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Compromised Humanitarianism
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The circumstances that create the need for humanitarian action are rarely morally neutral. The extremes of deprivation and want that demand a humanitarian response are often themselves directly caused by acts of war, persecution or misgovernment. And even when the direct causes lie elsewhere – when suffering and loss are caused by natural disaster, endemic disease or poverty of natural resources – the explanations of why some people are afflicted, and not others, are not morally neutral. It is those without economic or political power who starve in famines, those who inhabit the most marginal areas who are killed by floods and landslides, those without access to basic education and health care who die from easily preventable diseases. The societies in which these things can happen are unjust, and the injustice of disempowerment is both itself one of the universal afflictions of poverty and a condition of its many other vulnerabilities.

This is now coming to be widely realized by those members of the rich world who are troubled by the scandal of world poverty. Our understanding has advanced: it was common thirty years ago to depict severe poverty as a natural phenomenon, caused by scarcity of resources independently of facts about the justice of social structures. However, within the community of aid workers, there has surely always been a very pressing realization of these facts – of the force of the social structures that keep the poor poor. For generations of aid workers, the injustice of poverty-creating societies has been a fact that is not just of theoretical importance in explaining the need that they try to address. It is also a fact that poses a confronting practical challenge: how can humanitarianism operate in such conditions without itself becoming morally compromised?

The problem is that working within an unjust structure can mean reaching accommodations with it – accommodations that must be uncomfortable for anyone who is both clear-sighted and aims to do good. The most visible examples of this concern the taxes and outright bribes that are often paid to the oppressors of the poor in order to get relief supplies through; the security that is hired, the equipment that is rented. However, arguably the more important effects are much larger, and less visible because they are so large. The humanitarian industry now operates on such a large scale in comparison with the economies of the poorest countries that, according to some critics, it tends to support and entrench the political structures that are themselves the causes of poverty. I turn shortly to some of the specific respects in which commentators claim this to be true. 

According to the most pessimistic critics, it is too late to ask how these effects can be resisted. The most despairing analyses of this kind come from those disillusioned former aid workers like Michael Maren who now recoil from the aid business in deep distaste. The picture Maren paints is one of an industry that has become corrupted by its own unregulated business imperatives into collaborating with the oppressors of the poor to deepen the problems they claim to be addressing (Maren 1997, Chs. 6, 8, 9). Western aid agencies compete with each other for donating customers, selling the illusion of help in order to increase their own income and thereby their power in the poor countries they dominate. They create artificial aid economies that draw them into close commercial allegiances with the oppressors of the people they claim to be helping, and operate without any serious scrutiny of the inflated claims they make about their own effectiveness. According to Maren, humanitarianism’s clarity of vision, and even its good intentions, have been lost.

Most commentators and critics are not so bleak. Few are willing to abandon the enterprise of bringing succour to those who urgently need it; but there are now intense debates over the principles that should govern this enterprise, and the methods by which it should be pursued. In Section I, I start by examining the differences of opinion concerning the proper role of a “humanitarian imperative” in governing the work of relief agencies. I then aim in the rest of this essay to show that moral philosophy can make a helpful contribution to clear thinking about these issues. It can help us to think about what kinds of humanitarian activity are morally compromising, and what kinds of moral compromises it could be right to make.

I: The Humanitarian Imperative
First formulated in 1994, the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief now has more than 400 relief agency signatories.
 The first of its ten principles is that “the humanitarian imperative comes first”. Part of the Code’s explanation of this principle runs as follows:

The prime motivation of our response to disaster is to alleviate human suffering amongst those least able to withstand the stress caused by disaster. When we give humanitarian aid it is not a partisan or political act and should not be viewed as such (IFRC 2007).

This principle is an object of contention. The different practices and policies of the agencies that are signatories to the Code show that they interpret it differently. The International Committee of the Red Cross itself adheres to the policy of “neutrality” adopted at its foundation in 1863 as a means of ensuring access to the victims of war – including, most controversially, during World War II when it refrained from speaking out against Nazism. In contrast to this is the more activist policy of organizations such as Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), which includes protesting against human rights violations as part of its mission:

It is part of MSF's work to address any violations of basic human rights encountered by field teams, violations perpetrated or sustained by political actors. It does so by confronting the responsible actors themselves, by putting pressure on them through mobilisation of the international community and by issuing information publicly (MSF 2007).

– or the more strongly activist organization Médecins du Monde, set up by MSF founder (and new French foreign minister) Bernard Kouchner, in part because of disagreements within MSF over Kouchner’s advocacy of military intervention on humanitarian grounds.

More strongly, the critics of compromised humanitarianism object that when relief agencies give priority to the alleviation of suffering, this can be naïve, and worse than naïve. These simple motives can be exploited and the resulting actions manipulated by others. And it can be plain enough that this is happening to mean that the aid agencies become complicit in the manipulation. The “humanitarian imperative” is a trap.

One apparently strong argument of this kind comes from Fiona Terry’s (2002) account of the manipulation of humanitarian aid by military groups.
 Her central example is the control over refugee camps in Tanzania and Zaire by those responsible for perpetrating the genocidal violence in Rwanda in the mid-1990s; but her concern is to demonstrate that this was only one instance of a persistent and predictable pattern seen in many other conflicts in various countries. Terry writes of the debate within MSF about whether to withdraw from the Rwandan refugee camps. When aid agencies’ recognition of the “humanitarian imperative” is being exploited to provide succour and power to the oppressors of a civilian population, she argues, the only politically responsible action – the only way of doing no harm – may be to withdraw the aid that is being exploited.
 The French section of MSF in Tanzania, which she headed at the time, did accordingly withdraw from the camps.


A broader and more far-reaching objection to an apolitical “humanitarian imperative” is developed by Alex de Waal. According to de Waal (1997, p.6), “a humanitarianism that sets itself against or above politics is futile. Rather we should seek a form of politics that transforms humanitarianism.” Drawing on the analysis of Amartya Sen (1997, 1999), de Waal argues that problems of extreme poverty are fundamentally problems of disempowerment – of the absence of structures of political accountability. The intrusion of economically powerful agencies who are answerable only to their wealthy donors can actually impede the all-important process of establishing the structures of political accountability that are needed in order to establish protections against want. Such “external involvement, however well-intentioned, almost inevitably damages the search for local political solutions.” (de Waal, 1997, p.xvi) It does so by further reinforcing the structures that have disenfranchised the poor in the first place. “Aid empowers the powerful, and also creates new political or economic groupings around it. Any established aid programme creates a local constituency to defend it. As programmes become entrenched, they tend to become more conservative, and as the donor agency invests more, it becomes less willing to change the programme or withdraw.” (de Waal, 1997, p.137)


In apparent opposition to these objections, other commentators see the defence of the “humanitarian imperative” as itself crucial to aid agencies’ ability to protect themselves from political exploitation. According to David Rieff (1995, 2002), the real humanitarian trap is that humanitarians have started to see themselves as activists.
 But humanitarian NGOs lack the competence and the authority to contribute to political reform. Instead, humanitarianism should confine itself to its proper role, which is honourable, but limited. Humanitarianism is what we turn to, inadequately, when those who do have the capacity to protect human rights have failed (Rieff 1995, p.8; 2002, p.281). The dream of a humanitarianism that can right wrongs is only a dream, and it can be a pernicious one (Rieff 2002, p.154). It can add to the vulnerability of the victims of persecution by creating the illusion of humanitarian protection, as it did in Bosnia (Rieff 2002, p.153). And it can provide an alibi for the non-intervention of other powers, by creating the illusion of action, as it did in Rwanda (Rieff 2002, pp.161, 170).

So: should the humanitarian imperative be upheld, or not? If so, in what form? When is it naïve to provide aid, and when is it unconscionable to withdraw it? It will help us to think about these questions if we start by distinguishing three parts of morality.

II: Concern, Respect and Cooperation

Most of us think of morality as including three things. The first of them I call “the morality of concern”.
 This covers the various ways in which we ought to respond to the welfare of others. By others’ “welfare”, I mean what is good or bad for them – what benefits or harms them. The most obvious parts of the morality of concern, then, are helping others to get what is good for them and avoid what is bad, and not harming them or preventing them from getting goods – that is, beneficence and non-maleficence. These are the most obvious parts of the morality of concern, but not the only ones. When you cannot help a needy person, there can be other things you ought to do, like expressing your solidarity with them or at least sympathizing with them; these are part of the morality of concern too.

Secondly, “the morality of respect” comprises the ways in which we ought to take proper account of the rights and dignity of others. There are various ways in which we ought to respect others’ autonomous agency, and at least at first glance they do not coincide with a concern for their welfare. They include respecting people’s entitlements to decline needed help, to pursue projects that are misguided or involve personal sacrifice, and to refuse to be used in the service of others’ welfare. The morality of respect thus prominently includes various negative obligations of non-interference with others’ autonomous projects. Respecting others also includes discharging those positive obligations to respect the rights conferred through voluntary acts of commitment. And, more debatably, it may be thought to include a range of positive obligations to secure for others the conditions in which autonomous deliberation and agency can be fully exercised.

The third group of requirements and expectations that most of us think of as part of morality is “the morality of cooperation”. This comprises the ways in which we ought to treat each other as partners in a common project. As a member of a group that is cooperating to further a goal, I ought to play my part in exerting myself alongside the other members of the group, and I ought not to take advantage of the cooperative-spiritedness of others by exploiting them. Again, first appearances suggest that these requirements go beyond the morality of concern and respect. What is required of me as a partner in a joint project with you is not that I further your welfare, nor that I respect your entitlement to conduct independent projects of your own. It is that I work together with you to a common purpose.

The moralities of concern, respect and cooperation encompass the reasons that govern three different kinds of relationship we bear to others. The morality of respect governs our relationship to others as agents who are our equals: it calls upon us to respond to them as bearers of rights. The morality of concern, by contrast, governs our relationship to others not as agents but as patients, who stand to be affected for better or worse by us: it calls upon us to respond to them as bearers of welfare. The morality of cooperation governs our relationship to others as partners, combining our agency together: it calls upon us to respond to them as co-agents in the performance of a common project. 

Moral philosophy offers us a range of different views about the relationship of these three parts of morality to each other. Many moral theories can be understood as attempting to show that one of the three is more fundamental than the others, which can be derived from it. My own sympathies lie with the view that morality has at least these three, mutually irreducible foundations. However, this is not the place to pursue that theoretical debate.  For present purposes, I shall assume only that each of the three groups of norms I have just referred to is indeed a part of morality. 

Each of these three parts of morality is relevant to thinking about the moral character of humanitarian action. Clearly, the core of humanitarianism is a recognition of the moral imperative of concern – of responding to others’ needs. However, it is now often pointed out – but the importance of the point bears repetition – that needy people must be treated not just with concern but with respect. The humanitarian action it makes most sense to admire treats people with compassion but not condescension, and respects them as authors of their own lives, rather than simply assuming an entitlement to take responsibility for their welfare. The core of de Waal’s criticism of humanitarian activity, for example, is that it stands in the way of securing the self-determination that is the most fundamental of poverty’s many deprivations.

The point that is less often noticed is the bearing that the morality of cooperation has on the moral character of humanitarian action. My main concern in what follows will be to explain this.

We can begin by noticing how this is true of each of us as individual contributors to international aid agencies. My action in donating money to an aid agency is an action of contributing to a wider collective action of beneficence. It is not so obvious that it is itself a beneficent action. For it is not obvious that the consequence of my donating $100 to an aid agency will be that this itself makes any significant difference to anyone’s welfare: aid agencies do not seem to work that way (Cullity 2004, Ch.4). I hasten to add that that does not undermine the case for thinking that I morally ought to contribute. But it does affect how that case should be stated, if we are going to be accurate. We ought to help; and I ought to join in. (I shouldn’t leave it to everyone else to do what we ought to be doing.) What I ought to do is to contribute to our collective action of beneficence.

The further important point is that our collective action of beneficence – what we do together when the aid agency to which we are contributing delivers food or medical treatment to people who need it – can itself be part of wider collective actions performed by larger groups. There is what all the aid agencies are doing together. And there is what outside agencies and local governments may be agreeing to do together. It is on collective actions of these various kinds and their moral implications that my main focus will lie in the rest of this discussion.

III: Cooperative Concern

We cooperate when we work together to a common purpose. Collective actions – that is, actions of which we together are the subject – are actions that there can be various different reasons for joining in. Sometimes, there are reasons of self-interest: there may be heavy penalties for non-cooperation, and joining in may be the best way for me to avoid them. Sometimes, there are other reasons: reasons of concern or respect, perhaps. However, it is striking that many of us often recognize another, more direct reason for joining in collective actions. When I see that we ought as a group to be doing something together, I can treat this as itself a good reason for joining in. This way of thinking – thinking about what we collectively ought to be doing, and taking that to settle what I ought to do – is what we are admiring when we praise people as “cooperative-spirited”.  

This kind of motivation for contributing to joint action is worth marking out for special attention, because it is of special and fundamental importance. Someone who thinks in this way relates to others in a way that goes beyond concern and respect for them. She deliberates directly as a member of the group, treating reasons for us as reasons for her. This is not only theoretically but practically important. There appear to be some things that we collectively ought to do, but there are not clear reasons of self-interest, concern or respect directing individuals to contribute to doing them. In those cases, it is practically very important that there are people who take the fact that we ought to be doing something as a reason for doing it - for otherwise, it would not be done at all.

The practical problems that cooperative-spirited thinking can help us to solve are especially prominent in the situations that Derek Parfit calls “each-we dilemmas”. Parfit describes these slightly differently in different places (Parfit 1984, p.91; unpublished). Here, I shall understand them as situations in which:

if each of us does what (given everyone else’s behaviour) would make things better in a certain way, we together make things worse in that same way.
One much-discussed kind of each-we dilemma is the so-called “Prisoner’s Dilemma”: a situation in which, whatever others do, each person serves his own interests best by non-cooperation; and yet, if everyone acts uncooperatively, everyone is worse off than they would have been had they cooperated. Prisoner’s Dilemmas are each-we dilemmas for self-interest – situations in which we do worse in terms of self-interest if each does what is self-interestedly best. Situations with this structure are common, and potentially disastrous. It is in the interests of each of us to pollute (given what others are doing), but worse for everyone if we all do so. Faced with such situations, cooperative-spirited people treat the fact that the group needs individuals to pull their weight in contributing to a worthwhile collective action as itself a sufficient reason to do so. If enough people think like that, we can avoid the potential disasters.

There are also each-we dilemmas for altruism, and we need cooperative-spirited thinking to avoid these too. When other people need help or support and we are committed to providing it, the following can be true. Even if each of us does the thing which, out of the alternatives available to him, makes the situation better – where this means, better for the people who need help, not better for him – we might collectively be making the situation worse. It might seem hard to see how that could be true. But again, situations with this structure are common. Given the volume of traffic on the roads, my children may be safer if I drive them to school rather than allowing them to walk. That may also be true of every other parent. But our children may all be less safe than they would be if they all walked to school rather than being driven. The same structure can affect actions of a more purely altruistic kind. Suppose a building has collapsed in an earthquake. It may be that the best I can do to help, given what everyone else is doing, is to dig at the rubble myself to try to rescue some of the trapped people. That may also be true of every other bystander. But at the same time, it might be true that we would all do better to coordinate our efforts and respond in a more organized way. Indeed, in extreme circumstances, it could be true that our uncoordinated rescue efforts, taken as a whole, are making the situation worse: we are making the structure more unstable, and no one can hear those who are trapped. Against that chaotic background, it might still be the case that the best I can do is to continue digging. Each of us might be making the situation better, even though we are making it worse.

We need cooperation in order to avoid this kind of problem: cooperation in collective actions of helping others. And what is needed to sustain this is cooperative-spirited thinking of the same kind as before – accepting that what we collectively ought to be doing settles what I ought to do in playing my part. 

Let me emphasize this point, because it is easily overlooked. We need cooperative-spirited thinking not only to create collective actions of cooperation between altruistically-motivated people, but to sustain them. For each-we dilemmas can threaten to derail collective altruism even once it has been established. To appreciate this, return to the example of the earthquake. Suppose now that there is a coordinated rescue effort. This changes what I ought to do: I should do what I can to support that collective effort. If our joint effort requires individuals not to try to shift rubble themselves, I should not do that. And notice that this could be right even if it remains true that, of all the actions open to me, I would produce the most good by “going it alone” and shifting rubble by myself. Given the small scale of my own action, it will not itself undermine the cooperative activity of the others: it would simply mean that some extra rubble was shifted by me. However, if enough of us reasoned that way, we would not have any coordinated collective action. The collective action relies on our thinking and acting as members of the group. The group’s action requires individuals to contribute even when each of us could do more good by acting unilaterally – and it requires this on the grounds that we do more good by cooperating with each other than we would if each acted unilaterally.

Notice the difference between cases in which effective cooperation has been established, and those in which it has not. The cooperative-spiritedness it makes sense to admire is a willingness to join in the worthwhile collective actions that are being performed, and to encourage those actions. It requires me to support our cooperation. But it does not require me to do, in the absence of cooperation, what would have made sense had the cooperation existed. I exhibit no failure of cooperative spirit in not unilaterally doing what we all ought to be doing, when no one else is doing it. If my city is failing to increase its water reservoir capacity as it ought, I am not morally required to start digging a hole in the ground by myself. Where there is a collective action that ought to be supported, I should join in and support it; where there is not, I may need to do my best on my own, while supporting efforts to establish cooperation.

IV: What We Cooperate In

Before we can apply these ideas to the problems faced by humanitarian agencies, a further point needs to be recognized. Different levels of collective action can coexist. When we talk about the action that “we” are performing, we need to be clear about the group to which “we” refers. 

When I do something, it can be a contribution to different collective actions – different things that we do together (for some “we” or other). This can be true in various different ways. The same group of people might be doing different things, and a single action of mine might make a contribution to them. My department might be trying to reach out to the broader community, and also trying to impress the university administration with its standing in the profession: when I help to organize a public lecture, that might make a contribution to both of these things. A second possibility is that a single action of mine can contribute to the collective actions of groups that only partly overlap. Thus, writing this paper may be a contribution to the collective scholarly effort of my department, and part of the exchange of ideas at a conference – in this case, the two groups to whose collective actions I am contributing are very different: I am their only common member.

There is a third possibility, which is the relevant one here. This is that the collective actions to which I contribute can be “nested” within each other, in the following sense. There may be two groups, one of which is wholly contained within the other. In contributing to one collective action performed by the smaller, contained group, I may also be contributing to another, different collective action performed by the larger, containing group. 

There are many examples of this kind of nesting of collective action. The work of aid agencies is one of them. The actions performed by any aid agency are collective actions, performed by the members of the agency working together. But there is also what the aid agencies do together: the broader collective actions to which the actions of each individual agency contribute. The action of the individual agency is nested within what the agencies together do. We need to be alert to the possibility that the collective actions at the two different levels – contained and containing – differ morally. What each agency does individually might be all-things-considered good, even if what they do together is all-things-considered bad. There is the possibility that each-we dilemmas apply to humanitarian aid. Given the context in which our agency is working, it may be doing good, by bringing relief to people who desperately need and would not otherwise receive it. But even if that is true of what each agency is doing, it could also be true that the agencies are collectively making the situation worse than it would be if they acted differently.

Why should we believe that that is true? Three different reasons for thinking so were discussed in Section I.
 The different problems raised by Terry, Rieff and de Waal for humanitarianism are each best understood in this way. Let me return to them now, and show how the general points I have been making about the morality of cooperation help us to think about the proper response to these problems. 

V: Humanitarian Cooperation

Terry shows how privileging “the humanitarian imperative” can render relief agencies vulnerable to exploitation by military groups, and describes the way in which soul-searching over the question:

To what extent were we responsible for the manipulation of humanitarian aid in the camps? (Terry 2002, p.3)

led her section of MSF to withdraw from the Rwandan refugee camps.

However, when this question is asked, who is “we”? (Whose soul is being searched?) The collective action of each individual agency needs to be distinguished from the action of all of the agencies together. Separating these two levels of collective action makes it clear where effective action to resist this manipulation must come from. It requires concerted and politically purposeful action at the inter-agency level. Indeed, this was one of the lessons of MSF’s withdrawal from the Rwandan camps. As Terry (2002, p.4) acknowledges, this action itself attracted little notice, and the abuse of aid in the camps continued.

This makes it hard to see how it could be right to think that Terry’s own section of MSF was (at all) responsible for the manipulation of aid in the camps. At most, we might say that the agencies collectively were responsible for failing to cooperate to resist the manipulation of their aid.
 We have to distinguish the different levels of collective action that are relevant here, and this should lead us to distinguish between three different questions:

(1) How ought humanitarian agencies to be cooperating with each other to resist the manipulation of aid by military groups?

(2) What can each agency do to contribute to achieving this cooperation? 

(3) Meanwhile, given that inter-agency cooperation has not yet been achieved, what is the best thing each agency can do to help the needy?

Could withdrawing aid be the answer to (1)? Even if so, that would not settle what any individual agency should do. Section III pointed out that the morality of cooperation requires us to contribute to collective actions that ought to be performed, when they are being performed. It does not require now unilaterally doing what would make sense as a contribution to a collective action that is not being performed. And that was the situation in the Rwandan refugee camps, where inter-agency cooperation was clearly lacking. In the absence of such cooperation, each agency had to assess what was the most constructive contribution it could make towards helping. That question has two parts: (2) and (3) above.

In a situation of this kind, there are significant barriers to thinking that withdrawing aid altogether could be the right answer to either of these questions. Those barriers are not insurmountable. One agency’s withdrawal might give the others enough of a jolt to stimulate inter-agency cooperation now or in the future. Or perhaps so much of our own agency’s aid is being misappropriated and diverted to bad ends that the net impact of our own involvement on the needy is negative.
 However, those are the questions that need to be thought about and distinguished. Failing to do so runs the risk of overlooking the following possibility. Maybe the humanitarian agencies have made a mistake in allowing a situation to arise in which a civilian population has been made dependent on the aid coming into this camp. Maybe even now, it is not too late for them to cooperate in standing up to the military oppressors of that population. But the right answer to (2) and (3) might be that each agency ought to stay, do what it can to look after the refugees, and meanwhile try to support attempts to coordinate politically effective inter-agency cooperation.  

Rieff raises a different kind of concern about the exploitation of humanitarian work: exploitation not by military groups but by donors – in particular, as an alibi for the absence of real political engagement. Again, resisting this requires effective inter-agency cooperation. In the absence of such cooperation, one agency’s refusal to accept politically compromising donations is simply an opportunity for other agencies to increase “market share” and influence at its expense. Again, the three important questions are versions of (1)-(3) above. What can the agencies do together to resist this? How can our agency contribute to that? And what can we best do to help the needy meanwhile?

De Waal raises a third, deeper problem. According to him, Western aid agency involvement in poor countries has the overall effect of reinforcing the structures of disempowerment that create and sustain destitution. Although de Waal does not distinguish between the assessment of the actions of individual agencies and the overall effects that the agencies have collectively, it is plausible to do so. The problem he is pointing to is actually an “each-we dilemma”. Given the unsatisfactory political context in which they operate, the effects of each agency’s actions are good in helping people who need it; but aid agencies together form an important part of that political context. Even if each agency makes bad circumstances better than they would otherwise be, they might still together be helping to make the circumstances bad.

If this problem – the problem of impeding the establishment of local political accountability – arises through the effects of the agencies’ actions collectively, then its solution again requires inter-agency cooperation. This cannot be a ground for withholding relief from those who need it. As de Waal (1997, p.220) acknowledges, “It is morally unacceptable to allow people to suffer and die on the grounds that relieving their suffering will support an obnoxious government or army.” But it is a ground for raising three questions: again, versions of (1)-(3). What can the agencies do together to stop their work from impeding the establishment of local political accountability?
 How can our agency contribute to that?
 And what can we best do to help the needy meanwhile? 

As first described in Section I, the views of these three writers seemed to be fundamentally opposed: where Rieff defends the humanitarian imperative, Terry and de Waal attack it. However, this discussion should help us to see that the directions in which they are calling on humanitarian agencies to move are not after all contradictory. Terry and Rieff are drawing attention to different ways in which the practice of humanitarian assistance must be actively asserted and protected – and that this requires a sensitivity to the larger political context in which aid flows are seen as an opportunity to be managed for the benefit of other groups. And De Waal is not arguing, against Rieff, that humanitarian agencies should act as agents of political change, but only that they should not act to impede it. “The humanitarian imperative” is only indefensible if it is taken as a licence for political blindness. These writers draw attention to three different forms that this blindness can take: a blindness to the exploitation of aid, a blindness to the political limitations of humanitarianism, and a blindness to the overall contribution that Western aid intervention makes to the political context in poor countries. Avoiding each of these things requires effective inter-agency cooperation.

VI: Imperfect Cooperation

Cooperation is almost always imperfect, in one of four ways. Sometimes, it does not exist at all: although we ought collectively to be doing something, we are not. When it does exist, it is usually partial: some of us are joining in, but others are not. Amongst those of us who are cooperating together, there will be limitations to our cooperation: we will be cooperating in some ways but not others. And fourthly, when you and I are cooperating in a joint activity, we might have different views about exactly what the aims of that activity should be. Since these imperfections are all importantly relevant to the situation of humanitarian agencies, I should explain how the approach I am advocating deals with them.

No one can join in a collective action that does not exist. But when cooperation that is desirable does not exist, this raises two questions for aid agencies: versions of (2) and (3) above. The answers to those questions can be in tension with each other, and that tension is usually strongest for the larger agencies. These are the agencies with the greatest potential to influence others to cooperate with them, but they also have the largest capacity to help those in need of humanitarian aid now. Resources devoted to one of these ends have to be diverted away from the other. In this situation, the question that must be answered is clear. The expected benefit of spending resources on securing future cooperation must be weighed against the expected benefit of using them to help people now. Of course, to say that the question is clear does not mean that the answer to it is often obvious.
 But it is at least clear what we should be asking.

Today, however, the situation of humanitarian NGOs is not one of total non-cooperation. Following the manifest problems produced by inter-agency competition in the 1990s – above all, those of the Rwandan refugee camps – significant initiatives have been taken to formalize cooperation between humanitarian agencies. To be sure, these fall short of establishing the mechanisms for collective decision-making that are required to solve the problems discussed above – problems of the manipulability of aid, and its tendency to promote political inertia.
 Humanitarian agencies need to operate in this context: one that is changing. It is a context of partial, limited and contested cooperation. How does that affect the application of the views advocated here?

Whenever a group ought collectively to be doing something, we can divide its members into two sub-groups: those who are joining in, and those who are not. Of the first sub-group, we can then ask: ought this group to be doing what it is? If so, then the action is one that the morality of cooperation tells us to join. Thus, when cooperation is partial, that does not affect the moral question that should be asked. What should be asked is whether we should be collectively acting as we are: if so, I should join in. This can be true when “we” are only a subset of all those who ought to be cooperating. For a simple illustration of the point, return to the earthquake example. Suppose fifty of us are able to search for survivors and we ought to cooperate in doing so. But suppose twenty are unwilling to help. The only sensible question for the remaining thirty is whether we should cooperate in searching for survivors. If the answer to this is Yes, then I should join in. 

Similarly, situations in which cooperation is limited can be understood by decomposing them into their parts. When we say that cooperation between aid agencies is limited, what we mean is this. There are some collective inter-agency actions that are being performed as they ought, and others that are not being performed although they ought to be. Actions of the first kind give rise to requirements to join in; the others are instances of desirable cooperation that does not exist, and give rise to the questions mentioned above. Aid agencies should support the forms of desirable cooperation that have been established, and support efforts to establish the more substantial forms of cooperation that are needed. But this does not mean that they should now do what would be a way of joining in forms of cooperation that do not yet exist. That could only make sense as a way of securing such cooperation, and only to the extent that it tends to do that.

The fourth limitation concerns differences of opinion about the nature of our cooperative action, and what kinds of contributions to it are appropriate. We should join in forms of desirable cooperation; but what if we disagree about what is desirable? A prominent example of this is the divergence amongst signatories to the ICRC Code concerning whether its “humanitarian imperative” should be understood as enjoining political neutrality. When such differences of opinion are expressed as definite divergences of practice, we face a situation in which the cooperative activity is limited, in the manner just discussed. However, differences of opinion raise a further important question: the question of who directs a cooperative activity, and how the parties to such activity decide what to do.  The answer is usually (when this is feasible) that we ought to implement a fair, inclusive process for collective decision-making, and carry out together the decisions that are reached through this process. But notice that this invites a further application of what I have been saying about the morality of cooperation. If we ought together to be deciding in such a way, then each of us ought to join in such a decision-making process when it exists, and support efforts to establish it when it does not.

A further point is worth making. When it is not obvious what will best achieve the goals that we share, pursuing a diversity of approaches often makes good sense. Many practitioners and commentators claim that that is importantly true of the aid sector.
 This might look like an objection to what I have been saying. However, to think so would be a mistake. The cooperation that morally ought to be supported is cooperation in doing the things we collectively ought to do. The case for encouraging diversity is that we (collectively) ought to try different approaches and share the knowledge that this gives us about what does and does not work. When this is true, each of us should cooperate in supporting that.  

VII: Two Moral Divisions of Labour

When David Rieff mounts his defence of the “humanitarian imperative”, he is making a case for a certain moral division of labour – a distinction between the work of protecting people’s rights from violation, and alleviating the suffering that is caused when they are violated. He argues that humanitarian action becomes confused, and loses sight of its own important if limited objectives, if it strays from the second of these things and attempts the first. 

However, as Terry and de Waal point out, there are ways of invoking this division of labour that lead to a trap. If each humanitarian agency adheres single-mindedly to serving “the humanitarian imperative”, taking the political context as fixed, their collective activity can encourage bad overall effects. It can be manipulated for the benefit of those who are violating rights. And more generally, it can stand in the way of establishing the kind of political accountability that is needed to fight poverty. The objection is not just that humanitarian action does not itself succeed in protecting rights. It is that, taken as a whole, it can actually support their violation.

Terry (2002, p.2) describes this as a “paradox” of humanitarian action: “it can contradict its fundamental purpose by prolonging the suffering it intends to alleviate”. I have been arguing that the real “paradox” of humanitarian action is an “each-we dilemma”:  if each agency does produce the best humanitarian results available to it in the context, they can still collectively contribute to making things worse than they otherwise would be. Inter-agency cooperation is needed to address the political effects that Terry and de Waal alert us to. Seeing this is consistent with taking Rieff’s warnings seriously. There is a real question how much humanitarian agencies should properly aspire to by way of rights-protection. But, at the very least, those agencies need to coordinate their actions in order to minimize the support they collectively give to rights-violation.

This has revealed a second important moral division of labour: a division between my work and our work – between the tasks that one agent or group should itself take on, given what others are doing, and what should be pursued together, through collective action. There are certain morally important goals that we can only pursue through inter-agency cooperation. And there are certain goals that are appropriate in the absence of such cooperation, which may include doing what one can to foster desirable cooperation, but which also include doing one’s best to address people’s needs in the imperfect situation where desirable cooperation does not yet exist. This has led me to two main conclusions. First, it can be both consistent and defensible for an agency to continue to take the actions of pragmatic accommodation that are necessary to help people in a bad context, while also aiming towards the achievement of higher-level cooperation that makes those actions unnecessary. Secondly, where such cooperation does exist, that can make a moral difference to whether my agency should be aiming to produce the best results available to it. “The morality of cooperation” can require me to play my part in important collective actions. And the success of those actions can rely on the cooperative contributions of those who could each actually produce better results by not cooperating.

In this way, moral philosophy can help to bring some clarity to our thinking about the issues surrounding the moral character of humanitarianism. However, while moral philosophy can help to provide us with tools for moral thinking, it requires practical wisdom and experience to apply them well. Four further important questions are ones that it requires practical, not theoretical, competence to answer.
 How can aid interventions be designed so that they do not impede the establishment of local structures of political accountability? How can the insertion of large volumes of aid into the poorest countries avoid the creation of self-perpetuating aid economies? For any given aid intervention, how far will it serve the purposes of other political agents? And what kinds of coalitions between aid agencies are both worthwhile and feasible?

I have been urging that when we answer these questions, we should bear the following point in mind. Some of the most important compromises anyone has to make concern the constraint of individual goals for the sake of contributing to what we can do together. This applies to humanitarian action just as strongly as anywhere else.
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�  For two overviews of the Code and the first ten years of its use, see Walker (2005) and Hilhorst (2005).


�  In full: “1: The Humanitarian imperative comes first.  The right to receive humanitarian assistance, and to offer it, is a fundamental humanitarian principle which should be enjoyed by all citizens of all countries. As members of the international community, we recognise our obligation to provide humanitarian assistance wherever it is needed. Hence the need for unimpeded access to affected populations, is of fundamental importance in exercising that responsibility. The prime motivation of our response to disaster is to alleviate human suffering amongst those least able to withstand the stress caused by disaster. When we give humanitarian aid it is not a partisan or political act and should not be viewed as such.” (IFRC 2007).


�  As Terry explains in Ch.1, this can be used to secure benefits of four main kinds for military groups: protection from attack; economic benefits through appropriating or taxing aid, or working as contractors to aid agencies; acquiring legitimacy through aid agencies’ recognition of their authority; and controlling civilian populations. Compare Barber (1997), Rieff (1995) and, for the perspective of a senior ICRC official, Schweizer (2004).


�  See also Anderson (1999), esp. Chapters 4 and 5, for an acknowledgement of this pattern, but also an account, illustrated by case studies, of the strategies that can be effective in resisting it. 


�  See also Fox (2001).


�  The label is convenient, but potentially misleading. I do not mean to imply that the knowledge of others’ welfare should always prompt feelings of sympathetic concern. That seems both unrealistic and undesirable (given how debilitating it would be).


�  There are others. If humanitarian NGOs compete aggressively against each other to raise funds for an emergency, each agency might raise more money than it would have done had it been less competitive (given what the others are doing), but they might collectively raise less money than if they coordinated their fund-raising efforts through a mechanism such as the UK Disasters Emergency Committee.


�  It still sounds too strong, though, to say that the agencies collectively were responsible for the manipulation of their aid. The groups doing the manipulating were responsible for that. Compare Slim (1997, pp.246-7)


�  The “net impact” of the continued delivery of aid by an agency should be seen as including not only the material effects of the supplies provided to the needy population and their oppressors, but also the less easily quantifiable badness of cooperating with those oppressors. The difficulty in assessing this was a major part of the moral complexity in the situation faced by Terry and others in the Rwandan refugee camps.


�  De Waal’s (1997, p.220) own answer includes implementing schemes of regulation and investigation of NGOs, eschewing claims to have long-term solutions, and refusing to seek the media limelight for themselves.


�  For an instructive recent case study, see Roche et. al (2005)


�  What is obvious, given the importance of inter-agency cooperation, is that devoting no resources to pursuing it would be indefensible.


�  The Sphere Project, launched in 1997, establishes technical standards for the delivery of humanitarian relief (www.sphereproject.org). The Humanitarian Accountability Partnership was initiated in 2001 as a mechanism for self-regulation of the humanitarian sector (www.hapinternational.org). For commentary on their limitations, see Terry (2002, pp.51-4) and Smillie & Minear (2003). For an overview of the UN’s “cluster approach” to coordinating disaster relief, see ActionAid (2006).


�  See for example the materials disseminated by Voluntary Organisations in Cooperation in Emergencies (VOICE), which lobbies the European Union on behalf of 90 European NGOs  – at http://www.ngovoice.org/.


�  For informed discussions of these questions, see (in addition to the authors cited above) Minear (2002) and Edwards & Hulme (1996).


�  I am grateful to Chris Roche for his helpful comments on an earlier draft of this essay.
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