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Humanitarianism  
at the Crossroads:  
Dilemmas and Opportunities  
of the ‘War on Terror’
Daniela nascimento
Teaching Assistant, Faculty of Economics, University of Coimbra

the post-Cold War era has seen the emergence of a more coherent and integrated ap-
proach to complex humanitarian emergencies, one which challenged the traditional 
views of humanitarian response based on classic humanitarian principles. this shift con-
tributed to the debate on the role of humanitarian action as a response to conflicts, which 
was significantly reinforced after the terrorist attacks of 11th september 2001. through a 
critical analysis of the evolution of relief and humanitarian operations in today’s complex 
scenarios, this article will shed light on the impact of the ‘War on terror’ on the theory 
and practice of humanitarian action in contemporary humanitarian crises. from a critical 
perspective it will be argued that the most negative and detrimental practical implica-
tions of the ‘new humanitarianism’ have been reinforced since the 9/11 attacks, thus 
creating complex problems and dilemmas for relief and humanitarian agencies working 
in the field. 

Humanitarianism: the ‘old’ and the ‘new’

during the last few decades, and especially since the end of the Cold War, the world has 
seen a growing number of humanitarian assistance missions, due not only to an increase 
in the quantity and scale of natural disasters, but also because of an increase in so-called 
‘complex emergencies’. this change, together with abuses of the ‘humanitarian’ label, 
has created a certain confusion regarding the true character and purpose of humanitar-
ian action. Besides being frequently used and abused, the concept of humanitarian action 
also became more complex and fragmented, referring to an increasing variety of situa-
tions and serving many different purposes. in this context, humanitarian activities were 
progressively taken from the exclusive control and territory of humanitarian agencies. 
Besides the traditional humanitarian agencies, which are by principle and by mandate 
concerned with humanitarian work, a growing number of other types of organizations 
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and agencies have also included humanitarian relief concerns in their mandates.1 these 
developments have had a direct impact on the way in which the traditional approach to 
humanitarianism was implemented and pursued. 

according to classic humanitarianism, there are some specific conditions and prin-
ciples that must guide any humanitarian activity, such as the provision of relief and pro-
tection without advantaging one of the parties to the conflict. this neutrality principle was 
seen as fundamental and instrumental to impartially guarantee that everyone would be 
assisted equally and on the basis of their needs only. this meant that aid and assistance 
provision should only be necessity-based, disregarding political, ethnic, religious or any 
other type of interests and considerations.2 more significantly, together with impartiality, 
protecting human rights and dignity would be the underlying and guiding principle of all 
agencies acting according to the classic paradigm. neutrality and independence would 
then be necessary operational tools to ensure effective responses. thus this humanitar-
ian system was based for many years upon three key assumptions: separation between 
relief and development; recognition and acceptance of the limitations of operations im-
posed by sovereignty; and conception of humanitarian aid as neutral, impartial and in-
dependent from political and military objectives. examining the forms and dynamics of 
classic conflict and humanitarian crises, this was also considered for decades the most 
effective response.

the end of Cold War, however, brought significant changes to this traditional view of 
humanitarianism and humanitarian assistance: a ‘new world order’ emerged that was 
characterized by shifting geopolitical concerns and an increasing number of internal 
conflicts, where the traditional distinction between combatants and non-combatants was 
blurred. the increasing visibility of mostly internal ‘new’ wars defined by the united na-
tions as ‘complex emergencies’ (i.e., major humanitarian crises of a multi-causal nature, 
all-encompassing and involving every dimension of a society and the lives of the whole 
population)3 confronted the humanitarian community with new scenarios, new actors and 
new challenges. However, the responses to these conflicts often tended to be confused 
and ill-conceived, reflecting an international community concerned with alleviating hu-
man suffering, but at the same time highly unprepared to face such crises and sharing 
different priorities and interests.

all these factors contributed to a complex situation characterized by a kind of paraly-
sis and laden with wrong responses by the international community in the face of cata-
strophic humanitarian crises. as a consequence, humanitarian assistance came under 
intense criticism, with many voices blaming humanitarian agencies for largely ineffective 
responses, often resulting in the aggravation and perpetuation of crises. at the center of 
these controversies and criticisms were not only the neutrality principle as applied to the 
significantly different nature and circumstances of the crises, but also and more signifi-
cantly, the palliative and short-term character of classic humanitarian relief. in conflicts 
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characterized by gross human rights violations being committed by almost all belligerent 
parties, many believed that being neutral basically meant being a part of such violations, 
thus acting in a counterproductived manner. for other organizations, on the other hand, 
maintaining neutrality in such polarized circumstances was the only way to guarantee 
impartial access to all victims and respond to the humanitarian imperative.

towards the end of the 1990’s, a new and more political conception of humanitarianism 
emerged, claiming to correct the wrongs of the past and constituting a radical rupture 
with the classic conception of humanitarian assistance. this so-called ‘new humanitari-
anism’ has gained importance and been adopted by most donor governments, multilateral 
agencies and many nGos. Clearly challenging the classic paradigm because it considers 
that in such different conflict and post-conflict circumstances, the traditional objectives 
of saving lives and relieving human suffering are insufficient and merely palliative. the 
underlying idea was that humanitarian assistance should incorporate longer-term objec-
tives such as development, human rights protection and, in a last stage, peace-building, 
instead of focusing solely on humanitarian activities per se. far from being neutral, this 
‘new humanitarianism’ emerged “as an answer, or even as a substitute or a supplement 
to the liberal, democratic ideology”.4

the ‘new humanitarian’ policy thus started shifting from mere short-term assistance 
towards conflict resolution and post-conflict reconstruction, developing tools and institu-
tions able to undertake transformations that would lead to violence reduction and conflict 
prevention. to a certain extent, this association of conflict with underdevelopment and 
instability – which could threaten World peace and stability – helped blur security and 
development concerns. in other words, and as argued by mark duffield, the promotion 
of development has become synonymous with the pursuit of security, while at the same 
time, security has become a prerequisite for sustainable development.5 in this sense, 
the use of ‘humanitarian’ rhetoric easily became another instrument of foreign policy 
used by states, paving the way for a growing politicization of humanitarian action and 
for a weakening of its traditional mandate and objectives. Clearly contrasting with the 
classic humanitarianism, which tended to ignore political contexts, this new conception 
of humanitarian assistance was much more politicized, no longer aimed at responding to 
the humanitarian imperative of alleviating human suffering, choosing instead to stimu-
late more political and social processes. the dominant approach was that aid should 
be ‘politically intelligent and conscientious’ of the context in which it is used, in order to 
contribute to such broader and longer-term objectives.6

the traditional principle of ‘humanitarian imperative’ was then progressively replaced 
by so-called ‘consequentialist ethics’, according to which humanitarian action should be 
undertaken, or not, simply according to its effects and its contribution to established 
objectives in the longer-term.7 Humanitarian action then became conditional on assump-
tions regarding future outcomes. through a reinforcement and re-emergence of earlier 
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policies linking relief to development, conflict resolution and social reconstruction, this 
new Humanitarianism was meant to do no harm and to avoid the entrenchment of vio-
lence while attempting to diminish its effects. from then on, donor governments gained 
the initiative and control of the humanitarian agenda, leaving the mobilization of public 
concern about humanitarian issues to independent aid agencies. this led not only to an 
erosion of the traditional ‘humanitarian space’ – a concept related to the need for a space 
in which humanitarian action, protection and access to victims is possible without being 
subordinated to military, political or other sort of constraints – due to a politicization of 
humanitarian action,8 but also to the questioning of the deeply rooted principles of impar-
tiality, independence and neutrality in humanitarian assistance.

in sum, this new conception merged development with security concerns, giving global 
liberal governance an expansive and inclusive political logic, with repercussions at whole 
levels of humanitarian assistance. as a way to adapt itself to these difficulties and to the 
complexity of new humanitarian crises and subsequent ethical and operational dilem-
mas, the ‘new humanitarianism’ agenda adopted a more flexible plan of action according 
to the circumstances and their predictable outcomes.9 as a result, a number of humani-
tarian agencies and nGos faced difficult and uncomfortable dilemmas in their work due 
to the mounting difficulty in separating their traditional humanitarian activities from such 
new, wider and political aims.10

However, this new framework began to raise problematic ethical questions and con-
cerns. With the objectives of humanitarian assistance progressively shifting from provid-
ing palliative relief for the most vulnerable, to an embrace of developmental and con-
flict resolution goals, and with humanitarian decisions being, from then on, based less 
on need and more on political and developmental criteria, humanitarian consequences 
came once again under criticism. We shall now briefly look at the content of each of these 
critiques, attempting to demonstrate the challenges and dilemmas faced by the interna-
tional community in this “new world disorder”.11

Political instrumentalization of Humanitarian assistance

it can certainly be argued that humanitarian action has always been a highly political 
activity, for the simple reason that it implies making decisions and dealing with different 
political and social actors. Because of this inherent political character, humanitarian ac-
tors have sought to define a set of rules to guide their relationship with warring parties, 
and by implication with donor governments. embodied in the international Humanitarian 
law (iHl), the rules of impartiality and neutrality implied a distinction between humani-
tarian activities and the more partisan attitudes or foreign policy interests of other states. 
in donor countries, this separation was actually marked by institutional and funding ar-
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rangements that often stressed the independent and unconditional character of humani-
tarian assistance. nevertheless, this relationship between aid and politics changed sig-
nificantly, with relief aid being increasingly seen as an integral part of donors’ strategy 
to transform and resolve conflicts, decrease violence and promote peace and human 
rights. ‘new humanitarianism’, with its focus on political analysis and integrated liberal 
development notions, characterized essentially by models of market economy and par-
ticipatory democracy, was put in place as a new way to govern, and somehow control, 
the “borderlands”, given the changes in the global context and the perceived failure of 
traditional humanitarianism.12

the problem is that this broadening of humanitarian objectives has not been matched 
by a revitalized and effective international engagement and action in preventing and ad-
dressing conflicts in the poorest countries. instead, humanitarian assistance was seen 
as the primary form of political engagement, marked by a commitment to conflict resolu-
tion and reconstruction of societies as a whole in such a way as to avoid future conflicts. 
these pressures on aid agencies to promote development in such new frameworks of 
assistance have clearly contributed to a reinforcement of their subjugation, and have had 
serious implications for humanitarian assistance at the level of relations between donor 
and recipient countries, damaging perceptions of relief assistance by the international 
community.

strong criticism of the effectiveness and ethical dimension of this approach emerged 
mainly based on the view of humanitarian assistance as a limited instrument that should 
be used to prevent human suffering, but is not designed to prevent wars. according to 
this view, the main problem of politicization of aid is the fact that humanitarian agencies 
run the risk of being perceived as a resource conduit and a mechanism for providing aid 
dependent on the political will of donors.13 according to mohammed atmar, although 
there has always been a complex historic relation between aid and politics in afghani-
stan, this is an obvious example of how current humanitarian assistance policies and 
practices became determined by Western policy goals. in sum, what makes this new 
conception of humanitarianism a suspicious and uncomfortable one is its willingness to 
sacrifice lives today on the promise of development tomorrow, under the premise that if 
the right conditions are not in place, no action will be undertaken. in response to this, 
many humanitarian agencies and actors (both nGos and international organizations) 
have maintained that humanitarian action can never be a substitute or an instrument for 
political action. the argument is that neither are there humanitarian solutions for mainly 
politically problems, nor should the use of humanitarian assistance for foreign policy 
purposes be allowed.14

there has also been the issue of conditionality. it has been an established practice that 
donors place conditions on development and security assistance, but with development 
aid declining since the end of the 1980’s, it was up to humanitarian and emergency aid to 
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become an increasingly important form of Western states’ support and engagement in 
the developing world.15 although traditionally exempt from such conditionality (especially 
in areas not thought to be of vital strategic importance by most donor states), humani-
tarian aid itself begin to be subject to such conditions. By pursuing longer-term political 
objectives, humanitarian assistance became managed on the basis of a ‘carrot and stick’ 
strategy, with donor governments rewarding or punishing recipient countries accord-
ing to their human rights practices and responses to donors’ policies.16 to this extent, 
the ‘new humanitarianism’ marked the rejection of the universal right to humanitarian 
assistance and relief in times of war, since the response to human suffering should be 
conditional on compliance with human rights and on the achievement of wider political 
objectives.17 as a consequence of all these factors, it becomes more or less evident that 
an inevitable tension emerged between the use of humanitarian aid with a longer term 
strategic view towards addressing causes of conflict and stimulating development on one 
side, and the imperative to provide relief on the basis of need and protect the victim’s hu-
man rights, on the other side.18 in this sense, and despite the ‘good faith’ aim of promo-
tion of human dignity and rights, conditionality must never be employed at the expense of 
the humanitarian objectives of meeting basic human needs and saving lives.

oblivion of Humanitarian Principles

By gradually taking hold of humanitarian action, politicization and conditionality in the 
name of peace and human rights have also tended to put aside the substantive principle 
of impartial humanitarian action, which, as mentioned before, dictates that humanitarian 
aid should obey no other imperative than that of human or individual need. instead, the 
determination of the purposes and extension of humanitarian response was based on 
political goals. furthermore, it also resulted in the creation of a moral hierarchy of vic-
tims deserving or not of assistance, according to the priorities of donor governments,19 in 
a clear challenge to traditional humanitarian principles. even if donor governments and 
the un sometimes emphasized the importance of impartiality and neutrality, many relief 
agencies have argued that strict adherence is all but impossible due to unpredictable 
operating conditions. on the contrary, the international Committee of the red Cross has 
argued that where impartiality and neutrality are not respected, humanitarianism is but 
a façade. Where such principles are absent, partisan politics will dictate the nature and 
scale of external assistance and inevitably a humanitarian action effectively becomes a 
political action.

However, it must also be said that strictly abiding by these principles without adapt-
ing them to the complex context of emergencies may not always be the most useful or 
appropriate way to undertake humanitarian work. in such sensitive and problematic cir-
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cumstances, it may be better to see principles not as absolute morals, but as fundamen-
tal objectives upon which humanitarian action should be oriented.20 nevertheless, this 
does not mean that substantive humanitarian principles like impartiality and humanity 
should simply be replaced by political reasoning in total disregard for the victims’ in-
terests and needs. there must then be a reasonable balance between humanitarian 
principles and political action, a balance that has not been reached in the ‘new humani-
tarianism’. these problematic trends seem to have been further reinforced after the 
terrorist attacks of 9/11 in the subsequent response of the international community in 
general and the united states in particular. the particular effects of the ‘War on terror’ 
will be addressed and illustrated with the specific cases of afghanistan and iraq after 
2001 and 2003.

 

the ‘War on terror’: Dilemmas and opportunities for Humanitarian action

the call for a more coherent and integrated approach to humanitarian action that 
emerged in the 1990’s resulted in a growing concern with the practical results of merg-
ing the humanitarian agenda with political, military and economic objectives. these con-
cerns become even more evident in the context of the War on terror, which has to a large 
extent contributed to a reinforcement of the most problematic and negative features of 
the ‘new humanitarianism’ as it was applied in practice. as nicolas de torrenté affirms,21 
the measures taken by many Western governments (and especially the us) following the 
9/11 attacks have emphasized the challenges and dilemmas of independent humanitar-
ian action at several levels. first, by seeking to subordinate humanitarianism to this so-
called war’s broader purposes, the impartiality and independence of humanitarian as-
sistance is further undermined, making it harder to respond to the crises at the margins 
of what is perceived as strategically important. secondly, the governments have directly 
questioned the applicability of humanitarian law through the adoption of military strate-
gies that clearly weaken the protection and assistance to which civilians are entitled and 
that create categorization of victims.

the War on terror has also blurred the basic distinction on which humanitarian law 
is grounded, the one between civilians and combatants; in a global war against such an 
ill-defined enemy and where everyone can be a threat, it becomes almost impossible to 
distinguish a terrorist from a civilian, truly compromising humanitarianism. at the same 
time, by assuming a position of moral superiority, those waging this War have created the 
dangerous idea that superior forces acting in the name of a greater good for humanity are 
allowed to commit abuses and ignore international humanitarian regulations. this as-
sumption limits the capacity for action of humanitarian agencies and actually contributes 
to increasing vulnerability.
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there has also been a new trend of military encroachment into what has traditionally 
been considered the humanitarian space, raising significant issues of principle, as well 
as operational dilemmas for humanitarian agencies working in the field, since it contra-
dicts the existence of distinct roles for military and humanitarian agencies. moreover, 
both military and humanitarian agencies represent very different cultures: while most 
nGos regard military bodies as being too bureaucratic, rigid and potentially counterpro-
ductive in such circumstances, militaries tends to consider aid workers as undisciplined, 
disorganized and resistant to military coordination.22 in the context of humanitarian ac-
tion, this blurring of roles and the confusion it entails for local perceptions has endan-
gered and undermined the purpose and aim of humanitarian activities.

this has been particularly clear in the context of the interventions both in afghani-
stan in 2001 and iraq in 2003. in the case of afghanistan, the increasingly explicit link 
between military, political and humanitarian roles was actually materialized when the 
the coalition forces dropped food while simultaneously bombing military targets as part 
of the strategy to win the ‘hearts and minds’ of civilians who could not really distinguish 
between military and humanitarian workers. Whereas authors like Barry and Jefferys 
consider this merging of roles and goals to be inevitable and desirable for the better 
achievement of conflict resolution and peace-building objectives,23 others argue that by 
bringing political, military and humanitarian objectives within the same framework there 
is a danger that humanitarian objectives and principles become totally compromised by a 
strategy that makes aid delivery a means of achieving larger politico-military objectives. 
for example, the provincial reconstruction teams (prts), which were established after 
the intervention in afghanistan as a way for the international community to both improve 
security and facilitate reconstruction and economic development throughout the country, 
have deliberately used humanitarian projects as a means to achieve military goals such 
as collecting information on terrorist groups working in the country.

these teams would be working mainly outside Kabul implementing humanitarian pro-
grams through cooperation with former warlords and their power structures, thus con-
ferring them some sort of legitimacy at the eyes of the population. Humanitarian agen-
cies, on the other hand, had many problems getting access to the population, since these 
warlords would impose taxation on humanitarian aid, which constituted an important 
source of income. furthermore, these prts also assumed a broad mandate in bring-
ing reconstruction to the people of afghanistan, engaging with key government, military, 
tribal, village, and religious leaders in the provinces, monitoring and reporting on impor-
tant political, military and reconstruction developments or assisting in the deployment 
of an afghan national army and police units assigned to the provinces. in partnership 
with the afghan Government, the united nations, other donors and nGos, prts provided 
much needed development and humanitarian assistance, and in some cases directly sup-
ported assistance projects that addressed local needs, at the same time building afghan 
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capacity. Besides creating indisputable tension and confusion between humanitarian and 
military actors and roles, this broad mandate constituted a clear subversion of humani-
tarian objectives and increased security risks for humanitarian workers in an already 
highly insecure environment.

also in the case of iraq in 2003, humanitarian assistance was an integral part of the 
military intervention plans, which were to be characterized by surgical attacks in order to 
limit civilian casualties, and by the delivery of food and medicine by the coalition forces. 
an office for reconstruction and Humanitarian assistance was created within the pen-
tagon in order to immediately respond to humanitarian and reconstruction needs. as 
a result, the role and involvement of humanitarian agencies was highly limited by the 
politico-military agenda and operated on the basis of a ‘with us or against us’ type of 
doctrine. Basically, this meant that most humanitarian agencies willing to work in such 
polarized circumstances would have to abide by the rules and principles underlying the 
intervention. Whereas this was a more or less common and accepted situation by most 
us-based organizations (which, in a very Wilsonian approach to humanitarianism, have 
traditionally embraced the objectives of american foreign policy as their own in exchange 
for financial support), this sort of co-option was not welcomed by the majority of euro-
pean (and dunant-inspired) organizations. many tried to keep their independence while 
undertaking their activities in resistance to the directives of the coalition forces, but they 
were nevertheless confronted with the shortcomings of such a highly polarized context. 
as the attack on the red Cross’s headquarters in Baghdad showed, not even public dis-
plays of opposition to the military’s intervention and strategy kept many of these agencies 
from being constantly associated with the intervening force’s goals and strategies, or 
from becoming direct targets of violence and attacks by insurgent groups. in such com-
plex circumstances, it becomes necessary to rethink the role and place of the military in 
the humanitarian field.

What can be concluded from this analysis is that while the significant changes in the 
international context and in the types of crises emerging in the post-Cold War era de-
manded a new conception of humanitarianism, the results achieved by the ‘new humani-
tarianism’ have not been satisfactory,24 especially in its post-9/11 era version.

conclusion

two conclusions can be drawn from observing the state of humanitarian assistance in 
internal conflicts during the second half of the 1990’s, and especially after 9/11: one is 
that the obstacles faced in providing humanitarian aid are largely caused by the disregard 
that both combatants and the international community have for much of the applicable 
international humanitarian law; the second is that it is necessary to pursue a more ad-
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equate and beneficial relationship between humanitarian, political and military action, 
preferably leading to coherent solutions for crises and avoiding, as much as possible, the 
subordination of humanitarianism to politics.25 in such a complex and dynamic context, 
a few ideas must be stressed. firstly, although neutrality is an important principle that 
should, whenever possible, be applied and respected (especially to avoid negative po-
liticization of humanitarian assistance), its usefulness has been seriously questioned by 
many humanitarian actors. one must be aware that in order to achieve effective humani-
tarian assistance, principles like this should not be seen as absolute ends, but rather as 
operational guidelines that should be adapted to the complex contexts in which they are 
applied, but never at the expense of the victims’ lives. secondly, in today’s emergency set-
tings, cooperation, coordination and combination of complementary expertise between 
different actors have become crucial for responding effectively to crises. this is even 
more important in a time when all these actors literally stumble into each other while 
getting on with their activities, when mandates overlap and competition for resources 
and visibility is increasing. thirdly, in a world in which humanitarian aid is continuously 
being used as a foreign policy instrument by Western governments, keeping an aid space 
free of political conditions becomes even more necessary.26 it is a fact that, apart from its 
core purpose of saving lives and ending suffering, humanitarian assistance also aims at 
protecting victims’ rights. it must, therefore, be reaffirmed that when people are actually 
suffering, humanitarian imperatives must prevail over political aims.

as José sanahuja correctly affirms, in the collective imagination, humanitarian assis-
tance is one of the most immediate and effective forms of expression of the solidarity 
principle and of the respect for the lives and dignity of other human beings.27 By providing 
it, donor governments and humanitarian agencies give people hope that the circumstanc-
es can improve, that they will be able to enjoy their rights and participate fully in their 
own development and well being. Consequently, it is crucial that the various obstacles 
and challenges that we face today not be seen as detracting from the value of humanitar-
ian assistance, but rather as offering an opportunity to contribute to the enhancement of 
its potential and effectiveness. in a time characterized by a poorly-defined war against 
such a poorly-defined enemy – a war waged by any means and posing many important 
challenges to humanitarian work – undertaking such an approach seems hardly feasible 
or at least likely to face many obstacles. it is our opinion however that the context of 
the War on terror must not be seen as an excuse for lost momentum, but rather as an 
opportunity for rethinking the role and place of effective humanitarian action in today’s 
many humanitarian crises.
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