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Humanitarianism:
facing new challenges
In the increasingly complex world of humanitarian
assistance, how big a role should international politics
play?

by Joanna Macrae

JOANNA MACRAE is a research fellow in the
Humanitarian Policy Group at the Overseas
Development Institute in London and co-
editor of Disasters: The Journal of Disaster
Studies, Policy and Management. Her areas
of interest include the role of aid in conflict
management and the changing institutional
relationship between aid and foreign policy.
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H UMANITARIANISM  used to seem
so simple: picture an African
child standing on a parched

plain, a sack of food aid behind him of-
fering the promise of life and hope.
Now, the new image is more complex
and fragmented: children as perpetra-
tors, as well as victims, of violence; sol-
diers as relief workers; well-educated,
urban Europeans as well as African
farmers lined up for relief assistance;
and mounting allegations that, far from
helping, relief aid is actually making
things worse.

So, what’s changed? As the world
reels from the unexpected and as yet
uncertain successes in its first “humani-

tarian” war, in Kosovo, it is worth re-
flecting on why the apparently banal
world of trucks of food has become a
matter of high international political in-
terest and debate.

Disastrous wars
While wars are inevitably associated
with death and destruction, they are not
necessarily associated with humanitar-
ian crises. For example, between 1980
and 1988 the Iran-Iraq War claimed the
lives of an estimated half a million
people, 90% of whom were soldiers.
Despite the war, and in part because of
it, both governments involved were
strengthened, consolidating their posi-

tions internally. While individual fami-
lies mourned the death and injury of
their loved ones, this war was not asso-
ciated with famine, disease and large-
scale displacement.

The international character of the
Iran-Iraq War, and the means by which
it was fought, stand in stark contrast to
the majority of conflicts that have taken
place since 1945, most of which have
been fought within the borders of states.
It would be wrong to characterize the
origins of these conflicts as purely in-
ternal, since in many cases opposing
sides depended on external support in
order to prosecute them. During the
cold war (1945–91), many internal con-
flicts were structured along ideological
lines and became regionalized and in-
ternationalized with the respective su-
perpowers and their allies providing po-
litical and military support to the war-
ring parties.

However, the fact that the majority
of conflicts are fought within the bor-
ders of sovereign states makes them par-
ticularly deadly. In these conflicts, the
goal of warfare is not simply the occu-
pation and control of territory but the
definition of a nation’s identity. In this
context, war is no longer about military
victory, it is about destroying the iden-
tity and dignity of the opposition. In this
case, the “opposition” comprises not only
soldiers, but the civilians in whose name
they claim to be fighting.

It is for this reason that since 1945
civilians have accounted for 90% of war
deaths worldwide. It is for this reason
too that war-affected populations are
among the most vulnerable people on
earth. Worldwide some 40 million
people are displaced from their homes
by conflict. Africa’s 15 million dis-
placed people outnumber the popula-
tion of all but six of the countries on the
continent. The particular vulnerability
of this group has been well docu-
mented. In Africa, infant and child
mortality is at least 10 times higher
among displaced populations than else-
where on the continent, accounting for
one fifth of its total child deaths.

A MEMBER OF THE RED CROSS is flanked by two columns of Rwandan Hutu refugees
heading to Gisenyi, after crossing the border with Zaire in 1996. Up to 10,000 refugees
crossed the border in one day, fleeing the rebel-held city of Goma.
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An important characteristic of con-
temporary conflicts is that they have
been fought in extremely poor coun-
tries. Even without the particular effects
of conflict, populations in these coun-
tries are already at the margins of sur-
vival, often living on less than one dol-
lar a day and subject to the vagaries of
the weather and international commod-
ity prices in order to secure their liveli-
hoods. These are the world’s most de-
prived populations in terms of access to
basic services such as water, health and
education. This is the case not only in
Africa and parts of Asia, but, for ex-
ample, in parts of the former Eastern
bloc, where survival rates have dimin-
ished for many sections of the popula-
tion since the early 1980s.

This structural vulnerability to disas-
ter has deep roots. Many Third World
countries saw a significant downturn in
their fortunes during the 1970s, as the
effects of recession in the West rippled
around the globe. By 1982, the Third
World’s share of global trade had
dropped by 2%, while in Africa, terms
of trade of low-income African coun-
tries fell by nearly 14% between 1979
and 1982. While trade revenues were
falling, monetarist policies, reinforced
by the major international development
agencies such as the World Bank, re-
duced international financial liquidity,
increasing interest rates significantly.
Throughout the 1980s the debt burden
continued to expand. Public debt in Af-
rica alone increased from U.S.$5.2 bil-
lion in 1970 to U.S.$151 billion in
1991. At the same time, the high price
of oil forced these countries to devote

an increasingly large share of declining
national income to the purchase of oil
and oil-related products, including fer-
tilizers.

Against this background, a mounting
crisis in the world food supply occurred
during the 1970s and 1980s, and in par-
ticular, a growing dependence of the
Third World on the West to meet the
gaps in food supply. Between 1949 and
1951, 12 million metric tons of grain
were imported by developing countries.
In 1972, 36 million metric tons were
imported. This food gap continued to
grow throughout the 1980s. In 25 of the
36 developing countries for which data
are available, food production declined
significantly in the period from 1980 to
1992. During this time, food-aid im-
ports increased from 1.6 million to 4.2
million metric tons annually.

This economic crisis was reflected in
the political domain. As the ability of
Third World states to sustain them-
selves declined and they were unable to
provide access to basic goods and ser-
vices or social and economic security,
so reliance on coercive methods of gov-
ernment increased. In 1960, 26 of the
developing states that were then inde-
pendent were under some form of mili-
tary control. By 1982 this number had
reached 52, and by 1992 it was up to
61. In this context, it is unsurprising that
persistent and violent challenges to the
state emerged throughout the Third
World.

Thus, Third World conflict can be
understood not only as a cause of pov-
erty and suffering among civilian popu-
lations, but also as symptomatic of the
vulnerability of these political econo-
mies. This vulnerability is to a degree
economic, but it is primarily political,
reflecting a crisis of governance and
public institutions. It is for this reason
that conflict-related emergencies are
differentiated from natural disasters by
calling them “complex political emer-
gencies,” denoting the primarily politi-
cal character of these disasters.

The tactics of modern warfare can
push populations from a position of
chronic poverty to disaster. The delib-
erate destruction of livelihoods—the
burning of crops and discriminatory
employment practices—means that
populations lack the ability to produce
and to buy food and other necessities.
Prices of basic goods, including food,
usually escalate rapidly as supplies are

reduced and as military, commercial
and political forces manipulate markets,
deliberately restricting the flow of
goods, particularly into besieged towns.
Although such tactics disempower and
demoralize the enemy, they also allow
some to profit from the parallel market.

In this context, people’s options nar-
row quickly. Unable to produce or pro-
cure adequate food through their usual
means, many people are forced to sell
their remaining assets and/or to move
in search of security and other means of
securing a livelihood. As the successive
conflicts in the former Yugoslavia have
shown, forcible displacement of civil-
ian populations through the use of di-
rect violence and by making their lives
and livelihoods untenable because of
discrimination is part of a process of po-
litical and social engineering. It is about
one section of the population redrawing
political maps, and about seizing the
assets (such as land and housing) of an-
other. Thus, the humanitarian crises as-
sociated with wars from Afghanistan to
Zaire have not just been unfortunate but
unintended by-products of conflict—
they have been its goal.

Survivors of the famine in Biafra
will testify that there is little that is new
in these strategies. (Biafra was the part
of Nigeria that declared its indepen-
dence in 1967. Starvation and disease
resulted when Nigerian forces sur-
rounded it and cut off supplies. Biafra
ceased to exist in 1970.) What has
changed significantly over the last three
decades has been the international re-
sponse to these war-induced humanitar-
ian crises.

Relief during the cold war
Given that the tactics of internal war-
fare are designed to kill civilians or to
force them to abandon their livelihoods
and their homes, it is unsurprising that
those who try to prevent or mitigate the
effects of these strategies are undertak-
ing a very difficult and highly political
role. One commentator aptly described
the intercession of relief agencies in war
as “…akin to spectators in a stadium
running down onto the field while a
football game is in progress so as to re-
duce the incidence and severity of the
tackling.”

During the cold war, the ability and
willingness of international actors to
watch and intervene in the deadly
“game” of war was limited. Efforts to
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provide its victims with humanitarian
relief were confined by the boundaries
of sovereignty. In the context of the
superpower stand-off there was abso-
lute respect for the principle of negative
sovereignty, in other words, an agree-
ment by states not to intervene in the
internal affairs of others. Governments’
abuses of the human rights of their citi-
zens were seen to fall within the domain
of internal affairs, and, with few excep-
tions, were not seen to constitute a
major threat to international peace and
security that would justify intervention.

Within this framework of respect for
sovereignty, the scope for humanitarian
action was limited and heavily weighted
in favor of the sovereign power. The
provision of relief assistance was con-
fined largely to the periphery of con-
flict—to relatively secure government-
held territory, particularly towns, and
most significantly to the assistance of
refugees who had fled their countries of
origin and crossed an international bor-
der into a second country.

Within war zones, and particularly in
rebel-held territory, international assis-
tance was heavily circumscribed not
only by high levels of violence but also
by the dependence of aid agencies on
securing the consent of governments to
their engagement. Furthermore, at least
until the 1980s, the majority of relief
assistance was provided through na-
tional governments. For example, it is
notable that in 1976 the then European
Community channeled over 90% of its
relief budget through national govern-
ments in affected countries.

The important exception to this gen-
eral rule was the work of the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC).
Since the late 19th century, the ICRC has
sought to alleviate the worst effects of
war. Initially, it focused on developing a
body of law to regulate the conduct of
conflict and prevent its worst excesses,
and to mitigate the suffering of soldiers
wounded and captured in battle. As the
concept of total war took hold, first in the
Boer War (1890–1902) and then in the
lead-up to World Wars I and II, the ICRC
took on an increasing role in providing
relief to civilians.

The work of the Red Cross Move-
ment rested upon two key principles—
neutrality and impartiality. Neutrality
means not taking a political position in
relation to the conflict in terms of its
origins and outcomes. Impartiality

means the provision of relief on the ba-
sis of need and regardless of political
affiliation, race, nationality or creed.
These principles derive from both an
ethical belief in the essential humanity
of people and their equal right to assis-
tance, and also from an essentially prag-
matic stance. Because the ability of the
ICRC to secure access to all was con-
tingent upon its acknowledging that hu-
manitarian intervention would not pro-
vide military advantage to either side, it
maintained close contacts with military
and political leaders at high levels in
conflicts and would intervene only with
the consent of both sides. Where such
consent was withheld, as in the case of
Biafra, the ICRC would not intervene.

Biafra was a formative moment in
the history of humanitarian action in an-
other way. As one commentator has
noted, after this war the ICRC would
“…never be alone in the field and never
free of the competition that has come to
mark modern humanitarian work.” Qui-
etly and very slowly the international
humanitarian system began to expand.
One of the first indications of this ex-
pansion was the formation by a group of
French doctors in 1971 of Médecins
Sans Frontières (MSF), or Doctors
Without Borders, recently awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize. This group of “revo-
lutionary humanitarians” included some
who had been disillusioned by the re-
sponse of the Red Cross in Biafra, and
in particular its failure to speak out pub-
licly regarding the scale of horror and
suffering in that war. This group inter-
preted ICRC’s discretion, which it ar-
gued was vital to its neutrality, as com-
plicity in massive abuse of human
rights. Since that time, MSF has grown
enormously, now boasting an interna-
tional network of agencies which seek
not only to provide assistance, but also
to bear witness to unfolding conflicts
and effects and advocate publicly for an
end to abuses of human rights.

Humanitarian space
As the cold war thawed, so the scope
for humanitarian action began to ex-
pand. The effective military disengage-
ment of the West (and indeed of the
Eastern bloc) from Africa in the mid-
1980s provided one of the first indica-
tions of the demise of absolute respect
for sovereign borders, which in turn of-
fered new opportunities for humanitar-
ian action. Some of these first tentative

steps toward humanitarian intervention-
ism were taken in the Horn of Africa.
The cross-border operations into rebel-
held areas of Ethiopia and what is now
Eritrea were organized by indigenous
organizations affiliated with the libera-
tion fronts. The aid convoys that
crossed into Ethiopian territory from
Sudan were “illegal” and were under-
taken without the consent of the Ethio-
pian authorities. Initially the relief ef-
fort relied only on private funds from
international nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs) and from the diaspora
of people from these regions. From the
late 1980s, however, these agencies
received the majority of their funds
from the U.S. Agency for International
Development (AID) and the European
Commission, albeit channeled dis-
creetly through intermediary private
voluntary organizations (PVOs).

What this represented was an exten-
sion of emerging development-assis-
tance policy into the humanitarian
sphere. In the development sphere,
there was a radical rethinking of the role
of the state in economic and political
development, with an increasing em-
phasis on the role of the private sector,
including PVOs, in the financing and
provision of basic services. In countries
experiencing emergencies brought on
by conflict, some political analysis sug-
gested that, far from being part of the
solution, the state had become part of
the problem. Rather than engage with
the state in order to bring about its re-

AT AJIEP, IN SUDAN, a starving boy cries
inside a compound run by Doctors Without
Borders. The group provides medical aid in
countries devastated by natural disasters,
such as drought and earthquakes, or un-
natural ones, such as war.
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form, to varying degrees international
assistance agencies sought to work out-
side it. Relief aid represented the cul-
mination of this approach.

In countries such as Ethiopia after
1974, Cambodia in 1982 and Sudan
after 1989, for example, development
assistance was virtually suspended by
Western nations in protest against the
policies of the respective regimes. Only
relief, channeled through interna-
tional—usually private—organizations,
remained in place. Relief therefore
came to symbolize not simply the
existence of massive humanitarian need,
but an effective questioning of sover-
eignty. While development assistance
implied legitimacy of regimes, relief did
not. Despite its antistate rhetoric,
development assistance still conferred
legitimacy upon, and required the
authority of, state institutions for its
implementation.

It was against this backdrop that the
humanitarian system familiar in the late
1990s began to emerge. It constitutes a
complex network of agencies, private
and public. Fueled with funds by both
donor governments and the general pub-
lic in Western countries, the assistance
community comprises three major pil-
lars: the Red Cross Movement (ICRC
and the national Red Cross societies);
specialist agencies and funds of the

United Nations (UN Office of High
Commissioner for Refugees or UNHCR,
UN Children’s Fund or UNICEF and the
World Food Program or WFP are the
most important operational agencies);
and PVOs. All of these different bodies
have the advantage of enabling donor
governments to provide assistance in
conflict-affected countries without chan-
neling resources through the recipient
government.

Thus the rise of relief, and the evolu-
tion of its strategies, was a response to
the crisis of governance and of welfare in
many developing countries. It was also a
political message from powerful donor
countries to Third World states regarding
expected norms of behavior and the
changing rules of international relations.

Nowhere was this new order more
evident than in the international re-
sponse, led by the U.S., to the humani-
tarian consequences of the conflicts in
northern Iraq and Somalia. In the case
of Iraq, military force was deployed in
order to allow Kurdish refugees in Tur-
key to return to their homes. In the af-
termath of this crisis, the UN General
Assembly adopted Resolution 46/182.
This sought to improve the UN’s coor-
dination of relief operations and to sus-
tain the momentum for humanitarian
intervention initiated by the formation
of safe-havens in Iraqi Kurdistan. Im-
portantly, it stated:

The sovereign, territorial integrity and na-
tional unity of states must be fully re-
spected in accordance with the Charter
of the UN. In this context, humanitarian
assistance should be provided with the
consent of the affected countries, and in
principle on the basis of an appeal by the
affected country (emphases added).

As a review of the initiative notes,
the inclusion of terms “should” and “in
principle” set a precedent for violation
of sovereignty if the international com-
munity justified intervention on hu-
manitarian grounds. This resolution
thus paved the way for a doctrine of
humanitarian intervention.

The optimism that force could be
used for a humanitarian purpose has
wavered over the past decade. The ex-
perience in Somalia had dented, seem-
ingly irrevocably, the idea that interna-
tional troops, particularly U.S. troops,
could and should intervene on humani-
tarian grounds in other people’s wars.
U.S. PVOs and the global news net-
work CNN were pivotal in generating

support for the deployment of these
troops in 1992, whose mandate was to
protect the delivery of food aid to hun-
dreds of thousands of Somalis. Such a
deployment was seen to be necessary
because of the high rates of violent loot-
ing and manipulation of food aid by the
different warlords. The mission ended
in disaster. A military stand-off be-
tween U.S. troops and Somalis resulted
in deaths on both sides and culminated
in a revenge attack on U.S. troops. Cap-
tured by the world’s media, the pictures
of the mutilated bodies of U.S. soldiers
dragged through the streets of
Mogadishu, Somalia’s capital, will
probably be among the seminal images
of the century. The withdrawal of the
U.S. contingent was inevitable.

When arguing for a concerted inter-
national response to the famine in So-
malia, then UN Secretary General
Boutros Boutros-Ghali contrasted the
sluggish response to African suffering
with that of the humanitarian effects of
the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Here,
UN forces had been deployed to protect
relief convoys at an early stage of the
war. The volume of relief allocated to
populations in Bosnia-Herzegovina
dwarfed that provided to any other
emergency at that time. The budget for
former Yugoslavia of the UNHCR, the
lead agency in the country, exceeded
that for the whole of Africa. This gen-
erosity in terms of relief did not stop the
killing, however, underscoring once
again the need to protect the people for
whom the aid was destined.

The legacy of Somalia was felt in
spring 1994, when ethnic conflict in one
of the smallest and poorest countries in
the world led, in just three months, to
the slaughter of an estimated 500,000
to 800,000 Rwandans. In the aftermath
of the conflict and the genocide, 2 mil-
lion people fled to neighboring coun-
tries. These terrible events were to ex-
pose the fact that, in the aftermath of
Somalia, the international community
had yet to develop an alternative strat-
egy to deal with violence within states’
borders.

In the UN Security Council, the
U.S., among other permanent members,
resisted the use of the term “genocide”
for the unfolding events in Rwanda,
precluding its obligation to intervene
under the Genocide Convention. The
UN Security Council also failed to pro-
vide a response when strong evidence

AN ETHIOPIAN WOMAN cleans wheat
grain salvaged from a storehouse after it
was bombed by Eritrean forces. The wheat
was part of 2,000 tons of grain destined for
distribution to 13,884 displaced persons in
Adigrat, Ethiopia.
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T HE MOUNTING and diverse critiques
of humanitarian action are spawning

the formation of what has been dubbed
a new humanitarianism. As yet, it would
be wrong to see this as a single, coher-
ent doctrine. Rather, the different actors
who constitute the humanitarian system
and who interact with it in the political
and military domains are each proposing
different modifications to the existing
framework of humanitarian action.

Kosovo: precedent
or exception?

A first strand of the new humanitarian
discourse is the need to shift emphasis
from the protection of humanitarian
supplies to the protection of people
threatened by violence. A major evalu-
ation of the international response to the
conflict and genocide in Rwanda con-
cluded that aid had been used as a sub-
stitute for political action—a Band-Aid
applied much too late to prevent much
of the suffering and death in that region.
Similarly bleak conclusions might be
drawn from any number of conflicts in
recent decades. However, it was the
specter of Bosnia-Herzegovina that was
particularly haunting for European and
U.S. policymakers.

The North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-

tion (NATO) military action against
Serbia in 1999 is presented by many as
being a response to this criticism. Mili-
tary action followed months of diplo-
matic efforts within the European
Union, the Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe and the UN.
The deployment of human-rights moni-
tors had failed to yield improvements in

security, and the situation for the
Kosovar population was becoming
steadily more dangerous and difficult.
The bombing of Serbia, which began on
March 24, 1999, was not authorized by
the UN Security Council. The NATO
allies did not seek a Security Council
resolution, confident that both China
and Russia would veto it. Rather, the
allies argued that their intervention in
the internal affairs of a sovereign state
was legitimate because it was designed
to alleviate extreme abuses of human
rights and thus prevent a major humani-
tarian crisis from emerging. An addi-
tional, although less frequently as-
serted, justification was that the action
was a response to a threat to interna-
tional peace and security, since a large
outpouring of Kosovar refugees could
have destabilized the region.

Both the legality and the legitimacy
of the intervention, as well as the effec-
tiveness of the NATO strategy, have
been widely debated. Despite empha-
sizing the severity of the threat to civil-
ian Kosovars, the allies relied on aerial
bombardment without deploying
ground troops, leaving the estimated
half a million displaced Kosovars un-
protected. The NATO bombardment
also precipitated an intensification of
Serbia’s strategy of ethnic cleansing,
leading to massive and rapid displace-
ment of over a million people. Ques-
tions have been raised, too, about the
sustainability of the political framework
put in place by the UN after the Serb

A new
humanitarianism?

emerged that the massive refugee
camps in Zaire (now Congo) were be-
ing controlled by the political and mili-
tary forces responsible for the genocide.
The mandate of the UNHCR, which
was running the camps, stipulates that
those responsible for war crimes and
crimes against humanity are not entitled
to refugee status or assistance. The
UNHCR and the hundreds of PVOs
working alongside it, however, lacked
the mandate or the tools to separate
those who were armed and responsible
for the genocide from the innocent vic-
tims. Aid agencies could not act as po-
licemen, advocates, judges and jailers.
Instead, they stood accused of feeding
the killers and of enabling them to re-
group in order to mount an attack on the
newly formed government in Rwanda.
In the end, the Rwandan government
seized the initiative and dismantled the

camps, forcing their inhabitants either
to return to Rwanda or to flee deeper
into Zaire. In the course of this turmoil,
large civilian populations disappeared
from the international radar screen,
among whom were an estimated 50,000
children.

By the late 1990s, the experiences of
Somalia, Bosnia-Herzegovina and
Rwanda, together with those of the qui-
eter, but nevertheless tragic emergencies
in countries such as Afghanistan,
Angola, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Sri
Lanka and Sudan, were raising profound
questions for all those who called them-
selves humanitarians and claimed
humanitarian concerns. More money
than ever before was being spent on
emergency aid (see chart on p. 88).
Despite this, and some have argued
because of it, suffering continued seem-
ingly unabated. ■

THOUSANDS OF KOSOVARS were contained in an open field at a border crossing called
Brace in Macedonia, with virtually no medical assistance, little food and limited access for
aid agencies.  The Macedonian government feared the massive influx of ethnic Albanians
could destabilize its own fragile ethnic mix.
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withdrawal. Whatever the political and
legal rights and wrongs, for humanitar-
ian actors a distinct set of issues have
emerged from the Kosovo case.

First, while welcoming a political
intervention to address the root causes
of humanitarian crises, the legitimacy
and legality of such a deployment of
force is important to clarify. Appealing
to humanitarian objectives to legitimize
such an intervention means appealing to
universal values regarding the essential
humanity of all people. If military in-
tervention to secure humanitarian ob-
jectives is selective, then its legitimacy
is potentially compromised, particu-
larly in the eyes of non-Western popu-
lations and their governments. The fact
that no similar actions are planned to
respond to the equally alarming hu-
manitarian crises in Africa, still less in
Chechnya, the separatist Russian repub-
lic, makes it easier for such actions to
be portrayed as part of a new world or-
der where the West is imposing its val-
ues on others. Both Russia and China
have failed to adhere to international
legal standards in their treatment of mi-
nority groups, and, in the case of Rus-
sia, to conform to international humani-
tarian law during the course of the con-
flict in Chechnya. The fact remains,
however, that they are permanent mem-
bers of the Security Council.

The lack of a global consensus re-
garding humanitarian principles and val-
ues, and the use of force in securing
them, could mark a new source of ten-
sion between the West and other pow-
ers. The lack of a rule book also opens
the possibility that others may claim ille-
gitimately the right to intervene militar-
ily in second countries on “humanitar-
ian” grounds. In other words, any soft-
ening of sovereignty implies a reanaly-
sis of the rules governing intervention
by states in each other’s affairs. Some
people argue that a way out of this prob-
lem is to codify the conditions under
which the international community is
obligated to intervene militarily to pre-
vent or mitigate humanitarian suffering.
This is something that has been resisted
because it would imply an obligation to
act universally, with the political and fi-
nancial costs this would entail.

The problems regarding the selectiv-
ity of response have significant impli-
cations for those involved in the deliv-
ery of humanitarian assistance. If the
enterprise of delivering humanitarian

assistance becomes closely associated
with a wider process of political and
military experimentation regarding the
post-cold-war order, then the pillar of
neutrality on which the humanitarian
enterprise has rested is removed.

Historically, humanitarian aid agen-
cies have sought to maintain their inde-
pendence from the political arena. This
neutrality, and the appearance of neu-
trality, are more difficult to sustain in
situations where they become associ-
ated with a particular political position.

the whole concept of neutrality is out-
moded and needs to be replaced by a
much more active, political form of hu-
manitarianism, integrated with foreign
policy objectives of peace and security.
This approach is comfortable for many
U.S. PVOs, which are often linked to
constituencies in recipient countries, for
example, through church groups. These
links make a pure interpretation of neu-
trality inherently difficult to sustain.

Others argue, however, that such an
integration is problematic ethically and
operationally. At an ethical level, they
argue, it is far from clear that the for-
eign policy objectives of the major
powers always coincide with the inter-
ests of conflict-affected populations.
For example, action came only very late
in East Timor (decades after the Indo-
nesian campaign against pro-indepen-
dence militia began), and not at all in
Chechnya. The concept of neutrality,
they argue, does not mean being politi-
cally blind to the potential for warring
parties to manipulate relief supplies for
their own ends. Rather, it is an active
concept, requiring humanitarian actors
to undertake extensive political analy-
sis in order to protect the integrity of
their work. They distinguish, however,
between a politically informed ap-
proach to humanitarian action and one
which is politically driven by the for-
eign policy interests of donor countries.

Defenders of the principle of neu-
trality also point to the fact that its im-
portance is not only moral, but also
practical. Negotiating access to the vic-
tims of conflict has frequently been
contingent upon aid agencies proving to
the warring parties that such assistance
would not give military advantage to
the opposing side. If humanitarian as-
sistance becomes associated with a par-
ticular side in a conflict, then it may also
be seen by the opposing side as a legiti-
mate target, so reducing access to vic-
tims on that side of the conflict.

Regulating the
humanitarian system

A further feature of the humanitarian
assistance landscape is increasing con-
cern about how to ensure the legitimacy
and accountability of aid interventions
in conflict-affected countries. However
flawed in practice, the accountability of
international aid has traditionally rested
on the idea that the recipient state would
sanction and monitor flows within a

In the case of Kosovo, this association
was determined not only by the nation-
ality of many humanitarian organiza-
tions based in and largely funded by
NATO countries. It is also potentially
compromised by the close association
of civilian, humanitarian organizations
with military and political actors at field
level. If soldiers are working alongside
civilian groups in building camps, and
donor-government representatives are
becoming involved in routine decisions
regarding the allocation of scarce hu-
manitarian resources, the distinctions
between them become quickly blurred.

Political humanitarianism?
Some commentators, particularly in the
U.S., argue that the blurring of the lines
between humanitarian assistance and
international politics is an inevitable
part of the coming of age of the humani-
tarian enterprise. It is naive, they argue,
to think that humanitarian assistance is
anything other than political. Inevita-
bly, the provision of resources in these
environments will have a political im-
pact; the trick is to use the leverage pro-
vided by such assistance positively to
build on local capacities and to provide
a basis for peace. Under this approach,

NINAN, CARTOONISTS & WRITERS SYNDICATE/cartoonweb.com
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particular country. Indeed this remains
the norm for development aid relations.
How then to ensure the accountability
of assistance in those countries that po-
litical scientist Robert Jackson has
called quasi-states, in other words,
those countries where a central govern-
ment does not exist (for example, So-
malia), is not recognized as the legiti-
mate authority by the community of
states (for example Cambodia from
1982 to 1991), or where the state’s in-
volvement in human-rights abuses at
home and behavior toward third coun-
tries renders it an international pariah
(for example, Sudan, Serbia, Iraq)?

The lack of a clear framework of
governance has important implications
for the way in which aid functions. If
recipient-country governments are not
regulating the quality, distribution and
volume of aid flows, who is? For ex-
ample, in these situations, who should
decide where scarce resources should
go and how they should be distributed
to ensure equitable and efficient cover-
age? This issue is particularly problem-
atic given the number and diversity of
aid agencies working in emergencies,
each of which works according to its
own mandates and procedures and
funding arrangements.

One solution is to try to maximize
the participation of national profes-
sional and civil groups in decision-
making, in other words, to legitimize
decisionmaking nationally. In authori-
tarian societies, however, those with
power frequently lack legitimacy, while
those with legitimacy may lack power.
Thus, a key role for humanitarian assis-
tance becomes the empowerment of
civil groups, enabling them to play a
more effective role in decisions regard-
ing resource allocation and manage-
ment. So, for example, training might
be given to civil wings of rebel move-
ments to enhance the workings of
emerging judicial and public-adminis-
tration structures. This sort of work has
been undertaken by the UN in southern
Sudan, with funding from the U.S. gov-
ernment. This approach responds to a
criticism that the provision of large vol-
umes of humanitarian assistance has al-
lowed warring parties to abrogate their
responsibilities to civilian populations
under their control, blocking the forma-
tion of strong and effective state-soci-
ety relations. By developing the capac-
ity of political groups to provide the

administrative and judicial framework
for public life, the relations between
them and society become more firmly
embedded and legitimate. Such a pro-
cess might result not only in improved
respect for civilians during the course
of a conflict, but also provide the basis
for future governance.

Others counter, however, that the
majority of warring parties consistently
behave badly with respect to civilians
under their control and that investments
in the capacity-building approach are
slow to mature and uncertain in their
yield. It is often difficult to identify a
“good guy” in today’s wars. To engage
with rebel groups responsible for mas-
sive abuses of human rights is to con-
done such abuses and to strengthen
those very institutions that are respon-
sible for violence. In the meantime, chil-
dren are dying and there is a need to save
them now. Furthermore, the boundaries
between civil, political and military so-
ciety are usually blurred in conflict-
affected societies. Some church authori-
ties were heavily implicated in the geno-
cide in Rwanda, for example.

The UN has sought to respond to the
problem of decisionmaking in situations
of contested and uncertain statehood by
adopting what it has called a Strategic
Framework approach. This seeks to
provide a unified mechanism through
which all the different actors—UN,
PVOs, NGOs, bilateral donors—can
analyze needs and allocate assistance.
However, the extent to which it can act
as a legitimate authority to decide on the
allocation of international aid resources
is defined by the willingness of UN
agencies, PVOs, NGOs and donor gov-
ernments to allow the UN coordinating
body—say, for Afghanistan—to deter-
mine how their money should be spent.
Unsurprisingly, most have proved un-
willing to relinquish their control over
programming decisions, rendering the
Strategic Framework process little
different from information-exchange
forums, common in humanitarian pro-
gramming.

The Strategic Framework is an ex-
ample of an attempt to fill the hole of
governance in defining complex politi-
cal emergencies. The lack of an effec-
tive and legitimate organization to regu-
late humanitarian action means that the
numerous UN, international organiza-
tions and PVOs are working within the
limits of their own mandates and re-

sources. Until recently, there were no
rules or standards against which their
performance could be measured.

The need to define rules to guide
humanitarian action in wartime was
highlighted during the early 1990s
when a growing body of evidence sug-
gested that aid was being manipulated
by warring parties. Recognizing this,
and the threat that this posed to the cred-
ibility of humanitarian assistance, a
number of PVOs got together with the
Red Cross Movement to develop the
Code of Conduct for Disaster Relief.
This builds on the fundamental prin-
ciples of the Red Cross to guide the pro-
vision of relief assistance and identifies
10 core principles (see box above).

In particular conflicts, aid agencies
have also worked together to establish
more country-specific strategies to
guide their work. Thus, for example, in
Liberia and Sudan, the UN and PVOs
have formulated principles to guide their
work and to hold aid agencies and rebel

Codes of Conduct for the
International Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement and NGOs

in Disaster Relief: Principle
Commitments

1. The humanitarian imperative
comes first;
2. Aid is given regardless of the race,
creed or nationality of the recipients
and without adverse distinction of
any kind. Aid priorities are calculated
on the basis of need alone;
3. Aid will not be used to further a
particular political or religious stand-
point;
4. We shall endeavor not to be used
as an instrument of government for-
eign policy;
5. We shall respect culture and
custom;
6. We shall attempt to build disaster
response on local capacities;
7. Ways shall be found to involve
program beneficiaries in the manage-
ment of relief aid;
8. Relief aid must strive to reduce
vulnerabilities to future disaster as
well as meeting basic needs;
9. We hold ourselves accountable to
both those we seek to assist and those
from whom we accept resources;
10. In our information, publicity and
advertising activities, we shall recog-
nize disaster victims as dignified hu-
man beings, not hopeless objects.



8
T O P I C

G R E A T  D E C I S I O N S  2 0 0 094

HUMANITARIANISM

A  REVIEW OF CURRENT TRENDS and de-
bates suggests that the humanitar-

ian community finds itself at a histori-
cal crossroads.

The unparalleled flow of resources
into the humanitarian sector can be seen
as a reflection of a new generation of
international relations whereby borders
and sovereignty no longer define the
boundaries of humanitarian action.
Now more assistance is reaching more
people in more and more difficult cir-
cumstances, sometimes by use of force.
Behind this headline, however, some-
thing more complex is taking shape.
The expansion in humanitarian space
can be seen as an expression of the in-
creased willingness of the international
community to invest in accessing con-
flict-affected populations.

Paradoxically, it can also be seen as
symptomatic of a process of wider po-
litical disengagement. In the majority of
countries, the provision of humanitar-

ian assistance is not accompanied by
high profile political or military inter-
vention. Rather, international actors are
increasingly delegating responsibility
for essentially political tasks to the hu-
manitarian sphere. More often than not
it still remains the case that humanitar-
ian action is a substitute for political
action. Not only do humanitarian actors
continue to work in extremely violent
conflicts unsupported and unprotected
by international political and military
engagement, they are also under pres-
sure to play an enhanced role in conflict
management. Thus, they are at the fore-
front of political processes of negotiat-
ing access and observing the conduct of
conflict. They are also often at the front
line between warring parties and the in-
ternational community. For example, in
Afghanistan, there was strong pressure
on the UN and PVOs from govern-
ments, including the U.S., to withhold
humanitarian assistance until the ruling

Islamic-fundamentalist Taliban re-
versed its policy of discrimination
against women. Even in the high pro-
file cases such as Bosnia-Herzegovina,
it has been argued that the outpouring
of humanitarian assistance was moti-
vated not purely by altruism, but by a
concern to contain the conflict, and in
particular to avert large-scale popula-
tion movements into Western Europe.

The humanitarian sphere is charac-
terized by new uncertainties and in-
creasing diversity in terms of the defi-
nition of its objectives. Some critics ar-
gue that humanitarian aid is doing little
to address the root causes of the crises
in which it works, simply handing out
food aid year in, year out. They argue
that the time has come for humanitar-
ians to get off the fence and to become
part of a coherent political strategy for
the resolution of conflict. Others sug-
gest, however, that the palliative func-
tion of humanitarian assistance is an
end in itself. While the ability of the in-
ternational community to formulate
consistent and coherent conflict-resolu-
tion strategies remains patchy, humani-
tarian actors should stick to their origi-
nal function of trying to make the con-
duct of war more humane and to allow
people to survive it with dignity.

These debates are not new. The
trade-offs between neutrality and com-
plicity in mass human-rights abuses
were familiar to the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross in dealing with
concentration camps in Germany dur-
ing World War II, for example. How-
ever, in the post-cold-war world, articu-
lating a response to these dilemmas has
become particularly pressing.

This urgency derives from changes
in the political environment within con-
flict-affected countries and from
changes in international political rela-
tions more broadly. The nature of con-
flict appears to be changing signifi-
cantly. Intertwined with political objec-
tives regarding the organization and
control of state power are also complex
patterns of conflict to control access to
key resources, particularly primary
commodities such as timber (Cambo-
dia, East Timor), diamonds (Sierra
Leone, Liberia and Angola), opium
(Myanmar, Afghanistan) and oil
(Sudan, Angola). These resource con-
flicts reflect the breakdown of the po-
litical and economic structures conven-
tionally associated with statehood. The

movements accountable for violations
of these codes. These are important ini-
tiatives and testify to the recognition by
aid agencies of the complex political en-
vironment within which they work and
the need to develop explicit strategies
for navigating it. However, experience
suggests that warring parties’ adherence
to the tenets of international humanitar-
ian law and human-rights law is contin-
gent upon their own strategic interests,
and does not primarily reflect a response
to pressure from humanitarian actors.
This implies that the impact of humani-
tarian principles in terms of reducing
manipulation of aid and in facilitating
access while not insignificant is not
likely to be defining. Rather, there is a
need for a parallel political process
which exerts pressure on warring parties
to conform to the rules of war.

Furthermore, while many aid agen-
cies have subscribed to principles to
guide their interventions, there is no
global body that monitors their adher-
ence to them or that can apply sanctions
if and when they do not conform to

these principles. Thus, if an agency de-
livers aid which then attracts an attack
from rebels, or if poorly trained medi-
cal professionals mistreat patients, at
present there is no mechanism to hold
either the agency or the individual ac-
countable.

Some have argued that there is a need
to define and establish a global body to
regulate the conduct of humanitarian
operations and to hold accountable those
agencies which do not meet basic stan-
dards of care and attention. Others, such
as MSF,  have argued that attempts to
define and implement such codes repre-
sent a threat to the independence of hu-
manitarian action. They fear that donor
governments will use these standards
inappropriately to select the agencies to
which they provide support and so exert
unwarranted political influence on the
organization of relief. In the U.S., the
concern is rather that the heavy hand of
regulation will increase the costs and
reduce the flexibility and innovation of
humanitarian action. Here the emphasis
remains on self-regulation. ■

Humanitarian
community at
crossroads
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flow of these resources is increasingly
unregulated and untaxed by the state,
depriving it of essential revenues to
conduct basic functions of govern-
ment—from maintaining a functioning
judiciary to the provision of health and
education services. The level of vio-
lence associated with attempts to con-
trol these valuable assets is high, and in
highly fragmented and sometimes
factionalized armed movements the
means of regulating it through conven-
tional command and control structures
is limited.

This pattern of conflict is stretching
conventional strategies of delivering
humanitarian assistance. Instead of two
opposing sides, there may now be four
or five. The framework of respect for
humanitarian assistance seems to be
breaking down as more and more aid
workers are taken hostage and killed.
Conflict resolution is also becoming a
more difficult task, as the number of
actors and their different interests grow.
Even if peace agreements are secured,
translating improved military security
into social and economic security and
thus reducing the need for international
assistance becomes highly problematic,
since the institutional and political
framework for secure livelihoods and
the provision of basic services is typi-
cally lacking.

Civilians stand in the midst of such
conflicts, lacking protection from vio-
lence and thus the ability to develop and
maintain sustainable livelihoods. It has
become painfully clear that the primary
need of populations living in such envi-
ronments is not only or even primarily
food aid, but security. The questions are
how to achieve this and can it be sus-
tained? This is the major challenge fac-
ing the international community, one
which has stimulated a new wave of
political experimentation, starting in
Iraqi Kurdistan and seen most recently
in Kosovo and East Timor.

While the world awaits the results of
these experiments and their codification
into international norms, humanitarian
assistance remains one of the only forms
of international engagement in the ma-
jority of internal wars. Yet support for
this most fundamental gesture of human
solidarity—the provision of food, health
care and shelter to those in the midst of
war—appears to be on the wane. With
the exception of the Kosovos, it is now
becoming routine that donors provide

less than half the funds requested by the
UN in its emergency appeals. Despite
the increase in the total volume of assis-
tance in the past decade, it is not enough
to meet the increased need.

Humanitarian assistance remains on
the front line of internal conflicts and of
international debates regarding whether
and how to pick up the pieces of other
people’s wars. How these debates are
resolved will be revealing in terms of
the nature of the post-cold-war political
order. On the one hand is the promise
of a political humanitarianism and on
the other the prospect of a humanitarian
politics. The former looks to achieve an
integration of political and humanitar-
ian action, seeing assistance as part of a
strategy of conflict prevention and reso-
lution. Taken to its logical conclusion,
it implies taking sides, providing assis-
tance (humanitarian and otherwise) to
one side rather than the other, and tak-
ing a clear and loud advocacy position.
The latter is a more minimalist position.
It implies limiting the objectives of hu-
manitarian assistance to the provision
of palliative relief and maintaining a
fire wall between such assistance and
wider political processes of diplomacy
and military action. It implies a more
structured division of international la-
bor between the different spheres.

It is difficult to know how to inter-
pret the mounting dissent within the
humanitarian community and to assess
its implications. It is not clear whether
and how warring parties will be able to
distinguish between the different
schools of humanitarian thought and
will therefore realign their position in
relation to international efforts to pro-

vide assistance. There has been no con-
sensus, either, on the accountability of
humanitarian actors.

U.S. policy options
Although most humanitarian crises re-
sult in international action, U.S. deci-
sions about how and whether to respond
have wide repercussions.
■ Does it make sense for the U.S. to
fund different types of humanitarian
actors, which adopt very different inter-
pretations of their roles and functions in
conflict situations? Or should the U.S.
strive for greater consistency and coher-
ence in its approach?
■ Should the U.S. respond to complex
political emergencies whether or not it
has a geostrategic interest? Should it
send troops or just equipment and ad-
visers?
■ Should the U.S. give more support
to multilateral initiatives, for example,
by increasing payments to the UN for
peacekeeping? Can the U.S. success-
fully opt out of multilateral actions?

Whichever course comes to predomi-
nate, the humanitarian sphere will fail
unless there is a clear international po-
litical strategy for dealing with the rav-
ages of internal war. Of itself, humani-
tarian assistance can provide invaluable
succor to those who have lost much, but
without a process of political action, it
cannot resolve humanitarian suffering.
The question now is how and whether
these two spheres should be linked? The
jury remains out. ■

Opinion Ballots are on
pages 85–86
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DISCUSSION
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Rieff, David, “The Precarious Triumph of Human Rights.”
The New York Times Magazine, Aug. 8, 1999, pp. 36–41.
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foreign policy.
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laration of Human Rights.” U.S. Department of State Dis-
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Afghanistan.
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impartial and independent organization that campaigns for the
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well as human-rights-related websites. www.amnesty.org

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH, 350 Fifth Ave., 34th fl., New York,
NY 10118-3299; (212) 290-4700; Fax (212) 736-1300. ■ An
independent, nongovernmental organization dedicated to
monitoring and preserving human rights around the world.
Publications include the annual World Report. www.hrw.org

HUMANITARIANISM AND WAR PROJECT, Brown University,
2 Stimson Ave., Box 1970, Providence, RI 02912; (401) 863-
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tarian issues. A project of the UN Office for the
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READINGS AND
RESOURCES

1. Should the U.S. and its allies
develop a set of criteria that would trig-
ger international military intervention
when populations are subject to mass
violations of human rights?

2. Should international assistance be
regulated by a global body to ensure its
quality and that it is not doing more
harm than good? If so, which organiza-
tion should play such a role? If not,
what other mechanisms might be used
to make the humanitarian system more
accountable?

3. Do you think recent humanitarian in-
terventions in Kosovo and East Timor
set a precedent for future responses to
conflict-related emergencies? To what
extent are similar interventions likely or
desirable in other, on-going wars in Af-
rica and elsewhere?

4. In the absence of such a political in-
tervention and thus the persistence of
widespread insecurity and widespread
abuses of human rights, should the UN
and other international agencies provide
relief aid to the victims of conflict?

5. To what extent do the principles of
neutrality and impartiality still provide
a useful guide for humanitarian action?
What might be the implications of giv-
ing up these principles?

6. In the absence of effective and legiti-
mate state structures in conflict-affected
countries to guide decisions regarding
the allocation of aid resources, should
there be a global mechanism in place to
coordinate needs assessment and to
channel resources accordingly?

7. Should humanitarian assistance be
subject to conditions in the same way
that development assistance is? For ex-
ample, if warring parties do not respect
international humanitarian law, should
aid be withheld? Who should decide?

8. Should humanitarian assistance
focus on the delivery of basic, material
supplies such as food and medical aid,
or should it be used for economic
development?

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent So-
cieties, World Disasters Report, 1998. New York, Oxford
University Press, 1998. $29.95 (paper). An annual publica-
tion that details trends and events in the humanitarian sphere.*
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New York Times, April 18, 1999, Section 4, p. 4. Highlights
the new doctrine for the role of human rights in international
relations.

Minear, Larry, and Weiss, Thomas G., “Humanitarian Poli-
tics.” Headline Series No. 304. New York, Foreign Policy
Association, 1995. 72 pp. $5.95. Discusses the change in the
early post-cold-war era in the political and military condi-
tions that generate the need for humanitarian action.

Moorehead, Caroline, Dunant’s Dream: War, Switzerland
and the History of the Red Cross. Emeryville, CA, Pub-
lishers’ Group West, 1999. 816 pp. $26.60. An authoritative
history of the Red Cross Movement that traces the origins of
the concept of humanitarian action in wartime and recounts
the Red Cross’s moral dilemmas from World War I to
Chechnya and Bosnia.

O’Hanlon, Michael, Saving Lives With Force: Military
Criteria for Humanitarian Intervention. Washington, DC,
Brookings Institution Press, 1997, 100 pp. $12.95 (paper).
O’Hanlon contends that modern Western militaries are capable
of successfully intervening to stop an ongoing cycle of war-
fare in a country whose government has collapsed.
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