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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. 



   

 

 

  
 

  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

  
 

  

     

    

Money and Morality in Professional Humanitarianism 99 

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 



  

  
   

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

   
      

 

     

100 Humanitarianism in Question 

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


   

 
 

 

 

 

   
 

 
 

  
 

  

    
 

     

     

    
   

Money and Morality in Professional Humanitarianism 101 

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


  

  

 
  

 
 

 

 
  

  
 

 

  

  

 

    
 

   
   

102 Humanitarianism in Question 

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


   

   

  
 

  
 

 

 

     

    

Money and Morality in Professional Humanitarianism 103 

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). 



  

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

  

  
 

 
 

     

     
 

     

    
 

     
   

104 Humanitarianism in Question 

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. 



   

 

 

 
 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

 
  

 

 

   
    
    

 

   
     

 
   
   

Money and Morality in Professional Humanitarianism 105 

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. 



  

  

  
 

  

  

 

 

 
 

 

 

    
 

    
 

   
 

    

106 Humanitarianism in Question 

[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


  

 
 
 

  
 
 

 

  

 
 

 
 

  

 

 

  

  

  

  
 

    
       

 
   

112 Humanitarianism in Question 

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


  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

  
   

   
 

 

   
   
   
    

 
 

   
    

116 Humanitarianism in Question 

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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