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This special issue of Disasters presents a selection of papers from a conference entitled 
Politics and Humanitarian Aid: Debates, Dilemmas and Dissension, held on 1 February 
2001 in London. The conference was convened by ODI, CAFOD and POLIS1 at the 
University of Leeds, and sponsored by the Department for International Development 
(DFID), the Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC), CAFOD and Oxfam. It brought 
together humanitarian aid personnel, policymakers and academics to discuss the 
changing relationship between politics and humanitarian assistance, and its 
consequences.2 

Humanitarian assistance has always been a highly political activity, but the 
relationship between humanitarian aid and politics is changing.  The first three papers 
in this volume seek to analyse these changes and argue that humanitarian action is 
increasingly becoming an integral part of Western governments’ strategy to transform 
conflicts, decrease violence and set the stage for liberal development.  This changing 
role of humanitarian aid is frequently called the ‘new humanitarianism’, and has 
characterised the international response to many recent conflicts.  The current war in 
Afghanistan is the most recent illustration of the convergence between humanitarian 
action and politics. The presence of a co-ordinated, well-publicised humanitarian effort 
alongside the military effort in Afghanistan highlights the extent to which politics has 
encroached upon humanitarian space.  As argued in the paper by Mohammed Haneef 
Atmar (this issue: 321–30), humanitarian aid practices in Afghanistan are determined 
by Western foreign policy goals, rather than by the conditions required for principled 
humanitarian action.3 

The new humanitarianism together with its underlying coherence agenda has 
been accepted and supported by many actors within the policymaking and NGO 
communities. However, the conference on 1 February 2001 and the papers in this 
special issue show that there is no consensus on this new agenda, and that important 
dissenting voices within the aid and academic communities are becoming heard. The 
diverse views of the participants at the conference reflect the wider debate within the 
humanitarian community about the importance of traditional humanitarian principles, 
and the appropriate relationship between humanitarianism and politics. Many 
participants at the conference felt that the language of humanitarianism and the roles, 
responsibilities and principles underpinning humanitarian action must be clarified.     



 Mark Duffield, Joanna Macrae and Devon Curtis 
 

 

270 

A previous special issue of Disasters (Volume 22(4), December 1998) 
discussed the growing criticisms of humanitarian aid and their implications. This 
special issue builds on this discussion and seeks to take the debate a step further in 
questioning the growing convergence between politics and aid and outlining why 
independent humanitarian action should be maintained. 

The context of the new humanitarianism 

There are several reasons that explain why humanitarian assistance is increasingly 
being used to fulfil political and strategic objectives. As discussed in the paper by 
Joanna Macrae and Nicholas Leader (this issue: 290–307), the end of the cold war 
resulted in the political disengagement of major powers from the geopolitical 
periphery, often leaving development and humanitarian actors as the sole 
representatives of Western powers in non-strategic countries. Developmental and 
humanitarian assistance were expected to fill the space left by the withdrawal of 
diplomacy, leading to a blurring of the lines between politics, development and 
humanitarian assistance. 

Furthermore, since the end of the cold war, security has been defined 
differently. While internal wars did exist during the cold war, they were often viewed 
positively as anti-colonial struggles or national liberation movements. Internal violence 
formed part of the cold war balance of power. The North was able to retain a degree of 
influence in the South due to the dependence of organised violence on sponsorship by 
leading states. Since this period, the old balance of power has lost its political rationale. 
Organised violence has adapted and, through the opportunities afforded by 
globalisation, become self-sufficient and no longer in need of state sponsorship. Mark 
Duffield (this issue: 308–20) shows how today’s internal, regionalised and networked 
violence of the ‘new wars’ has been transformed into the new security threat 
challenging the liberal world order. Duffield’s paper, along with that by Macrae and 
Leader, argues that humanitarian agencies are seen as core components of the strategy 
to bring ‘order’ to these areas of ‘disorder’. 

Underdevelopment is also considered a threat to international security since, 
the argument goes, it fuels drug-trafficking, the spread of terrorism and increased 
refugee flows. As outlined by Macrae and Leader and Duffield, the ‘repackaging’ of 
security as a development concern means that enhancing security involves changing the 
behaviour of populations within countries. Domestic practices are increasingly seen as 
potential security threats, and consequently some aspects of these practices, such as 
domestic economic policy, human rights, the status of women, poverty and psycho-
social well-being, are open to monitoring by Western donor states. Thus, Vanessa 
Pupavac argues here (this issue 358–72) that the mounting concern for psycho-social 
interventions among conflict-affected populations can be understood as part of a wider 
project to exert political control at the margins.  

Nonetheless, the capacity and legitimacy of Western states to change domestic 
practices in recipient states remains fundamentally limited.  Fiona Fox (this issue: 275–
89), Duffield and Pupavac show how the new humanitarianism with its convergence of 
aid and politics seeks to harness the skills, resources and legitimacy of non-state actors 
into a wider political project.  As aid evolves and explicitly attempts to change 
behaviour and attitudes in recipient countries, the social concerns of aid agencies merge 
with the security concerns of Western donor states.  
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The papers by Fox and Macrae and Leader highlight how the perceived 
failings of humanitarian action in recent emergencies also contributed to the 
development and acceptance of the new humanitarianism. The criticism that 
humanitarian aid can prolong or exacerbate war and can help sustain war economies 
fuelled calls for humanitarian action to be subject to risk assessments that weigh up 
short and long-term levels of risk associated with it.  Whereas humanitarian action used 
to be seen as a duty-based act that was right in itself, the negative effects debate has 
rendered humanitarian assistance ambiguous.  

The integration of humanitarian assistance into Western foreign policy 
assumes a consequentialist ethic. If humanitarianism, peace and stability are linked, 
then the various actors, including humanitarian actors, all have a role to play to help 
achieve the preferred outcome. The new humanitarianism, therefore, implies a drive for 
coherence where humanitarian action becomes part of a comprehensive political 
strategy. As described by Macrae and Leader, this has required a number of structural 
changes within the humanitarian system.  Many new mechanisms have been 
established to facilitate cross-agency and cross-departmental discussions regarding 
international responses to emergencies, such as the creation of Executive Committees 
in the UN.  Donors are also participating more directly in operational decision-making. 
This includes contributing to donor co-ordination bodies, earmarking funds for 
multilateral agencies, monitoring donor-partner contracts and developing their own 
operational capacity.  

A primary feature of the new humanitarianism is its social risk analysis. Risk 
analysis is thought to counteract the new-found ambiguities of humanitarian assistance 
and its destabilising or negative side-effects.  Under the coherence agenda therefore, 
humanitarian assistance lends itself to social and political calculations and becomes 
part of mechanical conflict resolution, peace promotion and development strategies. 
Such strategies usually assume that warring parties react in a predictable manner to the 
power of aid.  Duffield and Fox describe how aid is sometimes withheld if it is thought 
to be detrimental to longer-term conflict resolution or development objectives. 
According to Atmar, the irony in Afghanistan is that donors continued to use risk 
calculations and punitive conditionalities even though they did not produce the desired 
political and social changes, and have had negative humanitarian consequences.   

Many aid agencies now routinely undertake such social risk analyses in 
response to demands by donor governments, from which many receive large amounts 
of funding. Through contractual regimes and coherence structures that link donor 
governments to the implementing agencies, these governments are able, using the 
‘greater long-term good’ type of arguments, to exert influence on the course of events.  

The consequences of the new humanitarianism 

This trend towards the merging of humanitarian action and politics has several 
important, but problematic, consequences. The problems associated with the new 
humanitarianism have meant that coherence is highly contested and unevenly 
developed, and has caused divisions among NGOs. As seen during the discussions at 
the 1 February 2001 conference and in the papers, not all NGOs and aid agencies 
support what they see as an attempt at regulation by donor governments. 

First, the emphasis on conducting risk assessments means identifying condi-
tions required for the effective delivery of humanitarian assistance. There are important 
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questions about who has the responsibility and capacity to determine whether or not 
these conditions are in place.  Are donor governments best suited to conduct these 
kinds of monitoring and assessment activities? As illustrated by Atmar, it is 
problematic to assume that donor governments are better able to assess the needs and 
requirements of victim populations and of aid personnel than the field personnel 
themselves. Second, it is difficult to set priorities between short-term humanitarian 
imperatives and longer-term goals of sustainability and peace.  The lack of clarity in 
the new humanitarianism regarding priorities and principles can have negative 
operational consequences.  

Third, there are technical problems associated with the new humanitarianism. 
They can result in humanitarianism being the primary form of political engagement in 
conflict-affected countries. By leaving aid workers to deal with them, political actors 
are ensuring that the political dimension of conflict is not adequately addressed.  Aid 
workers do not have the skills and resources to respond to these new demands, which 
sometimes include acting as intelligence officers, conflict resolution and development 
specialists, as well as humanitarian workers. 

There are also important ethical questions.  Macrae and Leader argue that it is 
problematic to assume that not engaging with certain parties because of their human 
rights  record  is  an ethical approach.  As seen in recent emergencies, levels of 
suffering do not correspond to the amount of aid received, which can be ethically 
problematic. 

Fifth, the traditional humanitarian principles of neutrality, impartiality, 
independence and universality are under attack in the new coherence agenda. 
Universality implies that humanitarian action should reach all conflict victims, no 
matter where they live. With the new merging of politics and humanitarian action 
however, the provision of assistance is restricted to countries believed to be following 
the correct policies. Non-conforming countries may be excluded from development 
assistance, shut out of politics and restricted to conditional forms of humanitarian 
assistance.  Impartiality means that humanitarian response should be guided by need 
alone, and that there should be no distinction between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ beneficiaries. 
Yet by subordinating humanitarian objectives to political and strategic ones, some 
victims are seen as more deserving than others, and impartiality is forgone. The 
principle of independence contradicts the coherence agenda, since many humanitarian 
agencies remain dependent on money from donor states.  A lack of independence 
makes impartial action more difficult.  The loss of perceived neutrality under the 
coherence agenda compromises humanitarian immunity and threatens access to 
victims. It may jeopardise the security and independence of aid personnel. As a 
consequence of the loss of perceived neutrality, humanitarian aid personnel may be 
exposed to security risks and may sometimes even be deliberately targeted because of 
their activities.4  

An extension of the coherence agenda has been the emergence of the concept 
of ‘humanitarian wars’ and the resulting blurring of the civilian/military interface. 
Since the Gulf War, a clear pattern has emerged.  Modern wars demand international 
coalitions to fight them and, by their nature, these wars have humanitarian effects such 
as massive population displacement and the exacerbation of existing emergencies. 
Western governments realise that while their coalitions might win the fighting war, 
they might lose the public relations war if the humanitarian consequences of their 
actions are not contained. Consequently, a ‘humanitarian war’ is not one in which 
militaries intervene for humanitarian reasons, but rather, an alliance with the non-
governmental humanitarian community to contain the humanitarian effects of Western 
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military actions such as in Iraq, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo and Afghanistan. Using the 
example of Kosovo, Susan Woodward’s paper (this issue: 331–44) argues that despite 
the language of humanitarianism, these types of operations are highly political, and are 
conducted by states whose political interests lead them to humanitarian action. 
Woodward explains the dynamics of ‘humanitarian war’ and shows how military 
interventions promote humanitarian consequences, which then shape further 
interventions. Woodward’s paper argues that NATO’s humanitarian ‘intervention’ in 
Kosovo in 1999 marks the final collapse of the divide between humanitarianism and 
politics. 

Humanitarian wars therefore expand the civilian/military interface, but, as 
Woodward and Pugh (this issue: 345–57) describe in their papers, the partnership 
between military/political actors and humanitarian actors in these operations is not 
equal. Humanitarian actors remain on the sidelines of decision-making in these 
international operations, and are co-opted into a paradigm dominated by neo-liberal 
politics. Pugh describes how the erosion of the distinction between military and civilian 
and the increased level of co-operation represents a problem in terms of the 
emancipatory and cosmopolitan potential of civil organisations.  

Conclusions 

The papers in this special issue suggest that there are important concerns with the new 
humanitarianism.  Humanitarian agencies need to be aware that there is a conflict 
between traditional humanitarian principles on the one hand, and the conflict 
management principles underlying liberal peace and stability on the other.  Agencies 
should be conscious of their role, should understand the implications of the 
encroachment of politics into humanitarian space and should be clear about which 
principles they wish to uphold.  

Humanitarian agencies that wish to adopt or conform to the political 
requirements of the new humanitarianism must take note of the dilemmas that will 
likely stem from their action and involvement.  It may be difficult for humanitarian 
agencies to remain operational while simultaneously conducting activities perceived as 
political by host governments and warring parties.  History shows that humanitarian 
assistance cannot fill the vacuum of effective political engagement.  Throughout the 
1990s, experiments took place that sought to use humanitarian action as a strategy to 
contain conflict. The results suggest that such an approach is neither ethical nor 
effective. 

The papers gathered together here suggest that humanitarian action must be 
driven not by ambitions to solve all of the world’s problems, but by a more modest aim 
to alleviate suffering irrespective of colour and creed when all else has failed. What is 
required is a reassertion of the division of international labour between humanitarian, 
political and military actors, not a muddling of it.  While there may be a need to reform 
the humanitarian system in response to changes in the international system, this does 
not mean the abandonment of the principles and values underlying humanitarianism. 
Rather, they need to be reasserted critically. 

Independent humanitarian action is a powerful critique of the way we live.  By 
virtue of its public appeal, independent humanitarian action has the power to unsettle 
politicians. The challenge for aid agencies is to understand their role in the growing 
politicisation of aid, to uphold the need for witness and the duty of care, and to craft a 
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renewed consensus of humanitarian principles based on a universal respect for 
humanity.  

Notes 

1.     Overseas Development Institute, Catholic Agency for Overseas Development and the Insti-
tute for Politics and International Studies. 

2.   Further information on the conference is available from: odi.org.uk/hpg/aidand-politics/-
html. 

3.  While Afghanistan received the highest per capita aid in its history during the cold war, 
humanitarian aid budgets were cut dramatically after the Russian withdrawal in 1988–9, 
despite continued human suffering.  Atmar’s paper shows how humanitarian aid has been 
used as a foreign policy instrument to isolate the Taliban. Many donors imposed punitive 
conditionalities, which resulted in restricting the right to humanitarian assistance. The 
current war effort against Afghanistan includes a substantial humanitarian component, 
which corresponds to the political requirement of winning the public relations campaign in 
the West. 

4. Many of these points were raised by Andre Pasquier in his address at the meeting. The text 
of his paper is available through the ODI website: www.odi.org.uk/hpg/aidandpolitics.html.  
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