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A CRITIC AT LARGE

ALMS DEALERS
Can you provide humanitarian aid without facilitating conflicts?

by philip Gourevitch

THE CRITICS

In Biafra in 1968, a generation of chil-
dren was starving to death. This was a 

year after oil-rich Biafra had seceded from 
Nigeria, and, in return, Nigeria had at-
tacked and laid siege to Biafra. Foreign 
correspondents in the blockaded enclave 
spotted the first signs of famine that 
spring, and by early summer there were 
reports that thousands of the youngest  
Biafrans were dying each day. Hardly 
anybody in the rest of the world paid at-
tention until a reporter from the Sun, the 
London tabloid, visited Biafra with a 
photographer and encountered the wast-
ing children: eerie, withered little wraiths. 
The paper ran the pictures alongside har-
rowing reportage for days on end. Soon, 
the story got picked up by newspapers all 
over the world. More photographers 
made their way to Biafra, and television 
crews, too. The civil war in Nigeria was 
the first African war to be televised. Sud-
denly, Biafra’s hunger was one of the 
defining stories of the age—the graphic 
suffering of innocents made an ines-
capable appeal to conscience—and the 
humanitarian-aid business as we know it 
today came into being. 

“There were meetings, committees, 
protests, demonstrations, riots, lobbies, 
sit-ins, fasts, vigils, collections, banners, 
public meetings, marches, letters sent  
to everybody in public life capable of 
influencing other opinion, sermons, lec-
tures, films and donations,” wrote Fred-
erick Forsyth, who reported from Biafra 
during much of the siege, and published 
a book about it before turning to fiction 
with “The Day of the Jackal.” “Young 

people volunteered to go out and try to 
help, doctors and nurses did go out to 
offer their services in an attempt to re-
lieve the suffering. Others offered to take 
Biafran babies into their homes for the 
duration of the war; some volunteered to 
fly or fight for Biafra. The donors are 
known to have ranged from old-age pen-
sioners to the boys at Eton College.” For-
syth was describing the British response, 
but the same things were happening 
across Europe, and in America as well.

Stick-limbed, balloon-bellied, ancient-
eyed, the tiny, failing bodies of Biafra had 
become as heavy a presence on evening-
news broadcasts as battlefield dispatches 
from Vietnam. The Americans who took 
to the streets to demand government ac-
tion were often the same demonstrators 
who were protesting what their gov
ernment was doing in Vietnam. Out of 
Vietnam and into Biafra—that was the 
message. Forsyth writes that the State 
Department was flooded with mail, as 
many as twenty-five thousand letters in 
one day. It got to where President Lyn-
don Johnson told his Undersecretary of 
State, “Just get those nigger babies off my 
TV set.”

That was Johnson’s way of authoriz-
ing humanitarian relief for Biafra, and his 
order was executed in the spirit in which 
it was given: stingily. According to For-
syth, by the war’s end, in 1970, Washing-
ton’s total expenditure on food aid for Bi-
afra had been equivalent to “about three 
days of the cost of taking lives in Viet-
nam,” or “about twenty minutes of the 
Apollo Eleven flight.” But Forsyth, who 

was an unapologetic partisan of the Bi-
afran cause, reserved his deepest con-
tempt for the British government, which 
supported the Nigerian blockade. Even 
as Nigeria’s representative to abortive 
peace talks declared, “Starvation is a le-
gitimate weapon of war, and we have 
every intention of using it,” the Labour 
Government in London dismissed re-
ports of Biafran starvation as enemy pro-
paganda. Whitehall’s campaign against 
Biafra, Forsyth wrote, “rings a sinister 
bell in the minds of those who remember 
the small but noisy caucus of rather 
creepy gentlemen who in 1938 took it 
upon themselves to play devil’s advocate 
for Nazi Germany.” 

The Holocaust was a constant refer-
ence for Biafra advocates. In this, they 
were assisted by Biafra’s secessionist gov-
ernment, which had a formidable pro-
paganda department and a Swiss public-
relations firm. The cameras made the 
historical association obvious: few had 
seen such images since the liberation of 
the Nazi death camps. Propelled by that 
memory, the Westerners who gave Bi-
afra their money and their time (and, in 
some cases, their lives) believed that an-
other genocide was imminent there, and 
the humanitarian relief operation they 
mounted was unprecedented in its scope 
and accomplishment. 

In 1967, the International Committee 
of the Red Cross, the world’s oldest and 
largest humanitarian nongovernmental 
organization, had a total annual budget of 
just half a million dollars. A year later, the 
Red Cross was spending about a million 
and a half dollars a month in Biafra alone, 
and other N.G.O.s, secular and church-
based (including Oxfam, Caritas, and 
Concern), were also growing exponen-
tially in response to Biafra. The Red Cross 
ultimately withdrew from the Nigerian 
civil war in order to preserve its neutrality, 
but by then its absence hardly affected the 
scale of the operation. Biafra was inacces-
sible except by air, and by the fall of 1968 
a humanitarian airlift had begun. The Bi-
afran air bridge, as it was known, had no 
official support from any state. It was car-
ried out entirely by N.G.O.s, and all the 
flying had to be done by night, as the 
planes were under constant fire from Ni-
gerian forces. At its peak, in 1969, the 
mission delivered an average of two hun-
dred and fifty metric tons of food a night. 
Only the Berlin airlift had ever moved A
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London, 1969: The worldwide reaction to the Biafran war gave rise to the modern humanitarian-aid industry.
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more aid more efficiently, and that was an 
Air Force operation.

The air bridge was a heroic undertak-
ing, and a stunning technical success for a 
rising humanitarian generation, eager to 
atone for the legacies of colonialism and 
for the inequities of the Cold War world 
order. In fact, the humanitarianism that 
emerged from Biafra—and its lawyerly 
twin, the human-rights lobby—is proba-
bly the most enduring legacy of the fer-
ment of 1968 in global politics. Here was 
a non-ideological ideology of engagement 
that allowed one, a quarter of a century 
after Auschwitz, not to be a bystander, 
and, at the same time, not to be identified 
with power: to stand always with the vic-
tim, in solidarity, with clean hands—heal-
ing hands. The underlying ideas and prin-
ciples weren’t new, but they came together 
in Biafra, and spread forth from there 
with a force that reflected a growing de-
sire in the West (a desire that only inten- 
sified when the Berlin Wall was breached) 
to find a way to seek honor on the bat- 
tlefield without having to kill for it.

Three decades later, in Sierra Leone, 
a Dutch journalist named Linda 

Polman squeezed into a bush taxi bound 
for Makeni, the headquarters of the Rev-
olutionary United Front rebels. In the 
previous decade, the R.U.F. had waged a 
guerrilla war of such extreme cruelty in 
the service of such incoherent politics 
that the mania seemed its own end. 
While the R.U.F. leadership, backed by 
President Charles Taylor, of Liberia,  
got rich off captured diamond mines, its 
Army, made up largely of abducted chil-
dren, got stoned and sacked the land, 
raping and hacking limbs off citizens  
and burning homes and villages to the 
ground. But, in May, 2001, a truce had 
been signed, and by the time Polman ar-
rived in Sierra Leone later that year the 
Blue Helmets of the United Nations 
were disarming and demobilizing the 
R.U.F. The business of war was giving 
way to the business of peace, and, in 
Makeni, Polman found that former rebel 
warlords—such self-named men as Gen-
eral Cut-Throat, Major Roadblock, Ser-
geant Rape Star, and Kill-Man No-
Blood—had taken to calling their 
territories “humanitarian zones,” and 
identifying themselves as “humanitarian 
officers.” As one rebel turned peacenik, 
who went by the name Colonel Van-

BRIEFLY NOTED

Room, by Emma Donoghue (Little, Brown; 
$24.99). The five-year-old narrator of this 
astounding, terrifying novel is happy in his 
tiny universe: an eleven-by-eleven-foot 
room where he lives with his mother, 
never setting foot outside. To him, there 
is no outside, just “Outer Space,” glimpsed 
through a sliver of skylight and on TV. 
Gradually, the reality of the situation 
filters through: during the day, the boy 
and his mother practice screaming; in the 
dark, she flashes a lamp on and off, a futile 
S.O.S. On certain nights, a man enters, 
through a steel door, and the boy hides in 
the wardrobe, counting the creaks of the 
bed. It’s a testament to Donoghue’s imag-
ination and empathy that she is able to 
fashion radiance from such horror, as 
when the boy first sees the sunset: “I watch 
God’s face falling slow slow, even orang-
ier and the clouds are all colors, then after 
there’s streaks and dark coming so bit-at-
a-time I don’t see it till it’s done.” 

Zero History, by William Gibson (Putnam; 
$26.95). Gibson, the progenitor of cyber-
punk, turned to a different strain of fiction 
after September 11th, neither speculative 
nor wholly realist. His recent books read 
as giddy fantasias of esoteric technology 
and mass cultural manipulation, yet the 
world they depict is recognizably ours. His 
new novel is the third in a series loosely 
connected by theme (ubiquity versus the 
individual) and by the recurring character 
of an unscrupulous advertising magus bent 
on global domination via the commod- 
ification of cool. Gibson’s restless intellect 
flits from urban anthropology (the sup-
planting of cigarettes by cell phones in 
“the gestural language of public places”) to 
the omnipresence of surveillance cameras 
(“a symptom of autoimmune disease,” 
protective mechanisms gone destructive). 
The particulars of the plot—the hunt for 
an off-the-grid denim brand; industrial 
espionage in the design of military uni-
forms—matter less than its propulsion. 
The book is best experienced as a joyride, 
albeit with philosophical reverberations. 

My Life as a Russian Novel, by Emman-
uel Carrère, translated from the French by 
Linda Coverdale (Metropolitan; $25). At 

the start of this brooding memoir, Car-
rère, a French writer known for queasy 
psychological fables, travels to a backwa-
ter Russian town to investigate the case 
of a Hungarian soldier captured by So-
viet forces in 1944 and imprisoned in an 
insane asylum for more than fifty years. 
The author, whose ancestors were Rus-
sian aristocrats with a fondness for wolf 
escorts and defenestration, becomes ob-
sessed with the town and its forlorn in-
habitants, among them the dangerously 
voluble girlfriend of the local secret-
police officer. But his primary subject is 
himself, as he wrestles with a dark fam-
ily secret—his grandfather was mur-
dered at the end of the Second World 
War, on suspicion of being a Nazi col-
laborator—and with a corrosive love 
affair. Carrère is lucid and ruthless in 
his self-indictment, ever conscious of 
the fine line between absurdity and 
anguish.

Yeats and Violence, by Michael Wood 
(Oxford; $35). This conversational vol-
ume is a study of Yeats’s poem “Nineteen 
Hundred and Nineteen,” a bleak, blood-
soaked product of Ireland’s political tur-
bulence. Wood begins with a close read-
ing of the poem’s opening sections and 
segues into discussions of formalism and 
the history of poetic renderings of Ire-
land. His generosity in citing the opin-
ions of other critics and poets is such that 
the reader is immersed in a range of lively 
arguments and counter-readings inspired 
by Yeats’s work. The poem itself is so 
carefully examined—for its revelations of 
Yeats’s astronomical system, for its echoes 
of Andrew Marvell, for the meaning of  
its historical moment—that the reader 
emerges from Wood’s book convinced 
that the text has a life of its own, and deep 
mysteries still to be revealed. 
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damme, explained, “The white men are 
soon gonna need drivers, security guards, 
and houses. We’re gonna provide them.”

Colonel Vandamme called aid work-
ers “wives”—“because they care for peo-
ple,” according to Polman, and also, pre-
sumably, because they are seen as fit ob- 
jects of manipulation and exploitation. 
Speaking in the local pidgin, Vandamme 
told Polman, “Them N.G.O. wifes done 
reach already for come count how much 
sick and pikin [children] de na di area.” 
Vandamme saw opportunity in this cen-
sus. “They’re my pikin and my sick,” he 
said. “Anyone who wants to count them 
has to pay me first.” 

This was what Polman had come to 
Makeni to hear. The conventional wis-
dom was that Sierra Leone’s civil war had 
been pure insanity: tens of thousands 
dead, many more maimed or wounded, 
and half the population displaced—all  
for nothing. But Polman had heard it 
suggested that the R.U.F.’s rampages had 
followed from “a rational, calculated strat-
egy.” The idea was that the extreme vio- 
lence had been “a deliberate attempt to 
drive up the price of peace.” Sure enough, 
Polman met a rebel leader in Makeni, 
who told her, “We’d worked harder than 
anyone for peace, but we got almost noth-
ing in return.” Addressing Polman as a 
stand-in for the international community, 
he elaborated, “You people looked the 
other way all those years. . . . There was 
nothing to stop for. Everything was bro-
ken, and you people weren’t here to fix it.”

In the end, he claimed, the R.U.F. 
had escalated the horror of the war (and 
provoked the government, too, to esca-
late it) by deploying special “cut-hands 
gangs” to lop off civilian limbs. “It was 
only when you saw ever more amputees 
that you started paying attention to our 
fate,” he said. “Without the amputee fac-
tor, you people wouldn’t have come.” 
The U.N.’s mission in Sierra Leone was 
per capita the most expensive humanitar-
ian relief operation in the world at the 
time. The old rebel believed that, instead 
of being vilified for the mutilations, he 
and his comrades should be thanked for 
rescuing their country. 

Is this true? Do doped-up maniacs re-
ally go a-maiming in order to increase 

their country’s appeal in the eyes of inter-
national aid donors? Does the modern 
humanitarian-aid industry help create 

the kind of misery it is supposed to re-
dress? That is the central contention of 
Polman’s new book, “The Crisis Cara-
van: What’s Wrong with Humanitarian 
Aid?” (Metropolitan; $24), translated by 
the excellent Liz Waters. Three years 
after Polman’s visit to Makeni, the inter-
national Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission for Sierra Leone published tes-
timony that described a meeting in the 
late nineteen-nineties at which rebels 
and government soldiers discussed their 
shared need for international attention. 
Amputations, they agreed, drew more 
press coverage than any other feature of 
the war. “When we started cutting hands, 
hardly a day BBC would not talk about 
us,” a T.R.C. witness said. The authors 
of the T.R.C. report remarked that “this 
seems to be a deranged way of address-
ing problems,” but at the same time they 
allowed that under the circumstances “it 
might be a plausible way of thinking.”

Polman puts it more provocatively. 
Sowing horror to reap aid, and reaping aid 
to sow horror, she argues, is “the logic  
of the humanitarian era.” Consider how 
Christian aid groups that set up “redemp-
tion” programs to buy the freedom of 
slaves in Sudan drove up the market in-
centives for slavers to take more captives. 
Consider how, in Ethiopia and Somalia 
during the nineteen-eighties and nineties, 
politically instigated, localized famines at-
tracted the food aid that allowed govern-
ments to feed their own armies while they 
further destroyed and displaced targeted 
population groups. Consider how, in the 
early eighties, aid fortified fugitive Khmer 
Rouge killers in camps on the Thai-Cam-
bodian border, enabling them to visit an-
other ten years of war, terror, and misery 
upon Cambodians; and how, in the mid-
nineties, fugitive Rwandan génocidaires 
were succored in the same way by inter-
national humanitarians in border camps 
in eastern Congo, so that they have been 
able to continue their campaigns of exter-
mination and rape to this day.

And then there’s what happened in Si-
erra Leone after the amputations brought 
the peace, which brought the U.N., which 
brought the money, which brought the 
N.G.O.s. All of them, as Polman tells it, 
wanted a piece of the amputee action. It 
got to the point where the armless and 
legless had piles of extra prosthetics in 
their huts and still went around with their 
stubs exposed to satisfy the demands of 

press and N.G.O. photographers, who 
brought yet more money and more aid. In 
the obscene circus of self-regarding char-
ity that Polman sketches, vacationing 
American doctors turned up, sponsored 
by their churches, and performed life-
threatening (sometimes life-taking) oper-
ations without proper aftercare, while 
other Americans persuaded amputee  
parents to give up amputee children for 
adoption in a manner that seemed to 
combine aspects of bribery and kidnap-
ping. Officers of the new Sierra Leone 
government had only to put out a hand 
to catch some of the cascading aid money. 

Polman might also have found more 
heartening anecdotes and balanced her 
account of humanitarianism run amok 
with tales of humanitarian success: lives 
salvaged, epidemics averted, families 
reunited. But in her view the good in-
tentions of aid—and the good that aid 
does—are too often invoked as excuses 
for ignoring its ills. The corruptions of 
unchecked humanitarianism, after all, are 
hardly unique to Sierra Leone. Polman 
finds such moral hazard on display wher-
ever aid workers are deployed. In case 
after case, a persuasive argument can be 
made that, over-all, humanitarian aid did 
as much or even more harm than good.

“Yes, but, good grief, should we just 
do nothing at all then?” Max Chevalier, 
a sympathetic Dutchman who tended 
amputees in Freetown for the N.G.O. 
Handicap International, asked Polman. 
Chevalier made his argument by shear-
ing away from the big political-historical 
picture to focus instead, as humanitar- 
ian fund-raising appeals do, on a single 
suffering individual—in this instance, a 
teen-age girl who had not only had a 
hand cut off by rebels but had then  
been forced to eat it. Chevalier wanted to 
know, “Are we supposed to simply walk 
away and abandon that girl?” Polman in-
sists that conscience compels us to con-
sider that option. 

The godfather of modern humani
tarianism was a Swiss businessman 

named Henri Dunant, who happened, 
on June 24, 1859, to witness the Battle of 
Solferino, which pitted a Franco-Sardin-
ian alliance against the Austrian Army in 
a struggle for control of Italy. Some three 
hundred thousand soldiers went at it  
that day, and Dunant was thunderstruck 
by the carnage of the combat. But what 
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affected him more was the aftermath of 
the fight: the battlefield crawling with 
wounded soldiers, abandoned by their 
armies to languish, untended, in their 
gore and agony. Dunant helped orga- 
nize local civilians to rescue, feed, bathe, 
and bandage the survivors. But the great 
good will of those who volunteered their 
aid could not make up for their incapac-
ity and incompetence. Dunant returned 
to Switzerland brooding on the need to 
establish a standing, professionalized 
service for the provision of humanitarian 
relief. Before long, he founded the Red 
Cross, on three bedrock principles: im-
partiality, neutrality, and independence. 
In fund-raising letters, he described his 
scheme as both Christian and a good 
deal for countries going to war. “By re-
ducing the number of cripples,” he wrote, 
“a saving would be effected in the ex-
penses of a Government which has to 
provide pensions for disabled soldiers.” 

Humanitarianism also had a god-
mother, as Linda Polman reminds us. 
She was Florence Nightingale, and she 
rejected the idea of the Red Cross from 
the outset. “I think its views most absurd 
just such as would originate in a little 
state like Geneva, which can never see 
war,” she said. Nightingale had served as 
a nurse in British military hospitals dur-
ing the Crimean War, where nightmar-
ish conditions—septic, sordid, and bru-
tal—more often than not amounted to  
a death sentence for wounded soldiers  
of the Crown. So she was outraged by 
Dunant’s pitch. How could anyone who 
sought to reduce human suffering want 

to make war less costly? By easing the 
burden on war ministries, Nightingale 
argued, volunteer efforts could simply 
make waging war more attractive, and 
more probable.

It might appear that Dunant won the 
argument. His principles of uncondi-
tional humanitarianism got enshrined in 
the Geneva Conventions, earned him 
the first Nobel Peace Prize, and have 
stood as the industry standard ever since. 
But Dunant’s legacy has hardly made 
war less cruel. As humanitarian action 
has proliferated in the century since his 
death, so has the agony it is supposed to 
alleviate. When Dunant contemplated 
the horrors of Solferino, nearly all of the 
casualties were soldiers; today, the U.N. 
estimates that ninety per cent of war’s ca-
sualties are civilians. And Polman has 
come back from fifteen years of report-
ing in the places where aid workers ply 
their trade to tell us that Nightingale 
was right. 

The scenes of suffering that we tend 
to call humanitarian crises are almost 
always symptoms of political circum-
stances, and there’s no apolitical way  
of responding to them—no way to act 
without having a political effect. At the 
very least, the role of the officially neutral, 
apolitical aid worker in most contem-
porary conflicts is, as Nightingale fore-
warned, that of a caterer: humanitarian-
ism relieves the warring parties of many 
of the burdens (administrative and finan- 
cial) of waging war, diminishing the de-
mands of governing while fighting, cut-
ting the cost of sustaining casualties, and 

supplying the food, medicine, and logis-
tical support that keep armies going. At 
its worst—as the Red Cross demon-
strated during the Second World War, 
when the organization offered its services 
at Nazi death camps, while maintaining 
absolute confidentiality about the atroci-
ties it was privy to—impartiality in the 
face of atrocity can be indistinguishable 
from complicity. 

“The Crisis Caravan” is the latest ad-
dition to a groaning shelf of books from 
the past fifteen years that examine the 
humanitarian-aid industry and its dis-
content. Polman leans heavily on the 
seminal critiques advanced in Alex de 
Waal’s “Famine Crimes” and Michael 
Maren’s “The Road to Hell”; on Fiona 
Terry’s mixture of lament and apologia 
for the misuse of aid, “Condemned to 
Repeat?”; and on David Rieff ’s pessimis-
tic meditation on humanitarian idealism, 
“A Bed for the Night.” All these authors 
are veteran aid workers, or, in Rieff’s case, 
a longtime humanitarian fellow-traveller. 
Polman carries no such baggage. She 
cannot be called disillusioned. In an ear-
lier book, “We Did Nothing,” she offered 
a prosecutorial sketch of the pathetic 
record of U.N. peacekeeping missions. 
Then, as now, her method was less that 
of investigative reporting than the cumu-
lative anecdotalism of travelogue pointed 
by polemic. Her style is brusque, hard-
boiled, with a satirist’s taste for gallows 
humor. Her basic stance is: J ’accuse. 

Polman takes aim at everything from 
the mixture of world-weary cynicism and 
entitled self-righteousness by which aid 
workers insulate themselves from their 
surroundings to the deeper decadence of 
a humanitarianism that paid war taxes of 
anywhere from fifteen per cent of the 
value of the aid it delivered (in Charles 
Taylor’s Liberia) to eighty per cent (on 
the turf of some Somali warlords), or that 
effectively provided the logistical infra-
structure for ethnic cleansing (in Bosnia). 
She does not spare her colleagues in the 
press, either, describing how reporters are 
exploited by aid agencies to amplify cri-
ses in ways that boost fund-raising, and 
to present stories of suffering without po-
litical or historical context.

Journalists too often depend on aid 
workers—for transportation, lodging, 
food, and companionship as well as in-
formation—and Polman worries that 
they come away with a distorted view of “Sire, they also want dental.”
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natives as people who merely suffer or 
inflict suffering, and of white humanitar-
ians as their only hope. Most damningly, 
she writes: “Confronted with humanitar-
ian disasters, journalists who usually like 
to present themselves as objective outsid-
ers suddenly become the disciples of aid 
workers. They accept uncritically the hu-
manitarian aid agencies’ claims to neu-
trality, elevating the trustworthiness and 
expertise of aid workers above journalis-
tic skepticism.”

Maren and de Waal expose more 
thoroughly the ignoble economies that 
aid feeds off and creates: the competition 
for contracts, even for projects that every-
one knows are ill-considered, the ways in 
which aid upends local markets for goods 
and services, fortifying war-makers and 
creating entirely new crises for their vic-
tims. Worst of all, de Waal argues, emer-
gency aid weakens recipient govern-
ments, eroding their accountability and 
undermining their legitimacy. Polman 
works in a more populist vein. She is less 
patient in building her case—at times 
slapdash, at times flippant. But she is 
no less biting, and what she finds most 
galling about the humanitarian order is 
that it is accountable to no one. Mov-
ing from mess to mess, the aid workers 
in their white Land Cruisers manage 
to take credit without accepting blame, 
as though humanitarianism were its 
own alibi.

Since Biafra, humanitarianism has be-
come the idea, and the practice, that 

dominates Western response to other 
people’s wars and natural disasters; of 
late, it has even become a dominant 
justification for Western war-making. 
Biafra was where many of the leaders of 
what de Waal calls the “humanitarian in-
ternational” got their start, and the Biafra 
airlift provided the industry with its 
founding legend, “an unsurpassed effort 
in terms of logistical achievement and 
sheer physical courage,” de Waal writes. 
It is remembered as it was lived, as a 
cause célèbre—John Lennon and Jean-
Paul Sartre both raised their fists for the 
Biafrans—and the food the West sent 
certainly did save lives. Yet a moral as-
sessment of the Biafra operation is far 
from clear-cut.

After the secessionist government was 
finally forced to surrender and rejoin Ni-
geria, in 1970, the predicted genocidal 

massacres never materialized. Had it not 
been for the West’s charity, the Nigerian 
civil war surely would have ended much 
sooner. Against the lives that the airlifted 
aid saved must be weighed all those 
lives—tens of thousands, perhaps hun-
dreds of thousands—that were lost to  
the extra year and a half of destruction. 
But the newborn humanitarian interna-
tional hardly stopped to reflect on this 
fact. New crises beckoned—most imme-
diately, in Bangladesh—and who can 
know in advance whether saving lives 
will cost even more lives? The crisis car-
avan rolled on. Its mood was triumpha-
list, and to a large degree it remains so. 

Michael Maren stumbled into the aid 
industry in the nineteen-seventies by way 
of the Peace Corps. “In the post-Viet-
nam world, the Peace Corps offered us 
an opportunity to forge a different kind 
of relationship with the Third World, 
one based on respect,” he writes. But he 
soon began to wonder how respectful it 
is to send Western kids to tell the elders 
of ancient agrarian cultures how to feed 
themselves better. As he watched profes-
sional humanitarians chasing contracts to 
implement policies whose harm they 
plainly saw, he came to regard his col-
leagues as a new breed of mercenaries: 
soldiers of misfortune. Yet, David Rieff 
notes, “for better or worse, by the late 
1980s humanitarianism had become the 
last coherent saving ideal.” 

How is it that humanitarians so read-
ily deflect accountability for the negative 
consequences of their actions? “Humani-
tarianism flourishes as an ethical response 
to emergencies not just because bad things 
happen in the world, but also because 
many people have lost faith in both eco-
nomic development and political struggle 
as ways of trying to improve the human 
lot,” the social scientist Craig Calhoun 
observes in his contribution to a new vol-
ume of essays, “Contemporary States of 
Emergency,” edited by Didier Fassin and 
Mariella Pandolfi (Zone; $36.95). “Hu-
manitarianism appeals to many who seek 
morally pure and immediately good ways 
of responding to suffering in the world.” 
Or, as the Harvard law professor David 

Kennedy writes in “The Dark Sides of 
Virtue” (2004), “Humanitarianism tempts 
us to hubris, to an idolatry about our in-
tentions and routines, to the conviction 
that we know more than we do about 
what justice can be.”

Maren, who came to regard humani-
tarianism as every bit as damaging to its 
subjects as colonialism, and vastly more 
dishonest, takes a dimmer view: that we 
do not really care about those to whom 
we send aid, that our focus is our own vir-
tue. He quotes these lines of the Somali 
poet Ali Dhux: 

A man tries hard to help you find your lost  
	 camels.

He works more tirelessly than even you,
But in truth he does not want you to find  

	 them, ever.

In May of 1996, in the hill town of 
Kitchanga in the North Kivu province 

of eastern Congo (then still called Zaire), 
I spent a night in a dank schoolroom that 
had been temporarily set up as an oper-
ating room by surgeons from the Dutch 
section of Médecins Sans Frontières. A 
few days earlier, a gang from the U.N.-
sponsored refugee camps for Rwandan 
Hutus—camps that were controlled by 
the killers, physically, politically, eco-
nomically—had massacred a group of 
Congolese Tutsis at a nearby monastery. 
Members of the M.S.F. team had been 
patching up some of the survivors. A 
man with a gaping gunshot wound 
writhed beneath the forceps of a Belaru-
sian doctor, chanting quietly—“Ay, yay, 
yay, yay, yay, yay”—before crying out in 
Swahili, “Too much sorrow.”

Everyone knew that the Hutu génoci-
daires bullied and extorted aid workers, 
and filled their war chests with taxes col-
lected on aid rations. Everybody knew, 
too, that these killers were now working 
their way into the surrounding Congo-
lese territory to slaughter and drive out 
the local Tutsi population. (During my 
visit, they had even begun attacking 
N.G.O. vehicles.) In the literature of aid 
work, the U.N. border camps set up after 
the Rwandan genocide, and particularly 
the Goma camps, figure as the ultimate 
example of corrupted humanitarian-
ism—of humanitarianism in the service 
of extreme inhumanity. It could only end 
badly, bloodily. That there would be an-
other war because of the camps was ob-
vious long before the war came. 
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Aid workers were afraid, and demor-
alized, and without faith in their work. In 
the early months of the crisis, in 1994, 
several leading aid agencies had with-
drawn from the camps to protest being 
made the accomplices of génocidaires. But 
other organizations rushed to take over 
their contracts, and those who remained 
spoke of their mission as if it had been in-
scribed in stone at Mt. Sinai. They could 
not, they said, abandon the people in the 
camps. Of course, that’s exactly what the 
humanitarians did when the war came: 
they fled as the Rwandan Army swept in 
and drove the great mass of people in the 
camps home to Rwanda. Then the Army 
pursued those who remained, fighters 
and noncombatants, as they fled west 
across Congo. Tens of thousands were 
killed, massacres were reported—and 
this slaughter was the ultimate price of 
the camps, a price that is still being paid 
today by the Congolese people, who 
chafed under serial Rwandan occupa-
tions of their country, and continue now 
to be preyed upon by remnant Hutu 
Power forces.

Sadako Ogata, who ran the U.N. ref-
ugee agency in those years, and was re-
sponsible for all the camps in Congo, 
wrote her own self-exculpating book, 
“The Turbulent Decade,” in which she 
repeatedly falls back on the truism “There 
are no humanitarian solutions to human-
itarian problems.” She means that the so-
lution must be political, but, coming 
from Ogata, this mantra also clearly 
means: no holding humanitarianism ac-
countable for its consequences. One of 
Ogata’s top officers at the time said so 
more directly, when he summed up the 
humanitarian experience of the Hutu 
Power-controlled border camps and 
their aftermath with the extraordinary 
Nixonian formulation “Yes, mistakes 
were made, but we are not responsible.”

It is a wonder that the U.N. refugee 
chiefs’ spin escaped Linda Polman’s no-
tice: it’s the sort of nonsense that gets her 
writerly pulse up. But Polman does 
effectively answer them. “As far as I’m 
aware,” she remarks, “no aid worker or 
aid organization has ever been dragged 
before the courts for failures or mistakes, 
let alone for complicity in crimes com-
mitted by rebels and regimes.”

Aid organizations and their workers 
are entirely self-policing, which means 
that when it comes to the political con-

sequences of their actions they are simply 
not policed. When a mission ends in ca-
tastrophe, they write their own evalua-
tions. And if there are investigations of 
the crimes that follow on their aid, the 
humanitarians get airbrushed out of the 
story. Polman’s suggestion that it should 
not be so is particularly timely just now, 
as a new U.N. report on atrocities in the 
Congo between 1993 and 2003 has re-
vived the question of responsibility for 
the bloody aftermath of the camps. 
There can be no proper accounting of 
such a history as long as humanitarians 
continue to enjoy total impunity.

During my night at the schoolroom 
surgery in Kitchanga, the doctors told me 
about a teen-age boy who had been 
found naked except for a banana leaf, 
which he had plastered over the back of 
his head and shoulders. When the leaf 
fell away, the doctors saw that the boy’s 
neck had been chopped through to the 

bone. His head hung off to the side. I saw 
the boy in the morning. He was walking 
gingerly around the schoolyard. The 
doctors had reassembled him and 
stitched him back together. And he was 
not the only one they had saved. This 
was the humanitarian ideal in practice—
pure and unambiguous. Such immense 
“small mercies” are to be found every-
where that humanitarians go, even at the 
scenes of their most disastrous interven-
tions. What could be better than re-
storing a life like that? The sight of that 
sewed-up boy was as moving as the 
abuses of the humanitarian international 
were offensive. Then, later that day, the 
doctors I was travelling with told me 
that, to insure their own safety while they 
worked, they had to prove their neutral-
ity by tending to génocidaires as well as to 
their victims. And I wondered: If these 
humanitarians weren’t here, would that 
boy have needed them? 

“We shouldn’t have expected a banker to play by the rules.”

• •
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