber, “The 
Evolution of Political Science,” in a special issue of the American Political Science Review 100, 
no. 4 (2006). 

85 Anderson, Pursuing Truth, Exercising Power, 3. 
86 Ian Shapiro, “Problems, Methods, and Theories in the Study of Politics, or: What’s Wrong with 

Political Science and What to Do about It,” in Problems and Methods in the Study of Politics, ed. Ian 
Shapiro, Rogers Smith, and Tarek Masoud (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 19–41. 
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and methods are privileged over “real world” problems and “problem-driven” 
research.87 

This rising scholarly solipsism is both reflective of and helps to foster a re
treat from public engagement. What is social science for? Once upon a time it 
was expected to help solve problems and define the “public good.” Now social 
science departments are obsessed with publication in top-refereed journals in 
order to gain status and ranking (notwithstanding the common refrain that 
the top journals fail to produce articles that anyone reads) and are dedicated 
to training the next generation of scholars (and advise those thinking of alter
native careers to look elsewhere). It would be a gross mischaracterization to 
assert that scholars have little interest in solving public problems, for many 
do. Yet the incentives, formal and informal, do not encourage public engage
ment.88 Those scholars that write for a wider readership are frequently scorned 
for not doing “serious work,” those that advise governments are accused of 
being concerned with power, and those that work with protest, resistance, and 
progressive movements are accused of being ideological and thus of sacrifi cing 
their academic credentials. These incentive systems and informal cues have 
encouraged a life of abstinence from public involvement.89 Public policy and 
public affairs programs have stepped into this void, where engagement and 
professional training are valued (though they often avoid politics in favor of 
a technocratic management ethos).90 At times academics have transformed a 
position of disengagement into a heroic, self-justificatory rhetoric that can le
gitimate an intellectual narcissism. 

The moral weight of humanitarianism illuminates three challenges to schol
arship as a mode of life. The first is the need for a critical social science, which, 
in Brian Fay’s words, 

seeks a theory which will simultaneously explain the social world, criti-
cize it, and empower its audience to overthrow it. Thus such a theory 
needs not only to be able to reveal how a particular social order func
tions, but also to show the ways it is fundamentally unsatisfactory to 
those who live in it, and to do both of these things in such a manner that 
it itself becomes the moving force helping to transform this order into 
something radically different.91 

87 Anderson, Pursuing Truth, Exercising Power, 15. 
88 In addition to the aforementioned causes of this disengagement, notable was the fear that 

when the state and scholarship become associated, the former would corrupt the latter; for many, 
the Vietnam era was symbolic and catastrophic. 

89 Anderson, Pursuing Truth, Exercising Power, 3. 
90 Robert Goodin, Martin Rein, and Michael Ooran, “The Public and Its Policies,” in The 

Oxford Handbook or Public Policy, ed. Michael Moran, Martin Rein, and Robert Goodin (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 3–39; Douglas Torgeson, “Policy Analysis and Public Life: 
The Restoration or Phronesis?” in Political Science in History, ed. James Farr, John Dryzek, and 
Stephen Leonard (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 227. 

91 Brian Fay,  Critical Social Science (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), 23. 
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Scholars will disagree about what constitutes a radical transformation and 
how to get there, but a commitment to theory for public good and emancipa
tion represents the original, and now partially buried, reason for the social sci
ences. The contributors to this book have engaged humanitarianism not only 
or even because it represents an opportunity for theory building and testing 
but because it provides one way to think about enhancing the public good, and 
because it may contribute to the ability of practitioners to better understand 
their craft and ensure that those who are the object of the international public 
good become and remain subjects. 

Explanatory social science depends on sophisticated methods, well-crafted 
research designs, and careful attention to evidence and the logic of inference. 
The social sciences have advanced tremendously in this regard and are better 
situated than ever before to apply theory, methods, and empirical analysis to 
contemporary debates. Explanation, though, includes interpretive social sci
ence. To understand action requires a recovery of the motives and beliefs of the 
actors, which are invariably defined by social rules and ethical positions that 
can only be captured through interpretive methods. One of the challenges for 
scholarship will be how to integrate an interpretive project that concentrates 
on the recovery of the world as constructed by the participants and an ethical 
analysis that neither blindly accepts the validity of that world (and thus verges 
toward a moral relativism) nor rejects that world in favor of a universalized 
ethics. Although the essays in this book do not offer a defi nitive statement, 
collectively they demonstrate that a social science that proceeds without con
sidering both theory and methods, on the one hand, and how actors make their 
world meaningful, on the other, will be unable to address central empirical 
puzzles and debates. 

Last but hardly least is practical engagement. Various traditions in the so
cial sciences have remained committed to the marriage of theory and practice, 
including forms of critical theory and pragmatism, but it is absolutely criti
cal that practical engagement leave room for both emancipatory and conse
quentialist politics. Although critical theory has been a sanctuary for those 
interested in the relationship between theory and practice over the decades, 
it can lead to a dismissive stance toward those inclined toward a more prag
matic politics. Consider Robert Cox’s oft-cited distinction between a critical 
theory that unmasks relations of power with the hopes of changing them and 
problem-solving theory that takes the world as it is.92 His differentiation has 
encouraged some critical international relations theorists to act as if any pro
posal that is not sufficiently radical is compromised and thus nearly worthy of 
contempt. What, precisely, is ethically problematic with an engagement that 
aspires to make small but consequential changes in the lives of others? Are we 
to invert Max Weber’s famous admonition that we should follow an ethics of 

92 Robert Cox, “Social Forces, States, and World Orders: Beyond International Theory,”  Mil-
lennium 10, no. 2 (1981): 1. 
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responsibility and avoid an ethics of ultimate ends? Aid workers would cer
tainly understand the distinction between critical and problem-solving theory, 
but they would nevertheless have a difficult time suffering a critique that plans 
for the radical solution while the dying continues. Humanitarian actors might 
very well hold out the desire for a more just world, but that does not preclude 
them from acting to help those in life-threatening circumstances. To do so, 
however, requires them to recognize that they operate in a world of constraints 
and trade-offs, that they be more strategic in their policies and ensure that their 
strategies always incorporate the needs of local populations.93 Speaking per
sonally, and I suspect for all of those who study humanitarianism, it is nearly 
impossible to do field research without also wanting to find ways to ensure 
that the purpose of our scholarship is not only to be read by a handful of other 
scholars but also helps, in some small way, to inform those who have are giving 
so much of themselves to help others and to help others who have so little fi nd 
ways to improve their life circumstances. 

The moral weight of humanitarianism challenges not only the purpose of 
scholarship but also the social position of scholars in a rapidly shifting world. 
In his provocative book Desolation and Enlightenment, Ira Katznelson exam
ines some of the leading scholars who emerged from World War II with a goal 
of renewing and protecting “the enlightenment heritage by appropriating and 
transforming social science, history, and the study of public policy.” 94 Writ
ing in the shadows of the Holocaust, total war, and totalitarianism, and in 
the opening of the nuclear age, they were intensely aware that the Enlighten
ment produced the possibility of evil alongside the possibility of progress; they 
understood that underneath progress exists domination and that the Enlight
enment contains its own dangers. Their response was not to abandon social 
science. Instead, it was to use “systematic tools of social science to show how 
we might know, clarify what we do know, ask what knowledge is for, and 
defend valued standards of conduct.”95 They did not respond with despair 
but rather with a sense of urgency that was intended to help scholars and 
citizens find a path from desolation and toward a form of enlightened politics 
that guarded against domination and widened the space for emancipation. The 
purpose of scholarship—and the moral responsibility of the scholar—was to 
constantly critique existing forms of power. Humanitarianism is not only a 
fi eld of study; it also demonstrates the possibility of a way of scholarly life. 

93 Kennedy, Dark Side of Virtue.
94 Katznelson, Desolation and Enlightenment, xiiii. 
95 Ibid., 6. 
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Humanitarianism and Practitioners 

Social Science Matters 

Peter J. Hoffman and Thomas G. Weiss 

In this book as a whole we seek to address the major concerns of both social 
scientists and practitioners. In a book published by a university press, the con
tents and presentations are undoubtedly more user-friendly for the former than 
the latter. At the same time, the preceding pages are very relevant for practitio
ners. Indeed, too much is typically made of the supposedly inevitable and insur
mountable barriers between “theory” and “practice.” However, in truth there 
is plenty of middle ground between the worlds of abstraction and application. 
Ultimately, they inform each other—solid ideas must invariably refl ect reality 
and also serve as the basis for actions to shape reality. While it may come as 
a surprise to some, there are many more thoughtful practitioners and applied 
scholars than is commonly believed. In fact, the body of knowledge on humani
tarianism that has been assembled provides guidance to practitioners, who are 
not alone in wanting improved assistance and protection. Nor are they the only 
ones whose eyes glaze over from academic jargon—scholars also have a stake; 
they seek meaningful knowledge. Furthermore, a shared concern with humanity 
inextricably bonds the respective contributions of scholars and practitioners. 

This concluding chapter distills for aid personnel in headquarters and the 
field insights and lessons from the social science in the preceding chapters. 
Traditionally, social science developed to solve problems and improve society. 
At the turn of the seventeenth century, Francis Bacon laid out the basics of 
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induction and inspiration in seeking scientific knowledge; for him the pur
pose of science was to improve the common good. Michael Barnett’s pre
ceding chapter also shows the prevalence of applying scientific knowledge to 
address social ills in the nineteenth century. What could be a more important 
global public good than helping the most vulnerable individuals trapped in 
war zones? 

Here we provide a road map for the dynamics, vocabulary, and fi ndings in 
these pages to guide aid workers’ confronting the exigencies of humanitarian 
responses, stringent donors, and what often seems like dizzying discourse. As 
social scientists, we cannot speak for aid workers, but our exchanges with 
them over the years have taught us a great deal. 

In this chapter we begin by considering practitioner-scholarly differences, 
which we see more as a division of labor than an irreconcilable divide. In 
the following section, we present practitioner perceptions of scholarship on 
humanitarianism—the good, the bad, and the ugly—and a model for under
standing the contribution of social science. We then juxtapose the outlooks 
of those who practice humanitarianism and those who relate to it in other 
ways (as recipients, donors, and scholars). The types of questions posed by 
practitioners are traced in the examination of politics, power, and ethics—this 
book’s subtitle. Next, we consider the types of answers provided by social sci
entists and distill six key lessons. The last section explores how practitioners 
can shape the construction of knowledge of humanitarianism—that is, ways 
to prime the social scientific research pump and thereby quench their own 
thirst for useful information and insights. 

We seek to persuade practitioners why posing serious social scientifi c ques
tions, gathering better empirical information, and generating hardheaded 
analyses actually matters—to strengthen responses and save lives, to protect 
aid workers, and to add vigor to the enterprise. Hopefully, those with dirty fi n
gernails will find this distillation and orientation persuasive, a breath of fresh 
air for the breathless. 

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly 

We have encountered three caricatures of research and findings. Before we explain 
the “good” and how it can inform analysis and decision-making that underpin 
effective aid work, it is important to address two more alienating varieties that 
may have colored practitioners’ views of a social science of humanitarianism. 

Unsubstantiated theories, narrowly devised research, or unintelligible fi nd
ings are “bad” social science—for scholars no less than for practitioners. Specu
lative philosophies, complex hypotheses, and dependent/independent variables 
are attractive to some academics, but to practitioners they spark fears of “pa
ralysis by analysis.” Impractically vague claims or opaque presentations help 
no one and feed frustrations; they wonder, “What is the point?” 



  

 

 
 

  

 
 

  
   

 

 

 

 

 

    
    

      

     

 
    

 

266 Humanitarianism in Question 

The “ugly” may be worse than the “bad” for many practitioners because 
such scholarship is premised on a reductionism that devalues humanity, the rai
son d’être for humanitarians. Quantitative data offer a means to gauge effects, 
but most practitioners frame their thoughts and actions to emphasize qualita
tive and ethical concerns and would like to see more of the same in research. 
Ironically, this sensitivity was articulated succinctly by Joseph Stalin, who said, 
“A single death is a tragedy, a million deaths is a statistic.” Adding to the “ug
liness” of such analysis from the perspective of practitioners is that critics can 
easily brandish data to disparage or dismiss rescue efforts. 

Indeed, many practitioners are impatient with the culture of scientifi c in
quiry. First, they find the gap between the pace of research and decision-making 
deadlines mismatched and untenable. Accordingly, attempts to make methodic 
analysis and strategic planning routine are repressed by the “tyranny of time.”1 

Second, aid workers often see analysis as an opulent indulgence side-by-side 
with pressing but impoverished programming needs—a warped investment of 
intellectual resources into problem finding over problem solving. Veteran aid 
official Randolph Kent observes, “We have devalued speculation and refl ection 
as somehow an academic luxury whose pursuit must necessarily be at the ex
pense of our proper focus on what is immediate, what is practical, and what is 
solution-driven.”2 In addition, even when practitioners exhibit an inclination 
toward scientific investigation, emergencies do not afford them this staple. As 
Abby Stoddard points out, “The Catch-22 of relief programming is that to be 
truly effective it must be based on a sound assessment of needs, but in the situ
ations of the greatest need relief workers are often too busy or too much at risk 
to achieve this standard.”3 Intrepid practitioners who delve into scholarship 
must steel themselves with a healthy dose of conviction and dedication to reap 
incisive analysis and not be overwhelmed by the operational despair of a David 
Rieff or the political despondency of a Mahmood Mamdani.4 When faced with 
seemingly preordained hopelessness, practitioners rightly balk. 

“Bad” and “ugly” social science has discouraged practitioners from conduct
ing analysis with potentially embarrassing or disquieting fi ndings. Moreover, 
this mentality has contributed to a lack of learning and has often resulted in un
intended negative consequences. Elsewhere we called the analytical challenges 
of decision making “the fog of humanitarianism”5 in an attempt to capture the 

1 Abiodun Williams’s remarks at ACUNS 20th Annual Meeting, June 6, 2007. 
2 Randolph Kent, Humanitarian Futures: Practical Policy Perspectives, Network Paper 46 

(London: Humanitarian Practice Network at Overseas Development Institute, April 2004), 2. 
3 Abby Stoddard, Humanitarian Alert: NGO Information and Its Impact on US Foreign Policy 

(Bloomfi eld, CT: Kumarian Press, 2006), 188. 
4 For example, David Rieff, A Bed for the Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis (New York: Simon 

and Schuster, 2002); and Mahmood Mamdani,  When Victims Become Killers: Colonialism, Nativ
ism, and Genocide in Rwanda (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001). 

5 Thomas G. Weiss and Peter J. Hoffman, “The Fog of Humanitarianism: Collective Action 
Problems and Learning-Challenged Organizations,” Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding 1, 
no. 1 (2007): 47–65. 
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befuddling configuration of interests, the surprising lack of information, and 
the severity of missteps that aid agencies navigate in carrying out operations 
in catastrophes with multiple actors and multiple crises. Six impediments con
tinually thicken the fog—outmoded orientations that do not recognize a need 
for change; poor information management and outdated technology that do 
not transmit knowledge; a culture that values rapid reaction over thorough 
deliberation (more like fi refighters than strategists); attrition and turnover in 
human resources; concern with image, including a concern that data can high
light failures over successes; and skepticism about the value of wasting scarce 
resources on analysis. For example, during the expansive 1990s, the Offi ce of 
the UN High Commissioner for Refugees could only “afford” one half of a 
full-time position devoted to original statistical gathering and analysis—in a 
budget of $1 billion. 

The result is a stony skepticism about research and its potential. For in
stance, two nutritionists lament, “We have been seduced by anthropometry, 
which is easy to measure, easy to manipulate and can easily be taken out of 
context to mean just about anything! This has stunted our analytical skills, 
and created a strait-jacket approach to famine relief; high rates of malnutri
tion equal famine equal food distribution.”6 In short, while this book and 
this final chapter stress social science’s value in helping to lift the fog that 
currently shrouds the humanitarian landscape, we understand aid workers’ 
reservations. 

It might assuage practitioners to think more in terms of the relation of the 
arts and the sciences. The sciences seek to explain the world through a precise 
description of reality, both presuming and attempting objectivity; but the arts 
underscore the subjectivity of depictions. Similar to the artist, the practitioner 
accepts an eye-of-the-beholder perspective and makes a case for aesthetics and 
intuition because these value judgments speak to the human condition. Like 
artists, humanitarians desire not only to communicate (outrage at the existence 
of needless suffering and compassion toward victims) but also to impel others 
to act (to allow access to victims and to inspire donors). Scientific debates dwell 
on definitions and measurements, whereas artists and humanitarians embrace 
and interject interpretive, active, and social elements in their work. 

In other words, inasmuch as scholars analyze humanitarianism, practitio
ners embody it—with all the costs that accrue. However, the tools of scholar
ship do not readily translate to the needs of aid workers. As Marc Lindenberg 
and Coralie Bryant remind us, “Moral calculus is not mathematics.”7 To the 
humanitarian practitioner, scientific data cannot measure the quality of com
passion and often misses the larger picture of suffering and sacrifice, relief and 
rescue. 

6 Helen Young and Suzanne Jaspers,  Nutrition Matters: People, Food and Famine (London: 
Intermediate Technology Publications, 1995), 133. 

7 Marc Lindenberg and Coralie Bryant, Going Global: Transforming Relief and Development 
NGOs (Bloomfi eld, Conn.: Kumarian, 2001), 76. 
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And yet, science does inform the arts—rigorous examinations of phenom
ena, even if only for the purposes of understanding the world, generate new 
ideas and impetus to change the world. As such, a social science of humanitari
anism can add much to the art of humanitarian practice. Our immediate goal 
is to discuss how this division of labor can work and prosper. 

Questioning Contemporary Humanitarianism: 
Ethics, Power, Politics 

Humanitarianism is almost always controversial—resource distribution in the 
midst of armed conflicts may alter the balance among belligerents and strength
ens the hand of those who distribute it. But shifts in international politics, re
source availabilities, and local insecurity over the past twenty years raise new 
challenges for the methods, metrics, and meaning of humanitarian action. The 
history of the international humanitarian system shows that previous major 
transformative moments took place when its intents and ramifi cations were re
considered as a result of a traumatic human debacle. Henri Dunant’s repulsion 
at the dearth of medical services for wounded soldiers at Solferino and Raphael 
Lemkin’s piecing together the magnitude of Nazi Germany’s Holocaust stand 
out.8 Beyond the barbarism of war, there are also traumas resulting from mis
calculations and mistakes. Roméo Dallaire’s futile cables requesting additional 
military forces to hinder genocidal militias in Rwanda, for instance, spur much 
current hand-wringing. 

Although many, if not all, observers question humanitarianism in some way, 
not everyone starts from the same position. “What’s wrong?” should be supple
mented with “Who’s asking?” To paraphrase the old adage, what questions you 
ask depends on where you sit. Different sorts emanate from donors, victims, 
and scholars—and they may or may not coincide with queries by aid workers. 
In this section we briefly examine the three analytical perspectives in this book’s 
subtitle to show how each produces distinct research agendas depending on 
whether the person asking the question is inside or outside the sector. 

The reader will immediately recognize that we reverse the order in the 
book’s subtitle in order to begin, as most practitioners would, with ethical 
considerations. These interrogations necessarily overlap, but we separate them 
here to spotlight contrasting assumptions. Moreover, this discussion describes 
the way that these issues have been framed in the past, not the way that they 
should or could be. 

8 J. Henry Dunant, A Memory of Solferino (Washington, D.C.: American National Red Cross, 
1939 [1863]); and Raphael Lemkin, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, Analysis 
of Government, Proposals for Redress (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, 1944). 
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Ethics 

The moral impulse to respond to suffering is at the root of humanitarian
ism. Thus, the logical first level of questions about humanitarianism is ethi
cal. Scholars, for the most part, begin with theory. Analysts and policymakers 
frame ethics in terms of authority. “Who should act?” is really “Who has the 
authority to act?” and “Who should be charged to tackle this cause?” 

However, most aid agencies do not pose such questions of themselves because 
the answer is obvious. When they see a need and their authority is invoked, 
their mandates presume participation in emergencies. Indeed, many agencies 
pride themselves on responding instantly while major powers are silent, the 
media turns a blind eye, and scholars have not yet assembled conclusive data. 

In the thinking of most practitioners, an ethos of action trumps existen
tial debates about the meaning and effects of humanitarianism. Nonetheless, 
humanitarians have another body of ethical considerations revolving around 
how to act. They usually connect programming and core principles by asking: 
“How should operations be constructed? What conduct or behavior is ap
propriate?” The ethical questions here are specifi cally tied to the mechanics of 
humanitarian action—“codes of conduct” and “best practices.” 

Power 

Achieving humanitarian goals requires resources and leverage, hence power, 
which leads those outside the system to another set of questions. Rather than 
the ethical concern of “Who should?” a more practical query is, “Who is able?” 
Social science sponsored by governmental, nongovernmental, and intergovern
mental bodies frames the issue mostly as the power to act. Capabilities are 
in the forefront as they ask: “What are the budgets?” “Do agencies have the 
logistical capacity to get aid to those who need it?” “Is there enough security 
to enable distribution of relief?” 

Research that compares needs and capabilities is helpful to strategizing 
about humanitarian action but has often not been integral in planning and pro
gramming. Practitioners clearly are not indifferent about this kind of data and 
power, but their focus is on how best to act with available resources. Rather 
than lingering on material constraints that may slow and stop responses, they 
act. Practitioners ponder how their power has been discharged, not whether 
they are capable of addressing suffering. Their motivation in refl ecting on 
power is based on performance—“How do we act?”—rather than on any cost-
benefit comparisons. “In operationalizing our principles, how have we acted? 
What has been the aggregate effect of operations?” Historically, resources were 
so meager that measuring agency efforts was mostly a matter of tallying relief. 
However, the emergence of a more sizable and complex sector in the 1990s 
exposed other collective dimensions of humanitarian work, especially unfore
seen, counterproductive repercussions. Practitioners have been aware of such 
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possibilities for some time but mostly as exceptions that play out in particular 
crises and not as a general rule. 

Under international humanitarian law, agencies are entitled to have access to 
victims. In many war zones, especially those populated by warlords and militias, 
however, some agencies have cut deals to secure this right. With more agencies 
seeking access, a competition for interlocutors is conducive to manipulation. 
During the 1990s, the prevalence of this pattern of agency interactions popular
ized consequentialist approaches to humanitarianism. In addition to inspecting 
programming for “doing no harm”9 to local communities, aid workers have 
also been preoccupied by mounting competition among agencies for resources. 
Among practitioners questions of collective action and net performance also ap
pear, as do debates about “coordination” and “coherence” or “integration” in 
broader types of operations, including military intervention. Again, posing ques
tions from inside and outside the system leads to different answers, the former 
being concerned more with net performance and the latter with capabilities. 

Politics 

Humanitarian action is viewed not only through prisms of ethics and power 
but also those of politics or distributive consequences. Social scientists, and at 
times other less scientifically inclined but critically motivated pundits, have set 
up or knocked down humanitarian straw men—helpful fi ctions that fi nesse 
tough questions about who gains and loses from assistance. For social scien
tists, humanitarianism is a phenomenon to be scrutinized, not sanctifi ed, and 
its very value or purpose can be called into question. The most pertinent ques
tions are “What is the actual impact of the insertion of resources in confl ict 
zones?” and “Who gains?” 

That’s not necessarily the case for practitioners. Their questionings of the 
politics of humanitarianism often explore how “politics” are woven into the 
fabric of the endeavor with a view toward minimizing the impact of this “dirty” 
word. In its most extreme form, humanitarians simply assert that their identity 
is above politics—they are apolitical, neutral, impartial, and independent. As 
such, they are above questioning. To a significant extent, those inside the en
terprise realize that politics in field operations (those on the ground who gain 
from aid) is circumscribed by the politics of relief (those who gain from provid
ing aid). How could it be otherwise? But aid workers try to remain above the 
fray and tend to argue that good intentions are enough, while researchers are 
likely to differentiate benefi ts and costs. 

The overlapping but distinct research agendas arising from those asking 
questions from outside in contrast to those inside the international humani
tarian system are essential. The respective tunnel visions of aid workers and 

9 Mary B. Anderson, Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support War—Or Peace (Boulder, Colo.: 
Lynne Rienner Press, 1999). 
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their critics are troubling—and both sides are responsible. From the practi
tioner side, professional struggles and experience with the thorny problems 
of organizing humanitarian action can make social science appear as a lark. 
Those on the outside and looking in are skeptical by training, and they there
fore view humanitarian action like any other human undertaking, as fi rst and 
foremost a political endeavor. Humanitarians detest this simplifi cation and 
marginalization of their motivations even if many may begrudgingly admit 
the harsh and unavoidable twin realities of humanitarian politics and political 
humanitarianism. 

We have probed why who is asking which questions dramatically infl uences 
perceptions of worthwhile research. We now turn to how at least some of the 
answers offered by contributors to this book can reduce the chasm between 
scholars and aid workers. 

Evidence-Driven Humanitarianism 

The strength of social science lies in its ability to gather, organize, interpret, 
and disseminate information. When done properly, it should not only help the 
helpers but also improve the lives of those who are dependent temporarily on 
their help. Good social science can shed light on such tangible issues as the 
impact of assistance, the safety of aid workers, and the mechanics of transpar
ency, oversight, and accountability. A key component of better knowledge is 
bringing recipients into the conversation, which also is or should be a norma
tive goal of the helpers. 

Although the development of a social science fi eld specifi cally geared to hu
manitarianism is in its infancy, important foundational work exists. Before 
reviewing the utility of the contributions in this book, we would be remiss if 
we did not mention ongoing efforts by a solid cadre of thoughtful practitioners 
and applied scholars, pioneers in humanitarian research. Indeed, analytical ef
forts over the last ten to fifteen years suggest the appetite within aid agencies 
for the kinds of research in this book. A new and growing openness to social 
science has appeared among aid personnel, a major cultural change. Practi
tioners who read these pages will undoubtedly be familiar with the ICRC’s 
Avenir efforts, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies’ Sphere Project, the Active Learning for Accountability and Perfor
mance in Humanitarian Action (ALNAP), publications from the Humanitari
anism and War Project, the Overseas Development Institute, and the Centre 
for Humanitarian Dialogue. And Oxfam GB has led the way with several paid 
staff working in a research and evaluation unit for decades. 

These thoughtful steps toward evidence-driven action are complemented 
by the preceding pages. The boiled-down wisdom is presented in a schematic 
form of six lessons (table 11.1). Part of our challenge is that the complex
ity of individual humanitarian crises vitiates efforts to arrive at overarching 
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conclusions. Anyone familiar with military history and the oft-cited problem 
of generals’ fighting the last war will also appreciate the difficulty of ap
plying lessons from a particular emergency at a particular moment in time 
to another geographical area with different geopolitical interests, economic 
systems, and cultural patterns at another historical moment. We are also 
aware that lessons can appear pedestrian and not translate easily into sharp-
edged policy recommendations. Nevertheless, not every problem in every 
emergency is sui generis. Hence, we dare to offer the following lessons from 
the chapters in this book. 

TABLE 11.1.
Lessons of evidence-driven humanitarianism

Setting Priorities 

Operational Environments 

Organization and Collective Action 

Capabilities in Context 

Multiple Obligations 

Identity and Insignia 

1. “Put victims fi rst” 

• Humanity is the only fi rst-order principle 
• Alienating local populations is 

counterproductive
• Local capacities are critical for recovery 

2. “Change is a constant” 

• Change from crisis to crisis—evolution 
of disasters 

• Change during a crisis—evolution of a 
disaster 

3. “Independence is fi ction, interdependence is 
fact, and ‘the aid international’ is fad” 

• Collective action problems are major 
bottleneck 

• Claims of monolithic culture overblown 

4. “Know your limits” 

• Role of relief in international order is 
limited 

• First line of defense is local assistance 
• Emergency aid cannot solve long-term needs 
• Risks can be minimized but are part of 

humanitarian action 

5. “Accountability is convoluted, but 
responsibility is conspicuous” 

• Numerous standards of accountability 
are hard to reconcile 

• Taking responsibility for conduct is 
expected and builds confi dence

6. “Humanitarianism is a performance” 

• Values and interests shape outcomes 
• Perceptions structure the social relationship 

and defi ne possibilities 
• Easily identifi able and verifi able insignia 

are essential 
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Lesson 1: “Put victims fi rst” 

That “people matter” or “recipients make a difference” are truisms, but they 
contain the kernel of a finding that is too easily overlooked: affected popula
tions are major determinants in successful humanitarian action and eventual 
recovery from disaster. Basic programming decisions should begin with victims 
for three reasons. First, there is a normative dimension in actively seeking out 
perspectives from local populations. As Peter Redfield points out (chapter 8), 
to treat victims as objects without regard to their value as people demeans 
the very idea and ideal of humanitarianism, which is designed to succor and 
emancipate those suffering from armed conflicts. Listening to locals is an un
derappreciated form of engagement and an important step in formulating and 
executing operations. 

Second, aid workers should confer with distressed communities to recognize 
both the immediate victims of violence and the proximate sufferers through
out a war-torn society, who also have a legitimate claim on outside resources. 
Handing over decision making to local populations as soon as conditions per
mit is the objective. However, doing so at the outset of a disaster is neither re
alistic nor wise. There is no method for instantly deciphering local preferences, 
and until belligerents are separated from victims, it is unclear whose prefer
ences to incorporate. And, later, problems still arise when principles clash—for 
example, should men be given preference over women and children? Hence, 
aid personnel should, to the extent possible, involve affected populations in 
decisions about setting priorities and allocating resources. 

Third, aside from gaining their trust to prevent them from becoming im
pediments to delivering international relief, humanitarians should nurture and 
harness local economic capacities as a first step toward reconciliation, recov
ery, and self-determination. These include small-scale family businesses and 
other sources of capital that are usually not considered, such as remittances 
and diasporas.10 In crises, foodstuffs and other essentials must be delivered 
quickly to save lives. After the emergency phase, however, aid agencies should 
shift decision making quickly to indigenous populations or risk perpetuating 
or recasting victimization. 

Putting victims first involves ascertaining the local confi guration of incentive 
structures. As such, programming should be designed to address the powerless
ness of victims and empower them. Bringing recipients into the conversation is 
both sensible in methodological and normative terms. The kind of sociologi
cal investigation behind Laura Hammond’s chapter 7 on the Horn of Africa 
demonstrates the need to pursue research for thinking through how to engage 
the Islamic world that now has over half the affected populations in which 
Western aid agencies operate. 

10 Kevin Savage and Paul Harvey, eds.,  Remittances during Crises: Implications for Humanitar
ian Response, HPG Report 25 (London: Overseas Development Institute/Humanitarian Policy Group, 
2007), and Karen Jacobsen, The Economic Life of Refugees (Bloomfield, CT: Kumarian Press, 2005). 
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Lesson 2: “Change is a constant” 

There have been significant shifts on the battlefield since the earliest forms 
of organized humanitarianism. Contemporary armed conflicts contain an un
usual blend of interests, and to gain access and relieve affected populations, 
humanitarians should consciously study operational environments and rank 
priorities. The international humanitarian system and the laws of war were 
established to reflect a dual compromise between states and agencies to accept 
the provision of assistance to victims with the understanding that citizens and 
soldiers from all sides benefit from such an arrangement. But when states failed 
to live up to their responsibilities—as has been dramatically the case over the 
last two decades—the humanitarian support net unravels. 

How do we understand what has changed, what has not, and how changes 
have affected humanitarian action? Dramatic critiques of humanitarian ac
tion have dominated research in the 1990s. These narratives are poignant but 
often incomplete. In reference to the theme of the impact of agencies on local 
political economies, Jonathan Goodhand states, “Findings from extreme cases 
or outliers have been generalized in the literature to build up a new orthodoxy 
of aid-driven resource wars.”11 Social scientists can help separate hype from 
reality, which is one of the reasons why this edited book was assembled. Prac
titioners need to discern when to adapt, how to do so, and be assured that by 
so doing they will not lose their souls. 

All crises call for minor modifications of existing practices, but some de
mand a radical retooling—and most research on crises of the last decade and 
a half suggests the need for the latter. Aid workers should sensitize themselves 
to recognize the difference in conflict dynamics, to realize when changes in 
military, political, or economic relations fundamentally alter how agencies and 
local societies interact. Principles from the past may or may not be applicable 
to the ongoing or next catastrophe, although relying on traditional guidelines 
is the typical reaction of humanitarians in the zeal of response. This is an un
comfortable realization for any administrator but particularly for humanitar
ians who tend to see more continuity than change in their long history, as Craig 
Calhoun details in chapter 3. 

Groundbreaking moments that defined humanitarianism in the late nine
teenth and early twentieth centuries revolve around the onslaught and evolu
tion of wars—the establishment of the Red Cross after the battle of Solferino 
showcased relief for wounded soldiers, and the Franco-Prussian War and World 
War I expanded the treatment of prisoners of war. Most of the innovations 
related to military technology, particularly the use of chemical weapons (such 
as mustard gas). But World War II revealed another iteration of violence that 

11 Jonathan Goodhand, Aiding Peace? The Role of NGOs in Armed Confl ict (Boulder, Colo.: 
Lynne Rienner, 2006), 173. 
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stressed strategies and tactics for annihilating peoples and states coupled with 
the most advanced weaponry. The most notable shock to the humanitarian 
consciousness as well as disruption to the workings of the system was the 
Holocaust. It illustrated a whole new class of disasters that were distinguished 
not only by their severity (high numbers of victims, sizeable proportion of civil
ians) but the mechanics of authorization and implementation (in addition to 
making war on European states, Nazi Germany made many of its own civilian 
population explicit targets). 

The atrocities of World War II seemed like distant history until genocide 
and other mass violations of human rights became commonplace in the past 
twenty years. This ugly reality has caused rifts over the purposes, practices, 
and performance of the international humanitarian system. Such debates are 
not totally new—concentration camps in the Balkans in the 1990s revisited 
the quandaries experienced in central Europe in the 1940s, and the Nigerian 
civil war of the late 1960s and abuses of aid by dictatorships in the 1970s and 
1980s raised the perennial issue of whether aid was helping victims or perpetu
ating armed conflict. The current obsession of the sector is political infl uences 
and associations with humanitarian action in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

However, some changes are real. Since the last decade of the twentieth cen
tury, more wars seem to be fought by belligerents who do not show the slight
est respect for international humanitarian law. Moreover, many combatants 
are not regular armies of states but rather informal military groups. Early in 
the post–cold war period, the 1995 massacre of thousands of civilians by para
military and irregular forces at Srebrenica laid bare a blueprint for those who 
sought to force migration or dispose of enemy populations. 

The lesson for aid workers is to keep up with general trends as well as spe
cific cases. Following how trends in war shape current and future humanitar
ian disasters is as necessary as staying current on changes within a particular 
crisis. The aftermath of the 1994 genocide in Rwanda is a potent example. 
Aid manipulation by Hutu extremists became a textbook strategy. The initial 
violence of the genocide created many victims, but the response of a guerrilla 
army to dislodge the genocidal regime triggered another round of violence and 
more victims. This second wave of victims included many who were perpetra
tors of violence who had themselves subsequently fled to refugee camps on the 
other side of the Rwandan-Congolese border. It was painful to recognize in 
real time how deeply intertwined support for victims and assistance to mili
tants had become. 

There is an underlying and deep unease toward change among humanitar
ians. Nonetheless, all of the chapters indicate the extent to which change is a 
constant. They all also indicate that it is neither incomprehensible nor unman
ageable. Humanitarians should be concerned, but alarmism and defeatism are 
unwarranted. The solution is not to throw up one’s hands in resignation over 
an unpleasant world that is far from ideal but to direct energies into coping as 
best as possible. 
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Transformations of war necessitate a reconceptualization and a reworking 
of humanitarianism. In chapter 6, Michael Barnett and Jack Snyder provide 
a menu of strategic frameworks for agencies to contemplate in adapting to 
changing circumstances. While glaring differences among crises may register 
over time with aid personnel, there are also more subtle or confusing shifts 
within ongoing disasters that should be monitored and digested. 

Agencies need to be prepared for new and future challenges: shifts in re
sources and donor conditionalities; reactions among affected populations so 
that friends become foes and vice versa; changes by belligerents who are less 
likely to acknowledge international humanitarian law and may target humani
tarian personnel; nonpermissive security environments that foster hiring mili
tary contractors or withdrawing from crises; and the ever-evolving operations 
among agencies that entail different collective-action problems. Although it 
would be comforting to have templates of tactics and strategies, programming 
must be tailored to fit constantly changing circumstances. Social science can 
play a role in distinguishing between major and minor changes and thus sug
gest when and how aid workers should refine tactics or more substantially 
change strategies. 

The professionalization of the humanitarian sector began later than it did 
in other social services, as Stephen Hopgood (chapter 4) indicates. Although 
this development has not been without problems, it should continue and be 
strengthened. This will certainly involve continued reliance on social science, 
which some “old timers” might criticize as “bureaucratization”—more special
ized knowledge, more efficient divisions of labor, more rules for determining 
the optimal means for given situations, and more academic qualifi cations and 
advanced training for personnel. But such a pejorative characterization is a 
misnomer. Humanitarianism would benefit from a more mature institutional 
infrastructure that nurtures learning. The education of aid workers never ends, 
and continued investigation and training should be in bold-faced type on job 
descriptions. 

Lesson 3: “Independence is fi ction, interdependence is fact, and 
‘the aid international’ is fad” 

Attention should routinely be paid to the relationship between aid agencies and 
the political agendas of donor states, which has become an acute issue with the 
occupation of Afghanistan and Iraq. Whether these crises are aberrations or 
harbingers is nebulous at this time. However, this variety of politicization of 
humanitarian action represents a clear and present danger to the independence 
of aid. But so, too, is another widespread phenomenon that normally is over
looked, namely collective-action dynamics among agencies that have an un
examined presumption of independence. Aid agencies act based on their own 
organizational values and interests—everything from discrete interpretations 
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of principles derived from the shared belief in humanitarianism to competition 
over funding factor into decision making. In this vein, Stephen Hopgood’s ex
amination of the comparative advantages of various agency styles and cultures 
(chapter 4) and Jennifer Rubenstein’s findings on distributive criteria (chap
ter 9) raise diffi cult and uncomfortable questions. 

To the extent that each agency has its own set of mandates and kind of or
ganizational governance, it is partially independent. Although that “indepen
dence” is useful as a lucrative marketing message, the reality is that agencies are 
interdependent—the actions of one organization have consequences for others. 
Inappropriate conduct by individuals and poor agency performance necessar
ily sully efforts by others in a shared theater of operations. Interdependence, 
moreover, also means that agencies have public and parochial interests—both 
saving lives and growing budgets. Although some aspects of humanitarian ac
tion generate cooperation, others produce a highly individualized approach to 
establishing a niche and securing a larger market share. 

Although there is substantial agreement among aid workers and agencies on 
many issues, the sector is not monolithic, uniform, or even coherent. Alex de 
Waal for one has referred critically to aid workers as “the humanitarian inter
national,”12 a conspiracy of sorts to foist values on others and live well in the 
process. This critique, possibly the hottest fad in academic research and donor 
evaluations, serves mostly to defer discussion of the tenuous position of aid 
workers in conflict zones and does little to clarify the power imbalance between 
them and recipients—the preoccupation of Laura Hammond’s chapter. 

In short, individual aid workers and humanitarian agencies have options 
and take action, but their efforts in turn may limit the range of future options 
for themselves and other agencies. The threat of politics to corrupt agency 
independence remains clearly on radar screens, but there are also entangle
ments from both competitor and partner organizations that can have dire con
sequences on programming. While a bevy of agencies flocks to the scene of 
every disaster, a soldier puts forward the obvious: “The need for a concerted 
approach . . . contradicts the current independence of each responding agency 
and organization in an international response.”13 

In chapter 5, Janice Gross Stein’s chapter helps us to understand the com
plexity of interactions and also suggests how to hold individual organizations 
as well as the collective enterprise more accountable for performance. Social 
science is not only about describing reality but explaining relationships and 
ramifications. Whether interdependence is equal or asymmetric, for instance, 
helps to frame questions about decision-making latitude. 

12 Alexander de Waal,  Famine Crimes: Politics and the Disaster Relief Industry in Africa 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997). 

13 John J. Mackinlay,  Globalisation and Insurgency, Adelphi Paper 352 (Oxford: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 2002), 100. 
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Lesson 4: “Know your limits” 

The dedication and basic humanity of aid workers can disguise a fundamental 
ignorance—what may even be a misplaced sense of omnipotence. Humanitar
ians should recognize their limits—what aid is intended for, what it can do, and 
what few protections workers possess. Responding to the emergency needs of 
war victims entails a commitment. Once assistance starts to fl ow, there often 
arises the understandable desire to address such additional challenges as long-
term reconstruction, governance, or even root causes. However, going beyond 
their emergency niche and attacking structural problems of war, disorder, and 
development is a dubious proposition for humanitarians. Emergency agencies 
do not always have clear authority under international humanitarian law or 
other mandates to broaden or refocus their operations, and such task expan
sion or “mission creep” can lead to overstretch and collapse. 

At the same time, UN High Commissioner for Refugees Sadako Ogata pub
licly commiserated that “there are no humanitarian solutions to humanitarian 
problems.”14 This refrain has become conventional wisdom among aid work
ers who frequently deride deployments of humanitarian assistance in lieu of 
meaningful political or military engagement as a “humanitarian placebo” or 
“humanitarian alibi.”15 

One result has been a substantial increase in efforts linking humanitarian 
action to peacebuilding.16 A good example of fusing agendas and the implica
tions for resource mobilization is the historical record of Afghanistan. During 
the 1990s, after the years of Soviet occupation, civil war, and ongoing suffering 
that had displaced millions to Pakistan, the attention of major donors turned to 
other disasters, mostly in southeast Europe and Africa. Resources dried up for 
Afghanistan, and humanitarian action was insufficient to address resettlement. 
However, after the September 11 attacks in 2001, donors again began pouring 
funds into agencies especially after the Taliban was ousted from Kabul. In sum, 
regardless of humanitarian needs the political will of states dictated the param
eters of humanitarianism in Afghanistan before and after 9/11. Aid workers 

14 Sadako Ogata, The Turbulent Decade: Confronting the Refugee Crises of the 1990s (New 
York: W. W. Norton, 2005), 25–26. 

15 Sarah Kenyon Lischer, “Military Intervention and the Humanitarian ‘Force Multiplier,’ ” 
Global Governance 13 (2007): 112–14; and David Rieff, Bed for the Night, and “Charity on the 
Rampage: The Business of Foreign Aid,” Foreign Affairs (January–February 1997): 132–38. 

16 Sue Lautze and John Hammock, Coping With Crisis: Coping with Aid Capacity Building, 
Coping Mechanisms and Dependency, Linking Relief and Development (New York: UNDHA, 
1996); United Nations, Report of the Panel of Peace Operations, A/55/305-S/2000/809, August 
2000; Nicholas Stockton, “The Changing Nature of Humanitarian Crises,” in The Humanitarian 
Decade: Challenges for Humanitarian Assistance in the Last Decade and into the Future, Offi ce 
of the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (New York: United Nations, 2004), 15–38; Joanna 
Macrae, “Understanding Integration from Rwanda to Iraq,” Ethics & International Affairs 18, 
no. 2 (2004): 30; and Michael E. Doyle and Nicholas Sambanis, Making War and Building Peace: 
United Nations Peace Operations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006). 
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should be vigilant in testing the limits of what humanitarians can and cannot 
do, and when exactly they can make a difference. 

Related to the constraints imposed by donors are the constraints arising 
from the finite resources of the international humanitarian system. The genu
ine need for adequate resources should be distinguished from the bureaucratic 
instinct and organizational imperative to expand. It is difficult for aid workers 
to swallow the bitter pill of self-interest, but lucid acknowledgement of such 
dangers should inform decision making and performance evaluations. This is 
the task of social scientists, as Jennifer Rubenstein argues (chapter 9). Within 
a particular crisis, aid workers should recognize the limits of their reach and 
promise no more. 

Finally, aid workers also face more personally threatening attacks on their 
physical safety. Humanitarianism in war zones is, by definition, risky. Tradi
tionally, however, aid workers were received with respect if not warmth for the 
most part and therefore partially spared victimization by organized violence. 
But increasingly the “acceptance strategy” has not provided adequate secu
rity. 17 In fact, as Laura Hammond demonstrates (chapter 7), the premise of 
“humanitarian inviolability”18 no longer applies. Although recent data show 
that fears of fi eld personnel about dramatically increased rates of fatalities are 
somewhat exaggerated,19 physical danger clearly goes with the job. Moreover, 
in an era of terrorism when shock value is an asset, humanitarians are in the 
crosshairs because belligerents can send messages and get attention by target
ing aid workers. Additionally, petty crime and violence is widespread in crises. 
Agencies clearly require up-to-date security assessments and strategies. There is 
no way to eliminate dangers from what is fundamentally dangerous work, but 
aid personnel should insist on access to timely “humanitarian intelligence”20 

and take precautions—providing such documentation is a comparative advan
tage of area and country specialists that should be exploited more. 

Limits are antithetical to a philosophy that aspires to eliminate suffering, 
but humanitarians should clearly admit their own limitations—for their own 
good and that of the enterprise. Because even basic numbers have been in 
dispute, James Fearon’s chapter 2 represents an important step forward in try
ing to assemble rudimentary facts as a point of departure for what is known, 

17 Koenraad Van Brabant,  Operational Security Management in Violent Environments: A Field 
Manual for Aid Agencies, Good Practices Review 8 (London: HPN at ODI, August 2000). 

18 Kenneth Anderson, “Humanitarian Inviolability in Crisis: The Meaning of Impartiality and 
Neutrality for U.N. and NGO Agencies Following the 2003–2004 Afghanistan and Iraq Con
fl icts,”  Harvard Human Rights Journal 17 (2004): 41–74. 

19 Abby Stoddard, Adele Harmer, and Katherine Haver,  Providing Aid in Insecure Environ
ments: Trends in Policy and Operations (London: Overseas Development Institute, Humanitarian 
Policy Group, 2006). 

20 See Thomas G. Weiss and Peter J. Hoffman, “Making Humanitarianism Work,” in  Making 
States Work: State Failure and the Crisis of Governance, ed. Simon Chesterman, Michael Ignatieff, 
and Ramesh Thakur (Tokyo: UN University Press, 2005), 296–317; and, The Stanley Foundation, 
UN on the Ground (Muscatine, Ia.: Stanley Foundation, 2003), 7–11. 
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and what is not. Despite a paucity of empirical information, investments in 
improving data collection remain too low a priority for aid agencies and their 
funders. 

Lesson 5: “Accountability is convoluted, 
but responsibility is conspicuous” 

International humanitarianism is about saving lives and protecting rights in 
faraway places, but whom to save, how to save them, and to what end are 
recurrent concerns that spotlight agencies’ conundrums. Honest mistakes and 
confusion in the heat of emergencies have fueled examinations of the responsi
bilities and limitations of aid workers, resulting in a plethora of standards and 
schools of thought on humanitarian accountability. Although there is agree
ment that humanitarians should be accountable, there is very little consensus 
about to whom one is accountable, as well as how to build appropriate stan
dards into programming, and objective indicators. 

Both Janice Gross Stein and Laura Hammond (chapters 5 and 7) point to at 
least two sets of actors toward whom aid workers feel obligations: recipients 
and donors. On the one hand, recipient accountability can be problematic be
cause listening to the preferences of “belligerent-victims”21 can result in mis
directed aid. On the other hand, donor accountability can also be tricky when 
those who fight wars also underwrite humanitarian responses—what Hugo 
Slim calls “belligerent funding.”22 Recipients are (or should be) the main focus, 
but donors set conditions for reporting that play a dominant role in decid
ing which affected populations receive priority for assistance and protection— 
indeed, whether resources are available at all. In this exercise, abstract prin
ciples play far less of a role than performance for those seeking succor and 
protection. 

Social science can help to illuminate such complexity, and Jennifer Ruben-
stein dissects the diversity of distributional principles that motivate agency 
decision making, which “truth in packaging” requires her to label “triage.” Ad
ditionally, Janice Gross Stein (chapter 5) shows that accountability is clouded 
when various measurements are used in evaluating humanitarianism, and she 
underscores that bringing precision to accountability is not guaranteed to rem
edy what ails the enterprise. The complicated pushes and pulls of humanitarian 
action require aid workers to signal how they balance obligations without de
viating from their core responsibility to victims. Identifying and communicat
ing clearly about such complexities and trade-offs could and should be based 
on the kind of social science knowledge in evidence in these pages. 

21 Peter J. Hoffman and Thomas G. Weiss,  Sword and Salve: Confronting New Wars and Hu
manitarian Crises (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefi eld, 2006), 68. 

22 Hugo Slim, A Call to Alms: Humanitarian Action and the Art of War (Geneva: Center for 
Humanitarian Dialogue, 2004), 4. 
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Humanitarian accountability for some aid personnel is best evidenced by 
outcomes that promote humanitarian values. Programming may diverge from 
the guidelines set down by donors, for example, and may not save every victim 
from violence. But one form of accountability may be constituted by stub
bornly demonstrating a commitment to humanity, refusing to surrender to ni
hilism, and saving as many lives as possible no matter the restrictions instituted 
by donors or recipients. Many argue that performance benchmarks are too 
abstract to appreciate the moral and social dimensions of humanitarian work. 
For aid workers, subjective ethical underpinnings are more meaningful than 
any sort of administrative “checklist.” 

Moreover, taking responsibility for errors in judgment is another integral in
gredient in presenting and maintaining accountability. For instance, endorsing 
the use of force (usually only sanctioned to halt systematic murder and massive 
human rights abuses) carries with it a heavy duty. In such situations, account
ability is exhibited when agencies willingly and publicly criticize themselves. 

Conceiving accountability as binding agreements among specifi c actors 
may be inappropriate to factoring in the role of humanitarian judgment. 
However, living up to avowed principles is essential for credibility, and such 
responsibilities have become conspicuous. Demonstrating when and where 
humanitarians have succeeded, or failed, and holding such performance up 
to public scrutiny—for recipients and donors—is a task that figures in the job 
descriptions of the contributors to this book, and someday of their students. 

Lesson 6: “Humanitarianism is a performance” 

Many contemporary controversies center on the identity of aid workers, agen
cies, and the international humanitarian system—what values and interests do 
they have and, more importantly, what values and interests are they perceived 
as having? As Craig Calhoun’s historical narrative (chapter 3) illustrates, there 
is no single authoritative definition of humanitarianism. The process of rescu
ing strangers in war zones is a transaction in which there are numerous par
ticipants, each with its own view of a crisis and the accompanying responses. 
The actual distribution of assistance headlines the show, but a larger social 
relationship between aid worker (as representative of a caring cosmopolitan 
society) and war victim is also on display. There are extreme limits to what hu
manitarians can do, and yet expectations often outstrip that reality. Recipients, 
donors, belligerents, aid workers, and others are watching to see which twists 
and turns occur in a particular theater of armed confl ict. 

Humanitarianism is largely defi ned by the social relationship between giver 
and receiver, and it is vital for aid agencies to look at themselves in a mirror to 
see the identity projected by their actions that is reflected in the eyes of victims. 
The goal of Laura Hammond and Peter Redfield (chapters 7 and 8) is to hold 
up such a mirror. Furthermore, Jennifer Rubenstein examines how the distribu
tion of resources is perceived. Social science can provide invaluable snapshots 
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of local views and insights about them that shed light on the perceived identity 
of humanitarianism. As has been the case for other lessons, context-specifi c 
knowledge is essential to better social science and better humanitarian action. 

A deeper understanding of humanitarianism acknowledges that the actions 
of aid workers express values and interests. Some humanitarians openly recog
nize a basic moral compunction to respond to disasters and fi nd fulfi llment in 
aiding others in their time of need. By taking comfort in providing comfort, hu
manitarians are, in the words of Oxfam’s former coordinator of global emer
gency relief, Tony Vaux, “selfi sh altruists.” 23 There are certainly other types of 
self-interest that are far more harmful, but nonetheless this type of satisfaction 
for some is based on the tragedies of others—without victims, humanitarians 
could not be cast as heroes. Moreover, aid workers usually have, or are at 
least seen as having, a far more attractive and comfortable lifestyle than those 
whom they help. This disparity can sow suspicion and thrust identity into the 
limelight. For aid workers, the lesson is to be as self-aware and candid as pos
sible about their personal and organizational interests and relative power. 

As the chapters by Michael Barnett, Jack Snyder, and Janice Gross Stein 
(chapters 5 and 6) indicate, social science is clarifying the humanitarian 
niche—the sector is not powerful relative to international politics and states, 
but it is powerful relative to affected populations due to considerable resources 
brought to bear. Analyses have thus far been less than successful in suggesting 
how humanitarians can withstand outside influences, resist being an extension 
of power politics, and remain true to their core mission. However, research 
underlines that moral authority matters and that physical capacities are not the 
sole determinants of overall functionality or long-term outcomes. 

Scholars are also starting to explore how to embed values into humanitarian 
organizations and thereby maintain control over their identities. For instance, 
Stephen Hopgood (chapter 4) notes that to stop the spread of “bureaucracy” 
that is part of the “new public management agenda,” some agencies draw a line 
in their institutional hierarchy above which technicians cannot be promoted. 
They also may refuse resources with inappropriate conditions attached. How 
practitioners cope with neoliberalism, privatization, and the marketization 
of humanitarian assistance will determine views about the ultimate contribu
tion of the enterprise and affect its viability. In considering Wal-Mart’s merits, 
Hopgood starkly challenges humanitarians to spell out their own comparative 
advantage. In short, is it possible to create better professionals without under
mining the preeminent value of humanity? 

Bernard Kouchner, one of the founders of Médecins Sans Frontières, suggests 
keeping volunteerism sacrosanct so as to avoid becoming unfeeling “bureau
crats of charity.” 24 His recommendation flies in the face of the reality that aid 

23 Tony Vaux,  The Selfish Altruist: Relief Work in Famine and War (London: Earthscan, 2004), 
2 and 212. 

24 Quoted by Anne Vallaeys,  Médecins Sans Frontières: La Biographie (Paris: Fayard, 2004), 248. 
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agencies are becoming more institutionalized and developing structures that are 
increasingly rationalized, bureaucratized, and staffed by salaried professionals. 
While increasing the capacity to aid more people, such organizations inevitably 
become part of networks of domination and control. In a nod to Lord Acton, 
there is no way to avoid the contradiction that power corrupts and kills, but it 
also makes saving lives possible. Practitioners cannot hide their connections to 
power and should distinguish how its application may serve humanity. 

Organizational insignia are an important element in producing and promul
gating an identity. Laura Hammond (chapter 7) notes that symbols do not nec
essarily afford protection in contemporary war zones. Although humanitarians 
are busy tending to victims, they also end up fighting a war of images on many 
fronts. Legitimacy is the ultimate arbiter in this struggle, and thus humanitari
anism should project an image that is more than the movement of resources. 

Social Science Matters 

We have argued that social science matters because it enhances the ability of 
the humanitarian enterprise to aid victims. Furthermore, those who do not 
heed social scientifi c findings risk marginalization—ignorant acts, no matter 
how well intended, stigmatize and erode an agency’s reputation. Aid offi cials 
require discrete and usable knowledge that defines actors and variables, un
packs specific cause-effect relationships, and offers perspectives on challenges 
and choices. Social science can help meet the need for purposeful baselines and 
rigorous interpretations. 

Yet, as noted earlier, aid agencies are poor at learning and adapting. Indeed, 
in the late 1990s Alex de Waal bemoaned that the international humanitarian 
system has an “extraordinary capacity to absorb criticism, not reform itself 
and yet emerge strengthened.”25 And more recently Larry Minear has aptly 
argued that, “Humanitarian organizations’ adaptation to the new realities has 
been for the most part lethargic and phlegmatic.”26 At the root of the problem 
is that humanitarian agencies are learning disabled—they do not possess the 
capabilities or cultural inclination to process information, correct errors, and 
devise alternative strategies and tactics. This can ingrain simplistic and mis
conceived policies. For example, Tony Vaux observes, “The great fault of aid 
agencies in the last 20 years has been the lack of introspection, or rather the in
ability to deal seriously with situations. This has allowed superfi cial optimism 
to develop. In order to express concern for other people, we have to believe 
that they are good. In effect, aid agencies have preserved the concept of the 
‘deserving poor.’ ” 27 

25 de Waal,  Famine Crimes, xvi. 
26 Larry Minear,  The Humanitarian Enterprise: Dilemmas and Discoveries (West Bloomfi eld, 

Conn.: Kumarian, 2002), 7. 
27 Vaux, The Selfi sh Altruist, 8. 
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Delivery and protection, not analysis, properly preoccupy most aid offi cials, 
but they should also recognize the value-added of analysts in helping them to 
reflect more deeply on why they are doing what they are doing. A partnership 
is in the interests of both, as well as of war-torn societies. 

In addition to identifying the structural and cultural hurdles practitioners 
face in learning, we have indicated that such problems are not insoluble. The 
lack of learning does not necessarily mean a lack of lessons. As demonstrated 
throughout this book, quality research has been assembled but much of it rests 
quietly in dusty file-cabinets and not been digested throughout the ranks. Prac
titioners are catching on, but slowly. “The profession is more self-conscious 
and sophisticated in its understanding of itself than ever before,” Hugo Slim 
reminds us, but “the system is not very good at acting on what it knows.” So
cial scientists can help provide knowledge, but practitioners must also engage 
in an ongoing effort to absorb and employ it. There is no quick fix for humani
tarians, only the long and arduous path of more deeply embedding the “culture 
of improvement,” the norm of discovery and innovation.28 

This book represents a modest step toward understanding and, hopefully, 
addressing these knowledge-based challenges. The next step would be to open 
a two-way street—that is, for agencies to proactively collaborate with scholars 
in framing research and making data and experiences available, what Janice 
Gross Stein, in chapter 5, calls “joined-up thinking.” Practitioners could also 
help to direct research toward issues, cases, and questions that have not been 
sufficiently investigated. Those toiling in the field, in particular, should be well-
placed to draw scholarly attention to neglected but necessary research. 

Additionally, this proximity to and direction from practitioners may fi ll 
in an ironic lacuna. We know much more about aid work than we do about 
aid workers. The vast majority of examinations of humanitarianism concen
trate on system-level analysis. This focus on big structures often leads to a 
neglect of the role of personnel in achieving objectives. “Structures are seen 
to operate in a deterministic way so that there is no space for individual 
agency,” Jonathan Goodhand points out, but, “Individuals do have agency 
and for better or worse, they can make a difference.”29 Data on burnout and 
retention rates, along with research on career development, would help aid 
agencies find and field better staff, who are essential to upgrade performance. 
Straightforward surveys of the sorts of information and training that aid 
workers crave could also help generate research agendas for scholars. Such 
a partnership demands that practitioners not be mere objects of research but 
also active in the design, execution, and processing of a research program. 

28 Hugo Slim, “Global Welfare: A Realistic Expectation for the International Humanitarian 
System?” ALNAP Review of Humanitarian Action in 2005: Evaluation Utilisation (December 
2006), 15 and 30. 

29 Goodhand, Aiding Peace? 7. 
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Donors must also overcome their reluctance—or even hostility—to fund
ing research. We are reminded that trailblazing benefactor Andrew Carnegie 
practiced as well as preached “scientific philanthropy,” bankrolling a variety 
of knowledge-based initiatives and institutions for the common good. Yet as 
James Fearon documents in chapter 2, the longitudinal data so necessary to 
establish baselines are totally absent from humanitarianism. Janice Gross Stein 
points to the puzzling paradox in chapter 5 that donors do not want to pay 
for research but simultaneously want to use research to hold humanitarians 
accountable. Who is better placed than aid officials to call donors on this con
tradiction and to build in research as an integral component of day-to-day 
programming and long-term strategizing? To prioritize and devote more funds 
and personnel to information gathering, policy analysis, and strategic planning 
is an actionable item for agencies. 

In short, we propose moving toward a humanitarian equivalent of military 
science. For too long humanitarians have talked about becoming more profes
sional but have been unwilling to accept the discipline and costs that neces
sarily would accompany such changes. Far too much work is still driven by 
anecdote and angst, not evidence and strategy. Although humanitarians will 
undoubtedly bristle at the comparison, professional militaries—unlike profes
sional humanitarians—have a culture that values learning, and they invest sub
stantial sums in the institutional infrastructure to assemble and act on lessons. 
Military academies epitomize how this works; previous and ongoing operations 
are analyzed, new procedures are tried and tested, and student soldiers are edu
cated about best practices and adapting tactics to fi eld specifics. Career devel
opment and promotions require regular time off for study and refl ection before 
new assignments. Ongoing operations have historians attached to them. 

Although critics could undoubtedly ridicule these orientations as a result of 
institutional “fat” and overly generous budget allocations from parliaments, 
we see them as an essential cultural difference that humanitarians should emu
late. In the near future, comparable investments by humanitarian agencies are 
unlikely, but they could start. It should not be impossible to expand the kind 
of social scientifi c analyses in this book. 

Whereas practitioners have traditionally sought to set themselves apart from 
scholars, the enterprise cannot afford rivalries or insular behavior. The survival 
and success of humanitarianism rests on moving beyond a divide that presents 
practitioners as guardians and scholars as gadflies. In war zones the price of 
humanitarian failure has always been paid in blood. At a moment when the 
severe human tolls in Darfur and Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo and Iraq are daily bill-of-fare, the costs of spurning lessons is much 
greater than the expenses of learning them. To heal these wounds—both literal 
and figurative—will require not simply a humanitarianism that is strong, but 
one that is smart. To save lives and do so with noble purpose, humanitarianism 
would do well to subscribe to the axiom Francis Bacon gave voice to nearly 
three hundred years ago: Scientia est potestas—knowledge is power. 
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